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1

Ivan

Ivan Azarov was not having a particularly good month.

First of all, there had been nothing interesting to do recently. He’d helped Ari and Carter with two of their jobs, played with his solnishko, but there wasn’t anything to really get the blood pumping. He’d been beyond thrilled when a contract was posted about a rare, one-of-a-kind stamp that a greedy collector wanted to attain. Hunting the stamp down sounded like a challenge. Ivan was always up for a good challenge.

But this was proving to be more tedious than he’d planned for. 

The initial job request was simple enough. Recover the Treskilling yellow stamp. Simple, right? A stamp was a stamp, even if it was under glass protection—and it likely was—then it could be slipped into his pocket, and no one would be the wiser. The Treskilling had just proven to be ridiculously difficult to locate. Ivan had initially found record of it being part of a stamp museum in the heart of New Orleans, but the museum had closed down over two years ago due to the owner’s failing health. Then it had been either sold off or bundled into an estate, with some of the stamp collection inherited by family or given as gifts. Ivan had managed to keep track of which parts of the collection were sold—in part thanks to Kyou’s support—but the gifts? He had no way of knowing who got what. The bulk of the collection seemed to be sitting somewhere with the estate. It was more like a treasure hunt than an actual heist. Ivan had hoped for something with more action involved.  

His best bet at the moment was to sneak into the old woman’s place and see what she still had. If the stamp was there, it would cut down on this wild goose chase he’d been involved with for the past month. Her address was open record, due to her eBay account, and he’d been able to find it without any real difficulty. The utility bills showed the apartment was still in use, although probably vacant at this point. He didn’t need to worry about anyone being there. Hopefully. At least, odds were against it in the middle of the workday.

At this time of the day, people were still at work, and the quietness of the apartment building gave him the cover he needed. It was basically child’s play to get into the apartment building, up to the right floor, and only a moment with an old credit card to jimmy the lock and slip through. Ivan fully expected it to take perhaps an hour to shift things until he found what he wanted. Estates were never clean ordeals, after all, and surely some of the collection was boxed up at this point. He just had to find out where the family had stored it.

Stepping inside, he paused, eyes widening incredulously as the door softly closed itself behind him.

This would not take an hour.

This wouldn’t even take a minute.

There was nothing in here.

Ivan cleared his throat. “Testing, testing. Earth to K.”

Kyou answered absently, “Don’t tell me you’re having trouble getting in.”

“Kyou!” Ivan protested in a mock-wounded manner. “I felt that cut to the bone.”

Kyou snorted.

“But you told me the apartment is still in use. It’s empty.”

“Huh? Of course someone’s still using it. Utility bills say so.”

“Really? Explain to me why there’s only carpet and walls in this room, then. Why there’s no furniture anywhere in the…apartment…” He trailed off as he poked his head into a bedroom. There was a pillow, blanket, and a milk crate on the floor. The milk crate supported a small lamp, a phone charger resting nearby. Poking into the closet, he found several clothes hanging, others sitting neatly in piles on the floor. Not many, though. Barely enough to be considered a wardrobe.

Bemused, he stepped out and went to the bathroom in between the two bedrooms.

“Ivan?” Kyou prompted worriedly.

“A moment. Just a moment. No danger here, no one’s here,” Ivan assured him absently. Towel hanging on the rack, shampoo and body wash in the shower, razor on the white counter of the sink with a toothbrush standing upright in a cup. The bathroom clearly had seen use for some time.

He retreated again, to the very back of the apartment where the kitchen was. A single bowl and spoon were in the sink, signs someone had eaten breakfast here. Opening the cupboards and fridge, he discovered nothing more than cereal, a jug of milk, and two packets of ramen. Three textbooks were on the bar, all of them anatomy or medicine related somehow.

A picture slowly forming, Ivan looked around him in disbelief. “Kyou. The lady’s family, did she have any grandchildren who are medical students?”

“Uhh…one sec. What are you seeing?”

“Nothing,” Ivan responded, turning to pan the apartment as a whole once more. It was a nice place, everything clean and modern, the carpets light and unstained, the kitchen and bathroom with cherry wood cabinets and all the latest finishes. It was an apartment that should belong to an upper-middle-class person, so why did the inhabitant live like someone below the poverty line? Ivan had heard the term ‘starving student’ before, but…surely people didn’t mean that literally. Even in his mother country of Russia, which could be hard on people, he’d not lived like this.

“Ivan, you’re not making any sense. You mean her collection’s been cleared out?”

“I mean, my friend, that there is nothing in here. There are clothes, textbooks, a blanket and pillow, and not much else. I mean that whoever lives here barely has anything to their name and certainly nothing of value.”

“Huh. That’s certainly not what I expected. Okay, hang on, I’ve got her family will here. So, the bulk of her estate was split up between two people—one’s already contested it. The apartment went directly to one of her two grandsons, Aiden Stalworth. Googling Aiden Stalworth…bingo. He’s twenty-four and recently graduated medical school. I’m pinging a picture to your phone.”

Ivan pulled out his phone and opened the text he’d just received. Aiden Stalworth was a cutie. He looked like a doctor in the making with his clean-cut appearance, dark auburn hair in a low fade, short on top and swept back. His hazel eyes were warm and sweet.

“I have no records of the stamp collection being sold. You sure you didn’t miss that somehow?”

“In order to be able to hide something, there must be something to hide it in. You wouldn’t be asking me that question if you could see this place.”

“Yeaaah.” Kyou made several clicking noises before he grunted in irritation. “Sorry, Ivan, I think I should have dug a little deeper before sending you over there. The family who contested the will? They contested it because Aiden was granted both the apartment and stamp collection by his grandmother. The judge awarded the apartment to Aiden but gave the uncle the stamp collection.”

Ivan tsked his tongue in anger. “The grandmother likely wanted him to have both apartment and collection to help him through school.”

“You’re probably not wrong. Other grandson is a complete waste of space. I’m pulling up multiple records of DUIs, possession charges, the works. He’s also the only child of the uncle who got the stamp collection. How much you want to bet he needed the cash to deal with Junior’s criminal stupidity?”

“I do not take sure bets, you know that.” Anger stirred in Ivan’s gut, writhing as it grew. He knew very well what it felt like to have family steal from you. This young man, this Aiden, he’d worked hard to make something of himself, and how did his family treat him? They tore away what was given to him, all to take care of a man-child who had not been disciplined enough growing up.

“Ivan. I can literally hear you fuming. This kid is not your responsibility.”

“How well you know me. But I disagree.”

Sighing long and loud, Kyou argued, “Ivan—”

“Njet.” Ivan looked around again, gut twisting for a different reason this time. Guilt swamped him, followed closely by shame. “Njet, Kyou. I broke in here to steal from a young man who has already been stolen from. By his own family. He has nothing to steal, nothing to lose, and yet I came in here planning to take from him even further.”

Kyou sighed gustily. “But you didn’t know.”

“I know now,” Ivan maintained stubbornly. “I steal from those who can afford the loss. I do not victimize the poor.”

“I don’t get why you’re so wound up about this. Mistakes happen on the job.”

Ivan didn’t know how to explain to Kyou that he felt like he’d been abruptly thrown back to the past. As a teenager, he’d been forced to go and steal things he didn’t agree with. Sometimes, what he’d stolen meant a hard loss to the target. It sometimes meant financial ruin. Ivan had hated it, hated putting someone in that situation, especially when he knew it might mean starvation for them.

Even though he hadn’t stolen anything from this young man, Ivan felt old guilt return like a punch to the chest. It was a horrible, wretched feeling and Ivan wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight if he didn’t do something about it. Unlike his past self, he had the freedom and means to compensate for it now. “It’s not that, K. It’s….”

Kyou was a good listener and he clearly heard Ivan’s distress. “What? What’s really the problem?”

“I’ve had to do this before,” Ivan finally said. “I’ve had to steal from people who couldn’t afford it. It eats at me.”

“You’re going to guilt trip about this until you can somehow fix it, aren’t you? Alright, I know better than to argue. So what are you going to do?”

“What else? I’ll fix it.” The guilt burned in Ivan. He couldn’t possibly do anything else.

There was a popping sound and then a light, feminine voice joined them. “Hi!”

“Solnishko,” Ivan said with pleasure, trying to shove the roiling sensation away. “I have not heard much from you this week. How is it, staying with your uncle?”

“Uncle Luca has strange rules,” she informed them. “Like, he doesn’t want me to use the lockpicks on his door. Even when he lost his keys. And he won’t let me hack anything, even though I told him I just wanted to see how things were going.”

Ivan commiserated with her. “He’s a straight-shooter. But it’s been going well, despite that?”

“Sure! He took me to Disneyland again. And he watched Togo with me twice. And he taught me roller-skating and bought me skates and everything. But…”

“But?” Kyou encouraged.

“But he wanted me to pick furniture and toys out for a room. Like, he wants me to have a room of my own in his house. I don’t get why?”

And it worried her, that was clear. “Remember, solnishko, your uncle and father had no safe place to go throughout their childhood. He wants to give that to you, a safe space that is always your own. He may not be good at expressing that.”

“Oh. So, it’s like my safehouse?”

“That’s a good way of putting it,” Kyou said.

They were all trying to cement her relationship with her Uncle Luca. Remi liked the man, she just didn’t understand him. His values were not hers, and they certainly didn’t match up with most of her inner circle. But if things ever went truly wrong, or if she chose to have stable, consistent schooling, it would be Luca she went to.

She let out a humming, thoughtful noise. “I guess that’s okay, then. Whatcha doin’?”

And she was apparently done talking about it. “I am searching for very rare stamp, solnishko. It’s called the Treskilling, a Swedish stamp from 1855. There’s only one in the entire world. I thought I knew where it was, but it turns out I was wrong.”

“And now he’s feeling guilty because he broke into the apartment only to find that the person had everything stolen from them,” Kyou threw in with a sigh. “And somehow, I’m relegated to furniture shopping with your Uncle Ivan. Despite all the more important things I need to do.”

“You could go back to them,” Ivan suggested sweetly.

“Uh, no, I know you in these moods. You’ll spend thirty grand on this guy without even thinking about it. Your spendthrift moods are insane.”

“Spending money is healthy for the economy,” Ivan pointed out slyly.

“And, well, your way of recouping isn’t. And if you hit one more casino and wipe it out, I swear they’ll hire a hitman for you.”

“You suck all joy from life.”

“Yup, that’s my job. Tell you what, why don’t you help us, Remi?”

“Okay!”

Ivan had no problem with this and sat on the kitchen counter as they flicked through various local furniture stores. There was just enough time to put in an order over the phone today before the stores all closed. And maybe, with enough cash, they’d deliver tomorrow morning. Sitting in this bare apartment truly was sickening to Ivan. He hated it.

But then, he remembered sitting in an apartment that barely held much in the way of furnishings. He remembered having to steal just to be able to eat. He remembered being at the mercy of his two older brothers for years until he’d found ways to outmaneuver them. It wasn’t guilt so much as heartbreaking empathy he felt for this young medical student who was just trying to make something of himself and survive.

“Uncle Ivan, what about this white bed?”

The one she sent a link to was a four-poster with a stout footboard and headboard, an antique white with nice trim. Neither masculine nor feminine, just solid and elegant looking. “Da, that one’s good, solnishko. You’ve good taste.”

“I might get this one for my new room,” she sighed gustily. “Daddy and Carter insist we have to move and then stay put for a while.”

Remi tended to change schools every three or four months, depending on the jobs they were doing. They did hit-or-miss homeschooling with her in between. It was hardly conducive to a smooth educational experience. “But you want to be near your Uncle Kyou, don’t you?”

There was a pregnant pause. “Wait. We’re moving up there? To Boston?”

“Didn’t they tell you?” Kyou asked in surprise.

“They just said New England. I don’t know where that is.”

“Ah. Boston is in New England,” Ivan explained patiently. Kyou had moved up there six months ago. He’d had many, many reasons, but they all knew the guy he was stalking lived somewhere in that area, and Kyou had moved to be closer to the action. “It’s the northeastern section of the US.”

“Oh!” Where there’d been dread before, there was excitement now. “Then cool! Boston, huh?”

“Might not be Boston precisely,” Ivan warned. “Just near there.”

“No, but,” Remi whined, “I want to play with Uncle Kyou.”

“We will, we will. Just maybe not living in same city, da? But we talk about that later. We need to get furniture ordered before stores close. What about table for kitchen?”

“This one has a leaf in it. It looks nice.”

“Njet, that’s too wide. A round table would suit the space better.” Ivan eyed the area and wished for a measuring tape.

Behind him, the front door clicked open, and he quickly said, “Ah, he’s home. I’ll call you back.”

Showtime.


2

Aiden

Aiden slogged down the hallway while stifling a yawn. Someone should have warned him how intense the last year of med school was. It’d been two weeks after graduation, and he still hadn’t recovered. God, he was exhausted right down to the bone. He had a small break from his tutoring job, but he’d need to be up and back at campus tomorrow to work in the lab. His professor’s project wasn’t done yet, and Aiden intended to work as his lab assistant as long as possible. It was the only income he’d have for the upcoming weeks.

And damn, that was a depressing thought. He’d have to buy some ramen to carry him through.

Opening his front door, he slung his backpack to the floor, then paused as he realized all of the lights were on. Had he left them on? Surely not, he was always careful to keep the lights off as much as possible, to save on the electricity bill. A little alarmed, he reached for his phone in his back pocket as he moved.

He heard the sound of someone moving about, then an accented voice saying, “Ah, he’s home. I’ll call you back.”

What the hell? “Who’s in here?”

A tall figure of a man, lithe and with the grace of an MMA fighter sauntered into the hallway. A dark grey Henley clung to whipcord muscles, a tattoo peeking out from underneath the collar. His face was all razor-sharp angles, with cheekbones like a knife’s edge, and it gave him a vibe as if he were a half-second from violence. The very short, tapered, dark brown hair did not soften the look whatsoever. The five o’clock shadow only emphasized his resting bitch face. He looked…dangerous, to sum it up in a single word. For just a second, Aiden honestly considered running for his life, because strange men near him had always ended in trouble. And usually pain. Aiden started backing up slowly, his hand clenching tight around his phone. He’d run for it and call the police.

Then the man smiled, the corners of his grey eyes crinkling at the corners. That smile transformed him into a far more welcoming person. Aiden stopped, confused, because that smile looked sincere and strangely apologetic. “Do not be alarmed. Is alarming, I know, to find someone in your home uninvited. Sorry if I frightened you. But I have no bad intentions towards you.”

Right. Could he believe that? He had to figure out if he needed to defend himself or run for it. The man sounded Russian, and frankly looked like a mafia guy. Could he be part of the Mercello Mob? His cousin had run-ins with them. Aiden didn’t know enough about them to know if this man was part of that group. He sized up his chances of running and didn’t find them favorable. In his exhaustion, he’d not be able to get far. And frankly, the other man looked very fit. With this offered apology, Aiden felt like, for once, he might be talking to someone halfway reasonable from the criminal world. Deciding confrontation would not help him, Aiden tried to humor the man. “Okay. But you broke into my apartment.”

“Da, sorry,” the man agreed contritely, looking like a wounded puppy. “I had bad information. I came looking for a stamp, but when I came in, I realized you not have the stamp at all. You not have anything and yet I come to steal from you. A thousand apologies, truly. I will make this up to you.”

“Wait.” Make this up to him? A thief had broken in to steal, then…what? Was he not here because of Robert, then? Aiden lifted a hand, feeling a headache brewing. “You’re a thief.”

“Da,” the thief agreed pleasantly.

“And you broke in here to steal a stamp. From my grandmother’s collection?”

“Da.”

“Which you belatedly realized wasn’t here, and now seeing how I live, you feel remorseful about trying to steal from me in the first place? Do I have that straight?”

“Da, this is good, you understand me.” With a wink, he added, “Unlike old saying, there is honor among thieves. At least, with the good thieves.”

“No, sorry, I’m not following you at all. Did you stay to apologize?” Surely not.

“Da, that and make things right. I order furniture for you.” Ticking things off on his fingers, he listed off, “Couch, coffee table, TV, bed, dresser, night stand. Do you want square or round table for kitchen? I think round table fit the space better.”

Aiden had a Russian thief in his apartment, a thief who felt remorseful about stealing from him, and was going to buy him furniture to make up for it. And just when Aiden thought his life couldn’t take any more plot twists. Some part of him felt that he should be terrified, or outraged, or…well, pick an emotion, really. But he was so tired and stressed out he couldn’t dredge up the necessary energy to emote anything. Maybe he was in a lucid dream. Yeah, actually, that had to be it. No way would he have a polite Russian thief in his apartment. It had to be a dream. Aiden decided to ride this out and went along for the hell of it. He was curious to see where the dream went. “Um, I appreciate the offer, but you really don’t need to?”

The thief scoffed, giving a very Gallic shrug. “I am giving to you what your grandmother wanted you to have. No worries, milij, I am not bad man. Well, I am, but not to you.”

“Okay,” Aiden agreed, as he seemed to be waiting for a response. Was this something like playing a Sim game? You had to keep pressing A to get through the conversation with the NPC?

“Can I ask where stamp is?”

The question brought a pang to Aiden’s heart and he grimaced. “Not here, as you can see. My family fought over the will, and the judge awarded it to my uncle’s family instead. It was supposed to come to me—the stamp collection. Grandma wanted me to have it to pay for the rest of my residency and everything. But the judge overturned her will.”

The thief’s smile faded and he went back to looking angry and dangerous. “Judge was bastard to take it from you and give it to those zasrantsy. I will restore stamp collection to you, too.” 

Aiden’s Russian was nonexistent but even he knew an insult when he heard it. One he happened to agree with, as his cousin was a pile of shit. He didn’t know what to make of this fantastic offer, either. A thief wanted to buy him furniture and restore his stolen inheritance to him. Should he look a gift horse in the mouth…? Wait, this was a dream. So, he could agree, and it would be fine to hand all of his troubles over to some thief with a heart of gold.

“Then thank you. I’d like the help. And I think a round table would fit the dining space better.”

Brightening, the thief agreed, “Da, I think so too. I tell my friend to buy the round one, then. Ah, I forgot to introduce myself.” Holding out a hand, he smiled again, showing a capped gold tooth in the far corner of his smile. “Ivan Azarov.”

Still going with ‘the hell with it’ attitude, Aiden accepted the handshake, feeling strength and calloused skin. “Aiden Stalworth. Pleasure to meet you. I think.”

Chuckling rough and low, like a purring puma, Ivan Azarov assured him, “I’m good friend. It will be a pleasure. Here, sit on the counter with me, I show you what I bought. Then we can go grocery shopping, and you tell me full story of how the stamps were taken by uncle, da? I need intel to go reclaim them.”

Like one bewitched, Aiden followed him to the kitchen, hopping on the bar to sit next to him and look at the purchases on Ivan’s smart phone. Bemused, he looked at the very nice furniture the man had bought for him, all due to be delivered the next day, and at the ready smile on the thief’s face when he told him that he liked those choices, the honest delight he could see in those grey eyes.

If he had to have a lucid dream, this one was beyond odd, but it was definitely a nice dream to have.
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The nearest grocery store was across the street and down a block. Aiden grabbed his grocery cart and walked down, and the thief amiably followed along.

Aiden had a camping wagon he used for trips like this to haul things. He had no car, after all. As they walked along the sidewalk in the muggy, humid air, Aiden looked at Ivan, wondering how Ivan had convinced him to go grocery shopping. It seemed a strange thing to do in a dream. Then again, he had no real food in his apartment, and he was hungry, so maybe his subconscious was trying to get a word in edgewise.

And it was nice, having someone to grocery shop with. Aiden was a little hungry for real conversation.

Ivan said, “Will you tell me what happened? From the beginning.”

Aiden hadn’t been able to tell anyone about all of this. There was no one at campus personally invested enough for him to vent to. That was mostly Aiden’s fault, he could honestly admit to that. It wasn’t that people hadn’t given him friendly overtures. He just never had the time to invest in building friendships after his high school friends all left for different areas of the country. Aiden’s life for years revolved around school, work, and taking care of his very ill grandmother. It was nice to be able to tell even this figment of his imagination and get it off his chest.

“Yeah. I saw it coming, Grandma and I both did. Well, I don’t think Grandma saw THIS coming. She’d done what she could to make sure everything was legally sound and couldn’t be overturned. My uncle’s god is money and the way his son burns through it, he never has as much as he claims he should. Really, Grandma did what she could to divide things up fairly, with Uncle Stanley getting the lion’s share of the inheritance. Both grandsons got less than that, but that was alright with me. I think she thought she’d given him enough, y’know?  Enough that he should have been content. She went through a lot of trouble to do it, too. The insurance all went to my uncle and aunt. There’s a trust fund for my cousin, Robert, if he can ever pull his life together long enough to go to college. He has to graduate from a college before he can get the first payout from the trust.”

“That is not likely?”

“Wishful thinking on Grandma’s part,” Aiden agreed with a shrug. “My cousin has a rap sheet longer than my arm. He’s always in trouble with the law, somehow. She held out hope for him, though, and wanted the best for all of our family. The trust fund is the carrot to encourage him to straighten up his life. A bribe in place, I’d guess you call it. Grandma inherited a lot from her parents, and she invested pretty wisely herself, and then she inherited more when Grandpa died about twenty years ago. The only indulgence she really allowed herself was her stamp collection. The rest was invested. All of the stocks and stuff went to my uncle, too. It’s why the stamp collection was supposed to go to me. It was something separate from the estate, a personal gift she could give me. Something I could sell to finish off my residency.”

Aiden could see calculation going on behind Ivan’s sharp grey eyes. “Then why did judge award it all to your uncle?”

“Because they’re fishing buddies, and my uncle’s not above monkeying with the law.” Aiden wiped a hand over his face. He was still heartsick from losing his grandmother. He’d buried her barely a month ago. He’d held her hand as she passed, made the funeral arrangements, all of it. Uncle Stanley wasn’t interested in honoring the woman who’d been his mother—just her money. Grandma was the only parent Aiden remembered, the one to raise him. Having to fight with family on top of it all for his inheritance had been too much.

Ivan’s frown increased. “Your lawyer cannot stop this?”

“I didn’t have one. Couldn’t afford one. I’ve got two part-time jobs as a tutor and a lab assistant, but Grandma was paying for everything else. The car, the tuition, all of it. She was really proud of me being in school and wanted me to focus on that more than anything. But when she died, my uncle put a stop to all her bank accounts, and it left me with barely anything to live on. My name, as it turns out, wasn’t on any of the accounts. What I did have in my personal account I ran through pretty quickly paying for the funeral. My paychecks only cover utilities and food. I couldn’t spring for a lawyer on top of it all.”

“So you were robbed, and legally.” Ivan shook his head. “This is why I do not like law. It doesn’t do its job to protect the weak and innocent.”

“I’m not too fond of it either, at the moment.” Aiden paused at the grocery store’s doors, fully expecting the dream to end now that he’d gotten that all off his chest. “So yeah, everything’s been packed up and taken to my uncle’s house. As of last week, there’s nothing left in the apartment but me and what personal effects the judge ordered I could keep. I don’t have anything of value.”

“Your uncle fucking asshole. I don’t like him. He doesn’t get to keep things meant for you.” Ivan said this with absolute authority. There was no possibility of the world not working out the way he wanted it, that was how confident he sounded.

It sounded wonderful to Aiden. “Thanks, Ivan.”

“Thank me when I’m done. First, food for you.” Putting a hand at the base of Aiden’s back, he urged him through the doors. That hand felt strangely real to him—real and solid. Maybe that was his libido talking? Aiden hadn’t had a man’s hands on him in far too long. And Ivan was attractive, actually. Really, deliciousl—

Really, brain? Really? You had to go and make the Russian thief good looking on top of being nice?

Ivan looked around the store with interest and then nodded, agreeing with whatever mental conclusion he’d just reached. “Fresh things first. You like strawberries?”

“Uh, sure, love them.” Aiden followed with bemusement as Ivan started loading up his cart with anything and everything Aiden could possibly want or need. Fruits, veggies, all done with the cheerful abandon of a child at play.

Aiden watched with bemusement. “Uh, Ivan? Isn’t this a bit much?”

Tsking him with a finger, Ivan said, “Accept the good in your life. Like me. I’m a fucking delight.”

Aiden found himself smiling without intending to. “Somehow, I believe you. But seriously, you do remember it’s just me in the house? I can’t possibly eat all of this before it goes bad.”

“Oh.” Ivan’s face fell for a moment. Only a moment, and then that irresistible smile sprang back. “No, I cannot guess how much you’ll eat of what. We buy all; just eat what you like and not worry about the rest.”

“You’re crazy.” The words popped out unbidden, and Aiden immediately kicked himself. He didn’t want the dream to change. He liked the nice (probably crazy) Russian thief.

With a sweet smile, Ivan put a bag of potatoes into the cart. “I will see your crazy and raise you demented.”

Oh. Oh good, the dream was staying steady. Aiden wanted to indulge in this for a while longer. “So you’re owning the craziness, huh?”

“Of course. Best way to be insane. Enjoy it. Now, I saw only one pan and pot in your apartment. You need dishes. They sell those here, da?”

Aiden followed, as he didn’t know what else to do. His dream self really wanted all the things, didn’t it? Or maybe this was the easiest route for his subconscious to take, as Aiden had no idea what they’d do after they left the store. And he definitely wanted to prolong this and hang out with Ivan a bit longer. The company was good, and Ivan’s hands kept…lingering.

They never went anywhere inappropriate, but they seemed to find and linger on Aiden’s shoulders, his back, sometimes catching his hand to draw his attention somewhere. It was done so casually that Aiden couldn’t find a moment to question the behavior. Ivan was very attractive in a bad-boy way, as Aiden’s libido was well aware. It kept throwing out signals, especially when Ivan came to stand close, their arms brushing. Aiden leaned into the contact, feeling no guilt about enjoying it.

Ivan seemed to as well because he smiled every time Aiden reciprocated. Maybe dream him and Ivan could go back to the apartment and make out? That’d be lovely.

The total at the cash register came out to an obscene amount. Aiden nearly choked. Dream be damned, this had better be a dream, because no way in hell did he have that much on him. Ivan paid it without blinking. They loaded the bags back into the cart and hauled it out the door.

Shifting from foot to foot, Aiden finally managed, “Thank you. For this.”

Ivan slung a friendly arm around his shoulders, hugging Aiden into his side for a moment. “Is apology for scaring you earlier. Do not think of it.”

“So…what is the furniture for, then?”

“For breaking in.”

“I feel like your logic is hurting my brain, Ivan. Most people wouldn’t even stay to buy me anything, you know that, right?”

Ivan grinned at him, a naughty expression that invited Aiden in on the joke. “I am not most people.”

“Yeah,” Aiden managed, mouth kicking up on one side. “I can see that.”
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Ivan, of course, helped him unload and put all the groceries away before bidding Aiden a cheerful good night and leaving. Aiden didn’t actually want him to leave. He’d been hoping for a bit more. But he could also feel himself steadily crashing, a sure sign his body wanted a REM cycle.

It was fine, he could dream of Ivan again tomorrow.

Aiden now had a full set of dishes, pots and pans, a rice cooker, a crockpot, and a pantry full of groceries. Not to mention a fully stocked fridge and freezer. Ivan had paid for delivery on some of it, as there had been no way to fit all of that into Aiden’s grocery cart. Funny how his dream mind had insisted on including that detail. Even though it was a dream, having sounds in the apartment again was nice, too. Crazy, but nice. It had been far too quiet since Grandma died.

Aiden went to bed that night on the floor, as usual, wishing the dream had given him a proper bed. But at least it had been a good dream. Strange, but good. He’d even get revenge on his uncle for stealing almost everything from him. And a sexy thief would do the job for him. It was definitely a good dream.

The sounds of men talking, and a familiar voice coming from the living room, woke Aiden abruptly. Scrambling, he dove into a pair of jeans and sprinted out of his bedroom only to stumble to a halt on entering the living room.

Ivan was back, this time with a crew of furniture movers that had a disassembled round table in their hands. On seeing him, Ivan greeted him with a wave. “Sorry if we’re early, milij. We had to squeeze your delivery in to make it today.”

Aiden pinched himself on the arm. Just to make sure. Nope, the pain was real. Holy shit, he hadn’t dreamed this man up?! Holy shit. Holy shit. That meant all of last night had been real. Ivan breaking in had been real. Him promising to steal everything back for Aiden had been real.

HE’D FLIRTED WITH THIS MAN IN THE GROCERY STORE! Aiden felt a whimper catch in the back of his throat. Oh god, what was he supposed to do? How was he supposed to react? He’d been entirely too candid with a self-confessed criminal, and he’d been touchy-feely with the man, and now that reality had reached up and slapped him sharply across the back of the head, Aiden had no idea how to react to any of this.

His mouth scrambled for a response as Ivan looked at him with concern. It took him a second to find his jaw, slot it back in, and get a reasonable response out. “That’s alright. Wow, I’m amazed it came in today.”

“Da, took some convincing to make it happen. Not that wall, put TV in corner over there,” Ivan directed.

Mortification coursed through him as his mind ran through the events of last night. Oh god. He’d just blathered on, saying things he shouldn’t have said to a complete stranger. Shared things about his family he’d never shared with anyone. He’d been very flirty, and he’d never flirted with a man in his life. Had he been bad at it? Had Ivan just been humoring him?

No, calm down, Ivan had been flirting back. He hadn’t acted like Aiden was an annoyance. He was still casting Aiden charming smiles. Wow, okay, so he hadn’t made a fool of himself last night. Well, he had, but apparently Ivan wasn’t holding it against him.

Some part of Aiden’s mind observed he was awfully caught up on making a good impression on a thief. Aiden could admit that was a little odd, true enough. But Ivan was…well, too charming for his own good. Aiden could certainly see the appeal. And it was novel, having the freedom to flirt with a man. Aiden had never been able to do it before. In the very conservative, homophobic family he’d lived in, he’d never had that freedom. Well, until now. No one would care what he did now.

And yeah, okay, apparently the thief was a man of his word. He really did intend to furnish the apartment. Did it follow that he really intended to get that stamp collection back for Aiden too? Even if absolutely every detail of last night had truly happened, it didn’t mean that Aiden could just trust Ivan. Although, god, he really wanted to. He’d love to have something of his grandmother’s back in his hands. There was nothing of hers left in the apartment at this point.

Perhaps some of this reflected on his face, as Ivan worked his way around to stand next to him, slinging a friendly arm around his shoulders in a one-armed hug. Ivan felt incredibly warm, practically radiating heat. Aiden’s body perked up at feeling all of that nice, warm musculature pressed in close. He’d enjoyed it last night, in the not-dream, and it was just as lovely now. This morning he was overwhelmed but awake enough to appreciate a sexy man pressed in close.

“What’s wrong? You’re surprised to see me today?”

