

        

            

                

            

        




	



Ink, Sweat and Tears


	 


	 


	Can you find your one true love in the remains of two failed relationships?


	 


	When tax accountant Dean Fowler moves into a new home after wasting six years in an unfulfilling relationship, he finds the man of his dreams on his doorstep—literally. His new neighbour, gorgeous tattoo artist Caelan Stokes, has just become available after putting up with an unfaithful lover for too long. Opposites attract and an intimate evening of comparing notes on what it's like to find your hopes and expectations shattered leads them to share an even more intimate night of sexual pleasures.


	 


	Caelan's wounds might run deeper than it seems at first, though, and Dean resorts to unusual measures to create something that lasts, but are the sparks—and the ink—that fly between them enough to build a new love on the ruins of their pasts?
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Chapter 1


	 


	 


	 


	“Do you want a hand with that?”


	“Huh?” Spinning around at the sound of the unfamiliar but rather pleasant voice, Dean unexpectedly found himself face to face with a hallucination. Well, not quite, but the man who stood before him did look like the ones that his brain could usually conjure up only in some of his more elaborate fantasies. 


	“I said do you want a hand with that?” Repeating his offer patiently, the gorgeous blond jerked his head at the heap of assorted things Dean called his own. 


	“Um, that’s very nice of you,” Dean said, baffled. 


	“Well, I’m a nice guy.” 


	I’m sure you are. Dean bit the thought back before it could tumble out of his mouth and instead explained rather lamely, “I’m just moving in.” Yeah. Right. As if the big moving van that blocked half of the road wasn’t a clear indication of what he was doing. It was probably a good thing that the shop which occupied the basement was closed. The owner would not be too happy about being shielded from view—and business—by a very big, very ugly, very green vehicle. 


	“I thought so.” A cute dimple showed in the stranger’s left cheek as he held out his hand. “So you’re the new tenant, huh? I’m Caelan Stokes, nice to meet you.”


	“Dean Fowler, new tenant.” Dean returned the smile, minus the dimple, and shook Caelan’s hand. “My pleasure.”


	Caelan held his gaze for just as long as it took Dean to notice that he had the most beautiful, grey-green eyes. They were dappled with tiny black specks and glittered with the kind of underlying mischief that held a promise of interesting things to come. Intriguing. Something he could definitely stand to investigate further. 


	Caelan shifted the focus of his beautiful eyes to the van’s open belly. “So what about your stuff?”


	“Oh, yes. That.” Dean sighed. “I was hoping for two of my friends to show up but they’re running a bit late. About half a day late, to be precise, so if you’re serious about your offer, you could help me with the things that require two people to carry. I should be good with the rest then. I just really hope I get it all done by tonight. I don’t suppose that shop’s owner would be too pleased with me if I blocked him for another day.” Frowning, he looked at the dark windows of the basement. A tattoo studio, no less. It had made him waver a little over the decision to move into the building. After all, you never knew what kind of clientele a tattoo studio attracted. Identifying the thought as exactly the kind of narrow-minded, prejudiced notion Phil would come up with, Dean had cast it aside and signed the lease.


	“Sure. No problem. The studio’s closed today, so technically you’d only be blocking it for one day but you’re right, it would be better if you were done by tonight. What d’you wanna start with?”


	Ogling his belongings sceptically, Dean tried to assess the task ahead. And once again, he regretted having insisted on taking everything with him that he was entitled to. “How about the sofa? Then at least we get the worst part over with soonest.”


	“Okay.”


	It was a lot easier said than done, but in the end they managed to get the huge but very comfortable sofa up the first set of stairs. Staring at the door to the flat on the first floor, Dean wasted some of his breath on saying, “Maybe I should have tried to get this one. That would have spared us a lot of sweat.”


	“Ah, well, that flat’s taken,” Caelan panted and raised his arms over his head to stretch his back. 


	“Too bad. I hope whoever lives there doesn’t mind us parking that sofa in their hall for a while.”


	Caelan flashed a cute grin. “Not at all. We can park here all day if you want. It’s mine,” he explained in answer to Dean’s doubtful glance. 


	“Oh. Care to swap?”


	“No.”


	“Ah well, it doesn’t hurt to ask. Ready to go on?”


	“Yep.”


	“Are you sure you want to help me with the rest, too?” Dean asked some time later when they had recovered sufficiently from carrying the sofa. 


	“So far, yes, but stop asking me or I might change my mind.” Seemingly untroubled and with a crooked grin on his face, Caelan bounced downstairs where he inspected the van’s contents while he waited for Dean to catch up. 


	“Got dumped, huh?” he asked sympathetically and jerked his head at the pile of assembled furniture, moving boxes, and other titbits. 


	“Uh, no, not quite.”


	“Oops, sorry. I just thought it looks a lot like you ended up with half a household.”


	Glancing at his belongings, Dean realised that he was right. Apart from the items that were uniquely personal things like clothes, books and his beloved CD collection, he had indeed ended up with half of what had been bought jointly. 


	“It’s that obvious, is it?”


	“I suppose anyone who’s been there and done that knows what the remains of a relationship look like.”


	“Hmm, probably,” Dean admitted with a grin, suddenly cheerful as he once again reminded himself of his newly established freedom and all the possibilities it offered. Or rather, the possibilities he was allowed to accept now. “You’re right about this being the remains of a relationship. It was me who did the dumping though.” 


	“Oh.” For the fragment of a second a scowl flickered across Caelan’s features, but he quickly chased it away with a lopsided smile. “Well, I guess in that case I don’t need to offer my condolences, do I?”


	“Not really. Congratulations would be more appropriate. And appreciated.”


	“Okay. Congrats,” Caelan said smoothly, although he did not sound entirely convinced. 


	“Hey, what’s with the sad face?” Dean teased. 


	“Uh, nothing.” Caelan flashed a quick, evasive grin and turned to pick up one of the boxes. “Let’s just keep moving. You don’t wanna end up with your stuff sitting here all night, do you?”


	“No, you’re right about that.” Following Caelan inside and up the stairs, Dean seized the opportunity to check him out discreetly. 


	His new neighbour was a pretty striking creature who seemingly invested some time in keeping that gorgeous body of his in excellent shape. Judging from the way he carried the awfully heavy box that contained a lot of Dean’s CDs, he was quite a bit stronger than his slender build led one to assume. Well, clothes could hide a lot and Dean had seen enough guys without any to make an educated guess at what this one’s faded jeans and black hoodie must be hiding. The jeans definitely hid long, lean legs and a very shapely derrière that wiggled enticingly as Caelan climbed the stairs in front of Dean. 


	Averting his gaze, Dean focussed on the pattern of the stone steps. Free man or not, he was treading dangerous grounds eyeing up the only soul who was willing to help him. If he made a dog’s dinner of working with Caelan, he was most likely to end up alone with the rest of his stuff. And there were still more of his possessions to move and sort through than he cared to think about.


	 


	 


	* * * *


	 


	 


	They continued to carry things inside for a while, too busy saving their breaths for the exertion of the work to say anything other than asking for directions and giving them respectively. It was already well past nine when Dean put the last box on the stack lining one wall of his bedroom to-be. 


	“Caelan?” 


	“Yeah?”


	“That’s it for today! Fancy a beer?”


	“Only if I don’t have to carry it up those sodding stairs first.” Poking his head around the door, Caelan gave Dean a grateful smile along with a sudden weak feeling in the knees that had absolutely nothing to do with the strain of an afternoon spent carrying heavy items up two floors. Sweaty, flushed and dishevelled, Caelan looked quite plainly adorable. He’d shed his sweater somewhere along the way and the plain black T-shirt he wore underneath was at just the right state of crumpled to make him being a little short of breath credible. 


	“In fact, you already did. Remember that cool box early on?” 


	“Oh that. Right.”


	Watching him approach, Dean noticed that his assumption about the shape of Caelan’s body had been right. What the T-shirt revealed of his forearms was lean but nicely sculpted muscles that flexed visibly underneath smooth, pale skin. A tattoo decorated the inside of his right arm from the wrist to just below the elbow. It was obviously a word, but the angle at which Caelan held his arm prevented Dean from figuring out what it spelled. There was more ink on him. Black lines peeked out curiously from underneath the hem of his T-shirt on his upper left arm and the side of his neck. So apparently he was well acquainted with the studio in the basement. 


	“Here you are.” He handed Caelan a fortunately still well-chilled bottle, realising only too late that he’d already taken the cap off. Did you do that for a stranger? A stranger who had just spent the best part of a Friday night helping him carry his belongings up two floors, he reminded himself. 


	“Cheers.” Taking the bottle with an appreciative sigh, Caelan raised it to his lips and took a few deep gulps. Dean followed the movements of his jaw and throat for a few moments before he averted his gaze guiltily and said, “Hey, um, thank you for your help. I appreciate it. A lot.”