“Yeah,” Aiden admitted, still stunned at this whole situation. Seriously. Did things like this happen in real life? “I was pretty sleep deprived yesterday. I thought I dreamed you into existence.”

Ivan threw his head back and laughed. “Men dream of me, milij, but not usually in that way.”

Oh. So…did that mean all of the flirting and touches they’d done last night were sincere on Ivan’s part? Wow, he’d really flirted with Aiden? Aiden felt a shiver pass over his skin as he liked the idea that Ivan found him attractive. He liked that idea a lot. Feeling the absurdity of the situation sink in, Aiden gave him sass right back. “Well, I don’t know you that way, either.”

Grinning down at him, Ivan promised, “A problem we can fix later. Right now, where do you want your couch?”

“I really don’t care,” Aiden answered, smiling as the furniture came in. “How about here, to face the TV?”

“Mm, okay, I like it. Put there,” Ivan directed the movers. “Milij, I think bed is coming up next. Maybe clear your floor?”

Still bemused, he stared at him a moment longer. Aiden didn’t know what Ivan’s game was, but so far the man had followed through on everything he’d promised to do. And Aiden didn’t know how to stop this right now and demand answers. Something else was afoot here, and Aiden needed more time to figure it out. Buying himself a second, he said, “Yeah, okay.”

Retreating back into his room, Aiden cleared the blanket, crate, and pillow from the floor, stashing them in the closet and out of the way. As he did so, he darted a glance through the doorway. If Ivan was here again, then the man was certainly sincere, but likely up to something. He wanted something from Aiden, although what, Aiden couldn’t imagine. He’d told the thief all the information he needed last night, and it wasn’t like he could help him get the stamp collection back.

So, what did Ivan want with him?


3

Ivan

Ivan could see the questions in Aiden’s eyes, but the young medical student didn’t voice them. Aiden insisted on cooking breakfast for them both after the furniture was in place, and Ivan chose to wait him out. He sat at the new dining room table, watching the young man competently work in the kitchen, making waffles and bacon. Aiden Stalworth was rather loveable, he mused. Not classically handsome or pretty, he was in the category of ‘adorable’ instead, with his touchable auburn hair and big hazel eyes and crooked smile. It was better seeing him in real life, as the picture Kyou had sent didn’t really do him justice. The simple black t-shirt wasn’t particularly flattering on him, nor the worn-in jeans, and he had a bit of padding around his stomach—a hint of his unhealthy diet of nothing but carbs—but it all made him squishable.

Quite Ivan’s type, really. He adored men with a little padding. More cuddly that way.

“Milij?” he asked, watching Aiden’s hands chop up strawberries. “I’m very curious on one point.”

“Just one?” Aiden responded wryly, darting a glance in his direction.

Ivan also adored men who weren’t cowed by his profession and sassed back. Although it did worry Ivan, more than a little, that Aiden was so trusting. The man had obviously been dead on his feet last night, but he’d shown some initial alarm. Which was quite normal and expected. But he’d also caved rather quickly under Ivan’s assurances and charm, and while Ivan was naturally very charming, the surrender had been a bit too quick. Aiden had mentioned he’d thought he’d dreamed Ivan—just how exhausted was this man? So exhausted and heartsore that he assumed someone coming to help him must be a dream? On the one hand, Ivan was happy Aiden wasn’t afraid of him. On the other, he felt like Aiden shouldn’t have leapt on his kindness so desperately.

Ivan didn’t like how all of this added up. And he couldn’t reconcile it with Aiden’s reactions this morning. He was wide awake and rested now. Surely he should have protested more than this? Ivan had little understanding of what ‘normal’ people would do in such circumstances, but why not call the police? “Make that two points. You know I’m thief, yet you won’t call the police?”

Aiden stopped chopping and looked at him levelly. “Yes, because the police are going to buy, ‘He didn’t steal anything from me, instead he bought me groceries and furniture, but I promise he’s a thief, Officer.’”

Snorting a laugh, Ivan grinned back at him. “You make fair point.”

“What’s your second question?”

“I know the apartment is rent-free, and in good neighborhood, but why not sell it? It should help pay for living expenses for a while, da?”

Shaking his head, Aiden said, “I did the math on that. Renting apartments is insane in New Orleans right now. It’s basically a thousand a month for a place that isn’t a dump, and that doesn’t include utilities. Plus, most of the places I could get into would require a car, another expense. Right now, I don’t know what to do. The original plan was for me to complete my residency here, as my college is attached to a hospital. But that was when Grandma was alive. I’d fully planned on selling the stamp collection and using that money to move, make a different life in another state and complete my residency somewhere else. But now I can’t. I don’t have the money to. I don’t want to stay here, but I might have to, because I can’t afford to move. And if I have to stay here, then keeping the apartment is more cost effective because I won’t have rent to worry about that way.”

It made sense. Perhaps part of the reason why the judge let him keep the apartment? Although taking the stamps away had sealed Aiden’s fate, forcing him to stay in a place he bluntly stated he didn’t want to be in. “So you stay.”

“That and I wasn’t about to let my jerk of a family take this from me, too. Grandma wanted me to have a safe place to be while going through school. She’s probably spinning in her grave from what Uncle Stanley did.” Aiden sighed and went back to chopping strawberries before flipping the waffle pan over. “I think we’re about ready. Grab your plate.”

Ivan loaded up his plate with waffles, bacon, and strawberries with a generous helping of maple syrup over it all. Settling back at the table, he popped in a bite and groaned in appreciation. “You don’t use a mix.”

“Naw, waffles aren’t hard to make. I don’t need a box mix for this.” Aiden took a drink of his orange juice, watching Ivan in a speculative fashion. “Ivan. I have a question.”

About time. Ivan encouraged him with a wave of the hand.

“Why are you back here, really? I mean, I can kind of understand feeling bad about breaking in, and buying groceries. The furniture was a little over the top, but I can almost believe that too. But really, why are you back here again today? What else do you want from me?”

Finally, the reasonable question. Ivan paused in eating to give him a serious response. “I do have one more question for you. How much do you know about your grandmother’s stamp collection?”

“Well, I don’t remember all of it, but I worked summers at the museum for years and I helped her box it all up when she closed the place down. I probably remember a good chunk of it, why?”

A thrill of hope unfurled in Ivan’s chest. “Then, you remember the Treskilling yellow stamp?”

“The Treskilling yellow stamp…” Aiden’s brow furrowed in thought as he trailed off.

The hope died a quick death. That did not look like a promising expression.

“What nationality is that?”

“Swedish,” Ivan answered, swirling a strawberry into the maple syrup.

“Swedish. There was a Swedish yellow stamp from the 1800’s,” Aiden said slowly, still staring at the blank white wall in front of him. “Grandma joked it was worth a mint, but she never would tell me how much. Just that it was one of a kind.”

The hope rushed back hard enough to choke him. Excited, Ivan asked, “Is it still with the collection?”

“Yes, unless Uncle Stanley’s sold it all already. He got the collection from me last week when he cleared everything out of here, so it’s not likely he’s found a buyer for it all yet.” A shrewd expression darted over Aiden’s mobile face. “How much is that stamp worth, Ivan?”

Normally, Ivan would never answer that question. He was as surprised as Aiden when the words popped out of his mouth, “It was last sold at $2.3 million in 1996.”

Aiden’s hand slammed against the table to keep him from falling out of the chair. “Are you fucking serious?!”

“I was offered three million to recover it,” Ivan tacked on, then frowned. Why was he telling the boy this? Was guilt still digging at him, or was it something else? “Your grandmother had the only known copy of that stamp in the world.”

“Holy shit,” Aiden breathed. He abruptly pulled away from the table and put his head between his knees, drawing air into his lungs in deep gulps. “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit. No wonder you were so anxious to get in here.”

“You understand now.” Ivan debated whether to say anything more, but in the end, couldn’t seem to help himself. He also couldn’t seem to stop himself from getting out of his chair, placing a hand on Aiden’s back, and rubbing in light circles. “Your grandmother’s collection was quite unique, full of expensive stamps. Altogether, it would be another five million.”

Aiden lifted his head and looked at him, hazel eyes wide with shock. With Ivan kneeling, their faces were close, but Aiden didn’t shy away. “What did you come in here for, specifically?”

“The Treskilling,” Ivan answered, throat oddly constricted. Guilt crashed through him like a heavy wrecking ball. Guilt and something else he couldn’t define. Why did he just want to gather this young man up in a hug and not ever let go? No one should trust a thief who was honestly confessing he was here to rob you. And yet Aiden looked him in the eye even as he confessed and didn’t get angry about it. It made Ivan feel thoroughly rotten.

“Because that’s all you were hired to get?”

“Da.”

Aiden closed his eyes, emotion rippling under the skin. “My own family stole basically eight million dollars from me, then proceeded to take every stick of furniture out of this house because, in their own words, I didn’t deserve any of it. But you come in here to steal one thing, then feel bad about doing even that, and you replace what’s been stolen and promise to take back the rest of it. What a world I live in. My family are the true thieves and the professional thief turns out to be my guardian angel.”

Ivan felt guilt swamp him all over again. It was an unpleasant, sticky sort of feeling. Like being in black swamp water and quicksand. “I’m not that, milij.”

“No? Sure seems that way from where I’m sitting.” Aiden sat all the way back and there was a suspiciously bright sheen to his eyes, voice husky as he spoke. “You get that stamp collection back for me, Ivan, and I’ll let you keep the Treskilling stamp free and clear.”

Shaking his head immediately, Ivan protested, “That stamp is worth most of the collection—”

“You get it back, you can keep it,” Aiden reiterated. “I’m not materialistic, Ivan. I’ve seen what that attitude does to people, how greed warps them, and I don’t want to be like them. You’ve already done more for me than anyone else, and even if you didn’t have the right motives to start with, I believe you’re sincere when you say you’ll help me recover what was unfairly taken. That’s going to be a lot of work on your end, and for no reward other than finally completing the original job you set out to accomplish. You keep the stamp.”

Unable to resist the urge any longer, Ivan leaned in to gather the younger man up in a firm hug. “You are too precious, milij,” he whispered against Aiden’s hair. He smelled of citrus and warm skin, a heady combination that shot straight to Ivan’s gut. The bolt of lust chasing its way through his system wasn’t helpful in checking his baser impulses. His hands liked being on Aiden far, far too much. “Tell me you’re not this generous with all bad men.”

“Only professional Russian thieves, I promise,” Aiden said softly, hugging him back.

Chuckling, Ivan forced himself to draw back, although instinct urged him to press forward instead. “You should not even do that.”

“You think I’m naïve, don’t you?” Aiden cocked his head in curiosity.

Shrugging, Ivan admitted, “Da.”

“But you know, Ivan, I judge people by their actions. And all of your actions have told me you’re sincerely sorry and that you want to make up for it. I can respect that. Isn’t there a saying to that affect? By their actions, you shall know them?”

“I think that’s in the Bible, milij, but I take your point.” Ivan forced himself to return to his admittedly excellent breakfast. “Just promise you not trust other criminals like this, okay?”

Grinning, Aiden lifted a hand as if swearing in at court. “I promise.”

Reconsidering, he tacked on, “Except criminals I introduce you to. They’re good men.”

“Ooh, the plot thickens,” Aiden teased, going back to his cooling waffle. “So you’re not a lone wolf?”

“Lone wolves lead short lives in this business. Better to have friends and backup.”

“Are they all thieves too?”

“Njet. An assassin, a mercenary, and a hacker.”

“Sounds like a full deck.” Aiden caged the last strawberry on his plate with the tines of his fork. “How did you guys meet?”

“Ah. Long story. Well, maybe not. The assassin and hacker, they knew each other from old days. They were in foster care together and bumped into each other again as adults. The hacker I met years ago. I pinched his wallet, and in it was a note that read, Meet me at the Rockefeller Center at eight o’clock. I have a job you might be interested in. Bring my wallet with you.”

Aiden’s ingenuous eyes widened. “Get out. That’s seriously how you met?”

“Da. He was looking for a good thief for a job. K’s an unusual thinker. He never approaches a problem the way I would. I normally don’t pick pockets, but I was bored that day. If not for that, I doubt we’d have met.” Ivan was very glad they had. He couldn’t imagine better friends. “The mercenary we acquired. He liked my assassin friend, and they’re now together.”

“How long have you guys been friends?”

“Mmm, I think it’s about six years now. We’ve done many jobs together. K’s the one who led me to your doorstep. Now, he’s researching your uncle.”

“So, he’s already working this job with you. Huh. And the assassin and mercenary?”

“They’re on vacation. They needed a little time to themselves.” Ivan carefully didn’t mention Remi. He didn’t think Aiden would ever harm a child, but her safety relied on few people knowing about her. Best to delete her from the conversation altogether. “They only started dating recently.”

“Ah, so they’re mostly in the honeymoon stage. Got it.”

“They might help me with your situation, if it gets too difficult.” Ivan wasn’t actually sure how to tackle everything at the moment. It depended on the uncle’s security and where he’d stashed all the stamps. “But milij, another question I must ask is this: when I get collection back, what do you want me to do with it?”

“I don’t think it’s wise for me to keep any part of it.” Aiden popped the strawberry in his mouth, chewing, even as he captured the last one and idly pushed it around on his plate as he thought it through. “They’ll immediately suspect me if it goes missing, won’t they?”

“Da, it’s highly possible.”

“I’m not really attached to any of the stamps, anyway. They have some fond memories for me, as Grandma and I spent many summers together because of those stamps. But not enough for me to want one. If there’s anything I want, it’s…” Aiden trailed off and suddenly found his waffle fascinating.

Ivan had the sense he might have to go kill someone based on what Aiden said next. No one should look that embarrassed and mournful at the same time. “What, milij? Tell me.”

Aiden eyed him sideways, biting his bottom lip for a moment. “It’s really silly. Never mind—”

Unable to help himself, Ivan reached out and stopped Aiden with a gentle brush of his fingers against those soft lips. “Tell me,” Ivan said again, softly.

“They took all the pictures,” Aiden finally whispered, and he couldn’t meet Ivan’s eyes. “I’d like some of them back, is all.”

Yes, as instinct had warned. He’d need to go kill a few people. No one should have to beg for a single picture of a deceased family member. No family member should steal everything from another. It struck a dark part of Ivan’s mind, a point of pitch-black pain, as he remembered living through something very similar to what Aiden was struggling to overcome now. Was this tightness in his chest sympathy? Empathy? Ivan didn’t know, and frankly didn’t care to psychoanalyze himself. He knew he wanted to help Aiden. That he wanted to punish the people who had hurt this lovely young man. Right now, that was all he needed to know. “I’ll get them back.”

Aiden gave him that sweetly crooked smile again. “You focus on what you need first. I’m sure your client isn’t going to be very patient with you. What’s your deadline?”

“No deadline. It’s an open contract, in fact. I wasn’t the only taker.” Although he’d thought he could beat the rest to the punch. Now it worried Ivan that more than one person would follow the trail to Aiden’s door.

The same thought apparently occurred to Aiden. “Wait, does that mean other criminals will come here too? Looking for the stamp?”

“It’s highly possible.” In fact, it was damn likely. Ivan blew out a breath. Maybe he needed to bring the others in on this after all. “Milij, I am not comfortable with this. Leaving you unguarded. Until I can lay hands on the Treskilling, you are going to be a target. Will you allow me to arrange protection?”
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Aiden

Aiden stared at Ivan and felt himself swallow hard around his constricted throat. No trace of deception or humor showed on Ivan’s face just then. His body language was open, his hands gentle on Aiden’s arms. It seriously worried him that other criminals would come here. If he was worried, Aiden had every cause to be scared shitless.

If he were perfectly, utterly honest with himself—and Aiden tried to be—he was not a fighter. If someone came after him, of course he’d do everything in his power to defend himself, but he didn’t have any crazy martial arts skills. Or even a gun. If a hardened criminal broke in here, Aiden had no faith he could fend them off. Really, he was already insanely lucky it was Ivan who’d gotten here first. Ivan, at least, was friendly. Whether he was totally trustworthy was up for debate, but he was friendly.

This offer of protection was not to be lightly dismissed or discounted. But Aiden had a few issues with this. “I don’t suppose me staying with a friend would work?”

Ivan’s expression stayed carefully neutral. “Milij, any professional who broke in here and didn’t find what he was looking for would automatically assume that you’ve moved. They’ll hunt you until they have what they want.”

“So me going to a friend’s place is just going to put the friend in danger.” Aiden rubbed at his forehead, trying to think. It occurred to him he could always go stay with his family, bring trouble to their door, but—well, aside from that being petty of him, they wouldn’t let him through the front door. Clearly that wasn’t an option. But how could he accept Ivan’s offer? He did not think that he had near enough money to pay even a petty criminal, much less a pro. “Ivan…I think you’re right. But there’s no way in hell I can pay for that kind of protection.”

Ivan dismissed this with a very Gallic shrug. “You said you will give me Treskilling free and clear, da? So just sign contract saying I can take it as fee for services. See? Simple.”

True, the Treskilling could definitely pay for all of that. But… “Doesn’t that eat into your profit margin?”

“Meh, all jobs come with expenses. Milij, I want to sleep well at night. Agree, and let me do that, da?”

Well, there wasn’t a good way for him to argue that. “Okay. Really, I’m glad you offered, as I frankly don’t think I’m much of a match for the criminal underworld. But when you say protection, what do you mean? I still need to go to work and stuff—”

Ivan nodded, already understanding. He practically radiated relief, his smile bright on his face. Aiden felt that smile like a punch to the chest. It made Aiden want to do very bad things to him. His hands curled, nails biting into the palms as he checked the impulse.

What didn’t help, at all, was that Ivan was in all unrelieved black today—a form-fitting black shirt and black jeans—looking dangerous and delicious, which was Aiden’s weak point. “Don’t worry, we have someone discreetly follow. My hacker friend, K, he will watch you through cameras. I’ll ask other friends to be on standby nearby and watching too, ready to intervene. I’ll try to find the stamps quick, okay? As soon as job is done, danger is done.”

All of that sounded promising. Aiden felt like he was in some surreal version of reality, depending on the thief who had broken into his house to protect him, but…well. Here they were. “Maybe ask your friends about this first?”

Ivan seemed to think this was a good suggestion, as he pulled out his phone and thumbed a messaging app onto the screen. The way he sat in the chair, Aiden had a clear view of the screen. The app wasn’t one he knew. It was obviously a group chat window, although there was odd mix of names and initials. And the names looked like code names. For anonymity in case Ivan lost the phone?

Ivan typed in:  Slight problem. Stamps aren’t here, bad uncle took them. Contract is still open. True owner of stamp collection is medical student, not fighter. Need protection for him until I can close contract.

K immediately popped up:  eidolon, what the hell. did you promise him protection?

Eidolon? Was that Ivan’s nickname in the underworld?

Will not leave someone defenseless. You know what kind of people took the job on, Ivan typed out quickly.

Another bubble with Smiley responded:  What’s payment on this?

He’s promised to sign over Treskilling stamp free and clear. Will sign contract saying as much. $3 mil

Malvagio:  Well hell I’m good with that payday

K:  what he’s not telling you is that he’s adopted this one

K:  felt bad about breaking in and bought him furniture and groceries

Smiley:  So in other words, he’s cute.

K:  cute as hell

Aiden flushed. He wasn’t really used to people using the word ‘cute’ to describe him. And how did this K person know that, anyway? Had Ivan said something?

Ivan might have been blushing as he typed furiously, He’s also reading this convo.

Malvagio:  XDDDDD

Smiley:  XDDDDDDD

K:  Hi, Aiden. I’m the hacker.

K:  I can’t believe you trust Ivan enough to let him into your apartment AGAIN. You must be a sucker for the bad boy type.

Aiden leaned over and clumsily typed out: Aiden here. Look, when a hot Russian thief breaks in and offers to feed you, smart people agree.

Ivan beamed at him, which did funny things in the vicinity of Aiden’s chest. Why was that smile disarming?

Malvagio:  I like him already. He’s sassy. Aiden, you got any means of protection?

Nothing, and my kung fu is nonexistent.

Smiley:  Sounds like we need to hurry, then. Eidolon, you got him for the next twelve hours?

K:  I’ll keep an eye on him as well, start up cyberwatch

Aiden stared at the screen in frank disbelief. He spluttered out, “Wait, that’s it? You just ask and they come?”

With a one-shouldered shrug, Ivan explained, “They are my team. Good men. You will be safe with us watching out for you, milij. They are some of the best.”

Another bubble popping up distracted him, and Aiden read the next line.

Malvagio:  Eidolon, did you tell him about Widow?

Didn’t

Malvagio:  She’s demanding the right to help

Aiden had no idea who this could be. Widow? Ivan had only mentioned men in his team, so who was this woman?

Ivan glanced at him from the side of his eye before responding. You okay with that?

Malvagio:  Aiden, we have a hacker in training. She wants to help watch out for you. Widow might pop in or call you. Answer her like you would any of us.

“So, you train people to be criminals as well?” Aiden wondered if this was something like a Jedi Master-Apprentice relationship. “I’m okay with it, either way.”

“Only under special circumstances.” Ivan typed back, He read that and says sure. Should we sit tight here or go out, K?

K: Go out. The security on that apartment is abysmal. You’re safer outside right now.

Agreed.

Sensing what the next move should be, Aiden scraped his chair back. “I’ll do dishes, maybe pack an overnight bag just in case?”

“Da, that’s wise. Here, I do dishes. You go pack.”

Aiden nodded and retreated to his bedroom to pack. He thought better of the overnight bag and actually packed two outfits, just in case. And PJs. As he packed, he wondered if he was really making the right choice. Anyone else in his position would be suspicious, right? They wouldn’t follow a self-confessed criminal out of their (relatively) safe apartment, right? Aiden stopped dead in his tracks and wondered if he’d perhaps gone crazy. Because no matter how he looked at it, this was crazy. Had losing the only member of his family who’d actually cared about him broken him somehow?

The logical part of his brain listed out all the reasons why this was a bad idea. Ivan could be tricking him. This could be a set up. He only had Ivan and Ivan’s friends’ word that serious trouble was coming for him. Should he go to the police, try to explain what was going on, try to run?

None of that felt right to him, though. His gut said to trust Ivan.

Perhaps trusting a professional thief made Aiden certifiable, and yet…and yet. Ivan had delivered on every promise he’d made so far. He’d done his best to make sure Aiden wasn’t afraid, wasn’t uneasy. He’d been honest and frank about what he’d come here to do. As stupid as it might sound aloud, Aiden trusted the man. He’d certainly trust him over his own flesh and blood. Well, maybe that wasn’t the best yardstick to measure with. He wouldn’t trust his uncle, aunt, or cousin as far as he could throw them.

Aiden’s only ally in his life had been his grandmother, but even she had let things slide from time to time, to try and keep peace in the family. When push came to shove, Aiden hadn’t always been the priority. Still, he’d lost that bastion when he buried her. Since then, he’d been run through the ringer as his family came after him again and again. Usually with some officer of the law in tow, or some court order, to back up their greed. Aiden had been burned more than once with false promises and assurances that never came true. Maybe that was why it meant something to him when Ivan said he’d do something—and then promptly did it. Ivan wasn’t just pretty words and hot air.

His gut said he could trust the man, as stupid as that sounded in his head. And really, Aiden wasn’t worth anything. He didn’t have anything to steal. Ivan would gain nothing from trying to manipulate him. Unless he saw something different, he’d trust his gut.

Nodding decisively to himself, he thought through what else he might need, and threw in his cell charger, laptop, and toothbrush. Then second-guessed even that decision and packed the research he was doing for his lab work at the hospital. He wasn’t due back in until tomorrow, but he wanted to study up on this and be ready. There, that should do it.

Coming back out, he found Ivan drying the last dish and putting it away in the cabinet. Taking a look at the bag, Ivan queried, “Clothes, charger, work?”

“All of that,” Aiden assured him. Funny. The last time person who’d asked him that question had been his grandmother. “Ivan, going out is fine, but where are we going?”

“Hmm, good question. I asked K the same. He said he’d text me good place to hang out.”

Ivan put a hand at the small of Aiden’s back and gently but firmly led him out of the apartment. That warm hand felt…tantalizing, Aiden decided. Instinct made him want to press into Ivan, gain more contact with that firm body. Aiden started up a mantra in his head: Behave, behave, behave. It only helped marginally. He’d not had a man touch him any way but violently in god knew how long. Ivan had been handsy with him from the beginning, and Aiden wasn’t quite sure why, really. The man seemed a natural flirt. And maybe he was one of those people who communicated by touch? Either way, Aiden had absolutely no desire to dissuade him. A little skinship was nice.

The hallways were relatively quiet at this hour of the morning. They descended down to the bottom floor and stepped out. The Louisiana humidity slapped him in the face, but after a lifetime of living here, Aiden barely noticed it. He did notice the clouds overhead, though. It looked like they were in for rain. Again.

Aiden had no idea how Ivan had gotten here, so he trailed him through the parking lot until they reached a red Charger. His eyes roved over the vehicle and he felt a spark of car envy. That was a honey of a car. He slid in, luxuriating in the buttercream leather seats, and inhaled deeply. The car didn’t smell brand new, and there were minor signs of wear and tear, so the car had been with Ivan for a while.

The thief popped his phone into the dash holder before starting the engine. “We might hang out at coffee shop for a while. Something without any sightlines in, or limited. That okay?”

“Sure, that’s fine.” Somewhere with Wi-Fi would be perfect, actually. That way he could continue his research online.

Ivan drove through the streets of New Orleans as if he were a native. He never once consulted with GPS or pulled up maps or anything like that. Aiden grew increasingly curious and finally couldn’t help himself. He had to ask. “Do you live in the city?”

“I have house here,” Ivan explained. He shot Aiden a look from the corner of his eye, slowing for a stoplight. “In fact, I have several houses around the world.”

“So, the old adage is wrong, huh? Crime does pay.”

Ivan laughed. “People would not constantly turn to crime if there was no benefit.”

“No argument there.” Just how successful was Ivan? Aiden had gotten the sense that money was nothing to Ivan. He’d bought him a full apartment’s worth of furniture and about four hundred dollars in groceries as an apology. Who did that? And now, hearing he had several houses—Ivan must be quite, quite good at what he did.

“Can I ask you question, milij?”

“Of course.” He really had to somehow find out what Ivan kept calling him.

“Why this school? I looked up your university and it’s small.”

Curious. Why something personal and not something related to the stamps? “Well, Grandma raised me. And in the last few years of her life, her health was bad. She couldn’t really live on her own, and while she’d hired a homecare nurse, I felt better if I could keep track of her day to day. LSU Health Sciences Center is small, but it’s one of the top medical universities in the state. And it’s three blocks down from the apartment. It just seemed like the best option.”

Ivan shot him another look, this one almost enigmatic. “And you were so sure you could get in.”

“I have a 4.5 GPA,” Aiden answered dryly. “Not many universities would turn me down.”

Whistling, Ivan gave another of those expressive shrugs. “Good point. You’re a smart almost-doctor.”

Aiden sometimes wished he wasn’t. His intelligence was salt on an open wound for his uncle and aunt. Their own beloved son had the brains of a caveman and the mentality to match. That Aiden, the bastard cast-off, was more intelligent irritated the fuck out of them. “I think you’d have to be pretty smart too, to be successful as a thief. I mean, most criminals are caught because they’re stupid.”

“Heh. You’re not wrong.” A text pinged, and Ivan looked at his screen to read it, then grunted in satisfaction. “Mojo Coffee House?”

“Have you not been there? Coffee’s rather good.” Aiden thought about it for a second before offering, “And aside from the front door and two windows, there’s not much of a sightline in from the street.”

“I see why K picked it, then.” Ivan made a right at the next street, heading towards the river.

“Ivan, not to throw doubt at you, but really, what’s the exact game plan? You said your friends would be nearby to protect me, but am I supposed to just go about my normal routine?”

“Unless something changes.” Ivan’s brows compressed, mouth set in an unhappy line. “Right now, changing your routine would be a bad signal. It would tell bad guys that you know something’s up, or that you have something to hide.”

“And me acting normal will throw them off my trail a little? But you still expect them to come.”

“Da, I do. But we can let you lead normal life a little longer. It also buys me some time.” Ivan slowed on Jefferson Ave and prepared to turn left onto Freret Street. “K will link to all cameras around your apartment and campus so we can track you. After that’s done, we’ll leave surveillance up to Malvagio and Smiley, then K will help me track down stamp. Surely your stupid uncle hasn’t sold them all already.”

“Considering the legal trouble Robert just landed himself in this week? He likely hasn’t had the time. And I think he hired someone to do the selling for him.”

“Then while we sit in coffee shop, you give me list of every possible place your uncle would go to sell stamps, da?”

“Okay.” Aiden wasn’t sure how much help he’d be there. He didn’t actually know his uncle and aunt that well. By design, mostly theirs, as they loathed the sight of him. Still, he could make some educated guesses depending on what he’d overheard from his grandmother over the years.

The conversation in the car lapsed for a while as Ivan drove. Within the quiet interior of the car, it finally sank in that Aiden was in danger. That his calm, quiet life had taken another sharp plot twist—and not necessarily in a good direction. Fear stabbed at him, and he found it hard to breathe for a second. Aiden forced himself to draw in deep, steady breaths and battled to keep his unease from showing. Fear lingered in uncomfortable prickles but his instincts had nothing to react to—nothing was happening at the moment. Still, it left him unsettled. And feeling awkward, as he didn’t want to have a panic attack in front of Ivan, no matter how minor.

Would he be okay?
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Ivan

Ivan slipped in an earbud as they walked into the coffee house. It was much like the rest of the city—an old building that had been lovingly kept up, updated in certain ways, but retaining its original charm. He didn’t understand the hunter orange on the walls, but appreciated all of the wood tones and mellow lighting. It was a relaxing enough space to spend some time in.

They ordered coffees, and Ivan chose their seat, a table near the back corner. It had the advantage of the bar blocking any sightline from the street while still giving Ivan a way to keep an eye on the door. It was also near the back door, giving them a quick escape if they needed it. Aiden didn’t seem to understand his choice, but he wasn’t trained to think along these lines, either. He at least was good at following Ivan’s lead without question. That amiability would help him stay alive.

Sitting at the table, Ivan gave Aiden a moment to get settled and drink a little of his coffee. Aiden looked nervous, understandably so. He kept fidgeting in his seat, his hands gripping and loosening as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself. He’d think the young man in need of a shrink if he wasn’t nervous. Still, Ivan didn’t want him afraid. He sought the right words to assure him. “Milij, I am not expert on keeping someone safe. Not my line. But Smiley, he’s a mercenary with over a decade of experience in this field. That’s his specialty, retrieval and protection. It will be him telling us how to protect you. You are in good hands, I promise this.”

Aiden looked up from his coffee cup, those warm hazel eyes of his reflecting nerves…and oddly, trust. “Really? Smiley isn’t his real name, right?”

“Njet, code name. We use code names for the most part. It helps protect our identity. We call him Smiley because he’s a generally happy man, always smiling. That and he brings a smile to my friend’s face on a regular basis.”

“If my Latin work serves, Eidolon means specter or phantom. Are you Eidolon because of your thieving abilities?”

“More or less.” Ivan found his curiosity charming. If understanding his team more settled Aiden’s nerves, then he’d explain as much as he could. “K is short for the hacker’s true name. Widow because she’s a huge fan of Black Widow. Malvagio is Italian for ‘Wicked.’”

“Ahhh. Do you pick your own names?”

Ivan shrugged. “Da, for most part. Only one who didn’t is Smiley. Malvagio chose for him.”

“Because they’re lovers?”

“I think Smiley accepted it because they are. We debated names for a few days before Malvagio settled on that.” Ivan debated for a moment, but decided to let be the topic of who Widow was for a while longer. “We did our first job as a team a year ago, more or less. It went very well. Smiley demanded we form a permanent team after that. Joining was one of the best decisions I ever made.”

The tension was easing out of Aiden’s frame and a half-smile, rather wistful, lingered on his face. “That sounds fun, really. To have a team of friends to work with.”

This seemed a good segue into something Ivan needed to know. “You have friends, da?”

“Well, yeah. But not like that. My friendships are more casual, I guess you can say. I don’t really have anyone I can call up in the dead of night. More like, we might meet up for coffee or a movie or something.” Aiden’s expression turned regretful, his eyes falling to his milky coffee. “It’s mostly my fault. I had closer friends growing up, but when Grandma’s health started failing, I spent more and more time with her. And then people left for different colleges, and we just lost touch with each other. I’m so busy with work and school now that I don’t have time to socialize. It’s like I’ve become this weird hermit in a city full of people.”

“It happens, milij. I lost contact with old friends, too, although for different reasons.” It hurt Ivan’s heart to think Aiden didn’t have anyone looking out for him. He was such a nice person. He didn’t deserve to be so utterly alone. What was wrong with people? Then again, look what had happened with Remi before Ari brought her in. She’d been just as lost in a crowded city. Maybe Ivan’s faith in humanity was misplaced.

Shaking his head, Aiden looked back up, and he forced a smile onto his face. “You asked earlier what my uncle would do with the stamps, right, how he’d move them?”

“Da. But before you talk, let’s do this.” Ivan reached into his jeans pocket and drew out the hard case. He always carried a spare earbud on him, just in case, and it certainly came in handy now. Handing it over to Aiden, he explained, “Best to tell K directly, da?”

“Wait, is this one of those ear wick things like in spy movies?” Aiden looked down at the open case and the small earbud lying on the Styrofoam in childish delight. “Too cool.”

“Ivan,” Kyou said with a faint sigh. “Just how much do you like this guy that you’re giving him direct access to me?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions, K,” Ivan shot back, his smile not changing one iota. “Here, Aiden, let me slip it in. You not do it right, it sits uncomfortably.”

“Yeah, sure.” Aiden tilted his head to allow Ivan access.

This trust Aiden openly displayed played havoc with Ivan’s emotions. He rarely saw this level of it from someone—only from his team, and his adorable solnishko. It was a very strange feeling to have Aiden trust him. Most of the time, people didn’t, and Ivan didn’t mind, as he understood why. But he liked that Aiden did. He liked it perhaps a bit too much. It made him want to do something more, something to guarantee that Aiden always felt like this. How did he ensure his faith would never falter?

Ivan kept his touch gentle and light as he slipped the earbud into place. As his fingers balanced against Aiden’s cheek and ear, he brushed up against that dark auburn hair, and it was a revelation all its own that Aiden’s hair was softer than it looked. That his skin was so smooth, because he wasn’t the type to have much beard growth. Ivan had to firmly check his instincts to keep his hands from gripping that thick auburn hair or exploring more of Aiden’s skin.

Sitting back, he put his hands in his lap, then sat on them for good measure. Hands could not be trusted right now. “Aiden, this is K. K, Aiden.”

“Hi, Aiden.” Kyou sounded resigned, but good-natured.

“Hi, K.” Aiden’s eyes sparkled, truly resembling a child living out some fantasy. For all Ivan knew, he was. “So, um, thanks for this.”

“I’d say it was my pleasure, but really, it’s becoming a pain in the ass. This was supposed to be a quick in and out. Why I believed that lie, I don’t know, as no job that Eidolon picks is ever quick.”

“Hey!” Ivan protested, winking at Aiden to show he wasn’t offended. “I am not problem child.”

“I beg your effing pardon, you totally are. But we can argue that later. Aiden, talk to me about your shitty uncle and aunt. What sort of contacts do they have to offload the stamps with?”

“I’m not actually clear how you would sell stamps. Grandma always seemed to buy them when I was at school or something. She rarely mentioned where she bought them from. Sometimes it was estate sales.”

“Ah. Well, generally normal people use a couple of methods to offload stamps. Direct sales to dealers are popular, as there’s an immediate overturn of money and no fees involved. Then you can do a consignment to a dealer, but there’s a fee for that. And then there’s auction houses. You can sell directly to them, like a dealer, or do a consignment with them.”

Aiden sat and pondered for a moment. “My bet? They’d go for the option that would give them the highest return. My cousin burns through money. They’d try to get as much as they can.”

“So, auction house consignment.”

“Probably, yeah. Does that mean the stamps are already with the auction house?”

“Either that or they’re in a safety deposit box while they find an auction house. There’s a few notable auction houses in New Orleans, but I’m not sure if they have the right clientele to offload the Treskilling. Would he be willing to ship it to a bigger house, like Sotheby’s?”

“Uncle Stanley’s a control freak. Really, really bad. I don’t see him handing over the whole collection to someone else easily, and he definitely wouldn’t send it out of the city unless he went with it.”

“Likely still in city somewhere, then,” Ivan murmured thoughtfully.

“Yeah, we just have to figure out where.” There was a clatter of keys, fast and loud. “Let me do some digging. Aiden, by any chance do you know what bank they use?”

“Yeah, Liberty Bank. The whole family uses it.”

“Good. I’ll put an alert on their account, see if they have a safety deposit box.”

Aiden looked surprised K could so casually hack a bank. Then again, no one had detailed just what Kyou was capable of.

“Uncle K, I want to do it.”

Aiden visibly startled, and his wide eyes shot up to Ivan’s.

Ah. The time to explain Widow had apparently arrived. “That’s Widow. She’s Malvagio’s and Smiley’s daughter.”

“Holy shit. You’re telling me a little girl can hack things like K can?”

“Technically, she’s learning how to do it all. But she’s got the basics down, at least. You on a secure signal, Princess?”

“I’m hot-spotting from my phone while we wait for the plane,” she answered. Then added with a whine, “We’ve been here for ages, and it’s still another hour before the plane comes in. Please?”

Kyou snorted. “Sure, take a stab at it. I’ll watch.”

There was a victorious hiss and a moment later, the slightly slower clack of keyboard keys. Widow was on task.

“Hi, Aiden,” Widow greeted in her adorable voice, sounding a strange mix between very young and yet professional. “What’s your uncle and aunt’s names?”

Aiden still had a poleaxed look on his face as he answered, sounding a touch strangled, “Stanley and Maria Stalworth.”

“Thanks.” More clacking of keys, then a maniacal laugh of satisfaction. “Got ’em. It doesn’t look like they’ve sold the stamps yet.”

Aiden choked, eyes so large now they threatened to fall out of his head. Ivan thought about reassuring him that not many could hack into the bank, but…well…he wasn’t sure how viable that reassurance would sound considering a nine-year-old had just done so.

“No, it doesn’t,” Kyou agreed, humming thoughtfully. “Only about three thousand in their account.”

“Ah, some of the stamps were only worth a few thousand; they weren’t as rare as the Treskilling,” Aiden corrected. He made an effort to get his jaw properly back into his socket. “And it’s seriously rare for them to have any money in the account. Their son burns through it pretty fast.”

“Really? Good to know. Aiden, do you have a full inventory of the stamps anywhere?”

Aiden shook his head sadly. “They took all of that. I can try to cobble something together from memory. I remember a good portion of it, at least the countries of origin.”

“Anything’s better than nothing at this point. The inventory I was able to pull up online was spotty.”

“Yeah, I bet. Grandma wasn’t really great with computers. She only put stuff online if she absolutely had to. Let me type up what I remember. It’ll give you guys a starting point, if nothing else.”

“Please.”

“Send us what you have, K,” Ivan suggested. “That way Aiden can try to fill in missing info.”

“That sounds the better way to do it, sure. I’ll email it to you.”

Remi piped up again. “I don’t see a safety deposit box under their name.”

“Yeah, I don’t either. Odds are it’s all with the auction house. Aiden, how well does your uncle know the collection?”

“Not that well,” Aiden said, brow crumpling as he thought. “At first, he was irritated with Grandma for spending so much money on the collection. Uncle Stanley’s god is money, really. Then she opened up the museum with it, and got some income flowing in, and he stopped griping so much. But he never went through it, never showed any interest in it—not until the reading of the will, at least. He knew it was worth a mint because Grandma had been frank enough about that, and she’d had his friend help install a security system at the museum. But he doesn’t know the individual pieces.”

“So, the odds of him understanding that a single stamp in that collection is worth three mil?”

“Slim at this point. There were a LOT of stamps, probably about seven hundred in total. It would take a while to go through all of that.”

Ivan sat and thought for a moment, considering the logistics and what he knew of the players involved. “Correct me if I’m off. But I think the auction house would be willing to sell most of the stamps, as they’re easy to offload. But pricier ones, maybe they don’t have clientele for, maybe they don’t want to house and insure. Either way, the more expensive stamps are going to come back to Uncle’s hands quick. We have narrow window to get collection back.”

“Unfortunately. Aiden, I understand that the price of your cooperation is to get the stamp collection back?”

“Yeah, that’s part of it.” Aiden had a strange, inscrutable expression on his face.

“May I make a suggestion? Why don’t you let the bulk of the stamp collection be sold? Let the auction house do the work for you. Now that we have access to your aunt and uncle’s bank account, I can just transfer the proceeds to your bank account. Easy peasy.”

Aiden straightened abruptly. “That’s a great idea. That way they really can’t track the stamps to me. Can you set up a separate account, something that’s not obviously in my name, so that even if they investigate, they won’t be able to pin anything on me?”

Kyou laughed outright. “Wow, you’ve only known him two days, and already Eidolon’s rubbing off on you. Of course I can do that, Aiden. You trust me to?”

“I mean, I’m trusting you with my life,” Aiden said sincerely. “Money takes second place to that, surely.”

Ivan had to grip the hard edges of his chair before he wrapped Aiden up in a hug and kissed him. Why, why was this young man so incredibly endearing?

“Wow. Damn, Aiden, way to put it into perspective. I almost felt bad for being a criminal for a second.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Aiden assured him, grinning at Ivan. “I need criminals right now.”

“Ha! Sad state of affairs, but truth. Widow, whatcha doin’?”

“Checking on flight status,” came Remi’s voice in a matter-of-fact way. “The dads changed our flight, we’re boarding now. Aiden, my dads and I will be in New Orleans in about six hours, okay? You stick with Uncle Eidolon until then.”

Aiden shot Ivan a warm smile. “That I can do.”
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The hours passed with Aiden working and Ivan idly keeping an eye on their surroundings. Bored, Ivan did the math and realized logistically it wouldn’t work for him to hand Aiden’s safety over to anyone else that night. Ari and Carter didn’t have anything set up down here, Kyou was still putting cyberwatches into place, and of course they had to settle things in well enough for an adult to be with Remi. Ivan shrugged and cheerfully resigned himself to spending the night at Aiden’s.

Aiden seemed to take this in stride, reading whatever it was he was reading, and making notes in a rather cramped hand. He looked sexy with glasses on his nose, his brow scrunched together as he focused. Ivan watched him for a moment, wondering just why he was flirting so much with Aiden when normally, pursuing the cute, innocent ones never panned out well for him. Past experience should have him shy away, even if Aiden was his type. Usually aliens, intellectuals, and politicians were all in the firm ‘nooooo’ category for Ivan. But there was something about Aiden. Something intriguing about him. Something Ivan couldn’t just say ‘no’ to.

Trying to figure out what it was, he pushed a little. “What are you reading? This is something for your lab work?”

Blinking into the present, Aiden gave him a smile. “Oh. Yes, it is. My professor is studying Crohn’s Disease. Are you familiar with it?”

“I am not.”

“It’s an inflammation disease of the intestine tract, and it’s nasty. Very painful for the people who have it, and there’s no cure. A treatment that helps, but no actual cure. Worse, it relapses on a pretty consistent basis. My professor wants to find a cure for it. I’m interested too, because kids can get it—unfortunately—and since that’s what I’m specializing in, pediatrics, I thought I’d learn as much about it as I can. Right now there’s a study being done at the Technical University of Munich, and they found a microscopic alteration in stem cells that is a pre-cursor for a flare-up. Uhhh, how much of that made sense?”

“About half,” Ivan responded honestly. “But I get gist. Keep going.”

“Well, basically, this is good news for us. It means we have an idea of when the next attack will happen. It gives us a window to try some therapeutic intervention and relieve a patient’s suffering before it can really kick in. And maybe one of these days we can figure out how to restore the stem cell function and kick this disease to the curb altogether.” Challenge gleamed in Aiden’s eyes.

Maybe that was it. Maybe it was this combination of a caring heart and a sharp mind that had drawn Ivan’s interest. “You like the challenge of being a doctor?”

“Definitely. But what’s curious to me is your story of how you met your friends. And how you became a professional thief. Isn’t that hard to do?”

“Da, not easy.” Ivan shrugged, not thinking much of it now, as he’d been doing it for most of his life. “First job I did solo, it was a circus. Makes me laugh remembering it. I was so sure I’d gotten it all right, everything perfectly planned out. I stumbled into motion-sensor that wasn’t in the plans, two electronic locks with biometric scan, and no tools on me to help. I was literally stuck in the middle of a well-guarded house with no idea how to reach target.”

Aiden put the laptop aside, fascinated. “What did you do?”

“Improvised.” Ivan smiled in nostalgic memory. He hadn’t thought of that job in years. “I remembered hearing that motion sensors are weak against fabric, so I backpedaled into bedroom I’d seen and ripped the top sheet off the bed before re-making it. Figured no one would miss the top sheet for a while, and it was relatively light and portable. Then I held it up very carefully and slowly moved through the room with the sheet held up like a screen.”

Aiden’s hazel eyes were wide in his face, jaw dropping. “And that worked?!”

“Da. Fortunately, it was white sheet. Learned later that no other color but white works.” Ivan made a face. “Learned hard way, but that’s different story. It took me longer to figure out how to defeat the locks. I tried several things before I finally licked my thumb and jabbed it against the screen. It was a last-ditch effort, didn’t know what else to try. And that worked. The machines have a weakness against this tactic. Always have. I get teased for licking gloves and using bedsheets, but that job taught me it works.”

“Well, I mean, if it works, why change?”

Ivan beamed at him. “Exactly. K, safe to go back yet?”

“Yeah, might as well. You can’t camp out there all night.”

“I take night shift tonight, alright? You focus on setting up and take over tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”

It neared evening now; they’d spent all afternoon here. In accord, they cleared the table and packed up. Ivan kept a sharp eye out as he led Aiden back into the car. There was no sign anyone had caught on yet, but it never paid to relax his guard. He drove them back to Aiden’s apartment with thoughts of what to cook, as part of him strangely wanted to show off to Aiden. “For dinner, I make you blini, I think.”

“Blini?” Aiden repeated carefully, tone intrigued. “I don’t know what that is. But I’m okay with you cooking for me, sounds fun.”

Something about Aiden hinted he was starved for male company. Good male company, at least. Ivan hoped that by cooking and chatting, he’d be able to get a better picture of what Aiden was like. What his family was like. “Blini is comfort food. It’s very thin pancake—sort of like crepe—that is stuffed with meat or tvorog. Ah, tvorog is like cottage cheese. I like to make it with smoked salmon and a little dill. Delicious that way.”

“God, that sounds amazing. My taste buds just started signing petitions for it. Do we have the ingredients?”

“Njet, but a quick stop at grocery store gets us what we need.”

“Linger at grocery store, please,” Kyou threw in. “Bastard uncle is at apartment trying to get in. Not sure why.”

Aiden sighed, long and loud. “Probably to pick a fight. He normally does when Robert is going off the rails.”

This seemed a good segue to a curiosity burning in Ivan’s mind. “Why does this man hate you?”

“I can’t give a quick and easy answer.”

Ivan made a noise of encouragement.

Aiden grimaced. “See, when I was born, it was a huge controversy. My mother was the baby of the family, and Uncle Stanley was convinced Grandma had spoiled her. I wasn’t the first pregnancy she’d had, although she’d miscarried with the first. Grandma insisted she have me. I think she’d hoped having a kid would straighten my mother out. Didn’t work. Grandma ended up raising me. Uncle Stanley wasn’t happy I got dumped on Grandma, and I think it started a seed of anger. It just got worse as I got older. Robert and I are basically the same age—he’s only six months older than me. But from the get-go, Robert was a lot like my mom. He was constantly in trouble, constantly breaking things and getting into stuff he shouldn’t. On the other hand, there was me, who always obeyed.”

Ivan could see the picture all too clearly, of an adorable Aiden who was mild-mannered and obedient, and his hellion cousin in a stark contrast. God, he’d been there. Not that Ivan had ever been a saint, but he’d grown up continuously compared to his brothers and always on the fall-out end of the equation.

“Uncle Stanley wanted so badly for it to be the reverse, I think,” Aiden continued. He sounded resigned; his gaze turned blindly out the window. “I should be the problem child. I should be the one continually in trouble with the law, like my mother was. He kept trying to blame the broken vases and missing change on me, desperate, I think, to prove that his son wasn’t that bad. But it’s never worked out in his favor. Now, I’m not sure why he keeps hounding me. Habit? His anger and disappointment are so entrenched that I’m not sure if he even questions why he hates me.”

There was a sharp tug on his heartstrings, an ache in Ivan’s chest. He felt strong empathy for Aiden in that moment. He’d lived in that hell, where he’d been in never ending conflict with family. And for no reason.

“He is bydlo, milij,” Ivan told him firmly. “In fact, I think the man’s a dildo.”

“You mean dick, Ivan,” Kyou corrected in amusement.

“I think dildo perfectly good insult. I’d call the man a dick, but he’s not real enough.”

Aiden snickered, lifting a hand to hide his mouth. “Dildo works for me.”

They’d reached the grocery store and it seemed good timing to change the subject. As they wound through the grocery store’s aisles, gathering ingredients, Ivan told the story of how he, Ari, and Kyou had first combined powers to steal two very high end, rare vintage cars. It’d been a very Gone in 60 Seconds sort of heist, and to this day, one of Ivan’s favorites. He and Ari hadn’t been able to resist having a bit of a race with the cars before finally turning them over to their client. He had Aiden laughing at one point, imagining the scene. It was such a charming, hearty laugh, like a big cat purring. It made Ivan say and do crazy(er) things to get him to laugh again.

Ivan picked up a few extra things, as he wanted to cook breakfast for Aiden, too. And wasn’t that a strange thought, cooking for a man he wasn’t sleeping with? Ivan couldn’t recall a single instance where he’d done so unless it was for a teammate.

Aiden watched the food going into the cart and frowned a little. “Ivan, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m adding up everything you’ve spent on me in the past twenty-four hours, and I have to ask…what do you make at your, ah, job?”

“Mostly mistakes and inappropriate comments.”

Kyou snorted but didn’t comment.

Aiden seemed to realize he wouldn’t get a real answer and smiled. “I can see that.”

The words tumbled free of Ivan’s mouth without any conscious permission. “Most of my jobs have million-dollar pay-outs or higher. Of course, we split that pay between all of us. So, I don’t make that for each job. In beginning, my jobs not on that level. I grow into the jobs with large price tags.”

“Oh, sure, that makes sense.” Aiden blinked, looking a little stunned. “I mean, you’re a pro and all, but…seriously? Million-dollar jobs? There’s enough people in this country with that sort of insane money to throw around?”

“Look at your position,” Ivan pointed out. Seriously, what was wrong with his mouth? Ivan normally said inappropriate things, that was par for the course, but he normally had control of what he said, too. This blurting things out thing was very wrong, mouth. Quit it. Brain, do your job and control mouth. “You have that job right now, da?”

Aiden shrugged, expression wry. “Got me there. But the reason I asked about the groceries is that this seems a bit much for one meal. Especially since you just bought me groceries.”

“Breakfast,” Ivan explained with a wink.

“So what’s for breakfast?”

“Zapekanka. It is like cheesy breakfast cake. My grandmother taught me to make Zapekanka.” Ivan nearly stumbled to a stop right there. Mouth. Mouth, what the hell? Ivan never spoke of his family. Never even referenced them. Brain was in agreement that speaking of family was firmly in the No Go category. So why was mouth starting a revolution?

Ivan abruptly remembered Kyou was listening in, the earbuds were still in their ears, but Kyou didn’t say a word. Maybe his attention was on something else and he had tuned Ivan out?  

“Yeah?” Aiden didn’t seem to realize the major slip-up on Ivan’s part. “I’m really interested to try it. I love other countries’ cuisines.”

At least with Aiden, he didn’t have to worry about anything. Aiden, as far as Ivan could tell, didn’t have a mean or malicious bone in his entire body. Even with his family being horrible to him, he never retaliated the way most people would. Maybe it was his sweet nature that had so disarmed Ivan’s brain and made him relax his guard so much.  Ivan pinned a smile to his face. “Then let’s go back and start cooking.”

Maybe with food in his mouth, he could keep it occupied.
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Aiden

Ivan Azarov was bad for his heart. Not to mention his libido.

Take grocery shopping with him, for example. What should’ve been an innocent activity became anything but, because the man absolutely did not realize what a personal bubble was. He was constantly in Aiden’s space. Aiden wasn’t about to correct this, however, as he liked having him there. Ivan was, in truth, Aiden’s kryptonite. He’d always had a thing for the bad boys.

Aiden’s nerves jangled every time Ivan came close. Grocery shopping was quietly, soothingly domestic—the whole setting was. Nothing about this should be sexy. And yet the more he followed Ivan around, the more he wanted to slide his arms around him, press a kiss on the back of his neck, and really libido, what the hell? The thief was a good man—and yes that oxymoron was an interesting mental gymnastic in and of itself—and Aiden felt strangely safe with him. And yes, Ivan had been low-grade flirting since the minute he’d met him, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. So, this whole ‘let me touch him’ thing was absolutely a no-go. Understand, libido?

Libido did not agree. Libido informed him that Ivan checked all his boxes and suggested he make a damn move already, please and thank you.

Perhaps Ivan picked up on his nerves, as he slowed in the middle of the grocery store aisle and looked back at him. “Problem, milij?”

“Eh? Uh, no, it’s, um…” Aiden trailed off and tried to get his mouth and brain to work together. “It’s just, two guys shopping together in a grocery store look like a couple. And it’s not something I’m used to.”

Ivan came promptly back and slid in close, a wicked smile on his face. “Want to play at being boyfriends? Really give people a show.”

Aiden almost said no, but that smile was infectious. “Are you trying to corrupt me, Ivan?”

“Don’t know, milij. Is it working?”

“Must be, because that sounds fun.” Libido crowed victory as Aiden leaned in, wrapping an arm around that lean waist for a second. He could tell Ivan was a little surprised at how readily he’d responded to the teasing. Aiden didn’t know how to explain to him that he was so tired of being good all of the time. He’d always had to be responsible, to keep his head down, to weigh his words for fear of giving away too much. Ivan’s rascally approach to life looked far more fun and liberating.

“Then let’s have a little fun.”

Ivan seemed pleased as they moved forward, although they switched to holding hands, their fingers laced together. Easier to move that way. Aiden had never held a man’s hand in his life, so this was new and fun, too. Ivan had some calluses on his fingers and palms. It was a masculine hand, firm and a little rough. Aiden didn’t think he’d had a hand fetish before this moment, but feeling the way it wrapped so securely around his, imagining that hand stroking over his bare skin, was quickly changing his mind about that.

“You’re not used to holding hands with a man in public,” Ivan observed quietly.

Aiden almost jerked, yanking his head back into the game. “What? Oh, no. I’m not. But this is nice. I see why couples like to do it.”

“Da, is nice,” Ivan agreed with a half-smile that looked bittersweet for a moment. “Is part of reason why I like being in America. It’s better tolerated here.”

“Meaning…you’re not straight?”

“Bisexual. I prefer men, though.”

“Huh. Okay. I’m gay.” Aiden liked hearing this. A lot. He hadn’t really been sure about Ivan’s stance on things, and with Ivan, Aiden had the sense he would have no trouble being touchy feely with someone for reasons that had nothing to do with attraction. “In your home country, this isn’t something that’s allowed?”

“Russia does not like same sex couples, no.”

“Is that why you left?”

Ivan’s mouth opened and closed without a sound. His brows furrowed, and he looked uncomfortable, to sum it up in a word.

“We don’t have to talk about it,” Aiden assured him hastily. “I was just curious.”

“It’s not that it’s painful,” Ivan finally answered, his eyes straight ahead, that frown still lingering. “I just don’t have any good memories of Russia or my family. I do not like to think about it. I avoid talking about it.”

“That’s fine, you don’t need to. I’m glad for you that you made it here, though. There’s more freedom here than in some places in the world. Well, mostly. It’s not really safe to admit you’re something other than straight in this area. And I never had the nerve to tell Grandma I’m gay. I’m sure she figured it out, but it was one of the few things we mutually agreed to ignore.”

“That’s a sad thing, milij.”

“Yeah. But you know, she had a lot of reasons to throw me into an orphanage somewhere. And didn’t. She fought tooth and nail to keep me with her so she could raise me. It felt like admitting to being gay would have tipped the balance, y’know? So, I didn’t say anything. It’s fine. I’ve got the freedom to pursue it now.”

Ivan turned his head, and there was a gentle smile on his face. “That you do.”

They reached the front registers long before Aiden was ready to, and Ivan released his hand. He didn’t do it all at once, but lingered, his fingers squeezing lightly before letting go. If Ivan was going to continue to be like this, Aiden wasn’t sure how he would get through tonight.

They didn’t hold hands on the way to the car, and Aiden tried not to be too disappointed about that. He found himself still watching Ivan’s hands, though. The way they lingered on the steering wheel, the competent way he shifted through the gears, and sometimes he stretched his hands out a bit. Aiden really had to stop staring at his hands; it was getting creepy.

Aiden forcefully got his eyes under control and stayed in control as they brought groceries in and started cooking. This was nice, too. Cooking with Ivan. The food turned out delicious, and Aiden was on the verge of a food coma before he made himself stop. It was easy to make, so he hoped he could duplicate it.

The thought struck that he wouldn’t have Ivan around the next time he’d try to make the dish. It made Aiden more than a little sad. He’d only known this man a day and a half, and Aiden wasn’t really looking forward to the time when Ivan would leave.

To bury that thought, he went and fetched a blanket and pillow from the linen closet—more of Ivan’s purchases—and got the couch ready for him. “Are you sure you want to sleep out here?”

“Need to be in line of sight of the door,” Ivan explained.

Aiden was sort of hoping for one of those romance moments of ‘there’s only one bed to share!’ and was disappointed he couldn’t find an excuse to keep Ivan closer. Damn libido was hijacking his fantasies now.

He wanted to linger, to stay up with Ivan a little longer, but it was already late enough that he should go to bed. Only he wasn’t the slightest bit tired. But he could tell Ivan was, and the man wasn’t likely to get much sleep tonight as it was. With an awkward smile, Aiden said goodnight.

Settling into his new bed should have sucked him right into sleep. But it didn’t work. He was too wired from today. Instead, he found himself pulling out his phone and scrolling through Russian online dictionaries, trying out various spellings until he found the word Ivan kept calling him.

Milij: Dear or precious.

An irrepressible smile spread across Aiden’s face. Apparently, Ivan liked him too. At least a little. It took more than a few minutes for him to settle enough to sleep, but when he did, the smile lingered.
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Aiden wasn’t at his sharpest in the morning. Coffee, time, and blood flow were necessary to get the neurons properly firing. So, he woke up that morning, lying there in the new bed, and felt an irrational disappointment that Ivan hadn’t joined him at some point in the night. That was mostly the libido talking, though. The rest of Aiden was relieved. Aiden wasn’t sure how he’d have taken suddenly having Ivan in bed with him. It might be a bit much for his heart.

He almost went for a shower first, had every intention to, but his feet took him into his kitchen instead.

Ivan greeted him with a smile. “Good morning, milij. You’re awake?”

Aiden stared at him, hard. There were words in the air. Several of them. They might mean something?

“Not awake. Right.” Ivan poured him a cup from the coffee maker and handed it over. “Cream? Sugar?”

Those words, Aiden understood. He shook his head and slurped at his coffee instead. Ah, his bean-fuel. How he’d missed it.

Chuckling, Ivan steered him by the shoulders and sat him down at his brand-spanking-new table. Aiden perched there, slurping at his coffee while watching Ivan cook. Random thoughts filtered through his brain unchecked as he fixated on Ivan’s hands competently fixing food.  

Strange, watching this man he barely knew cook breakfast for him. Aiden had never had a morning after, as he’d never had a proper lover, so this scene was already strange. Having a man cook for him. Cheerfully cook for him while belting out some Russian song Aiden didn’t know. It was such a domestic scene, with Ivan throwing him smiles and filling his plate with delicious, if wholly unfamiliar, food. But the domesticity was strange because he couldn’t reconcile it with the dangerous man Ivan was.

He knew without a shadow of a doubt Ivan was dangerous. He’d now seen enough of the man’s tattoo on his chest to look it up. He’d Googled it on his phone last night before bed. The star darkly inked into his skin was a sign that he was a professional thief. And it was the sort that was typically a prison tattoo. The other things added up to frame an overall picture, too. Like how Ivan kept waltzing in and out of his apartment when Aiden had never given him a key. Or how he knew a little girl on his team who could hack a bank account in under ten minutes.

Aiden really didn’t know what to do with a little girl hacker. He really, truly, didn’t. It sort of made sense that she would learn the biz because of her fathers, but it still threw him for a few mental loops. He’d treated her like a pro because a) that seemed the right thing to do, and b) because if she could hack a bank? He so didn’t want to piss this kid off.

Part of him was very sure he should not be so serene about this situation. He should be wary, or nervous, or…something. But Aiden couldn’t seem to hold onto any of those emotions for long. How could he? Ivan kept making him laugh. He kept saying ridiculous things, and telling outrageous stories, and Aiden was too busy laughing to remember that hardened criminals were potentially after him.