	“No problem. It’s not as though I had any other plans,” Caelan said lightly and took another swig. 


	“Not? On a Friday night? That’s a bit of a surprise. I’d have expected someone like you to be at least double booked.” Quit the flirting, man, Dean told himself firmly. You’re just gonna chase him away, and he’s by far the most interesting guy you’ve seen in months. Or rather years, if you counted only the real-life encounters.


	Caelan pulled a face as if he’d suddenly realised that he had a toothache. “Let’s just say I had an unexpected vacancy,” he replied evasively, but his voice gave him away. The sudden tone of gloom woke Dean’s inquisitiveness. Well, some might call it nosiness. 


	“Did your girlfriend cancel on you at the last minute?” he asked compassionately, unwilling to drop the matter just yet. 


	“No.” Staring at the label on his beer bottle, Caelan took a breath. “Well, kind of. I got dumped. It wasn’t exactly last minute, but I didn’t get round to making other plans yet. Besides, I have to work tomorrow, so I’m not really up for a wild night out around town anyway.”


	“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”


	“It’s okay.” Caelan sighed and rubbed his neck tiredly. “I guess I had it coming.”


	Dean took a sip of his beer before he said, “That sounds rather ominous. You had it coming? As in it was your fault?”


	“It’s not that simple.”


	“It never is. And it’s not usually just one party’s fault either. Unless of course someone screwed around, in which case it is quite simple. At least that’s what I think.”


	Noticing Caelan’s wince, Dean had a pretty good idea of what had happened. Too bad that the pretty ones were rarely the faithful kind. 


	Keeping his voice carefully void of accusations he asked, “You did screw around, didn’t you?”


	“Um, no, actually.” Caelan swallowed tightly then cleared his throat. “The problem was that I no longer wanted to put up with my boyfriend fucking everything that has a dick and two legs, and when I told him that, he said if I had a problem with him seeing other guys then for him that only meant that he should stop seeing me.”


	“Gosh, I’m sorry. Really.” Staring at Caelan, Dean took in the lowered head and downcast expression. There had clearly been serious feelings, at least on Caelan’s side. He wondered if a comforting hug would be appreciated, while at the same time he felt guilty for wanting to whoop. So his attractive new neighbour was not only gay and available, but he also did value fidelity in a relationship. This was like winning the lottery. And all that on the first day of his new life. 


	“Shocked?” Caelan smiled uncertainly. 


	“Huh?”


	“That I’m queer.”


	“Oh that. No. No, not at all. I was just, uh, wondering.”


	“‘Bout what?”


	“How any guy could be so stupid as to let you go,” Dean blurted out without thinking. A frown crossed Caelan’s face and he stared at Dean for a long moment. “Well, I guess my…ex doesn’t exactly consider his decision stupid. I suppose for him I’d just become a liability he had to get rid of in time.”


	“I’m sorry. When…did it happen?”


	“Two weeks ago.”


	“Want another beer and talk about it?”


	Caelan shrugged. “I won’t say no to the beer, but I’m afraid there isn’t much to talk about, really.”


	Handing him a fresh bottle, Dean watched him closely. Caelan's mouth was set in a thin line, his shoulders were hunched and his forehead in wrinkles. 


	“There’s always something to talk about. How long’ve you guys been together for?”


	“Two years,” Caelan answered unwillingly as he clanked his bottle to Dean’s. 


	“Two years? There’s definitely got to be something to talk about after two years.”


	“What do you want to hear?”


	“Anything you’re happy to tell. The night is young and I haven’t got any plans—other than to order us two indecently large pizzas before my attention is entirely yours to catch. What would you like?”


	“You’ve only just moved in and already have the pizza delivery sorted out?” Caelan smirked. 


	“Sure. You have to know what’s on offer where you are, don’t you? So what shall it be?”


	“Um, mushrooms, pineapple, ham, please.”


	“Okay, hold the thought. I’ll just be a sec.”


	Dean made his phone call in the adjoining room, occasionally catching a glimpse of Caelan who busied himself walking up and down the length of the room in a good impression of a caged tiger. Amazing that he still had energy to burn off after the day he’d had. He had mellowed a bit by the time Dean returned, and although he still looked sad, the anger had gone. 

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/MM_Logo_and_name.jpeg
Me and the Muse





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