Despite Ivan being so outrageous, he had boundaries, too. His silent support was amazing to Aiden. It made him a little sad that he wouldn’t have it for long. Once the job was done, this would all go away.

“Eat, milij.” Ivan slid a plate in front of him. “I need to switch out with other two, da? And get to work.”

Aiden accepted the offering but frowned up at Ivan. “Will I not see you at all today?”

“Mm, not until much later.” The question put a smug expression on Ivan’s face. He slid a hand over Aiden’s bedhead in a gentle caress, the touch warm and soothing. “Be good, eat. I’ll check in with you.”

“Okay.” Aiden wanted to say something witty, but on only a half cup of coffee, he couldn’t think of anything. Ivan was already at the door and, with a wink, he was gone.

Aiden’s brain slowly engaged as he ate the (perfectly delicious) breakfast Ivan had prepared, and drained the rest of the coffee. He had lab work to do and some research to pass along. A quick shower, then he’d pack the rest of that amazing breakfast bread for lunch, and he’d get back into his usual routine. Even as he rushed about to get ready, the idea of going to the lab like it was any other day left an odd fluttery feeling in his stomach.

In the empty apartment, the silence echoed loudly.

Aiden’s life hadn’t started out smelling of roses. He was the bastard son of his addict mother and whatever guy she’d slept with. Even she’d had no clue who his father could be. She’d given birth to Aiden because Grandma had put her foot down, but then almost instantly abandoned him. She’d died of an overdose three years later. Aiden’s grandmother had raised him with love and devotion and fierce protectiveness. Still, despite that rocky beginning, his life had been pretty quiet. His aunt, uncle, and cousin made life difficult from time to time, but that was about all.

The court case that had taken everything from him had been bad. His grandmother’s death worse. Knowing that he was a potential target for multiple professional thieves was worrying, but he couldn’t seem to regret it. The events of the past two days were like something out of a movie. And who didn’t wish for a little movie thrill now and again? Even if he could focus on the cons of the situation, he couldn’t find it horrifying. Ivan was too charming, Widow too cute, K too sarcastic. As strange as the situation was—and god above knew it was very, very strange—Aiden was enjoying it.

His life was far too staid and quiet. It could use a bit of shaking up.

Lifting his hand, Aiden lightly caressed the ear that had held an earbud in it for a good portion of yesterday. He rather missed it. He’d felt like 007, making his inner child happy. But more, he missed the connection to the fascinating people he’d met. He really wanted to ask them more questions. Aiden had enjoyed the conversation more than words could express. Without that direct connection, he felt lonely. Funny, how he’d not thought of himself as this alone until he’d had the past two days to compare his life to.

The phone rang, vibrating against the table. Aiden picked it up, relieved to have a break in the silence. It wasn’t a number he recognized, but given the turn of events, that didn’t mean much. “Hello?”

“Hi, Aiden?” What a nice baritone voice. It had a hint of roughness to it, like a restrained purr.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Hey, this is Smiley. I wanted to say hi and give you a bit of an update. You good to talk?”

“Sure.” This was the mercenary? No way. He sounded like a nice, average Joe kind of guy.

“Here’s a quick sitrep. Me and Malvagio are on the ground, we’ll take turns shadowing you from afar. I’m basically across the street and keeping an eye on your location. You hear anything, or you sense something not right, you call me. Or Malvagio. I’ll text you his number in a minute.”

Aiden’s phone pinged with a text and he took it away from his face for a minute, reading the pop-up window, and laughed. “K just beat you to it.”

“Worse than a dog, that one, he’s got his nose in everything,” Smiley grumbled, some affection mixed in with the complaint. “Obviously K is watching out for you at the moment, too. I don’t think anything’s going to happen today. The contract’s still too new, people are doing research and getting a scope of the situation. K’s reported a lot of traffic on the job boards about your stamp. I don’t think the quiet’s going to last. Enjoy it while you can, okay?”

“Yeah. Um, Smiley?” Aiden’s eyes went to the calendar hanging on the wall. “Look, I know Ivan said you guys might need to move me in a hurry, if things go to shit.”

“Probably. Why?”

“Look, I know it’s probably a stupid concern, all things considered. But I’m working on a lab project for the next several days. My residency is completely in the air right now; I’m still trying to figure out where to apply, and the lab work I’m doing is something I can put on a resume. I’d hate to screw it up.”

“Ahhh. Look man, I’ll be square with you. It might come down to that. Our priority is keeping you safe. But we’ll do our best to keep the heat off you long enough to get through ’em. How much time do you need?”

“At least a week. My professor’s trying to get the grant money to cover us for two, but that’s a little iffy.”

“Send me your schedule of the next two weeks. It might get touch and go, but we’ll try.”

“Thanks. Like I said, I realize it might not be much in the scheme of things. It’s just that this is my last obligation here before I can become a full-fledged doctor—”

“Whoa, wait, Eidolon said you had graduated.”

“Uh, yes and no. I’ve graduated from medical school. I have three years of residency to complete, which is part of the education.”

“Okay, gotcha. Either way, we’ll try, but I make no promises.”

“I’d rather be alive and have to deal with the fallout of quitting at the lab, trust me. I just wanted you to be aware of my schedule and all.”

“I appreciate it. Okay, I’ll let you get back to it.”

Aiden smiled and really did feel better knowing he had multiple people looking out for him. “Thanks. I’ll be out in fifteen minutes and walking to the lab.”

He hung up and stared at the phone a while longer. This plot twist in his life was really, really strange. He felt like he’d fallen into an action movie of some sort. A strange feeling of being in a calm place, waiting for the other shoe to drop, settled over him.

Smiley might be right. Shit might hit the fan really soon. He’d better be braced for it.
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In an almost anti-climactic fashion, nothing happened for two straight days. Aiden supposed it wasn’t like the movies, with non-stop action and everyone magically arriving in the same place at the same time. Still, he’d expected something to happen and was…disappointed? Unnerved? Anxious? Something, at any rate, when nothing did.

Ivan picked him up from the lab every evening, cooking for him and ‘taking night shift,’ as he put it, by sleeping on Aiden’s couch. Aiden began to love those domestic nights where he got to try Russian cuisine in between laughing his ass off. Ivan could be quite the storyteller, and Aiden’s reactions to his outlandish stories only seemed to encourage the thief.  

He did keep the earbud in his ear so he could stay in the loop without it being necessary for someone to call him. Aiden habitually put his phone on silent in the morning—his professor was strict about cell phones in the lab—and usually forgot to turn it back on until after work was over. It was safer to have the earbud in his ear.

Of course, by doing that, he got a wonderful glimpse into how this group of men and the young Widow operated.

“Come on, K,” Ivan was wheedling as Aiden sat in the outside quad, eating his lunch. “You know you want to come join us.”

“I performed a social activity yesterday. Please wait the requisite three days before submitting another request,” K deadpanned back, dry as a martini.

Aiden clamped his hand over his mouth to keep in a snicker. K, he had a feeling, was a complete introvert. Ivan, as he well knew, was very much an extrovert.

“Social activity, huh,” Malvagio said. “Is that what you’re calling it now? Stalking your little friend?”

“Excuse you, I am not stalking him. I’m looking out for his interests.”

Aiden’s ears perked. What was this about?

Smiley was the one to pull him into the conversation. “Let’s ask a normal person’s perspective on this. Aiden, here’re the facts. K’s got this guy he watches. He hacks for him, gives him intel, follows him remotely through traffic cams, the works. But the guy has no idea who K is, has no way of reaching him, doesn’t even know what he looks like. What does that sound like to you?”

“Cyber stalking,” Aiden said a little apologetically, as he did like K.

“I am not!” K whined theatrically. “Look, I’m paying back a favor. His dad saved my life when I was an infant.”

The three other men huffed in surprise. They clearly hadn’t known that before.

K groused, “Will you let me be? It’s not like I have ulterior motives.”

“Riiiight,” Ivan drawled, sounding very amused. “So this man being a hot piece of ass is just coincidence.”

K spluttered. “How the hell do you know that?!”

“I have my sources,” Ivan responded lightly.

“Dammit. Widow hacked my system and showed you a pic, didn’t she? That brat, I’m going to have words with her. She’s not supposed to use the skills I teach her against me.”

“Good luck with that,” Malvagio said with some sympathy. “She does it to me all the time. I think it’s only going to get worse with age. Speak of the devil…Widow. Your homework done?”

“Yes, yes,” the higher soprano voice answered. It was always a jolt hearing her, after the deeper tones of the men. “Has anything fun happened yet?”

“If by fun, you mean throwing me under the bus, then yes.”

“But Uncle K, he’s hot.”

K just groaned and the next sound was echoing silence, as if he’d cut himself off.

Aiden tried not to find this exchange amusing and missed by a mile. His lunch break was over, so he packed up. “How long has he been looking out for this guy?”

“At least three years that we know about,” Smiley answered. “It could be more, who knows? We think K’s actually crushing on him. I’ve overhead a few phone conversations that were outright flirting, not that K will admit to it. Or make a damn move. He’s incredibly shy, in some ways.”

Aiden sympathized. He himself was just as shy about initially approaching people. Ivan, for instance. The man was flirty, and incredibly attractive with his bad-boy vibe, and Aiden just wanted to lick him like a popsicle. Would he actually do so? No way in hell. It would take nerve that Aiden did not possess.

Shaking the thought off, he headed back inside, the cool interior feeling nice on his skin after sitting in the hot sun. He’d just needed a break from being indoors all day, but it didn’t mean sitting outside in the humidity had been pleasant.

“Uh-oh.” K was abruptly back on. “Guys, head’s up. Got a bit of mixed news for you. Some of the stamps in the collection went up for auction today.”

Aiden had a feeling that was the good news. He dodged into a corner near the back of the labs and dug out his phone to put near his ear so he didn’t look like a crazy person. “What’s the bad news?”

“I’m not the only one watching. Two other people have hacked the auctioneer’s website and gotten a good looksie at the inventory. Eidolon, one of them is Tricksy.”

Ivan swore aloud. He probably meant to come off as aggravated but instead he sounded rather excited. “So, she’s at least interested. Anyone coming our direction?”

“That I can’t tell you,” K said. “I’d have to know all their aliases. I’ve got cameras watching for faces, but with the right disguise…anyway. I may or may not be able to give you a real head’s up. Be on your toes, boys. And Aiden?”

“Yeah?”

“Whatever work you can do, do. I don’t think we’re going to have much more time.”

Aiden took that to heart. He had research to type up and one experiment to wrap up. It might be better to skip his breaks and work through them. He might not have the time later.
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Ivan

Residential houses were absolutely boring.

There were no biometric locks. No motion-sensor cameras. No guard dogs to charm. Boring, boring, boring. Ivan more or less yawned his way through it, hoping all the while someone would pop up and shoot at him. Just to get the adrenaline going. He really didn’t want to break into Aiden’s uncle’s house, but needs must. Kyou couldn’t judge how much of the stamp collection was at the auction house, as they were still building the online inventory of what had been submitted. It meant manually searching for the location, and since the house was easier to break into, house took priority.

Ivan had tried to break in two other times only to be foiled on both attempts. They’d been home and stayed there for hours until Ivan had given up for the day. Didn’t these people work? Have lives that revolved around something other than keeping their only child out of trouble?

This morning was the first opening he’d had. Ivan was glad to finally get in here, but upset too, because if he was here, he couldn’t cook for Aiden. Or flirt with him. Aiden was much more fun than breaking into boring residential houses.

Hmm, actually even comparing the two felt like a disservice to Aiden.

Ivan slipped through the side door and paused, listening hard. Still no signs of anyone home or any pets he’d have to handle. Seriously, nothing about this was remotely fun. The place was immaculate, too, so it didn’t even present the challenge of searching through stacks of boxes. It was all neatly decorated with light wood furnishings and cute doilies and watercolor art on the walls. Even the decorations in the place were bland.

“I think I leave them sticky note,” Ivan decided aloud.

Kyou, predictably, sighed the resigned sigh of a man who didn’t want to encourage the insanity but couldn’t seem to help himself from commenting. “What sticky note?”

“Sticky note for the svoloch. They make this too easy. I’m bored. I tell them to beef up their security.”

“Eidolon, you do NOT tell the mark that they’re too easy of a target because you’re bored. Stop stirring up shit.”

“I’m curious. When stirring up shit, do you stir in clockwise or counter-clockwise motion?”

“Will you just search for the stamps already?” Kyou was clearly praying for strength. Or bail money.

Ivan didn’t want to. That was the problem. He should already be past the living room, looking for the stamps in the other back rooms of the ranch-style house. He should be quickly going through the house before anyone could come home. He didn’t want to.

On silent feet, he passed through the narrow hallway and tried to figure out why he didn’t want to. Was it because if he did, the job would be over? And he’d have no further reason to flirt with Aiden and tease the man into a blush—or a full belly laugh? He wouldn’t be able to put an arm around him, feel that small warm body tucked into his side.

Ivan frowned. That was just depressing. He didn’t like that idea at all.

Kyou didn’t seem to realize the shift in Ivan’s mood. “Malvagio, talk sense into this idiot. He’s so bored he’s just sitting over there.”

“Eidolon? What’s the hold-up?” Of course it was Carter who actually showed concern.

“I find that birds no longer sing in the morning dew. I find that clouds have lost their shapes and forms, being nothing more than vapor and despair. I find the pep in my step is now just drag-marks on dusty road that no one wants to walk down. I am square being jammed into circle, and fondue is fountain of youth, which I shall never drink from.” 

A pregnant pause followed. “So, in other words,” Ari summed up dryly, “you’re bored.”

“Bored and I can’t find what I’m looking for.” Ivan’s interest rose as he went through the last room, which appeared to be a home office. All of the cupboards, book shelves, and locked cabinets in the other rooms hadn’t yielded anything. The home office had a poorly hidden safe in the wall that took Ivan thirty seconds to crack, but even that semi-promising lead led to nothing. He still couldn’t find any trace of the stamps. It wouldn’t be something easily overlooked, as the stamp collection totaled nearly a thousand pieces altogether. Individually, stamps were small, yes. But in their protective covers, with all of the paperwork attached to them, they’d take up quite a bit of room. And yet, no matter where he searched, he found no trace of them.

Oh-ho. This was looking more challenging. Fucking finally. It looked like he’d have to break into the auction house after all.

It had taken him a bare hour to go through the house. “Nothing here. He didn’t even keep catalogue of stamps. All of it must be at auction house. He did not hold anything back here.”

“Well, it was a fifty-fifty chance it wasn’t there.” A few clicking sounds on Kyou’s end. “I can tell someone’s steadily working through the collection. They’re evaluating it one stamp at a time and then putting it online in their auction catalogue. It’s great. I can track it all from here.”

“Da, that is good. But K, what happens when they hit the Treskilling?”

“Don’t think it’ll happen for a few days, yet. They seem to be going by country. They started with the US stamps, and according to Aiden’s notes to me, there were three hundred something of those. We’ve only got a hundred up in the system right now. It’ll take a while for them to wade through them.”

“So I have some time.”

“Yeah. Not a lot, though. And you definitely don’t want someone to beat you inside of that auction house.”

“True.” Ivan made his way outside of the house as he spoke. It was time to leave. There wasn’t anything of value here for him. “K, you’ll transfer money as soon as it hits Uncle’s account?”

“That’s the plan. I sort of have to. They’ll spend it all very quickly on Junior. The kid’s got, like, three fines, a totaled car, and attorney fees that need to be paid. The auction house pays out at the end of the next business day after a sale, so it’s a short window.”

Ivan grunted in understanding. He didn’t like it. This whole situation sat uneasily on him, and he wasn’t quite sure why. It was true he didn’t have much time to get into the auction house and find the Treskilling before someone else beat him there. But a part of him didn’t want this over so quickly. He wanted more time with Aiden.

Something of this feeling must have come through as K asked quietly, “Everything okay, Ivan?”

“I don’t know, my friend. Is Aiden’s bud in?”

“No, why?”

Phew, then he could explain. “I’m not in a hurry on this one. And yet, other people rush me. It grates.”

“Yeah, I caught that. You’re dragging your feet pretty obviously. I know I was teasing you earlier about Aiden but…I get the feeling my teasing hit the mark.”

Ivan slung himself into his car and revved the engine. Even as his hands automatically went through the motions of putting on a seatbelt, pulling away from the curb, he tried to find the right words to explain. “In our line of work, most don’t trust us. Aiden trusts me. I see it when he looks at me. Is heady feeling.”

“Wow, man. You’re crushing hard. I’m personally questioning his sanity, though. He trusts the man who broke into his apartment.”

“He trusts the man who’s helped him. I am first to help him since his grandmother died.”

“Well, shit. That puts it into perspective.” Kyou ruminated for a moment. “Okay, he trusts you. Do you trust him?”

“Of course. He is good man.”

“Ivan, no. Really think about this. I rarely see you trust someone so completely.”

“Da. I know. But I do with him. It’s very strange feeling. There’s a connection there, and I don’t know why, and I don’t understand it. It’s exciting, though. I want to pursue it.” Frustrated, Ivan blew out a breath. He really needed vodka for this conversation. “I don’t want to lose this connection.”

“Okay. I can respect that. So, you’re saying you don’t want the job to end quickly because you think that’ll be the end point.”

“Won’t it?”

“Eh. I’m not so sure. I’ve been looking into the family most of the day and Ivan, I gotta tell you, Aiden’s family are assholes. Like, they’re such treasures I feel like someone needs to bury them. They literally took everything from Aiden they could. Even tried to force a change of name. They didn’t want him to share the same surname.”

Ivan’s hands tightened on the wheel, nails biting into his skin. Aiden hadn’t mentioned that. He should have. Rage flashed quickly through him, sparking a tight feeling of dark empathy in his chest. Ivan’s family was that hateful, too.

“Uncle and aunt are malicious. Junior seriously worries me. He’s done a lot of stupid shit through the years, starting with kid stuff like vandalism. But he’s escalating. He’s starting to really get into the rougher crowd, and the last thing he went to court for was beating someone half to death.”

Cold washed through Ivan, an icy bucket of realization. “You think that svoloch will come after Aiden?”

“Sadly, I give it really good odds. The whole family’s in the habit of making Aiden the scapegoat. They’re quick to turn on him. I’ve got the police records in front of me, and I’m still going through them, but so far Aiden’s been accused of a crime, like, twenty-seven…scrap that, twenty-eight times. Nothing’s stuck, but the accusation is always laid on him by his uncle and aunt. When their bank account gets steadily drained, they’ll suspect him first. And I don’t think they’ll worry too much about proving it was him before attacking.”

“Bliat’. So even after I get thieves to go away, he’ll still need protection.”

“From his own family, yeah. Probably. I, uh, might be wrong, maybe Junior’s in enough trouble right now that he won’t go for Aiden. Maybe they’ll assume they were hacked—which, heh, granted, they were. But I’m just saying, from the history I’m seeing? It’s bad odds for Aiden.”

Aiden was not a fighter. Even if he had the means, it wasn’t in him to hurt someone else. Aiden himself was frank enough about it and was under no illusions. The idea of leaving him to face that awful family of his was unpalatable. Aiden had gone against them throughout his life. He’d never won.

“How much do you like this guy, Ivan?” Kyou asked softly.

“Too much to leave him to fend off the wolves by himself,” Ivan rasped, determination welling up inside of him.

“I don’t know if he’ll accept help from you when it comes to them. He was okay with accepting our protection now, but that’s in exchange for the stamp. After that’s done, your excuse is gone.”

Ivan considered this for a second. True, normal people would react that way, wouldn’t they? So, he needed to come up with another reason…said reason popped into his head, completely formed and waving a flag for attention. Oh. Yes, that was a valid option. A fun, sexy option, too. (Ivan preferred the fun, sexy options.) He wasn’t sure how viable it was, all things considered, as it meant he’d have to do ‘normal’ things to keep Aiden’s attention, but it could be fun to try? “I’ll become his boyfriend. Then I have good reason.”

Kyou busted out laughing, choking on the sound. “Did you seriously just find a way to justify chasing him?”

“Is good reason,” Ivan defended, grinning now.

“Ivan, seriously. You’re crazy.”

“Da. What is your point?”

Kyou gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “That I’m apparently crazy, as I’m still friends with you.”

“Who’s crazy?” Ari inquired, clearly having re-joined the conversation.

“Ivan. Ari, you switching with Carter?”

“Yeah. He apparently makes grilled cheese sandwiches better than I do, according to gattina. Ivan, what did you do now?”

“I have to go seduce Aiden so he’ll let me protect him,” Ivan responded concisely, making the next turn to head towards the auction house.

“Uhhh…that logic literally hurt my brain. K, bail me out. What did I miss?”

“That was, sadly, a pretty accurate summary.”

“I seriously need to leave the earbud in. Apparently, I miss too much.”

In a spurt of mischief, Ivan threw in, “We also talk about how the inside of your ass is warm enough to hard-boil an egg.”

Ari snorted. “Yeah, I’m not falling for that one again.”

“Wait, WHAT?!” Kyou screeched.

“In my defense, it was a full moon, I was drunk, and Ivan was very, very convincing.”

Ivan cackled. Ari had been drunk. Plastered, in fact. It hadn’t even taken all that much convincing to get Ari to try it. “He left egg in for three hours.”

“My ass was so sore the next morning. And getting it out again was hell. I had to go after it with salad spoons—”

“TMI. Okay? Way TMI, please stop talking.”

Ivan cackled some more. Ah, good times.

“Okay, so Ivan, aside from seducing young doctors in training, what are you planning to do?” Ari inquired.

“Break into auction house, search it for stamp.”

“Uh…I’m asking because I have this feeling I won’t like the answer. Is that like a today thing or tomorrow thing?”

“Is fine. I have gloves and my bedsheet.”

A meaty thunk suggested that someone had just beat their head against the desk. Likely Kyou.

“Ari, will you please go with that idiot for backup?” Kyou said wearily.

“Yup, on my way. Carter’s got your boy, Ivan, no worries.”

“I thought he was making lunch for my solnishko.”

“I have faith in his multi-tasking abilities. See you in fifteen.”
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New Orleans Auction Galleries handled more of the top tier art, jewelry, and other items that people liked to spend money on. From the outside, it wasn’t that impressive a building. It’d likely started off life as a river warehouse, as it was near the water and was a large two-story building. The brick was now covered in khaki paint, and the many doors and windows lining the ground floor were all in bright red, which was an interesting choice in colors. Ivan didn’t think it gave the building a very distinctive look. If anything, they should have reversed them.

The interior was laid out like an antique furniture store. There were little sections here and there that were arranged like sitting rooms, with paintings and curios lining the walls. It was all bold colors, reds and greens mixed in with bland area rugs and white walls, an odd aroma of Old Stuff mixed in with some sort of herbal fragrance tickling at the nose. The feeling of the area was organized chaos. Ivan normally loved browsing through stores like this. He could spend hours going through it all. He even liked some things well enough to buy them.

Ari, of course, knew all of this. As he strode through the room, Ari leaned into his side and murmured, “Stay focused.”

“I’m focused,” Ivan said mildly.

Snorting, Ari muttered, “That’ll be the day. And why, exactly, are we just walking in the front door?”

“Because we do not know where stamps are. But very friendly staff do. Let’s just ask.”

“You’re seriously just going to ask?” Ari gave him an odd look.

“Auction houses like for things to move, and for word of mouth to go on about what’s coming up soon. Great advertisement for them,” Ivan explained sotto voice as he panned the area for an employee. “They’ll be happy to tell you what they have.”

“And the reason why you didn’t tell K any of this is…?” Ari asked as if he already knew the answer.

“He makes fun noises.”

“I hate you.”

Ivan cackled under his breath at the voice growling in his ear. His friend truly was fun to tease.

An employee took notice of them, and she beelined around a very expensive Louis XIV couch with a smile pinned to her face. She looked perfectly neat, her hair in a bun, black heels matching her black knee-length skirt. It had to be sweltering to wear such formal business clothes in this humidity. “Can I help you gentlemen?”

With effort, Ivan adopted an American accent, erasing his Russian accent completely. “Yes, I hope so. I understand that a collection of stamps has made its way here. They were once shown in the stamp museum off St. Charles Avenue.”

“Oh, yes sir, those are here. We’re slowly going through the collection and getting everything ready for the auction on Friday.” Sensing his interest, she thawed a notch and became more comfortable instead of stiff. “Was there a particular stamp you were looking for?”

“In fact, I want to buy all of the stamps from a particular country. Sweden. She had a range of stamps from the years 1850 to 1886 that I wish to purchase. Can you verify for me all that you have?”

“It will be my pleasure. Give me just a moment.” With another professional smile, she turned on her heel and walked into the back room.

“I am going to have to remember this trick.” Ari shook his head in disbelief. “But she’s not going to let you buy anything today.”

“Da, true. But I at least know it’s here and can plan a way to get in tonight.” It would mean watching the building for the rest of the day to make sure no one else beat him inside, but Ivan had staked out worse locations and for longer stretches. He didn’t mind that.

He’d much prefer to start his Seduce Aiden Campaign, of course. But needs must.

It took several minutes, close to fifteen, before the employee returned. She had in her hand a sheet of paper, which she turned over to Ivan. “I just double checked. This is a copy of the original inventory the owner had. Everything I highlighted we have here for auction. As you can see, there’s one stamp from Sweden that was not turned over to us for sale.”

Ivan’s eyes swept over the list in his hand and tamped down a growl of aggravation. Of course the Treskilling was not highlighted. “I see. You’re quite sure of this list?”

“Yes, I double checked it with our cataloguer and matched up the list to the physical stamp book. I’m sorry, I know you wanted all of the stamps from Sweden.”

“Thank you for checking.”

“Let me guess. The Treskilling is not in the auction house.” Kyou growled out a curse. “Of course it fucking isn’t. Great. Who’s got it?”

Ivan said a polite goodbye and left, Ari right at his side.

It was Ari who answered, “At this point, who knows? Ivan just swept their house, so it’s not there. We absolutely sure the uncle doesn’t have a safety deposit box in some other bank?”

“No. I’m still checking. If he’s got one, he’s covered his tracks very well. It didn’t pull up on my first query.”

Ivan slid into the car, turning up the A/C as Ari got into his own vehicle, parked behind him. “Aiden said that his uncle is paranoid and controlling. We all assumed he didn’t know the full collection before he turned it over to the auction house. But maybe we’re wrong. Maybe he did look up all the stamps before turning them over.”

“Or maybe he didn’t need to,” Ari said slowly. “In order to run a museum, wouldn’t the grandmother have needed an insurance policy on them? Wouldn’t the policy have told him the value of the stamps?”

“Shit,” Kyou snapped. “Yes, it would. That would have been an easy way for him to check, and of course he got the policy along with all of her other paperwork. I should have realized.”

Ivan passed a hand over his face, frustration rising. “Where the hell would he hide it? He wouldn’t do it for long, surely.”

“I’m sure he wants to offload this thing quickly, as it’s worth a lot of money.” Ari paused. “Maybe he stashed it with a friend?”

“Sounds like we need to have another talk with Aiden—oh shit. Ivan, you better go rescue your boy. Uncle just walked into a police station ten minutes ago. He’s reporting theft and named your boy as a suspect.”

Ivan swore roundly in Russian. “Where is he? Lab?”

“By the time you get there, he’ll be home again. Smiley, you got eyes on him?”

“Yeah, no worries,” Carter assured them. “K, did you steal money out of his account already?”

“No. Auction house hasn’t sold anything yet. I think this is Junior’s doing.” Kyou snorted, and there was black humor in that noise. “Really, my first suspect would be the law-breaking son. Not the law-abiding nephew. Uncle Stan’s a real piece of work.”

Ivan remembered days like that in his own childhood. Old anger and frustration welled to the surface, forming a tight knot in his throat. He’d never done anything right according to his father. But his brothers walked on water. It was, of course, completely the wrong way around, but whenever something had happened, it was always Ivan who’d taken the blame for it. It was part of what had driven Ivan from Russia to begin with, the need to escape his family. Just the memory of it stirred up ill feelings in his gut.

Leaving Aiden in that same situation, with no allies, burned like acid in his throat. There was no way in hell he could do that.  

He gunned the car, going back towards Aiden’s apartment. Of course, Carter could handle the situation before it got out of control. He didn’t doubt that. He just wanted to be on scene when that hateful uncle arrived. Maybe if he was lucky, he’d find a good chance to punch the man in the jaw.
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Aiden

Aiden headed off campus, lugging research material with a weary tread. He’d not gotten a lot of sleep the night before, frantically working on the final report, gathering up all the research in one place, in order to submit it soon. He kept promising himself curry in order to motivate himself to walk home, but it wasn’t really working. Probably because once he was home, he’d have to make said curry. Ivan was out trying to locate the stamps, so odds were, he couldn’t have the man’s company or culinary skills tonight. Which sucked monkey balls.

Maybe after a short nap he’d have the energy to cook.

A man stepped into his path on the sidewalk and Aiden stopped short. He never knew what to do when a stranger approached him. Sometimes (often, in fact) it was someone trying to get hold of his deadbeat cousin. But now it could be a thief trying to find the Treskilling. He knew Smiley and Malvagio were watching out for him. Should he call for help?

The man was muscled, with chiseled features, tanned skin, and ash-brown hair with a dash of salt and pepper. He had a very masculine, rugged appeal to him, and Aiden appreciated the view. He’d always had a weakness for the rougher looking men, the ones with a bad-boy vibe. It was probably why he was crushing a bit on Ivan.

Not that it was the right time to think of Ivan.

The man smiled, and he went from intimidating to friendly in a simple flash of teeth. “Hey, Aiden. I’m Smiley.”

“Oh!” Aiden blurted out. “I didn’t think I’d get to meet you in person.”

“Yeah, we didn’t plan on it. But your uncle’s stirring up trouble and we figured it was better if you had someone with you when it hit. Ivan’s on his way.”

Groaning, Aiden demanded, “What is he up to this time?”

“He’s reported you to the cops for theft.”

The irony of that statement got Aiden and he laughed, a bitter, black sound. “The man who stole everything from me is accusing me of theft? Oh, that’s rich.”

“Yeah, we thought it kinda crazy too.” Smiley waved him forward. “My name is actually Carter, by the way.”

“Is it safe for me to know that?” Aiden couldn’t help but ask as he joined Carter at the curb.

“Yeah. I’m semi-legit. I retrieve people all the time and sometimes work with law enforcement to make that happen. It’s the rest of them who aren’t so friendly with the law.” Carter shrugged, as to him, this was just the way it was. “So, let me take you home. I’m going to stand with you so that you’ve got support when you face them down. I’d let you have Ivan, but it’s better if a cop can’t ID him.”

Aiden nodded, as that only made sense to him. Spying the sportscar parked at the curb, he asked doubtfully, “Of course. Oh. Uh, isn’t that Ivan’s car?”

“It is,” Carter confirmed, waving for him to get in. “We share houses and cars. Makes it easier when we have jobs in the area.”

Ivan had mentioned having multiple houses around the world. It made sense to share resources, he supposed. Still, to have friends that close, that you could just share houses and vehicles and have it be nothing big—Aiden really envied that.

He slid into the car, backpack snugged between his legs, and mentally ran through different ways to approach the upcoming confrontation. Could he just pull up his bank account in front of the officer, prove that he had nothing in it?

“Don’t worry, okay?” Carter shot him a smile as he turned left at the stoplight. “We can prove you had nothing to do with it. And I’m good at casting doubt. In this case, we have the perfect person to point fingers at. He probably even did it. Yeah?” Carter cocked his head and grunted. “Figures.”

Aiden belatedly realized Carter must be speaking with one of the other men. He’d taken his earbud out earlier, as they’d been chattering so much he couldn’t focus in the lab. And he’d almost answered them a few times, which would have given the game away. He hastily dug the earbud out of his backpack, blew some lint off, and slipped it back in. The voice became audibly clearer as he slid it into place.

“—smart enough to not put it into his bank account, but he’s spending money left, right, and center,” K said nonchalantly. “I’d say he’s stolen a good five hundred. I mean, really, why does Uncle Stan not automatically suspect his son?”

“I can’t tell you,” Aiden replied, scabbed-over wounds throbbing for a moment. “It’s a cycle they go through with him. Robert always screws up, his parents catch him, they lecture him for a while. He looks remorseful, promises to never do it again, and acts like a good son. Then they stop watching him like a hawk and he goes out and screws up again. The cycle used to happen every few months. Now it’s down to every few days. Don’t ask me why they buy into the act, though. It’s never made sense to me.”

They weren’t even at the apartment complex when Aiden spied the police car sitting in the parking lot. Despite knowing he had reliable backup this time, his mouth went dry and his stomach started cramping. Aiden really hated confrontation.

“Milij,” Ivan said steadily, “you will be alright. We put a stop to this nonsense.”

“Okay. Okay. Thanks.” Aiden believed him. Why they were willing to help him out, that was a question for later. Right now, he only knew that he had their support, and it was comforting. His stomach was contorting into an origami ball at the stress of the situation, but those words eased the tension slightly. He only dreaded getting out of the car because he didn’t like confrontation and he really, really didn’t like talking to his uncle.

Carter parked, acting for all the world like the policeman waiting nearby had nothing to do with him. Aiden tried to mimic his confidence but was pretty sure he failed miserably. Slinging his backpack over one shoulder, he started for the side door of the complex.

“There he is!” Stanley bellowed and charged towards him. The man’s sizeable beer belly swayed from side to side as he moved with all the grace of a charging hippo. His wispy hair on top wasn’t in his usual smooth comb-over, either, a sure sign he’d been tearing his hair out—literally—and there was a high color in his long face. “Come here, you little punk. I’m done with your thieving—”

Carter swung about so smoothly Aiden didn’t really register that he’d moved. Carter put himself squarely in between the charging, heavyset man and Aiden, blocking him like a brick wall, and forcing Stanley back. Stanley had to fight to keep his balance, going backwards a good three feet before the cop caught his arm and pulled him up.

The woman in uniform looked between them, eyebrows rising. “Excuse me, who are you?”

“I can ask the same question,” Carter responded, although he kept his tone civil. “I’m Carter, Aiden’s friend. Who’s this puffing SOB, and why does he think he can hurt someone in front of a cop?”

“A good question,” the officer said, her tone cool. She turned to Stanley and her smile was sharp and feral looking, in high contrast with her mahogany skin. “Mr. Stalworth, I warned you to leave this to me. In fact, I urge you to go home and let the law handle this.”

“He’s a tricky one,” Stanley argued, still glaring at Aiden. “He’ll spin you lies.”

Aiden glared back. He was very, very tired of being accused of things he hadn’t done. Of being in constant conflict with this man when he’d done nothing to deserve it.

“Mr. Aiden Stalworth. Is that you?”

He focused back on the cop. Jones, her tag read. “Yes, Officer, that’s me.”

“Can you tell me where you’ve been today?”

“Yes, ma’am. Mostly at work. I’m a lab assistant at the LSU Health Sciences Center.”

Carter piped up. “I can serve as a witness to that, as I just picked him up from there.”

Jones flicked her eyes to him. “Can I have your full name, sir?”

“Carter Harrison.”

Aiden had to wonder if that actually was the man’s name.

“Mr. Stalworth, your uncle has lost six hundred dollars and I can confirm that amount was stolen. Do you know what happened to it?”

Aiden had lost count of how many times he’d been asked that question. “No, Officer, I don’t know. You’re welcome to search my wallet and backpack. Hell, come up and search the apartment. Like every other time he’s accused me”—Aiden turned to glare at his uncle—“I didn’t take anything from him.”

“Officer, I’m not sure if you looked anything up before you got assigned this case.” Carter spoke in a confidential manner, without lowering his voice. “But Mr. Stalworth’s son is a drug addict with a long history of theft, vandalism, and addiction. If he’s missing cash, that’s the first place I’d look.”

Stanley bristled and jabbed a finger at him. “My son didn’t do this!”

Jones looked between them. “But is it true he has a history of addiction and theft?”

“Officer, I know who did this!”

Jones didn’t say so, but the expression on her face spoke of doubt. And growing impatience. “What’s your son’s name, sir?”

“I told you, he didn’t steal from me! He swore he didn’t.”

Jones didn’t look any more convinced.

“Robert Stalworth,” Aiden supplied the name quietly. “That’s his name.”

Without a word, she turned on her heel and went back to the squad car, settling into the driver’s seat and reaching for the mini-laptop, although she kept the door open and one foot on the pavement.

Stanley tried to close in, only to be blocked again by Carter. He eyed the mercenary warily. “You’re not his friend. This freak doesn’t have friends. So who are you?”

“Technically, I’m his boyfriend’s friend,” Carter supplied cheerfully. The cheer never reached his eyes. “Friend by association, I guess.”

Boyfriend? Who? Wait, surely he wasn’t acting like Aiden and Ivan were—

Stanley’s expression went blank. “Boyfriend?” Then realization kicked in and he rounded on Aiden, voice again rising into the realm of barking dogs. “On top of everything else wrong with you, you’re gay too?!”

He felt those words like a slap to the face. Normally his uncle called him the bastard, the shit kid, or something else equally unimaginative. Aiden was used to those. This one was new, and he didn’t really like his uncle, or have any familial attachment to him, but still. The words were hard to hear.

There weren’t many people in their family, six in total, but all of them were homophobic, so Aiden should be used to the slurs, but he’d kept it quiet to avoid another means of confrontation. Not that it had done him any good. Aiden was tired of being the victim, and with Carter acting as support, he felt for once he could attack back. “Yeah, I’m gay. What of it? I’m still smarter than your son, I’m still more responsible than he is, and I’m not the one bringing trouble down constantly on your head. You can hate me, Uncle Stanley, that’s up to you. But hate me for something I’ve actually done. Stop throwing your son’s sins at me and hoping they stick.”

“Well said, milij.”

Aiden jumped a little when a strong arm wrapped around his waist, and his head snapped around as Ivan closed in. He set the backpack down, in part because it was growing uncomfortably heavy and in part to give Ivan’s arm room to maneuver. He had no idea what game the thief was playing, but hadn’t Carter said it was a bad idea for a cop to be able to ID Ivan?

Ivan kissed him gently on the forehead. Aiden shivered a little under the affection. He’d not been on the receiving end of affection like this in a very long time, and every part of his body wanted to purr and nuzzle in. This was not the time or place, though.

“Ivan,” Aiden whispered urgently. “Isn’t this a bad—”

“What the actual fuck!” Stanley exploded. “Don’t show that in front of me.”

“Sir,” Jones snapped from her car. “I won’t tolerate homophobic slurs or attitude. Tone it down, now.”

Stanley whirled, still pointing a finger at them in shaky outrage. “That can’t be legal!”

“Hugging in a public place has been legal for some time,” she drawled back. Heaving herself out of the car, the cop approached them once more. “And I just took a look at your son’s rap sheet. It’s longer than my arm. I think I know who has your missing money, alright.”

“So you’re not even going to search him?” Stanley demanded incredulously.

“Oh, I didn’t say that.” Jones faced him squarely. “Mr. Aiden Stalworth. If you’d let me search your wallet, car, and apartment, I can clear your name. Then that makes this a false accusation, and the law doesn’t look kindly on that. You’ll have grounds to bring a lawsuit against your uncle. Your call.”

Aiden didn’t even need to think about it. “Do it.”

“Let’s start with your car.”

Aiden shook his head. “I don’t have a vehicle.”

“Car’s mine,” Carter volunteered, the lie smooth. “You can search it if you’d like.”

“Thank you, sir, I’ll need to as he was in it today.”

Apparently, Ivan didn’t keep anything sensitive in the car. Aiden stayed within the circle of Ivan’s arm as Jones started her search, Carter opening doors for her. Stanley stayed nearby, fuming, but also looking worried now. The man was known for being hot-tempered and not thinking clearly in the heat of the moment. He’d apparently only just remembered that every other time that he’d accused Aiden, his son was always proven the guilty party in the long run.

Keeping a weather eye on the man, Aiden leaned into Ivan’s ear, tilting his head back to whisper directly into it, “But isn’t it bad for her to see you?”

“I’m average-looking white guy,” Ivan whispered back. “Not memorable.”

Aiden snorted disbelievingly. “Excuse you, you are very memorable.”

“Aww, you say sweet things.”

“And since when are you—” Aiden cut himself off as the cop came back to them. Right, not the time to get into it.

Uncle Stanley hovered, or tried to, until Jones firmly manhandled him toward his car and ordered him to go home. He went with ill grace. Aiden was relieved, as he didn’t want his uncle to see his apartment. The furniture would be hard to explain, and his uncle would surely jump to the wrong conclusions and run with it. Carter split from them at the apartment door, probably to retreat to whatever vantage point he was watching from.

Jones went through the apartment and searched it, then asked for Aiden’s wallet, documenting things as she went. When she handed it back, Jones asked, “For the record, Mr. Stalworth, how many times has your uncle accused you of theft?”

“I’ve honestly lost count,” Aiden said wearily. “This has been going on since I was a kid.”

“Is sick joke, too,” Ivan threw in. “Uncle took Aiden to court recently over estate inheritance. He overturned will, took everything. I had to buy new furniture for apartment. He took that too.”

Jones looked around again, taking a better look at the furniture, seeing its quality and newness. “You bought all of this?”

“Da,” Ivan confirmed with a shrug. “I could not let him sleep on floor.”

“That’s thoughtful of you.” Jones looked at Ivan, and the words sugar daddy wrote themselves on her face. She was nice enough to not say them aloud. “I think I see the overall picture. Alright, I’ll report this and have the accusation against you dismissed, Mr. Stalworth. I’ll also put a note in the paperwork about this whole mess so that the next time this happens, the cop pulling your case will have a narrative to look at. I’m going to track down Robert Stalworth now and have a chat with him.”

Aiden’s grin unfolded in degrees over his face. “You know my uncle won’t want you to investigate him.”

“Well, the man reported a theft,” Jones said primly. “I’d better find his money. Y’all have a good night.”

He politely let her out the door, then locked it behind her, just in case. Turning, he told Ivan, “I think I like her.”

“Is funny feeling, liking a cop,” Ivan mused. “But she did us good turn.”

“That she did.” Relieved that had gone so well, Aiden crossed his arms over his chest and decided to poke at the other issue. “So the cover story is you’re my boyfriend, eh?”

“Njet,” Ivan said, approaching him.

Aiden eyed him uncertainly as Ivan slowly backed him into a wall. His stomach was doing nose dives, and he felt a strange fluttery feeling in his chest. His breath kept hitching, too, as the proximity of Ivan was undoing his lungs’ ability to draw in air properly. “What are you doing?”

“Seducing you.” Ivan stopped as he caged Aiden in, arms on either side of the wall, not quite touching, although if he pressed in a single inch they’d be plastered together. A hint of a smile played around his mouth, but Aiden couldn’t focus on it. Those dark grey eyes had him pinned in place. “If you have to ask, I’m doing bad job.”

“Why?” Aiden belatedly snapped his mouth shut. He hadn’t meant to ask that. It just didn’t make sense. Surely Ivan met more interesting people all the time.

“I want to stay near you. I like being with you,” Ivan answered, tone sincere. “If we’re lovers, you’ll keep me close.”

Aiden didn’t know how serious Ivan was being, and right now, he didn’t want to question it. He had the opportunity to have Ivan. Even if it was just for now, just for a few days, he’d take it. He leaned up, capturing Ivan’s mouth, and it was awkward for a split second because the angle was a little off. Then Ivan tilted his head, re-adjusted, and it was perfect. Absolutely, sweetly, perfect.

Ivan’s hand cradled Aiden’s neck as his mouth gently took Aiden’s, his other hand reaching under Aiden’s thigh to lift it up and around Ivan’s hip. Aiden latched onto Ivan’s shoulders, kissing fervently back. God, he’d forgotten what it felt like to have a firm, male body pressed in close. And Ivan kissed so sensually, so thoroughly, it melted Aiden completely. If this was how the man kissed, what was Ivan like making love?  

“Guys, dying request,” K said in a pained voice. “Please take the buds out? It’s bad enough I sometimes overhear Ari and Carter, I don’t need you guys too.”

Snickering, Ivan pulled back. “Sorry. We’re going dark.”

“Please and thank you.”

Aiden was absolutely sure his face was on fire as he fished the earbud out of his ear. He couldn’t even look at Ivan as he handed it over. He had precisely two seconds to be embarrassed to death and then Ivan leaned in, kissing him again, and Aiden didn’t have the brainpower to do anything other than kiss him back.

Pulling back an inch, Ivan murmured, “Tonight, we don’t have to do anything more than cuddle on the couch. I just want you with me.”

Relief coursed through Aiden. He didn’t have a lot of experience with sex, and the idea of just jumping into bed with Ivan made his nerves jitter. He definitely wanted to; he just needed a bit of time to adjust to this idea that he could. On the other hand, he was also afraid he wouldn’t have Ivan for long. Wouldn’t not having sex be something of a waste?

“What?” Ivan asked gently. “I see fear in your eyes.”

Shaking his head, Aiden compromised with his feelings. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

“Of course, milij. Try and get rid of me.”
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Ivan

Ivan didn’t know what was running through Aiden’s head, but his not-quite-lover was antsy about something. He got the vibe Aiden didn’t have much sexual experience, so that could be it. Ivan was aware that he could be overwhelming at first, especially when it came to sex. He was trying very hard to not steamroll Aiden. The last thing Ivan wanted was to scare him away.

They cuddled up on the couch and put on The Princess Bride. The sound was on low, and they had Thai food coming, as neither of them wanted to cook. Ivan rarely had home-dates (in fact he couldn’t think of a single time he’d done it) but this was nice. Having Aiden to himself. And really, Aiden needed quiet right now. Too much had happened in the past few days.

Ivan was half-reclined on the couch, Aiden tucked up against him with his head on his shoulder, arm draped over his waist. He watched the movie but sometimes his hand would tighten on Ivan’s waist, giving him a gentle squeeze.

“This is my comfort movie, you know,” Aiden said quietly. “I always felt like I was Westley. I didn’t want to get the girl, but he was just a poor farmhand. And he made something of himself. No one expected anything of him, but he still beat the odds. I wanted to do that.”

“You are doing that,” Ivan returned gently. “Is that why you became a doctor?”

“I could have become anything. Grandma had my back one hundred percent when it came to education. But medicine’s always called to me. I’ve always found it interesting. My specialty will be pediatrics. I think she really wanted me to be a surgeon, but I’m not good with putting a scalpel into people’s flesh, y’know? I’m better with kids.”

“You said you’re three years away from becoming doctor?”

“More or less. It’s just my residency. I don’t know what to do about it just yet. Most residencies start sometime in August, but they’re taking in applications now. Before Grandma got sick, I wanted to do a residency out of state somewhere. Anywhere, really, as NOLA isn’t exactly friendly to me. But with her death, and the court case, everything got set aside. I’m not sure what to do now.” Aiden’s head tilted back so he could see more of Ivan’s face. “What do you do in between jobs?”

“It used to be that I would go to Monte Carlo. I have house there, and the casinos are fun.” Ivan made a face. “They won’t let me into Macau anymore. Or Vegas.”

Aiden snickered against his shirt, body vibrating under his laughter. “You bad man. How much did you steal from the casinos?”

“What? They make it easy,” Ivan protested innocently.

“God, it must be something trying to keep track of you. You said used to. You don’t go to Monte Carlo anymore?”

“Mmm.” Ivan was glad that this amused Aiden. Kyou had had mini heart attacks when he’d learned about Ivan’s hobby. “When Malvagio brought Widow home—did I tell you he adopted her?”

“What? No, I hadn’t heard this,” Aiden responded, interest perking. “She’s adopted? What kind of adoption agency would let a professional assassin adopt a little girl?”

Ivan chose, in a split second, to use their real names. He had a gut feeling everyone would meet Aiden face to face soon, for one thing. But he knew Aiden wouldn’t betray their trust. It just wasn’t in this gentle man’s nature to do so. “Well, she approached him on the street for help. Step-father was beating her regularly, and none of the adults she knew would stop him. Ari—that’s Malvagio’s real name—he helped her. But couldn’t leave her there, his conscience wouldn’t let him. So, he took her instead, made her his daughter.”

“Okay,” Aiden said slowly. “That makes more logistical sense. But…really? He just took her with him? And that worked out?”

“Took work,” Ivan admitted frankly, reminiscing on those early days. His hand stroked Aiden’s spine in a lazy circle, taking pleasure from the way Aiden further melted into him. “He called me for help at one point. She was sweet girl from beginning, but flinched at everything. It took time before she relaxed and trusted us. After Ari brought in Remi, I didn’t go far from them. He needed help raising her. And now we’re officially a team, so we move more or less as a unit anyway.”

“Remi is Widow’s real name?”

“Da.”

Aiden hummed, taking this in. “You’re enjoying being an uncle to her.”

“I am.” Ivan shot him a wicked smile. “My solnishko is beautiful and smart and a joy to me. It makes me jealous, sometimes, that Ari found her first.”

Snorting, Aiden relaxed against him. “I can totally see you finding some abused child on the street and instantly adopting her. Or him.”

“Me too,” Ivan agreed, musing on this possibility.

“So how did Carter enter the picture? You said you worked a job with him and he liked Ari. Was that all there was to it?”

“More or less. I think he took one look at Ari and decided he wanted him. He lost no time pursuing him. It helped that he and Remi liked each other.”

“Why do I get the impression that if Carter hadn’t been a nice guy, he’d have found himself in a shallow grave somewhere?”

Ivan shot him a disapproving look. “You don’t bury people in shallow graves. Those get found. Bury him deep.”

Aiden’s eyes crossed. “Yeah, okay, I’m not going to ask how you know that. What about K? I know how you guys met, but did you do jobs with each other a lot over the years?”

“Da, after first job, we found we liked working with each other. It became a habit. Kyou is his name, by the way.”

“Kyou. Okay. But it really was that easy, eh?”

Ivan shrugged. “Not often that I meet people I like and can trust. I latch onto them when I do.”

Levering himself up, Aiden gave him a thorough scrutiny, his expression saying Ivan had just handed him a piece of the puzzle. “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you decided to seduce me. Because you like and trust me, and that’s rare.”

“Da,” Ivan answered simply, mouth kicked up in a crooked smile. He smoothed a hand through Aiden’s hair, fingers gentle, tracing a light trail on Aiden’s skin. “Finding a man I like, can trust, and want is tall order. Doesn’t happen that often. Sometimes I find woman who meets those requirements, but that’s even rarer. You’re also fun, not my usual type at all, so I felt it a waste to not seduce you.”

“I’m really happy.” Aiden snuggled back in. “I couldn’t tell at first if you were just flirting for the hell of it or not. I wasn’t sure how to approach you if you did mean it.”

“Pfft, I’m easy, milij. Just smile at me and crook a finger. I’m there.”

Aiden hummed again, a smile lingering. “You kind of pre-empted my grand plan.”

“You had one?”

“Yeah. My plan was to do my residency somewhere else, some other state that’s kinder to the LGBTQA community. I hoped I could find a sexy boyfriend at that point. But about second year into school, I got resigned to sticking it out here until I was properly a doctor. I couldn’t afford to go anywhere else.”

“You can now, after I get stamps back for you,” Ivan pointed out.

Aiden leaned in and kissed his jaw. “I’m really grateful for that.”

“And you now have sexy boyfriend, all without moving,” Ivan threw in.

Aiden huffed a soft laugh. “Wow, your confidence is something else. Although you are sexy, I do admit. What about you, Ivan? You don’t have any family here in America?”

“Njet. Good thing, too. My family not good people. I left home to escape them. Ari, Carter, K, Remi—they are my family.”

“Family of choice,” Aiden murmured with complete understanding. “Yeah. I get that. Well, your family rocks. I know it’s not always safe for others to be able to ID them, but I hope I get to meet them all in person at some point.”

“I think you will. But I am curious about your family. You told me a little why your uncle hates you so much. Why your aunt? Why your cousin?”

“Aunt Maria’s one of those people who goes along with whatever her husband says. And she’s not really a happy person, so if she has a whipping post, she’ll take advantage of it. Robert is just mean. Self-centered. Very much a product of his parents. And he’s one of those guys who will do the opposite of whatever he’s told to do. His dad told him to get an education and a solid career. So, of course, he became a drug dealer instead.”

Ivan’s frown turned thoughtful. “K told me of his police record. He’s only been convicted of possession.”

Aiden snorted, but there was no humor in the sound. “Trust me, he deals. I get the fallout of that because he deals really crappy grade stuff. And the people who are mad at him, but can’t find him, they somehow find me. I deal with a lot of upset drug addicts in need of a fix.”

“Milij, you should have told me earlier. We need to know—” Ivan cut himself off as his phone rang. He threw out a hand towards the coffee table and snagged it, swiping to accept K’s call. “K. Trouble?”

“For once, I’m calling with a possible solution. Can you put me on speaker?”

“Sure.” Ivan promptly did that. “Speak.”

“Aiden, I’ve been trying to find out some place your uncle could stash the stamps. Were you aware that the office location where your grandmother had her museum is still in your uncle’s control?”

“Yes, but he won’t put anything there. The location’s not secure. Real estate agents are bringing clients through there all the time, trying to get the place sold. Or at least leased. And the security system’s still in place, but no one’s paying the bill, so it’s turned off right now.”

“Dammit. I hoped he’d stash them there. But it’s not secure enough for that, eh? Alright, any other guesses?”

Aiden pondered a moment. “Maybe with his car? He’s got this fancy restored Corvette that he likes to take to car shows. He’s stored it in a garage or something somewhere so that Robert can’t get his hands on it. I don’t know where that would be; he wouldn’t even tell my aunt where he put it.”

“Oh, really now. That didn’t show up, but now that I know what to look for…okay. I’ll dig into that. You two can go back to making out.”

“Oooh, good suggestion.” Ivan promptly hung up, tossed the phone onto the coffee table, and rolled back into Aiden. His new boyfriend laughed as Ivan yanked him in tight—a happy sound—then sighed in pleasure as Ivan set about kissing him senseless.

Aiden opened for him as Ivan licked his way into his mouth, breath hot as he squirmed a bit, shifting his thighs so that Ivan’s hips became cradled between them. Ivan couldn’t resist rolling his hips down, testing the response, and a shudder whispered over Aiden’s skin, his breath hitching.

So very, very responsive, his Aiden. Seducing him had to be the best idea Ivan had had in years.

A hand slid up under his shirt, exploring the skin of Ivan’s back, and that wasn’t erotic. Or it shouldn’t be erotic, but it somehow sent Ivan’s mind even further into the gutter. Or maybe it was the expression on Aiden’s face. There was no shyness now, only dark hunger and need. He was flushed, breathing a little quick, the very picture of a man embracing passion.

Ivan dove back into the kiss, tangling their tongues together, feeling Aiden practically melt into him. Aiden’s hands traveled further south, catching and gripping Ivan’s ass, and it was Ivan’s turn to melt a little. God, he loved having his ass played with.  

Forget his promise to be good tonight, he had a man hot and willing under him—

The phone rang.

Ivan’s head dropped to Aiden’s collarbone as he automatically counted the rings. Three. Then the call ended. Then it rang again. Vot zapadlo. That was their pre-arranged signal of don’t ignore me, answer the phone. Swearing viciously in Russian, he grabbed the phone and snarled blackly, “What?”

Carter responded cautiously, “I get the bad feeling I might have interrupted something.”

“You are astute,” Ivan snapped out. “What?”

“The Brunei brothers just landed in New Orleans.”

Ivan froze. Vot der’mó. “How long?”

“I don’t know, man. K’s tracking them, but…you know how they operate as well as I do. I really, really do not want Aiden in a known location if we can help it.”

Ivan looked down at the innocent eyes watching him, those trusting eyes that had drawn him in from the beginning. The idea of Aiden being anywhere the Brunei brothers could track made bile rise in his throat. “We’ll be out in ten.”

“I’ve got the side door in sight.”

“Okay.” He hung up, throat feeling tight. The lust from a moment ago was cold ashes now. “Aiden, I’ll explain. But pack right now. Pack everything you’ll need for a week.”

“And be out in ten. Okay.” Aiden didn’t even hesitate. He untangled himself from Ivan and rolled over the arm of the couch, immediately going into his bedroom.

Ivan put the earbud back into his ear, as clearly, he needed to keep in contact with everyone tonight. “K. Sitrep.”

“Facial recognition software kicked in as they left the airport. They’re coming in light, barely more than a carry-on for both of them, so I don’t know what contacts they have down here, but they have at least some. Enough to get equipment and weapons from.”

“Brunei brothers are not mob,” Ivan said steadily, still feeling that jittery sensation low in his stomach that was a mix of uncertainty and adrenaline. “But they have close ties to mob. Does not surprise me. Mercello family is slowly falling out of power down here, but they still have enough to run the town with. Cameras around apartment building, you have them?”

“You think I’d let you run around in an unsecured area? Of course I have them.”

“Was stupid question,” Ivan admitted, grinning a bit now. Kyou sounded so affronted.

“Yes, yes it was. I’m tracking the brothers now. They got a rental car near the airport, but I don’t see any reservations for a hotel. I don’t know where they’re going. If they’re heading for you, ETA is twenty minutes.”

Ivan turned off the television, going through the apartment and shutting things off, trying to make it look as if no one had been here for a few days. He fetched up at the bedroom door, watching as Aiden put the last of his clothes into a beat-up black duffle bag. The backpack he used for work was already fully loaded and sitting on the mattress. Ivan went and hefted it, surprised by the weight. If it was less than eighty pounds, he’d be surprised. His skinny Aiden lugged this thing around on a constant basis? Aiden was much stronger than his appearance suggested. It gave Ivan tingles. The good kind.  

Aiden zipped the duffle shut and gave him a nod, signaling his readiness.

“We’re ready, K. Is my house still secure?”

“It is.”

“Horosho.”

They exited quickly, shutting off the last of the lights behind them. Carter was indeed watching their exit, the car idling. He was in the Charger and gave a wave as Ivan headed for his SUV. They loaded up in silence. It was only after he turned the Mountaineer onto the road, Carter following, that Aiden broke the taut silence.

“Okay, so who just showed up that spooked the hell out of you?” Aiden demanded.

“Brunei brothers.” Ivan kept his eyes on the road as he answered. “They are tvari. Bad men. Two brothers, from Malaysia. I think. There’s very little known of their history. They’re often going after rich prizes, but they’re not really thieves. They deal with information more than items. They’re very, very cruel. They do not hesitate to torture or kill someone just for the pleasure of doing so.”

Aiden blanched. “And these guys are coming after me?”

“Da, possibly. You see why we all extracted you so quickly.”

“Yes, I do, and thanks for that. Seriously. You said they’re not really thieves, though, so why the Treskilling?”

“Could be they’re here for another reason entirely,” Ivan admitted. “But far as we know, nothing else is luring people here into New Orleans except Treskilling. Better safe than sorry.”

Aiden nodded slowly. “Yeah. Come to think of it, why now? The Treskilling has been on display for years. Why are people only now coming for it?”

“You can thank your grandmother’s poor computer skills. It wasn’t until the court battle that the contents of her estate went online. Most of us not have any clue where it was until then.”

“Damn Uncle Stan,” Aiden muttered under his breath. “Ivan, level with me. Is it safe for me to go to school?”

“You have, what, a week left?”

“Yeah, basically.”

“I can get you a week. Might be a bit touch and go.” Ivan flashed him a smile. “But you have to live with me until we find Treskilling.”

“But it’s not just you, right? Ari, Carter, and Remi are all staying at your house right now.”

Ivan lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Da, that’s true.”

“Well. This ought to be interesting.”
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Aiden

Aiden was back on that spinning tilt-a-whirl, his emotions going round so quickly he almost couldn’t identify them. Fear was there, and it thrummed like a live beat in his chest. But mixed in with that was surprise, affection, and delight that Ivan had approached him. Aiden still wasn’t sure how much of a chance he really had with Ivan, to make a relationship work, as they were worlds different. But he also was practical enough to let the matter slide for a while. It wasn’t a priority today. Getting to safety was.

They pulled into the French Quarter. Oddly, despite having been born and raised in New Orleans, Aiden hadn’t been in this area of town much. Probably because he had no reason to. The streets were lined with live oak trees and amazing houses, all of them sitting closely together with only alleys and driveways between the buildings. It was cramped but charming, this part of the city built on history and antiques.

He kept waiting for Ivan to speed up, go to a different street, but instead they pulled onto Esplanade Avenue, and his suspicions tripled. “Ivan. You have a house in the French Quarter?”

“Da.” Ivan shrugged as if this was no big deal.

Houses went for two million or so in this neighborhood, so Aiden felt it was a very big fucking deal. His grandmother had been worth millions, yes, but he’d not been raised like that. They’d lived like upper-middle-class people. “Did you buy it or do you just…occupy it?”

A rolling laugh tumbled from the thief’s mouth. “I own this one, milij. No worries. Things that I really, really like, I’ll pay for.”

“And everything else is up for grabs?” This amused Aiden to no end. He probably should have some sort of moral ground to stand on: Thieving was wrong! Or some such. But considering his own family had used the law to steal from him, he felt the legalities of ownership to be a very large area of grey.

Ivan pulled into a narrow driveway, the wrought iron gate bracketing it open and inviting. Aiden looked up at the house they’d arrived at and felt his jaw come unhinged. It was a two-story Second Empire Style, the balcony coming off the second story wide enough to sit on, elaborate wrought iron fencing bordering the edges. The house was a soft French grey with sage-green wooden shutters, a small front porch leading to the door, and large white trim. It was, in fact, quite stately.

Only bought the things he really liked, huh. “Ivan. You’ve got expensive taste.”

Chuckling, Ivan did not deny this.

They pulled into a parking lot in the back, with two other vehicles crowding the narrow area. Aiden got out, taking his backpack with him. Ivan retrieved the duffle from the back seat, and as he did so, the emotions finally caught up to Aiden.

Holy shit, he really was going to live with his boyfriend of an hour for the next week. What the hell? Granted, it was for safety reasons, not fun sexy-times reasons, but…were he and Ivan going to sleep together? Same bed? Or would he put him in a guest room?

How many rooms did this house have, anyway? Was there room for him to do that? He didn’t know what sleeping next to Ivan would be like, and his nerves were jittery about it, but there was anticipation mixed in as well, and—

Okay, emotions. Let’s get a reality check in. Worry about bad guys first. Sleeping arrangements later.

Ivan put a hand to the small of his back, subtly guiding him toward the back door. The area back here had a wooden patio and perfect landscaping bracketing it on all sides. It was lovely and pristine, and there was no way in hell Ivan was responsible for this. Not with the way he hopped the globe. He must have a service come by regularly to maintain it.

The back French doors opened and a young girl’s head popped out. “Oh good, you’re here!”

“Solnishko, come meet my Aiden,” Ivan invited her.

Wait. This gorgeous, vibrant little girl was Widow? The hacker-in-training nine-year-old? Aiden took her in with a sweep of the eyes as she bounced down the stairs. She was stunning—soft brown hair drifting around her shoulders and back, chocolate brown eyes in a sweetly shaped face—but while her looks were innocent, they didn’t match her personality. She was in jean shorts and a red shirt that read: Underestimate me. That’ll be fun.

Aiden considered the shirt to be a warning. He’d heed to it.

“Solnishko, Aiden.” Ivan waved a hand between the two. “Aiden, Remi, our Widow.”

Remi thrust out a hand and Aiden took it, a little surprised by the strength in her grip. “Hello.”

“Hi,” she greeted, curiously taking him in. “You okay?”

Aiden considered for a moment how to respond to that question, but truth tumbled out before he could come up with a more appropriate response. “I don’t know. I feel like I got hit by a bus. And then a semi flattened me right after.”

She nodded, and there was empathy and understanding in her eyes. “Yeah. You come with me, okay? I’ll show you the house.”

The grip she had on his hand changed, and she towed him along after her. Aiden paused long enough to accept Ivan’s help in switching the backpack over to him. His new boyfriend took it and said, “I’ll put these in my room, alright?”

Well. That answered that question. With it now out there, Aiden found he didn’t mind the answer. “Okay.”

Remi walked him through the kitchen with its warm, dark wood floors and all white cabinets, chattering as she went. “So, the only one not here is Uncle K, but that’s okay, we vidchat with him a lot, you’ll see him soon. He should probably have come down here, but he claims he can do more from his own setup. Really, though, it’s too peopley for him. He likes his alone time. Do you cook?”

It took a second to register the question at the tail end of that info dump. “Ah, yes, mostly.”

“Oh good. Daddy can cook, but only like twenty things. Carter cooks more, but he’s been really busy down here, so we’ve been eating out a lot, but I’m tired of Cajun spices on everything. I want something else to eat. You can cook tomorrow, okay?”

Not sure if that was a request or a demand, Aiden decided that for his future health and happiness, it was safer to agree. “Sure. Are your dads here now?”

“No, they’re out tracking the bad brothers.” She stopped at the entrance to the dining room, looking up at him seriously. “Don’t sneak up behind Daddy, okay? When he gets spooked, he punches things.”

Sneaking up on an assassin did, in fact, sound like a terrible life decision. He crossed a finger over his heart. “I’ll be careful, I promise. What about Carter?”

“Naw, he’s okay, he doesn’t spook as easy. And he’s fun to sneak up on. He makes dying mouse noises.”

“I sense a story there.”

Remi shrugged as if this was no big deal, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Assassin training. Daddy said my sneaking skills needed some work, so he taught me how, then I practiced on Carter. If I could sneak up on Carter three times in one weekend, then I cleared that level.”

Aiden suddenly felt sorry for Carter. “I imagine he’s hard to sneak up on, though?”

“Yeah, took some practice.” She pulled him into motion again. “This is the formal living room, but we don’t spend a lot of time here. Go around the corner, there’s a bar and a sit-down, and that’s more comfortable.”

The living room she’d just casually dismissed was elegant with wide cornice molding, pristine hardwood floors, area rugs, and delicate furniture that was probably all Louis XIV. It was a show-stopper to an adult, but the child only saw a room uncomfortable for her to sprawl out in.

The room she liked, next to it, was more inviting, Aiden had to admit. The bar area was all in powder blue, a royal blue velvet couch spread out along the wall for seating, and padded, dark wood stools that lined up at a granite-covered bar top. An array of different vintages and glasses were proudly displayed in open shelves behind the bar. The atmosphere of it invited anyone to kick back and relax. Remi had clearly already made herself at home, as she had books and a laptop spread out on a low coffee table.

“Are you studying here?”

“Yeah, they’re homeschooling me this year. Daddy and Carter said they’d figure out a real place to live next school year.” Remi shrugged as if this was no big deal to her either way. “Uncle Ivan says you’re a doctor?”

“Eh, not quite. I’ve got the degree; I’m just not quite done with the training. I will be in three years.”

Remi’s face brightened. “Then you can do homework with me.”

That was a kindly made offer, and Aiden felt better about staying here now that he knew Remi, at least, viewed him as something of a friend. “Sure, that’ll be great.”

A door opened from somewhere in the house, and he heard two familiar voices speaking in taut tones. Ivan and Ari, apparently. The two men came into view shortly, and Aiden got his first look at Ari.

Who, really, didn’t look like an assassin.

When a person thought of an assassin, or at least when Aiden did, he had this image of a super buff guy with dead eyes and scars all over his face. Ari was muscular but slender, and darkly handsome with inky black hair waving around golden skin. He had something of an intimidating air to him, but that could have been the sharply assessing way he looked at Aiden with dark-brown eyes, as if he could see right through to the back of his skull. Aiden just couldn’t seem to take it seriously because of the history he now knew on the man.

Ari came right up to him, extending a hand. His tenor voice was smooth and incredibly easy on the ear. “Aiden, welcome. I’m Ari.”

He took the offered hand, felt the strength and calluses in it, and revised his earlier opinion. The man was definitely a fighter. “Thanks, Ari, and glad to meet you in person. Sorry if I’m intruding.”

“Just as well you’re here,” Ari responded with a small smile. “Maybe this one will shut up now.”

Ivan harrumphed, only the crinkling around his eyes suggesting he was going along with the teasing. “I have right to complain, I think. Come, my Aiden, I show you to our room. Solnishko stopped mid-tour.”

Aiden amiably followed along up the staircase. As they reached the second floor and got suitably out of earshot, he couldn’t help but ask, “Ivan, are all of your friends good looking?”

“Da. Sent ugly ones back.”

Snickering, Aiden entered the first door to his left, following Ivan in. It was much like the rest of the house, beautiful and elegant, the walls a mint green, the tray ceiling high and edged in crown molding. The bed wasn’t made. Ivan had clearly rolled out of it and hit the ground running. Clothes were tossed over a chair—clean? Dirty? Who knew? Maybe not even the clothes—and it marred the otherwise perfect picture. Aiden was glad, as it bizarrely settled his nerves.

His bag sat on a bench at the foot of the bed. Aiden couldn’t really focus on it as his eyes lingered on the messed-up sheets. It was a king-sized bed, which was good, that would fit two people easily and…a mental image of himself and Ivan rolling around on the bed, sans clothing, abruptly popped in. Aiden swallowed hard, blood heating his face. There was a distinct possibility that would happen tonight.

Two arms wrapped around him from behind, and Aiden jumped a little. He’d been so lost in thought he hadn’t even heard Ivan move.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Ivan purred against his ear, snugging up against his back.

Aiden swallowed hard. Ivan had said he trusted him—Aiden believed it because he was meeting the people most important to Ivan. Especially Remi; a lot of trust went into that. It was hard for him to trust in return. He’d been burned for that so many times in his life. But he wanted to try. He didn’t want to lose this potentially amazing relationship because he’d failed to give it his all.

Forcing his mouth open, he confessed slowly, “I’m a little nervous with you.”

“Da, I know. How can I make you not nervous?”

Aiden really wished he knew the answer to that. “Maybe, tell me what you want. If I know what you want, I know what to anticipate.”

“Are all simple things, milij. I want you safe. I want our relationship to carry past reclaiming stamps. I want you to trust me like I trust you.”

Aiden turned in his arms, because for this, he wanted to say it while meeting the man’s eyes. Cradling Ivan’s face between his palms, he stood within the circle of those strong arms and conversely felt both nervous and more secure than he’d ever had in his life. Penetrating grey eyes met his, almost mesmerizing in their intensity. Aiden had to swallow and suck in a breath before he could find the right words.

“Whenever I’ve needed you, you’ve had my back. Hell, you’ve sometimes supported me before I even knew I needed you. You’re not dragging me into this. I trust you. I want to date you.”

Unfettered joy blossomed over Ivan’s face. “You trust me?”

It had to be a very unique feeling, to meet someone who trusted him. Especially in his line of work. Aiden was happy to give some of that trust back to Ivan, to make him smile like this. “I do. Actions speak louder than words, and your actions speak volumes. It sounds really wrong to say, but I trust you more than my grandmother. I have no need to keep any secrets from you.”

Ivan rained kisses all over Aiden’s face, making him laugh, before catching his mouth in a thorough, if brief, kiss. Pulling back, he promised, “I be best man ever to you.”

“I want to be just as good to you,” Aiden returned. His heart still raced and throbbed under the thrill of this, this high-risk adventure. He couldn’t restrain his smile, either. “So, tell me what you need too, okay?”

“Okay, okay.” Ivan hugged him, and they lingered there for a long moment, basking in the emotions.

“You still nervous?” Ivan asked softly, against the top of his head.

Time for another confession. This one made butterflies do an MMA throwdown in his stomach. “A little. I’m…really excited and a little, um, anxious to have sex with you. To be honest, I’ve never had penetrative sex before. Just, uh, blowjobs and handjobs with a friend to get off. And you’re really…you.”

Ivan hummed low, snuggling him in a little tighter. “First, milij, we not do anything you’re not ready to do. Da?”

Hearing that did make him feel better. “Okay.”

“Second, I am not rough with my lovers unless they ask for that. So rest easy on that score. When you want to try, I make sure it’s good for you.”

That was also very reassuring. Aiden snuggled in a little more firmly. “Okay.”

“And tonight, we not need do anything. You’ve been through enough today. I just want to sleep next to you and cuddle.”

He really was trying to be a good boyfriend. Aiden appreciated it beyond words. “I’m up for cuddling.”

“Da, good. I seduce you later.”

Snickering into his shoulder, Aiden said, “You do that.”

Aiden stole a few kisses, mostly to get his equilibrium back, before they returned downstairs. As they did, they heard Carter and Ari speaking in the kitchen, the clatter of pans and running water indicating that someone was cooking. It was time for that, actually. Their order of Thai food was probably back at the restaurant by now, utterly missed because of rotten timing. Aiden’s stomach, not caring about the reasons for its neglect, gave a petulant rumble.

“—other side of the city, maybe they’re not here for the Treskilling,” Carter said calmly.

“I agree, and it could be that they’ll do whatever they came to do and then bug out again. But there’s also a good chance that they’ll catch wind of the stamp while they’re here and decide to pause and go look for it. In their shoes, I certainly would. And I’m not a thief by trade.”

“Yeah, good point.” Carter groaned loudly. “God, this job is just getting worse.”

Aiden felt rather guilty about that. As he came around the cased opening, he apologized, “Sorry.”

Carter, seated at the island, turned to wave this off. “No, not your fault. It’s Ivan’s. He has terrible luck choosing jobs.”

Ari turned from the kitchen sink to nod, his hand still idly washing rice. “Ivan’s a hot mess.”

“Excuse you,” Ivan sniffed, for all the world put upon and wounded. “At least I’m a fun hot mess. Like a train wreck full of pizza, fireworks, and glitter.”

“Out of the mouths of thieves.” Carter’s playful punch at his arm showed the man was teasing. “At the moment, at least, it looks like we might have overreacted. The Brunei brothers aren’t coming this direction. That said, Aiden, I’d feel better if you stayed here. It might be a bit awkward, but it helps us, as we don’t have to defend two different places this way.”

Aiden saw sense in that as he said it. “Yeah, okay. I don’t really mind. My family can’t find me here, either, so it’s safer all around. And I overheard part of what you were saying earlier. You think they might catch wind of the stamp and come after me anyway?”

Ari poured rice into the rice cooker, lifting a shoulder in a shrug. “I give it fifty-fifty odds.”

“I give it better than that,” Ivan said darkly. “I certainly would.” He canted his head a little. “Huh? Oh, no, I don’t think he does. Milij, you have earbud in?”

“Uh, no, hang on.” Aiden fished it out of a pocket and slipped it back in. “Okay, now I do.”

“Aiden, I wanted to warn you, we’ll probably have to follow you onto campus from now on. It’s getting a little hot and competitive. People keep discretely hacking the auction house, trying to go through the catalogue. But they’re still entering it in, so I have a feeling people will try for your uncle’s house soon. Maybe the auction house itself. I’ll have to call security to deal with it.”

“By security, he means me,” Ari tacked on with a roll of the eyes.

“New Orleans security is slow, you’re faster,” Kyou sniffed. “And since you are nearby, why not? Anyway, Aiden, I know this is going to wear thin, but try to bear with us. We’re searching as hard as we can.”

It was news to Aiden that any other thieves were actively searching. He’d not seen even a hint of them. Then again, was he surprised that no one had made it past his criminal guards? “It’s okay, I’ll survive. I’m still trying to wrack my brains on where else the stamp could be. You checked his car?”

“Not yet,” Kyou said. “Took me this long to find it. Someone will check it later tonight. If it’s not there, where else can we try?”

Aiden couldn’t think of where else it would be. “Um, maybe he left it with a friend? I can give you a list of people to check out?”

“That would help,” Ivan sighed. “At this point, any lead to follow would help.”

Carter pulled out a barstool. “Sit, take a load off. We’ll make a list as Ari fixes us dinner.”

Remi pirouetted in—literally—and stopped right at the edge of the island. “I’ll help you, Daddy.”

“Grazie, gattina.”
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Ivan was good to his word and only cuddled that night. Aiden was one part disappointed, nine parts relieved. He really had not been in the right frame of mind for sex. And he’d absolutely never shared a bed before in his life, so that was an experience in and of itself. He hadn’t slept well—every semi-snore, turn, or tug of the blankets had woken him up. But Aiden strangely hadn’t minded the lack of good sleep. It was something he wanted to get used to. He didn’t even try to find another bed or couch.

And it was nice, honestly. To be able to roll over and reach out and have Ivan there. It was warm, so warm and peaceful. Aiden had given into an impulse at one point and rolled in closer. Even in his sleep, Ivan had mumbled something (Russian? English? Who knew?) and thrown an arm over his waist, snuggling him in. Aiden went willingly, practically radiating happiness.  

The sweet smile and morning kisses from Ivan upon finding Aiden still in bed with him had totally been worth it. It also woke up his libido. Aiden found himself fantasizing in the shower about having Ivan’s hands all over him. He fell into a daze for a moment reliving every moment those strong, capable hands had touched and lingered. It was a strong enough visualization that he considered telling his insecurities to go to hell and jumping Ivan after work tomorrow. Yeah, in fact, that’s exactly what Aiden would do. Because sleeping next to a man that sexy and not tapping him was insane.

Aiden nodded to himself, secure with his own decision.

So far, this whole staying with his boyfriend while bad men were potentially after him thing was working out rather well. The problem with being protected was there wasn’t much to do.

Aiden appreciated beyond words what the four men were doing for him, no mistake. He wasn’t complaining. It’s just that with him being more or less confined to the house, it limited his options. Aiden went down after his shower and abruptly realized he didn’t know what to do with himself. His usual pursuits weren’t an option, and he could hardly work to fill the time. Maybe some research online? But he’d only be able to do so much of that.

In an effort to be helpful, and to feel a little less useless, he picked up the job of cooking breakfast. French toast and sunny-side up eggs went over well with everyone and got him a very sweet kiss from Ivan. Aiden deemed it a success and started planning for lunch. He had the whole day to kill; cooking seemed a good way to use up some of that time.

He and Remi set up in the ‘study room’ as she put it, working through their individual tasks. Aiden still had to figure out what to do about his residency. With Ivan’s promise that he’d restore the lost stamp collection (or at least the money from it), Aiden’s options of where to go opened as well. But he didn’t know where to apply, or who was even still taking applications, and that meant research. Remi occasionally asked a question, which Aiden did his best to answer. Some he had to Google because fourth-grade science questions about volcanoes, he could not answer.

Carter popped in, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “Rems, go see your dad for a second.”

“Okay.” Hopping up, she lightly sprung over the coffee table and out the door in a blink.

Aiden watched her go with envy. He had never possessed the athletic prowess to do that.

Carter took over her spot, and there was concern in his face as he looked Aiden over. “I’m not going to ask if you’re okay, I feel like that’s a stupid question under the circumstances, but how are you holding up?”

Not expecting the concern, Aiden looked at him. “I’m, uh, I think I’m doing okay, all things considered. Why?”

“Just wanted to check in with you,” Carter assured him, smile crooked. “My specialty is protecting and retrieving people, and I’ve learned over the years that not everyone can handle being in danger. The other three, they’re not used to handling people in this situation, so it’s not going to cross their minds to check in with you. But it’s okay if you’re rattled, Aiden. A lot happened in the past three months. Hell, just acquiring Ivan as a lover is an event in and of itself.”

For some reason, Aiden took umbrage at what Carter was implying. “He’s been incredibly sweet and supportive.”

“I believe it,” Carter returned steadily, a smile warming his eyes. “He’s got a kind nature. Since day one when I met him, he’s been a good friend. I’m not suggesting otherwise, Aiden, smooth your hackles back down. But Ivan’s intense and he steamrolls people sometimes without meaning to. He’s taken to you so quickly I’m afraid he’s steamrolled you.”

“No, he’s actively trying not to do that. Circumstances have done more to get me at this point than anything he’s done.” Carter was listening so attentively that Aiden dared to ask the question that had been lurking in the back of his head. “I’m only confused. Am I his type?”

“As far as we can tell, Ivan doesn’t have a type. If you’re wondering what it was about you that drew his attention, I don’t have an answer for you. I will say this: he’s sincere. He found a reason to rationalize pursuing you before he actually made a move. He actually had a legitimate reason aside from ‘sounds fun,’ which for him says a lot. We all knew he’d go for you days before he did it. This wasn’t impulse on his part.”

Aiden nodded. That, he knew. It was impossible to mistake Ivan’s sincerity as anything else. “I won’t say I’m not rattled, as that would be a lie. But Ivan’s doing his best to be supportive of me. He’s not what you should be worried about.”

Carter visibly let out a breath of relief. “Good. Alright, then, I’ll move to my second topic. Thanks for cooking breakfast this morning. It seriously helped. I know it’s not what you signed up for, but if you can cook both breakfast and dinner, it’ll save us a lot of time.”

“Of course! Anything to help. And really, I’m just kicking around the house anyway, it’s not like I can do anything else but that and research online. And maybe help Remi with her studies.”

“If you could do that, that’ll also help. Ari and I are teaching her in between doing the job, and that’s not very consistent. Ivan and Kyou normally pitch in and help but I don’t want to distract them from what they’re doing right now.”

“Please don’t distract them,” Aiden agreed with a firm nod. “I’ll be happy to help teach her. Remi’s already asked me to be her study buddy.”

“Then that makes it easier all around.” Carter pushed his way up to his feet, and he did look a little lighter. “Thanks, Aiden. Text me if you need any ingredients. I’m stepping out to do some recon but I can swing by a grocery store on the way back in.”

“I’ll do that, thanks.” It wasn’t a lot, what Carter had asked him to do, but Aiden really wanted to help in whatever way he could. He also felt touched the man had taken the time to stop and check in on him. Carter, too, was a gentle soul. Or at least he was a thoughtful man.

It was true that to Carter, to anyone on the outside, it might look like Aiden had been steamrolled. But that wasn’t at all true. Aiden didn’t quite know how to explain to them what it was about Ivan that drew him to the man so strongly. To him, it was simple, really. For most of his life, he’d played the role of ‘good son.’ Being that had meant hiding away parts of him, parts that weren’t acceptable to his family. Like him being gay, or that he liked men a little on the bad-boy side, or his desire to leave New Orleans. His family wouldn’t have agreed or liked any of that. Aiden had developed the habit of repressing those wants and needs, and he did it so habitually that it wasn’t until Ivan blew in he’d even realized it.

But Ivan knew it all—Aiden had confessed it to him. It had been easy to tell Ivan anything and everything. Ivan hadn’t even blinked as he accepted everything Aiden told him, everything he revealed. He looked at Aiden, and he didn’t see a problem, he didn’t try to change him. Ivan accepted him unconditionally.

On the one hand, it was such a relief. To finally be with someone who liked him exactly as he was. On the other, it was also heady stuff that went straight to Aiden’s head. He’d never had anyone know all of his flaws before and still want him. The fact that Ivan did made him more than a little giddy.

Remi bounced back in, passing Carter in the doorway, a book in her hand. It distracted him thoroughly from his ruminations. Aiden took one glance at the cover and his eyebrows rose. That was not in English. “Whatcha got, Remi?”

“New book from Dad. Adriano, il Cane di Pompei.”

The way that had rolled off her tongue, she sounded Italian. “What does that mean?”

“Hadrian, the dog of Pompeii,” she answered immediately. “Daddy’s Italian, you know. I’m learning how to speak it too. Do you like dogs, Aiden?”

“I do. I’ve never had one, but that’s one of my goals once I’m a doctor, to get a dog.” Aiden had done an embarrassing amount of research into breeds and rescues while daydreaming of dogs.

Brightening, she asked, “Then will you watch Togo with me?”

“I’m not sure I know what that is.”

“It’s a dog movie. It’s the bestest dog movie ever.”

“It’s not a sad dog movie, right?”

“Nope. That’s why it’s the bestest one ever.”

Aiden was relieved. Dog movies where the dog died made him cry every time. “Then sure, I’d love to. Let’s get homework and stuff done, then we can watch it while we eat lunch. Sound good?”

“Sure!”

A dry voice came through the earbud in his ear. “Aiden, just so you’re aware, the princess has now watched that movie twenty-four times.”

Aiden bit back a smile. It was very typical for children to latch onto something they liked and repeat it ad nauseam. But no wonder her father was finding her books about dogs to read. “So, Remi, have you seen Chips the War Dog?”

Her interest immediately came away from her new book. “No? Is that one a good one too?”

“Yup. Dog doesn’t die. How about we watch that one after Togo?”

You’d think he’d offered her a pot of gold. “Okay!”

Kyou sighed in relief. “Bless you.”

Aiden snickered softly.
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Aiden

Aiden woke up to breakfast in bed.

Hearing Ivan rattling around the room, he sat up, sporting bleary eyes, bedhead, and morning breath without a single thought in his head. Then he blinked, and there was a breakfast tray straddling his lap that held a very fluffy looking omelet, cut up watermelon, and coffee. He stared at it, his brain churning like he was doing a differential equation in his head, then up at Ivan. “D-did I die and go to heaven?”

Ivan laughed outright. “In what heaven am I the angel?”

“Excuse you, I’m being served breakfast in bed by a hot man. I consider that to be my definition of heaven.” He wiggled to sit up properly, propped up against the headboard. Then he took a long sip of the coffee. It was perfect, not at all too strong nor too hot. Aiden awarded Ivan points for not only making him breakfast (again) but for remembering how Aiden doctored his coffee. Then he took an experimental bite of the omelet and moaned. “God, you really can cook.”

“You need to stop making orgasmic sounds,” Ivan informed him, grinning under the compliment. He settled next to Aiden on the bed, eyes wicked. “It makes me want to do things to you.”

“You can’t do things to me,” Aiden informed him. “My omelet will get cold. Here, have a bite. Where’s yours?”

“Mmm, can’t stay long, need to go properly check a few things.”

“Have at least a few bites,” Aiden insisted, putting some of the eggs on his fork and carefully feeding his…whatever Ivan was. “You can’t skip meals, it’s not healthy.”

“Oooh, speak doctor to me.”

“I will fetch a syringe from the lab,” Aiden warned, mostly teasing. “Stop being distractible and eat. What are you doing today while I’m at the lab?”

Ivan made a noise, chewing, and swallowed before speaking. “I will check your uncle’s car, but I have bad feeling stamp won’t be there. Carter’s following Uncle, seeing if anything will pop out at us. He’ll pause that long enough for me to check car and then get back to you. We’re swapping out with each other and trying not to leave Remi alone.”

Aiden nodded in understanding. Of course, even with someone as capable as Remi, she was still a little girl. She shouldn’t be left alone. “We’re in the wrap-up stage at the lab. I honestly don’t think I’ll be there too many more days. But I do need to follow up with some of my professors, get references and suggestions of where to do a residency. I can possibly make this a short day, if I need to.”

“If you can, milij, it helps us. That way you can stay with Remi and free us to move.”

“Okay. I’ll go in, tell them that I’ll need to leave after lunch. That work?”

“Sure, sure.” Ivan stole another bite. “Shower and dress quick. We need to leave soon.”

Aiden stole a glance at the clock on the opposite wall. Thirty minutes or so before he had to leave. “Sure. Breakfast in bed was incredibly sweet, Ivan. Thank you.”

Ivan kissed him and there was nothing chaste about it—dirty and intense, if brief—winked, and was off again. Aiden had the feeling Ivan was terrible at sitting still. He must have been a holy terror as a child.

He did get ready quickly, leaving his auburn hair damp and combed back with only a little of Ivan’s gel to keep it slicked back. Then he carried down the dishes, loaded them into the dishwasher, only to turn around and find Carter already waiting on him.

They loaded into the flashy Charger. Carter waited for him to put on a seatbelt before handing him one of the buds. “I know we sometimes distract you, which is why you take it out, but please leave it in today. You might have to run out in a hurry.”

“Yeah, of course.” Aiden slipped it back in. “You really think something will happen today?”

“We always plan for the worst.” Carter grimaced. “And, well, nothing about this has gone according to plan. Aiden. Uh. Hmm. Not sure how to say this.”

“Yeah?”

“Typically, if a person goes rotten like your cousin—and I realize it’s weird for me to say he’s rotten because he’s a criminal—”

“No, he’s a different kind of bad,” Aiden said in perfect understanding. “He’s stupid and mean with it.”

“—yeah, thanks, that’s kind of what I meant. We do bad things with mostly good intentions. But what I want to ask is, is this a learned behavior? Sometimes someone who goes off the rails like Robert learned it from a parent, or older sibling, or some member of the family. Sometimes a close friend. As far as we can tell, your aunt and uncle are law abiding? But we haven’t looked into the rest of your family.”

“I’ve got some cousins, too, a great-uncle who was grandmother’s brother. But they’re all pretty law abiding as well. And we don’t see them much.” Aiden frowned thoughtfully, as he’d never really thought of it before. “I always put Robert’s attitude down to him having a problem with authority. He’d do the opposite of what his parents wanted just on principle.”

“Maybe that’s it.” Carter’s mouth pursed as he slowed for a stoplight. “Sometimes, that’s all it takes. So, is that why you were always the good one? To balance him out?”

Aiden had never really thought about it. Perhaps, in part, it was. “I was told so often growing up that Grandma shouldn’t be raising me, I guess I wanted to prove she was right to raise me. But why the curiosity?”

“Hmm, it gives me an idea of just how bad your uncle is. A person who’s mostly law abiding, he doesn’t have the right connections to move high ticket items, and he doesn’t really know how to hide things properly. A man who even dabbles on the dark side, he has a better idea of what to do.”

“Ah. That’s really insightful. In this case, I’d treat my uncle like someone who dabbles. Even if he’s not doing it himself, he’s picked it up from his son.”

Carter gave a grunt. “You’re probably right. Okay. Ivan, you at the car yet?”

“Da. For all that it’s supposed to be in secret spot, he keep it close. Nice one, too. Very pristine.” There was a ruminative pause. “I cannot lie. I want to do bad things to this car.”

Aiden choked. “Uh, should I be jealous?”

“Njet, milij!” Ivan sounded dismayed even as he laughed. “Not that way. I mean, I want to do something horrible so it no longer be your uncle’s pride and joy. But it’s such pretty car. I feel bad about hurting it because it belongs to bad man. I think I rescue it instead. Come, pretty car, you can be mine, da?”

Carter only rolled his eyes, as if Ivan wasn’t to be taken seriously. “Ivan, leave the car alone. You don’t need that heat right now. Did you find any trace of the stamp?”

“Psht. As if they will know it’s me.”

“Focus, Ivan,” Kyou growled.

“Joy suckers. All of you. No, no stamp here. I will come back and take over for a while.”

Carter slowed at the curb and Aiden gave him a quick thanks as he got out. As he walked, he put together a mental list of what needed to be done. First, he’d find Professor Enosh and ask him if it was alright to take a half day. Then he’d need to skip over to the lab, double check results and make a record of everything. That should take maybe three hours or so. After, swing by and see if he could collect those letters of reference today or make an appointment for tomorrow. Yeah, that should be doable in four hours. Aiden wanted to limit it as much as possible to reduce the stress on the guys. They really didn’t like him out of their sight right now, with the Brunei brothers hanging over their heads like a dark cloud.

Professor Enosh was in his office, perched behind his desk like a ghost that didn’t know it was dead yet. Aiden could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen this man outside of his office. “Professor?”

Enosh turned his head, blinking at him from behind his Coke-bottle glasses. “Ah, Aiden. How are things progressing?”

“So far, quite well. I think we’ll be ready to wrap next week. I’ve got most of the results written up, I just want to follow through on things for another two or three days?”

Enosh gave him a nod. “We’ve got the money to cover that.”

“Good, I’ll plan for it. Uh, Professor, I’d actually like to take a half day today. I’ve got to get my residency situation sorted out or I’ll be in trouble soon.”

“Yes, of course. Do go in to check on things, but I don’t want you feeling obligated to hover over it. No need for it at this stage. Can I see the report you’ve got now?”

“It’s not at all finished, but you can see the draft, sure. I’ll email it to you in a few minutes. I’ll probably leave at lunch.”

“That’s fine, that’s fine. I just want to skim it over.” Enosh’s eyes turned warm and sad. “Are you going to be able to stay with us, Aiden?”

Returning that smile, Aiden shook his head and responded quietly, “No, Professor. Things have gotten even worse after the court case. I can’t stay in the city. I won’t get any peace here.”

“I understand.” And Enosh did, as he was one of the few professors who’d noticed Aiden’s depressive spiral after his grandmother’s death. He’d taken Aiden aside, talked with him, and just that had helped some. Giving him a three-day pass so Aiden could arrange and attend a funeral was one of the kindest gestures any of his teachers had ever made in his lifetime. “Then I wish you good luck on the applications. I will, of course, be happy to be a reference.”

“Thanks, Professor. I’ll definitely use you as one.” Aiden scooted back toward the door. “I’ll email you the draft in a minute.”

He stepped out and into the hallway and took in a deep breath. That had been good. It did hammer in that his time here was limited, though. With another breath, he headed for the lab. Well, to be precise, the small coat closet off the lab where the protective gear was. They kept a small row of lockers inside so that they all had a place to put belongings, lab coats, and such. Aiden never kept anything of significant value in his designated locker, but some people did, and used combination locks on them.

Slipping inside, he realized he’d beaten most people in, but that was alright. It gave him a chance to settle in. After the upheaval of the past several days, he’d like a second to himself.

Naturally, that was why he hit a snag almost immediately.

“Are you kidding me.” Aiden’s head dropped back as he stared at the ceiling, praying for patience.

Ivan responded immediately in worry. “What is wrong, milij?”

“Cliff put his lock on my locker.”

“…why?”

“It’s never on purpose. It’s just, the guy’s sleep-deprived by the time he leaves here. He works as an orderly and then comes straight here, works another four hours, and leaves. He makes stupid mistakes like this all the time. This isn’t the first time he’s done it.” Aiden kicked the locker in frustration. “But my protective gear is in there, and I can’t work without it.”

“Da, I see problem. Take this as a challenge, milij. Be the villain you were born to be. Don’t wait for someone—that someone is me—to come along and corrupt you. Succumb to the darkness yourself.”

“You want me to break into my own locker? That’s succumbing to darkness for you?”

“Baby steps.”

Snorting a laugh, Aiden asked, “What’s my backup option?”

“I come unlock it for you, and you fulfill my fantasy of being kissed while you wear white doctor’s coat.”

“Sold on second option. Get your hot ass up here.”

This dating a professional thief thing definitely had its perks.
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Aiden returned to the house that afternoon and made lunch for everyone before they scattered again. Carter went to follow Aiden’s family around, Ari backing him up, and Ivan was out ‘researching’ something. Aiden had every intention of going through the short list of possible places he could do a residency, the list he’d started on and not finished, but a cough and snuffle from Remi stopped him dead in his tracks.

He backtracked into the blue room and gave her a concerned look. “Remi? You feeling okay?”

Remi’s head came up from her book and she blinked at him. “Yeah, why?”

“You’re making snuffly noises.”

Ari’s and Carter’s reaction over the earbuds was immediate and in perfect unison: “What’s wrong with Remi?”

“Hang on, let me do a quick exam.” Aiden went back into the kitchen to grab a spoon, snagged the first aid kit so he could borrow the thermometer out of it, then returned to her side. “Remi, have you had a doctor look at you before?”

She shook her head no even as she watched him with curious, innocent eyes. “No. I got shots, though.”

“Yeah, that’s a little different. I won’t be giving you shots. Let’s take your temperature first, just in case.” Aiden put the thermometer under her tongue, then carefully examined the inside of her ears with his small flashlight, her eyes, and carefully palpated her throat. No signs of anything—in fact, she was so normal it was almost suspicious. When the thermometer went off, he pulled it free and gave it a look. Also normal. Using the spoon, he depressed her tongue and took a good look at her tonsils. “Remi, is your stomach happy? Or is anything uncomfortable?”

“No,” she declared with a small shake of the head. “Why?”

“Just double checking. You’re looking okay to me. Ari, Carter, looks like she’s not sick, but I’m seeing a slight irritation around her nose and the tonsils. I think it’s just minor allergies. Something in this area isn’t playing nice. If someone could pick up some Claritin? I think she’ll be fine.”

Ari sounded relieved. “That I can do.”

“Ohuenno,” Ivan said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

Now it was Aiden’s turn to be worried. “What?”

“A pair of thieves are going through your uncle and aunt’s house,” Kyou filled him in, sounding distracted, as if he were actually focused on something else.

“They’re very bad at it,” Ivan added disdainfully. “I do better job than this as teenager. My solnishko would do better than this. I think I go in and teach them how to do their jobs better.”

Three wordless growls warned Ivan off.

Ivan growled back, “No, but this pains me. It pains my soul.”

“You’ll live,” Kyou informed him flatly. Then his tone changed to something more satisfied. “Oh hey, some of the stamps sold. I’m re-routing bank accounts now. Aiden, you’ll have about twenty-six thousand in your account by morning.”

“Oooh, sweet, I could use some moving money.” Aiden had been under the impression that the money would be slower to come to him. He was mildly surprised at Kyou’s announcement.

Remi studied him curiously.

As he had no idea what was going through her head, Aiden asked, “What?”

“Are you moving, too?”

Oh, come to think of it, he’d not really said much to anyone but Ivan about this. “Yeah. I don’t want to stay here, but I still have some training left to do. So, I have to find a hospital to work in. I was hoping to go somewhere outside of this state, but I’m not sure where.”

Leaning in, Remi confided, “We’re going to be moving too. Closer to Uncle Kyou.”

“Is that right? Where’s he?”

“New England,” Kyou supplied. His tone conveyed a conflicted feeling on this subject. “And it’s not necessary.”

“First of all,” Carter argued in that mild manner of his, “you are now at the point that you view errands as ‘going out.’”

“It is going out! I don’t understand you people. You do things all throughout the week, and then you hit the weekend and you want to do even more things. What’s wrong with you?”

“That would sound reasonable if you weren’t a certified introvert who chooses to stay in even during the week,” Ari shot back. “And second of all, we know good and well that the reason why you moved to the New England area was because your guy is up there too. You can’t hoodwink us, K.”

Kyou’s line abruptly cut off. Had enough arguing, eh? “Is he really that much of an introvert?”

Ivan answered, “More or less. He also overworks himself. It’s better if we’re nearby to pull him out of the house. He’ll become a bat at this rate.”

Ari and Carter laughed in agreement.

New England area, huh. That gave Aiden the question: Did he focus on looking in New England? He and Ivan were so new, and they’d not spoken at all of the future. Was it alright to try to plan ahead a little? Ivan was so incredibly sweet and supportive, and Aiden hated the idea of them breaking up just because he didn’t try to stay close.

He chewed a little on his bottom lip, thinking hard. He might not have a chance tonight, but he’d like to speak with Ivan about this properly. Practically speaking, he had decisions to make and not enough intel to work with.

But if he had a guaranteed twenty-six thousand to work with right now, then that definitely opened his options up.

Aiden cracked his neck to either side. Time to get back to it.
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Ivan

Ivan lay on the opposite rooftop, tucked in against the flaking eaves and out of sight as he kept the Brunei brothers in his sightlines. The binoculars helped some with that, but really, he was only getting snatches. They were with the crime family of New Orleans, talking something through, and weapons were handed over, but no money. And neither man was using anything more complicated than a burner flip phone.

Kyou was about to lose his sanity trying to figure out what they were doing. Ivan didn’t like it, either, having big fish like this swimming about with no known purpose. It made him uneasy in more ways than one. He didn’t want his family anywhere near these two men. And Aiden…he was quickly becoming more protective of his sweet Aiden with every passing second.

To be honest, Ivan’s track record with relationships was something of a hot mess. Ivan tended to dive into relationships like a tree full of monkeys on nitrous oxide. The longest lasting one had been three weeks, and the only reason for it was that he’d been on a job two of those weeks. It was a first for him, to be with someone he just genuinely liked and trusted and was willing to wait for. Ivan wasn’t quite sure why. No matter how he thought of it, he couldn’t put a finger on it, either.

But this he did know. It would be over his cold, rotting corpse that he let any danger near that sweet man.

Ivan lowered the binoculars, shifting on the hot roof to be situated in the cooler shade, and relaxed for a moment. “K, I can’t figure out what they’re doing, but it doesn’t look like they are going for stamp.”

“Certainly not now,” Kyou agreed. “I think that even if they catch wind of it, they’re going to do the job they’re contracted for first. Let them be for tonight, Ivan. We’ll just keep a general eye on them until they make a move our direction.”

Ivan grunted in agreement and shimmied his way back down the brick building and to his car. He spent the drive back to the house thinking about the casual question Remi had asked Aiden, if he were moving too. Aiden had mentioned applying for residency, and not wanting to stay in the city because of his family. But somehow Ivan hadn’t connected that over to Aiden moving elsewhere. Really, Aiden was bright and personable. Any hospital would be willing to take him. The options were endless for him.

But did Ivan want to encourage him to go towards Boston? To be somewhere nearby so that he and Ivan could continue a relationship? Was that what he wanted?

Somehow, the answer that came back was: Yes.

Ivan still didn’t understand entirely why. Why was Aiden different from any of the others he’d dated? Why did he actively keep him close? Why was he so willing to take on the extra work to not only protect Aiden, but try and make him happy? This wasn’t normal behavior for Ivan.

The house was lively as he pulled into the drive; he could see the lights on and hear faint whoops and hollers even from the driveway. He got out, tossing the keys into the key basket near the door, listening with a small smile as he followed the voices to the den.

Everyone was there, even Kyou via laptop speaker, and the TV on the far wall was showing a live feed for the auction house floor. The stamps were being sold, it seemed, the bidding quick and with nothing more than flashing cards. Aiden, Ari, Carter, and Remi were lined up on the couch, drinks lined up in front of them—soda, it looked like. What was this?

Aiden spied him first and waved him in with a smile. “Quick, join us. We’re taking bets on who wins each stamp. Losers have to drink a shot. First one out of cups has to go cook dinner.”

“And do dishes,” Ari tacked on. Then he pumped a fist into the air. “Yes! Alright, losers, toss it back.”

Aiden’s head whipped back to the screen and he groaned. “How do you keep guessing correctly?”

“He’s scary good at this,” Carter grumbled even as he tossed back a ‘shot’ of Coke.

Remi’s head came around, and she grinned at him. “Come play, Uncle Ivan.”

“Yeah, come play,” Aiden repeated, gesturing to the two-liter partially consumed and the plastic glasses stacked on the table. “We’ll give you a handicap since you’re coming in late.”

Ivan stared at the group, so casually having fun together, and Aiden in the thick of it all and comfortable there. He felt like he had a glimmer of an answer to his musings from before. Why Aiden? Because no one else Ivan had ever dated would have done this. They’d never have played with his family or hung out with them like this. And they’d never have greeted him with a smile and an invitation to join in on the silliness.

He smiled down at them. “Sure. Line me up, bartender.”

Aiden laughed and did just that.

Tonight obviously wasn’t the time. And Ivan wanted to sleep on this some, but if Aiden really fit in this well with this family, then maybe he should do something more proactive. For once, Ivan wasn’t willing to leave a relationship up to whims and chance.
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With the question of safety still first and foremost on his mind, Ivan shadowed Aiden onto campus the next day. He wasn’t actively lingering near any of the buildings, instead just walking about, acting like he was touring the place. He wanted to be on hand the minute Aiden’s work was over to whisk him away again.

This having an innocent boyfriend thing was tricky. Ivan tried very hard to not pressure him in any way, as there was too much going on as it was, but this morning had been a sore trial. Rolling over to find Aiden awake and lying next to him, that soft smile curving his mouth up, auburn hair tousled and sexy looking. He’d wanted so badly to reach out, pull Aiden under him, take him until they couldn’t breathe.

But it very shortly became clear he’d been right not to. Aiden was still a little shy around him. He’d looked openly relieved when Ivan didn’t try to join him in the shower. In fact, Ivan felt sure that Aiden’s trust in him had grown another notch because he’d kept his word and not pushed for sex.

Kyou’s voice sounded in his ear. “Hey lover-boy. Better go rescue your guy.”

Alarmed, Ivan did an about face and ran toward the building Aiden was in. “Who’s with him?”

“Oh, his life isn’t in danger,” Kyou assured him, an evil trill of laughter in the words. “I can’t speak for his virtue.”

What the hell did that mean?

In the next second, he rounded a tree and finally got a clear view of his boyfriend. Ivan took one look at the situation and felt his blood rise. Aiden stood in the campus quad with his bag held defensively in front of him, either as a shield or as a weapon he’d chuck at the woman leaning into his personal space. The bombshell blonde facing him was flirting shamelessly, encroaching her way into Aiden’s personal space despite the visible discomfort on the younger man’s face.

Tricksy. Yob tvou mat’.

Stalking forward, Ivan kept a wary eye on the other thief. She caught his approach, stopped mid-word, and stared back at him in challenge. Ivan ignored her for a moment, catching Aiden by the nape of the neck and leaning in, swiping his tongue over Aiden’s soft lips. He squeaked in surprise, jumping, but didn’t pull free. Lifting his head, Ivan stared at Tricksy in challenge.

“Mine,” he informed her flatly.

From his earbud, he heard a chorus of hoots and outright howls of laughter as the three men watching enjoyed the show. Remi, somewhere in the background, demanded to know what had happened, but none of the men could pull themselves together long enough to answer her.

Aiden spluttered, “Ivan, what the hell!”

“Azarov,” Tricksy greeted wryly. “You’ve got to kick this habit of licking things.”

“Why? It’s worked well for me so far.”

She gave Aiden a head to toe sweep. “Apparently. At least now I get why my flirting wasn’t working. Shame, too. He’s cute.”

“Standing right here,” Aiden said, now resigned. “I take it you’re another thief?”

“Tricksy.” Ivan introduced her with a wave of the hand. “One of the best in the business.”

Tricksy gave a mocking little bow. “That I am. You understand that your little lick won’t make me back off. I’m still after that stamp.”

“That’s fine. Just keep your hands off of him.”

“Yup,” Aiden said to the open air. “Still standing right here.”

Tricksy shot him a smirk. “You’re crazy, kid, for hooking up with Eidolon. But I respect you for it, too. That takes guts. Alright, I’ll back off. Good luck, both of you. I have a feeling you’ll need it.” Turning, she sauntered away, much like a runway model who had found her red carpet.

Ivan stared after her with rising disgruntlement. Chert, he’d known that the Treskilling would bring in all sorts of interest. And normally he’d enjoy the competition. Hell, he liked competing with Tricksy. It was just a different matter right now. He had something to protect this round. It was the jealousy ruining things for him.

“Ivan, I’m asking just because I’m getting that vibe. Did you sleep with her?”

“In my defense, it was good vodka.”

Fortunately, Aiden snickered. “God, you really are a trip. Here.” Slinging his bag into his other hand, he freed up an arm so he could wrap it around Ivan’s waist. “Let’s go somewhere quiet for a while. I have an interview in two hours to get a reference I need, but after that I’m free to go home. Help me celebrate it. It’s the last reference I need.”

Ivan looked down at the cuddly redhead in his arms. Aiden willingly cuddling into him, in public, made Ivan ridiculously happy. It was another sign Aiden was comfortable with him. “How are we celebrating, milij?”

Leaning into him, Aiden kissed him, slow and sweet, lips lingering. Pulling back a bare inch, he whispered, “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

Ivan felt his common sense desert him. “Da. Maybe let’s not wait until we get back. Very peopley at the house. Car?”

Snickering, Aiden agreed, “Car.”

Ivan had enough common sense left to keep a sharp eye on their surroundings as they made it back to the car. Well, Carter had his Charger, which meant Ivan had driven his old faithful Mercury Mountaineer. He got teased for the vehicle sometimes, but it was comfy and perfect for stakeouts in areas that may or may not be respectable. It was also good for car sex, as the windows were darkly tinted and the back seat folded down.

Aiden was right with him as they slipped into the back of the vehicle. Ivan was glad now he’d parked in the back corner—he’d done so for an entirely different reason, as the recessed area was near the back stairs and offered a quick getaway if they needed it. But no one chose to park here, choosing instead to park close to the elevators on the opposite side of the parking garage. The privacy was very welcome just then.

“Going dark?” Kyou asked in resignation.

“Just for a bit,” Ivan promised with a leer at Aiden, enjoying the younger man’s blush. He’d clearly forgotten about the earbuds. Again. “Phone on me. No one’s nearby, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. Go ahead. I won’t deprive you. You’ll just whine later.”

“That I would,” Ivan agreed peaceably. Fishing the earbud out, he put it away in the front cupholder before wriggling back. Aiden was embarrassed but not enough to deter him, as he had his bag stowed away to the side and the seat flat in seconds.

He made such a pretty picture, half-propped up on elbows, legs stretched out and opened in invitation. Ivan didn’t even try to resist, just climbed up on top of him, their mouths meeting in a hot entanglement of tongues. Ivan caught the back of his neck, lowering Aiden fully down, keeping his own weight a little off of him to avoid crushing the smaller man.

Aiden’s hands grazed his waist, catching Ivan’s white t-shirt and tugging it up, those dexterous fingers smoothing over his back. Ivan lifted up enough to pull it completely off, as he wanted nothing to deter Aiden’s exploration. Aiden took this as a sign to lose his own shirt, and lifted up enough to pull it over his head and discard it off to the side.

His younger lover wasn’t the tanned, honed type like most of the men surrounding Ivan. He was softly shaped, skin pale with a dusting of hair along his chest in contrast. Masculine, yes, but without the sharp edges. Ivan approved and with a hum dove back in, his hands sliding over warm, smooth skin.

Whatever had held Aiden back, it wasn’t in evidence now. His hands slid under Ivan’s waistband, flirting along the top globes of his ass. Ivan cursed his jeans for being so restrictive even as he approved of Aiden’s boldness. He again lifted up but only just enough for Aiden’s hands to move to his front zipper.

Aiden had the button undone and the zipper down in record time. Pushing the waist down some, he freed Ivan’s cock, hand wrapping around the length. Ivan hadn’t been with anyone since Ari told him about Remi—no, before then, before his injury on the job. Well over a year. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to have someone else touch him. The warmth and pressure sparked pleasure and he thrust into Aiden’s hand on instinct, enjoying it. It took a moment to realize Aiden had frozen a little, the shyness back.

Shaking the fog out of his head, Ivan reined in his baser impulses. “What is it, milij? You look…” Unnerved was probably not the word to say at that moment.

“I was daydreaming all the way into work about having sex with you,” Aiden admitted shyly, a high blush on his cheeks. “Promised myself that if I did well and focused on work, I’d jump you the minute I could. But anal…yeah, okay, I’m still not quite ready for that.”

Ivan couldn’t believe he had to tell an almost-doctor this, but apparently he did. “Not all sex is penetration, milij. We can enjoy ourselves immensely without someone bottoming.”

Aiden’s mouth opened on a rebuttal that died unspoken. “Huh. I guess I was told that so often…I stopped questioning it. But you’re right.”

Told by who…? No, later. He’d dig into that later. “And I don’t have condom or lube anyway, so moot point right now.”

Those too-intelligent hazel eyes looked up at him sharply. “And that’s a lie.”

Chert. How had he known? Ivan promptly reached into his back pocket, retrieved his wallet, and tossed it toward the front of the car. It made a dull thunk as it hit the front window. Blandly, he repeated, “Njet, no condoms or lube. See? They’re at front of car, I’m in back of it.”

A laugh bubbled out of Aiden, and he curled into Ivan, chuckling against his chest. “You’re the best, Ivan, seriously. Come here. Just for that, I’m sucking you off.”

“Sixty-nine?” Ivan countered hopefully.

“Absolutely.”

It took some interesting arranging of limbs to manage it, and Ivan was more than a bit scrunched up, but eventually they got settled enough to get their mouths on each other. Aiden had a sweet, musky scent, and made lovely noises when Ivan sucked him into his mouth. Aiden’s own mouth around his cock was glorious wet heat, tongue working him just at the tip in a way that made his blood sing in his veins. Ivan fought to keep his back from bowing, as that would jostle them, and he absolutely didn’t want to choke his lover. Ivan mentally swore, words half-shaped as Aiden hollowed his cheeks and sucked hard one moment, the next moment flicking his tongue over Ivan’s balls in a way that was probably illegal in several states. Ivan could feel the pressure building, knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. Between the anticipation of this, the days of longing and fantasizing, plus Aiden’s very sweet mouth, he didn’t stand much of a chance. Ivan had no desire to go alone—he wanted Aiden with him in shared pleasure. Doubling his efforts, he got one hand under Aiden’s balls and gently massaged them.

A shudder raced through Aiden at the touch, and he pulled his mouth off in a sharp warning of, “Ivan!”

Ivan pulled off a bit so he could swallow without choking and let Aiden spend in his mouth.

With a sigh, Aiden relaxed for a moment and enjoyed the afterglow. His breath gusted over Ivan’s cock, and it was sweet torture to have those hot puffs of air. Ivan couldn’t help but squirm. The teasing quality to it got him antsy even as his body demanded release too.

“Stop wriggling,” Aiden murmured.

That talented mouth was on him again, and Ivan cushioned his head on Aiden’s thigh, eyes closed as he rode out the pleasure building in his system. Aiden mimicked what he’d done earlier, using fingertips to massage and roll his balls, and chert, that felt good. So good, and Ivan’s fingers dug into Aiden’s thigh even as he shook a little under the pleasure of it. Aiden pulled back a little, kitten-licking just the slit, then settled back in again with a suck, his tongue doing a thorough swipe in a ring around his head. Ivan’s sanity splintered, and he moaned deep in the back of his throat. Aiden’s mouth was a national treasure—that move alone just decreed it. Ivan would write a sonnet to that mouth as soon as he came—Ivan keened with need, biting his lip hard. Every muscle tensed, his climax hitting him sharply, almost painfully, and he held on to Aiden tightly as he came. Aiden returned the favor of swallowing, then licking him clean, making his over-sensitized skin twitch.

“Good sex,” Ivan panted, practically humming with satisfaction. “Too sweet, milij.”

Aiden chuckled, a soft, breathless sound. “I think that’s you.”

Ivan grinned back at him. Hopeful, he asked, “How much time we have before your interview?”

Aiden flicked over his wrist to check his watch. “About an hour and a half.”

“So, time for cuddles, more sex, then you can go.”

“Assuming we can get arranged for cuddling back here.”

“Pfft, do not doubt.”

Ivan hit his head on the roof only once, thank you, while pulling them around and into a different position. He entertained the notion that maybe a mini-van, with a bed installed in the back, might be a better option in the future. He’d have to look into that. Still, the minor sting was worth it when Aiden settled back into his embrace, head pillowed on his arm, their chests pressed together and Aiden’s legs propped over Ivan’s thighs. Tight, but it worked. And he loved that Aiden always wanted to snuggle in with him. Ivan liked snuggles but rarely met someone else interested in lingering with him after sex was over.

“I really should have jumped you last night.” Aiden pressed a kiss to Ivan’s bare throat, sounding sated and pleased with himself. “I have this bad habit of getting nervous about something, and overthinking it, and then letting that stop me from even trying. Don’t let me do that with you.”

“Okay. I try to charm and change your mind from now on.”

“Seriously, do that. My nerves make poor decisions. Sex with you is amazing, there was no reason to be nervous about that.”

“You’re not only trusting body, but heart,” Ivan pointed out gently. “Understandable to be nervous.”

“Well, when you put it that way…wait a minute, you aren’t nervous.”

“I am, milij. I do not show it as readily. I…” Ivan’s stomach dropped. Bliat’, he wasn’t mentally prepared for this conversation. Not at all.

Aiden’s arm tightened around him. “Shhh. Tell me when you’re ready. It doesn’t have to be right now. I do want to learn about you, but we can start with easy things, yeah? It doesn’t have to be serious and deep all at once.”

Letting out the breath he was holding, Ivan blessed Aiden’s patience. “Many things, I am not comfortable with talking about. Even the others don’t know everything.”

“That’s fine. Ivan, hell, we’ve only been dating three days. It’s okay to take this in stages.”

Ivan kissed his forehead, relishing the acceptance. “Still, ask me. I know far more about you than you do me. It is unfair.”

“Well, I won’t argue that. But let’s start simple. How old are you?”

“Thirty-two.”

“Wow, really? I had you younger than that.”

Ivan preened. “Yeah?”

“That went straight to your head, didn’t it?”

“Only a little,” Ivan lied.

“Ha!” Aiden clearly didn’t believe him. “How long have you been a thief?”

“Since walking, I think. I have no memory of time when I wasn’t at least picking pockets.”

“Really? So you were just born into it, huh? Okay, when you’re not playing with the guys and stealing things, what do you like to do?”

“Hmm, I used to play with casinos, I told you about that. Recently, I do trips. So much of the world is fascinating, and I’ve seen only a small part of it. A lot of research and planning goes into my trips. I pick up new hobby recently. I restore old Le Mans right now.”

“Le Mans? As in the Aston Martin Le Mans?”

Ivan looked down sharply, excited. “You know cars?”

“Well, only in theory. I’ve never had a chance to work on one myself. But it’s one of three goals that I have in life: find a boyfriend, restore a vintage car—I’m aiming for a 1952 Triumph—and get a dog.” Aiden tilted his head back so he could meet Ivan’s eyes. “Who’d have thought we have that in common. And I’d like to travel with you. I’ve never had the chance before. Grandma never left New Orleans in her life, that I know of.”

Ivan was suddenly, intensely glad they were having this conversation. “After this, we settle down and talk about a trip together.”

“Okay. And, um…” Aiden visibly searched for the right words. “I hate to spring this on you, but my professor kind of got on my case right as I was leaving work. I need to put in applications for my residency. If I’m staying here to do that, I need to tell people. That starts in about two months, and some places are already settling on their candidates. I don’t really want to live on the opposite end of the country from you.”

“Nor do I, milij. Seems poor way to start dating. What do you need from me? Just a city or state to be in?”

“Even a state would be good at this point.”

“Hmm. I cannot speak for just myself, you understand. As a team, we all try to settle in or nearby each other to make the jobs easier to tackle.”

“And to raise Remi,” Aiden stated with complete understanding. “She mentioned that you were still debating a good locale for her to be in school next year. Something about the New England area?”

“Da, we think to go there.”

“That’s okay by me. Talk with the guys. I really don’t care where I end up. I’ve so little experience with the rest of the country that anywhere sounds good to me. But make a decision soon, okay? If I don’t get applications in within the next week, I’ll be screwed.”

“I talk with them today,” Ivan swore.

Aiden flicked his wrist over to check his watch again. “An hour until I have to go talk to the professor. Sex or cuddle?”

That wasn’t even a question at this point. Ivan’s blood still ran hot under his skin from the last round. He leaned in to kiss his lover, hot and hard.

“Sex it is,” Aiden purred.
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Aiden

Aiden was admittedly very relaxed as he went into his final interview. Relaxed and euphoric. His time with Ivan had been good for them both in many ways, and he was very much looking forward to tonight. And the next day. Some part of his brain reminded him bad guys were still out there, but it didn’t make much of a dent with him. It couldn’t seem to penetrate the happiness he was wrapped in.

Never having had a boyfriend before, Aiden didn’t really have anything to compare it to, but he loved the support he got from Ivan. He loved being able to turn and ask a question, and having someone there to help him figure out the answer. He especially loved the obvious affection Ivan felt for him. It was in the crinkle of his grey eyes when he looked at Aiden, the sweetness of his smile, the ready way he dropped everything when Aiden called for him.

Aiden wanted to be as good to Ivan as Ivan was to him. He was a little lost on how to do that, mostly because Ivan did so much, but he was determined regardless. If he’d possessed any inkling that sex would help connect them better, he’d have done it that first night. Okay, maybe not the first night. He’d been overwhelmed that day and exhausted by the end of it. But definitely the second night.

Ivan was nervous about something. Aiden was reading in between the lines, but he suspected Ivan’s past wasn’t a pretty one. The thief seemed to think he already strained Aiden’s moral lines as it was. And perhaps he’d done or been something that Aiden didn’t agree with. It didn’t change the fact that the man Ivan was now was precisely the sweet, amazing man Aiden was steadily falling for.

That thought nearly had him tripping over his own feet. He looked down at his heart and asked it seriously: Wasn’t three days of dating a bit too soon for that kind of attachment?

Heart disagreed.

Then again…he was willingly moving with the man to another part of the country. Even if they didn’t live together (and that was another detail Aiden needed to sort out properly with Ivan), that was a huge thing to do. People normally were in a stable relationship for months before they reached that point, right? But Aiden hadn’t even hesitated when that question came up. Of course he’d move wherever Ivan would be.

Yeah, okay, he might be a little further gone on the man than he’d suspected. And wasn’t that a doozy of a thought. Aiden felt nervous about it, to be honest. No one ever mentioned that falling in love could be so nerve-wracking.  

Aiden gave himself a light smack on the cheek. He didn’t have time to think about his sexy boyfriend. He had a final interview to get through so he could get out of New Orleans. That needed to be his focus for the next two hours.

He marched into the professor’s office, a man on a mission.

The interview went well, or at least the professor smiled at him and readily agreed to write him a reference, so he assumed he’d done well. He smiled, thanked the woman, and skipped back out. He finally had the finalized version of the research paper ready to submit to Professor Enosh; once he submitted that, he was free.

Not that he was completely free, as he still had applications to different universities to do, but that didn’t require him being on the college campus. Aiden realized that being out here in the open was giving the guys ulcers, so the sooner he could get things done, the better.

The lab was, of course, in a different building. Aiden slipped the earbud back in as he walked between buildings to keep them all abreast of things. “Hey, guys, I’m turning in the report at the lab. I’ll be out in maybe twenty minutes.”

“Okay,” Ivan answered promptly. “I’m out in main quad. That is nearby?”

“Yeah, I’ll cross through there to get to the parking garage.”

“Horosho. Then I wait here.”

Someone started making excited, squealing sounds, like they would scream if they could find the breath to do so.

Ari inquired dryly, “What are the dying mouse noises about?”

“They’re making a second Breath of the Wild!” Kyou reported, still squealing.

Aiden’s interest perked up. They were?

Carter chimed in. “What are you even talking about?”

“No one understands me.”

Aiden found the right timing to say, “Seriously?! We get another Zelda?!”

Kyou promptly changed his tune. “Only Aiden understands me.”

“So, if you know this, does that mean you went outside today?” Ari asked hopefully.

“It was chilly. There were people. I give it zero stars, do not recommend.”

Aiden held back a snicker. He understood from Ivan that Kyou was very much the introvert and preferred to stay holed up when at all possible. Part of the reason why the guys insisted on trying to all live in the same city was so they could pull Kyou out of his Batcave on a regular basis.

Spying a bathroom, Aiden beelined for it. The call of nature needed to be attended to. Slipping in, he listened to the banter between the guys and, for a moment, turned wistful. It would be nice to have that same sort of camaraderie with them, where he could joke and tease and be part of them. Right now, he was still the outsider, even though Ivan had pulled him into the tight unit. Last night with the drinking game and the auction had been the first time he’d felt comfortable with the group. It had given him a breath of hope. It would likely take more time, but that wasn’t off-putting to Aiden. More like a promise of the future.

Caught up in listening to them banter, he didn’t register it when someone stopped next to him at the line of sinks. Aiden reached for the paper towels and his wrist was abruptly grabbed, the other man jerking him off balance and into the nearest wall.

“Shit!” Aiden gasped out, wincing as his hip jammed against the edge of a sink before his shoulders hit the wall hard. He didn’t recognize the man attacking him. Panic shot through him and he immediately called for the one person he trusted. “Ivan—”

“The fuck are you on about?” his attacker demanded. He looked respectable, on the surface. Pressed slacks, grey shirt precisely fitted to him, ash blond hair swept up in the latest style. But there was a crazed look in his bloodshot eyes and a paleness to his skin.

This wasn’t a thief. This was a drug addict. Aiden’s heart sank as he realized that, once again, his cousin’s poor life decisions were hitting him with sewage.

“Where is he?” the man demanded wildly. “You know, don’t you?!”

“Where are you, milij?” Ivan demanded frantically.

“Attacking me in the men’s bathroom is pretty desperate,” Aiden said, trying to throw out a clue to his desperate boyfriend. “I can give you his parent’s address—”

“You think I don’t know where they live? But they haven’t seen him either. Said some cop is on his tail. Big surprise there. But you know where he is, don’t you?”

“Shit, is some lowlife looking for your cousin?” Kyou swore. “Ivan, he’s in the men’s bathroom off the third floor—”

The door opened again, and Aiden prayed fervently that it was Ivan. He couldn’t really see if it was or not, as he was now wrestling with the man trying to shake answers out of him. It was as much a surprise to him as it was his attacker when there was an abrupt and heavy chop to the back of the neck, stunning his opponent. Then Ivan’s face flashed into view as he grabbed the man by the back of the head and hit his forehead none too gently against the sink.

The attacker sprawled bonelessly to the floor, out like a light. Aiden stared down at him, breath coming quick and fast in his lungs, a little stunned by how ruthlessly Ivan had taken him down. Not to mention fast. That hadn’t even taken five seconds.  

Ivan held out a hand to him and Aiden promptly accepted it, coming to stand at his side. He leaned into that warm, solid strength and felt his flighty nerves settle a little. God, that had been scary, but what shook him the most was, strangely, relief.

“Are you hurt?” Ivan asked softly against his forehead. The tone was quiet, but there was menace lurking under the words.

“Naw, he only pushed me up against a wall. I’m fine.”

Ari appeared in the next second, popping his head inside. “I’ve cleared the building, no one else looks like a drug addict. I think this guy was alone. Come out.”

“Sorry this guy slipped past me,” Kyou said, sounding very hangdog. “He’s not one of your cousin’s known associates.”

“To be fair, it’s not like my cousin is running a legit business. That has to be difficult to track.”

“Still.”

Kyou sounded a bit like a perfectionist. But then, in his line of business, mistakes led to someone getting hurt. Possibly killed. Aiden understood, as his own chosen profession was the same in that aspect.

“Let me turn in this research paper and then we can go,” Aiden offered. “Quick in and out, two seconds.”

“Da. I want to be off campus soon.”

Ari disappeared immediately, to do…whatever it was he was doing. Watching their backs, Aiden assumed. He and Ivan made it out of the bathroom and to the end of the hallway, where the lab was. Aiden felt jumpy now that he realized how vulnerable he was out here. Was this how the other guys felt all the time? No wonder they only relaxed when they had him safely back at Ivan’s.

But as jarring as that whole scene had just been, he wasn’t nearly as upset as he had been with past encounters. Usually if one of his cousin’s deadbeat ‘friends’ found him, Aiden had more than a bruise to show for it. Ivan’s immediate protection was something new, something that Aiden had intellectually understood he had, but it wasn’t until he saw it in action that it really sank in. It was incredibly nice to have such stalwart protection at his side. Sweetness, protection, and support all wrapped up in one sexy package.

Aiden could definitely get used to this.

The lab wasn’t empty, of course, as various students came in to turn in their reports and often stopped to chat with each other. Ivan stopped at the doorway and hovered there as Aiden beelined around the various tables and sinks to the front of the room where Professor Enosh normally sat. Today it was vacant, but Rick was nearby and flagged Aiden down. “Hey, Aiden. Professor Enosh had to step out for a second. He said you were dropping off the paper, said to give it to me for safekeeping.”

“Sure.” He gave Rick a smile and nod, handed it over, and was all set to return to Ivan when Rick caught him by the arm, stilling him.

“Wait, Aiden. Not sure if you’ve heard, but the position is still open. Professor E is really hoping you’ll put in an application. You’re practically a shoo-in.”

Aiden gave him a smile and shake of the head. “Thanks, Rick, but I won’t apply for that.”

Rick frowned at him in growing confusion. “I thought you wanted to stay in the system, stay with the affiliated hospital.”

“That was when my grandmother was still alive, and I needed to stay nearby to help her. She’s gone now. I have no reason to stay. And”—Aiden leaned in a little to confide— “my family’s giving me a lot of grief. I want to escape them, start somewhere fresh.”

Rick had been something of a friend in the past four semesters. They’d swapped notes and had lunch together several times, so he nodded in understanding. “I figured if you hadn’t applied, that was probably the case. But where are you going?”

“Not sure on that yet. Elsewhere. But thanks, Rick, I talked to him about this earlier.”

“I’m disappointed to hear it, man, but I get why, too.” Rick frowned at Ivan and asked in a whisper, “Who is that, anyway?”

It was on the tip of Aiden’s tongue to say ‘a friend’ but then he mentally stalled. Did he have to evade anymore? Or lie? There wasn’t any point to it. This place was no longer home, not really. He didn’t have to worry about people’s opinions here any longer. And he didn’t think Rick judgmental in that way either. The realization blew through him like a strong spring wind, clearing out the malingering shadows clouding his mind. Feeling lighter than he ever had, Aiden answered honestly, “My boyfriend.”

Rick did a double-take, jaw dropping. “Seriously?! I had no idea you were gay.”

Not bothered, Aiden shrugged, smile still on his face. “Yeah. See you around, Rick.”

A soft, gentle expression graced Ivan’s face as Aiden came back to him. Ivan held out a hand. Still riding that wave of courage, Aiden took it, lacing their fingers together. He heard more than a few mutters behind him, people expressing shock, but he ignored it all as he and Ivan left the building. It felt nice, just holding hands and walking. Aiden hoped they’d be able to do it often in the future.

“He was interested in you.”

Aiden looked up at Ivan, mind blank. “Sorry?”

“That guy you spoke with. He’s interested in you. You didn’t see it, you turned away from him, but he was staring after you with a crushed look.”

Aiden blinked. Blinked again. Rick was? “Really?”

“If he had known before now that you like men, he’d have tried for you,” Ivan guessed. Then grinned like a shark. “Too bad for him I seduce you first.”

Snorting, Aiden assured him, “I’m not attracted to Rick anyway. He’s nice, there’s just no chemistry between us. Alright, what are we doing now?”

“Go home, eat dinner, brainstorm where else stamp could be.”

“Still no luck on that front, eh?”

“We’re trying,” Ari put in with a long sigh. “It’s not in any of the usual places people put valuables. We’ve exhausted all of those possibilities. And right now, our attention is split between the Brunei brothers and searching for the stamp. I’d almost have written off they were here for the stamp, but—”

“Yeah, they’re at least nosing at it,” Kyou threw in grimly. “I’ve seen traffic online. They’ve looked it up and researched it a little. Enough to give them basic info to go off of. I really can’t tell if they’re here for it or not. They’re not giving me strong indicators either way.”

Aiden grimaced. “So, better to play it safe than sorry. Okay.”

“In better news, the second batch of stamps goes for auction tonight. So I should be able to start moving money over into your account soon, Aiden.”

That perked him back up. “Yeah? That’s great. I need all the moving money I can get. Thanks for everything you guys are doing. Seriously. This is so much more than what you signed up for.”

Carter snickered. “Usually the case with Ivan’s jobs. Come on back.”

They crossed the main quad and headed for the parking garage. Aiden racked his brain as they moved, but he really didn’t know his uncle well enough to predict where else the man would hide something valuable. Ivan and Kyou had been frank enough about where they’d looked. And Aiden wasn’t a trained thief, so if the professionals were stumped, he didn’t know what possibility to offer them they hadn’t already thought of. It was a puzzle, to be sure.

“For the love of—” Kyou bit off, sounding disgusted.

Aiden threw his bag into Ivan’s vehicle, worry rising in him. Now what?

“Guys, I need a response to a bad pick-up line.”

Ivan threw his head back and cackled, laughing so hard he didn’t even try to put the key into the ignition. “Are you hacking his Tinder profile again?”

“Look, the man has bad taste in dates, okay? And no, he’s opened a Grindr account. Because despite supposedly being intelligent, he can make really stupid decisions.”

Ah, this must be about the guy that Kyou was not cyber-stalking. “So…you respond to his messages?”

“I’m weeding out the dweebs. I know that sounds bad, but seriously, it’s…here, let me give you the latest example. This is how the guy starts the chat. ‘Hey, Brannigan! Was just wondering, are you a campfire? ’Cause you’re smokin’ and I’d love s’more haha!’”

All the men listening groaned. Aiden actually felt his soul shrivel a little. “Wow. That’s…wow.”

“All of you are better at dating than this,” Kyou stated, grumbling more than anything. “I know this for a fact because I’ve seen how you date. I wish I could hook you up with Bran somehow, and you could teach him how to actually pursue someone because the man’s seriously going about this wrong. But right now, give me a good response to this nonsense.”

“If this was me,” Carter said, “I’d say something like, ‘Maybe ’cause I’m about to roast you for that pick-up line.’”

“Ha!” Kyou started typing furiously, the pounding of keys audible over the link. “I like it. Alright, maybe that one will go away now. He’s probably got a fragile ego. If not, I’ll take care of it.”

Ivan shared a look with Aiden that spoke volumes. Aiden remembered the conversation about how Kyou was only looking out for the man’s interests, and how he wasn’t interested, and such. But he now understood better why everyone else didn’t believe it. Kyou was very much acting like a jealous boyfriend. Maybe someone should gently push the hacker out from behind his keyboard? Get him to actually make a move?

“You know,” Ivan stated as he started up the engine. “We’ll be happy to meet him.”

“Not on your fucking life, Azarov. Be a good little thief and bring your boyfriend safely home. We’ve got plotting to do.”
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Ivan

Ivan stood next to Aiden at the kitchen island, chopping and peeling as Aiden prepped for gumbo. He’d only had it in restaurants, so had no idea how his boyfriend’s version would compare, but from the efficient way Aiden moved about the kitchen, this was a recipe he knew well.

It pleased him, too, that he and Aiden worked well in a kitchen together. Even with a recipe Ivan didn’t know, they didn’t bump into each other much, and Aiden was patient about giving out instructions. A very gentle soul, his Aiden. No wonder the man wanted to become a pediatrician.

“With all that’s happened today, you guys didn’t get to really talk about where to move, huh?” Aiden questioned as he stirred the roux.

“We’ve narrowed it down,” Ivan answered, pulling out a cutting board so he could start chopping. “Boston, Providence, Manchester, or Albany.”

Aiden half-turned from the stove, head canted in question. “That’s…definitely in New England but in different states. I never got to ask, why up there?”

“K’s guy he’s stalking is up in that area somewhere,” Carter answered. “How much okra you need, Aiden?”

“Two packages. And grab a pound of andouille sausage too, thanks. Wait, did you guys finally get him to tell you where this Brannigan is?”

“No,” Ari said dryly. “It’s taken three years just to get his name. And Remi had to hack K’s system to share his picture. I haven’t gone to the trouble of doing an image search on Brannigan yet, but I’m sure we can find him if I put a little effort into it.”

Kyou grumbled something inaudible but clearly unhappy.

Dry as a martini, Carter put in, “We’re forbearing because it’s making him seriously grumpy.”

“Come now, K,” Ivan scolded cheerfully as he chopped up a bell pepper. “You must share your toys.”

“Keep it up, Ivan, and you’ll be the strange smell in the truck.”

Ivan chortled, still chopping. Kyou really had no intention of sharing this man with the rest of them. Maybe Ivan should look him up. Just to have better ammunition to tease Kyou with. “At any rate, milij, he’s given us a general area to look at. We do not have to be in those cities, per se, but near them. K himself is in Boston.”

“Yeah? I saw a few listings for residencies up at Boston Children’s Hospital. I think there was one too for Mount Sinai, but that might have closed by now. I’ll have to look.” Shooting Ivan an uncertain look, Aiden bit his bottom lip for a moment. “Do you have a preference?”

“Not particularly, milij, but there are places that are safer for me not to go. We will sit down properly after dinner and look at those possible places, decide what is best for us.”

Aiden gave him a sweet smile that hit Ivan straight in the heartstrings. “Okay.”

Ivan couldn’t resist that smile and ducked in long enough to kiss him, soft and slow, before retreating. Which, of course, got him another sugary sweet smile. He really didn’t know how to explain to Aiden just how potent all of this was. Ivan had never, not once, been with someone in a stable enough relationship that he planned for the future with them. He’d never had someone in his life he wanted to plan a future for. It made his stomach jitter uncomfortably sometimes, how fast this feeling had come over him because of this charming young man. He honestly didn’t know how to react to it. How did someone accept that the future happiness of someone potentially rested on their shoulders?

That sounded so…responsible. And terrifying.

Because if he was responsible in a relationship, didn’t that change things? Didn’t that mean he’d have to take into account Aiden’s wishes, his wants and needs? Wouldn’t that restrict Ivan’s own movements and desires? Hell, that was already happening. He was already accommodating Aiden in multiple ways even though it meant more work and effort and restraint on his end.

That alone was a whopper, and Ivan wasn’t sure he liked it. But hand in hand with all of that was the guilt he carried. The more he shadowed and protected Aiden, the clearer it became how innocent and sweet he was. Aiden didn’t possess a malicious bone in his body. He barely fought back when people were obviously out to hurt him. Ivan should be the last choice for a boyfriend. And yet Aiden accepted him with a sweetness that undid Ivan utterly every time.

He shouldn’t. Aiden shouldn’t have fallen for Ivan’s seduction so quickly and easily. If Ivan were a better man, he wouldn’t have seduced him at all. But he couldn’t seem to help himself, either.

Perhaps Aiden had been a siren in a previous life. It would explain much.

Ivan didn’t want to think any of that so he ducked back in and kissed Aiden again, hungrily, deepening the kiss. He combated the guilt by pushing it away, focusing utterly on taking Aiden’s mouth and nothing else.

A thump against the floor broke the moment as Remi whirled into the kitchen—fortunately on the other end of the island, away from knives and stove—wearing her pink tutu and combat boots. She punched and kicked at an imaginary opponent before flinging herself up into a lunge, landing again in a horse stance and round-house kicking dust motes.

Ivan pulled back, watched her, and had to shake his head to clear it. God, he’d almost forgotten she was in the house. Another second, and he might have pushed Aiden up against the counter and—no, don’t think about it. Calming thoughts, calming thoughts.

Aiden seemed to have the same problem, as he maneuvered so that the island hid his body from the waist down. “Remi,” Aiden asked in amusement, “what are you doing?”

“Combat ballet,” she grunted, punching something again.

It was so cute. Ivan put down the knife so he could record her. Ari would be sorry he missed this.

She whirled and punched and kicked a few times, then her nose scrunched up as she sniffed the air and Remi stopped as abruptly as she’d started. “Aiden, whatcha makin’?”

“Gumbo.”

Remi, with her upbringing, didn’t turn down any food handed to her. But she’d grown comfortable enough over the past year to learn how to voice her preferences. Ivan saw it as a tremendous sign of growth when she asked, “What’s it taste like?”

“Chicken,” Ivan deadpanned. “Spicy chicken.”

Remi looked at him doubtfully.

A hint of mischief dancing in his eyes, Aiden threw in casually, “You know why everything tastes like chicken, right? It’s because all animals have dinosaurs as ancestors. Technically, they all taste like dinosaur.”

Remi giggled. “So, I’m eating dinosaur tonight? Rawr!”

“Talk about irrefutable logic,” Kyou drawled.

Ivan jumped again and swore mentally. Chert, he’d forgotten about Kyou entirely, too.

“Well, change of topic. The guy who attacked you today is now with campus security and he just failed the drug test. Big surprise. He’ll probably be thrown out of school over this. I’m hunting through your cousin’s Facebook and Instagram but I don’t see a lot of followers there that aren’t family.”

“Yeah, you won’t find much there,” Aiden said, making a face, his arm still idly stirring the roux. “His parents are convinced that’s how he connects with drug dealers, so they keep a careful eye on his accounts. I’m pretty sure he just buys burner phones and uses those.”

“I have a love/hate relationship with burner phones. I love using them, hate it when someone else does. They’re really impossible for me to track.”

Remi closed in, climbing up onto one of the barstools. “Did you get hurt today, Aiden?”

“No, no,” Aiden hastily said, shooting her a reassuring smile. “Someone came and hassled me. But Ivan and your dad, they came to my rescue pretty quick and stopped him.”

Remi looked relieved. “Okay.”

“Tricksy’s after stamp too, we saw her on campus,” Ivan filled in. Apparently, Remi had not had the earbud in earlier today. Then again, she wasn’t supposed to when she was doing her school work or practicing her martial arts.

“Oh. Is she being a friend this time?”

He’d told Remi stories about Tricksy from time to time, so this curiosity was understandable. “Well, somewhat, solnishko. If she finds stamp before us, though, she’ll still take it.”

Remi nodded, as if this was a given and she already knew this. “But does that mean I can meet her?”

“No!” all four men burst out at once.

Remi full out pouted and slumped dejectedly over the marble surface.

“You’ve got enough questionable role models, Rems,” Carter explained with a sigh. “Let’s not add to it. Alright, back on topic. Where else would douchebag uncle hide the stamps?”

Aiden shrugged helplessly. “I really don’t know. I doubt it’s in the house.”

“Ivan’s already checked it once, but it was a quick in and out.”

“I thought maybe wall safe or the like,” Ivan explained. “But wall safe was bust.”

Shaking his head, Aiden explained, “They stopped keeping valuables in the house about the time Robert hit fourteen. He started pawning stuff off and getting into trouble about then. Grandma actually kept quite a bit of their jewelry and stuff because they couldn’t leave it anywhere Robert could find it. He doesn’t respect any boundaries and will literally go through everything.”

“So, if it’s in the house, it’s very well hidden and not something where that skotína would think to check for valuables.” Ivan put the bell pepper aside and reached for the onion. “For a stupid man, your uncle’s being clever about this.”

“Years of having to hide stuff has made him good at it.” Aiden removed the roux from the burner but kept whisking it, the motion steady. “I don’t know, guys. I don’t know where else to suggest you look that you haven’t already covered.”

“Neither do we,” Kyou sighed, sounding utterly done.

“Let’s maybe take a breather,” Carter suggested. “We’ve been banging our heads against this for days. If we haven’t found it even with an inside source, I don’t think anyone else will. Let’s all relax, sleep on this tonight, and maybe something brilliant will occur to one of us.”

“Probably at three a.m. That’s when my inspirations seem to strike.” Kyou grunted, the sound accompanied by the clack of keys. “Fine by me.”

“And me,” Ari agreed. “Alright, Brunei brothers are doing something sketchy, but it seems to be an assassination on the other side of town. I’m going to leave them be and come back to the house. Caro, you got everything Aiden needs?”

“Yeah, I’m heading back as well.”

“Authentic gumbo,” Ivan said happily. “Looking forward to it. You two hurry.”

Kyou made a pitiful sound. “I’m so jealous right now.”

“I would like to point out, again, that you’re free to join us down here,” Ari said with the air of a man who had repeated himself many, many times.

“For once, I would love to come, as it’s fucking cold up here,” Kyou replied and sounded sincere. “I literally can’t afford the time. By the time I packed everything up and drove down, I’d lose two days. At least. And too much is happening for that. It’s not just you guys I’m keeping an eye on. This one”—his tone shifted to one of pure aggravation—“keeps doing really unadvisable things. Like buying up whole neighborhoods under mafia control.”

Ivan winced. “Which mafia?”

“Irish. They haven’t retaliated yet, but I’m literally sitting here waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Aiden finally stopped stirring and joined Ivan at the island. “So, he’s a real estate developer?”

“One of the things he does, yeah. He also runs hotels. And both of those things should be safe, boring occupations, but noooo. Not the way he does it. I swear the man does things just to give me grey hairs.”

“I’m sure that’s why,” Ivan deadpanned. “Only possible reason.”

“You think I’m joking, but he just did something yesterday that I know was on purpose, just to get me to call him. I want to wring his neck. Oooooh.”

Ivan’s ears perked. “Oooh?”

“Another stamp just fetched a good price at auction. Aiden, you’re up to about ninety-three thousand now.”

Aiden punched a fist in the air. “Sweet!”

Remi watched as the men diced, sliced, sautéed, and threw everything into a pot. Ivan’s mouth watered from the scent alone and he just knew he’d be in a food coma later this evening.

Gumbo had to simmer for a while, which meant they couldn’t really leave the kitchen for long periods of time. Ivan fetched both his laptop and Aiden’s, setting them up side by side on the island so they could research. He’d have vastly preferred to do this while snuggled on the couch, of course, but this was good too. Side by side, elbows overlapping, and a curious nine-year-old hovering at Ivan’s elbow throwing in her two cents.

Aiden started at the top. “Okay, you said some places were not healthy for you to be in. I have to ask, is New York City an option?”

With a shrug, Ivan admitted, “Not the wisest choice for me. There was small incident with mob there.”

Eyeing him suspiciously, Aiden asked, “Do I actually want to know what you did?”

“Probably not,” Ivan replied cheerfully.

“It involved a lot of explosions, hacked bank accounts, and property damage,” Ari threw in. “Very, very memorable. I’m backing Ivan up on this one, better to not go to New York.”

Most people would be concerned in Aiden’s shoes at this description. Ivan wasn’t sure how he’d respond, and eyed him sideways with concern. His boyfriend of several days just looked at him, rolled his eyes, and moved on. “Right. So, Albany, Manchester, Boston, or Providence. The bigger hospitals are going to be a better option for me. I’m leaning towards Boston for that reason. They have several children’s hospitals.”

“Da, Boston I like.” Ivan put a hand on Remi’s head. “And this way, my solnishko can play often with her Uncle K.”

Remi did a bootie dance on the stool. “So, Boston?”

“Wait a minute, gattina,” Ari stayed, sounding strained. “Just because Ivan and Aiden are going to Boston doesn’t automatically mean we will. You, Carter, and I need to talk about that properly.”

Remi’s mouth went duck-shaped as she pouted. “Fine.”

For that matter, Ivan was pouting. “Why you take my solnishko from me?”

Carter snickered audibly as he swung through the back door and into the kitchen. “Ari, you might as well give up on this one.”

Sighing long and loud, Ari didn’t respond.

Aiden was still clicking through various websites, his pianist fingers dancing over the keyboard. “Looks like I still have several options there, too. I’ll put in the applications tonight, see if anyone will take me. If not, Ivan, I’ll have to look elsewhere.”

Ivan nodded. “Then we’ll cast a wide net, milij.”
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The applications and potential house hunting took several hours. Ivan ate three bowls of perfectly delicious gumbo, then shooed Aiden into the living room to play with Remi and Kyou. Kyou was on a dedicated timer to play with Remi once a day on the Switch, often Overcooked. Aiden was just as enthusiastic and joined in with glee.

The more he watched Aiden, the more Ivan gathered the impression he was a sheltered child in some ways. In the wrong ways, really. In an effort to protect him from the family’s persecution, had his grandmother kept him too close to home? Aiden was far too alone in this world, and it made no sense for him to be so when he was so sweet natured and charming.

If Grandmother had still been alive, Ivan would have had very strong words with her. She’d not done Aiden any favors by raising him as she had. Just look at what’d happened after she died. He’d immediately fallen into bad hands. Granted, they were Ivan’s hands, and he had only slightly nefarious intentions, but still. He was a criminal from a long line of criminals. Aiden deserved something…not. Better.

He deserved a man he could come home to every night. One he didn’t have to worry about. Someone who didn’t do stupid things just because he was bored. Aiden deserved the opposite of Ivan, in other words.

Ivan scrubbed at a pot with unnecessary force. This ill feeling curled in his gut and settled there unpleasantly. He didn’t care for it. It strangely felt like guilt.

Carter came up to rinse and stack, eyeing Ivan sideways as he did so. “Did the pot do something to offend you?”

He stopped as abruptly as he’d started, still staring down at the pot in his hands. “Carter. You’re normal person, mostly.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should know,” Ivan persisted, doubts swirling in with the guilt. “Aiden’s acceptance of me. Is strange, right?”

Carter put the plate aside to air dry and looked at him steadily. There was far too much understanding in those slate grey eyes. “Have you finally grown up to responsible adulthood?”

Shuddering, Ivan made a face at him. “That’s mean.”

“Only a mature man would look at the situation and realize what’s wrong with it. You were so intent on seducing him, I don’t think you thought it through. But now you are, huh? I find it strange Aiden accepted you, yes. Or I did until I started shadowing his family. They’re what I like to think of as ‘legal criminals,’ where they twist the law to get what they want. Aiden’s grown up in an environment where legalities were a very large area of grey. It makes sense to me that he can look at you and just shrug and accept matters.”

That did make him feel better. Marginally. “But accept me enough to move with me?”

“I think he’s also very eager to get out of here. You’re more a catalyst to help him do that.”

Oh. That did and didn’t ease Ivan’s guilt.

“He’s also been frank enough about you being the first person to really help him. I think he trusts you to support him as he does move and make a fresh start on things.” Carter bumped into him, a friendly nudge. “So don’t stew in too much guilt for seducing him, okay?”

“Da, okay.” Ivan didn’t have the type of personality to sit and stew when something didn’t sit well with him. He was more the type to move and let his back-brain chew on it. And right now, he needed to move. In fact, he could think of a good way to do that, by taking care of a certain problem. Decided, he handed the pot over to Carter to be rinsed, and ditched the apron. “I be back later.”

Quick as a whip, Carter’s hand snapped out. “And where are you going?”

Ivan twisted out of the hold with a wink. “Commit a felony. Or maybe get vodka. I decide in car.”

“Uh-huh.” Carter eyed him sideways but let him go.

That was a little too easy, actually. Ivan was suspicious of it, because since when did Carter just let things go when he knew Ivan was up to something? But he grabbed his pack and headed out to his Mountaineer, not willing to give Carter the time to second-guess the decision. He was half into his front seat when the passenger side opened and Ari slid in.

His friend of six years gave him an innocent smile. “Vodka, you said?”

Ivan stared at him with narrowed eyes. “You and Carter telepathic now?”

“That’s for us to know and you to find out.”

They’d signaled each other somehow. It was very smoothly done, because Ivan had been out of the house in under twenty seconds, which didn’t give anyone much time to react or have a discussion. Ivan was grudgingly impressed. “You go. I’m doing romantic gesture for Aiden.”

“Really? Assassinations are romantic gestures? Damn, wish I’d known that earlier.”

Clearly, if he wanted to get rid of Ari, he’d have to more forceful about it.

Ari shook a finger at him. “I’ve seen you bothered about something before, my friend. You tend to make interesting decisions and the fallout is always rather brutal. Let’s save you the pain of it. And you don’t want to rattle Aiden this early on in your relationship, right?”

Ivan groaned, loud and long. “Yob tvou mat’, fine, I don’t care. Let’s go.”

“And who are we going after?”

“Sorry excuse of cousin. He endanger Aiden too many times with his ways. I’m not interested in giving him another chance.”

Ari, too, believed in nixing anyone who presented a threat to loved ones. He agreed with a nod, not at all bothered by this idea.

The earbud in Ivan’s ear came to life with Carter’s drawl, sounding more Southern than usual. “As the normal one of the bunch, I need to tell you that Aiden will not appreciate having his family assassinated because they irritated you.”

“But they’re dangerous and irritating,” Ivan pointed out hopefully.

“Not enough to get killed for it. Go for vodka, Ivan, I promise you that will go over better with your boy.”

He and Ari shared a forlorn glance. “He take all joy from life.”

“He does that,” Ari agreed sourly.

Kyou joined in abruptly. “If you’re in an assassination mood, I think I’ve got a better target to offer. The Brunei brothers just entered the uncle’s house. They’re tossing the place good.”

Swearing, Ivan put the car into gear and pulled sharply out of the driveway. “They find anything?”

“Not yet. Yeah, sorry guys, hold on. Shit’s going down.”

Aiden’s worried voice came on. He’d apparently only just now put the earbud back in. “What’s going on?”

“Brunei brothers are tossing your uncle’s house,” Ivan reported, gunning through a yellow light. He wasn’t sure what he’d do once he got to the house in question, but he definitely wanted to be on hand in case the brothers found his target.

“Don’t worry, Aiden, I’m with him,” Ari tacked on. “And we’re both packing. We’re not soft targets for these assholes.”

The words made a smile stretch over Ivan’s mouth. No, they were decidedly not that.
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Ivan

Ivan probably should have stopped to plan this better, but two things prevented him from doing so. One, the Brunei brothers were an unknown entity despite the time that had been spent shadowing them. Online and otherwise. If they decided to bolt, Ivan would have a hell of a time tracking them back down, as he wasn’t at all sure where they would go. That left it wide open for them to reappear at any given moment, and that thought made chills race up and down his spine. It was far better to catch them in the act.

Second, by tossing the house, Ivan had a better chance of finding something, if there was something to be found. The one sweep Ivan had done of the place, he’d not had enough time to move everything and properly look. He was reasonably sure he’d covered the area well enough, but at the same time, doubt niggled at the back of his brain. Not being able to locate the Treskilling begged the question of where it was. He couldn’t write off the uncle’s house completely because of that.

“Talk to us, K,” Ari requested, sounding grim.

“Brunei brothers are still there, still going at it. Uncle and Aunt are not at the house, they’re at the auction house. Heh.” K gave a dark chuckle. “They’re gloating over how much the stamps have sold for, making plans for the next batch to go to auction. Cousin is fuck knows where. Hopefully getting shanked in a drug deal gone wrong.”

“Hear, hear,” Ari agreed. “Ivan, I’ve got Kevlar in the bag, you?”

“Njet, no time to grab full gear.”

“Okay, then I go first to draw fire, yeah?”

“You have precious solnishko to worry about,” Ivan reposted between gritted teeth. He took the next turn on two wheels. “Njet.”

Ari’s rejoinder was just as firm but gently delivered. “And you have a cutie almost-doctor to worry about.”

Chert. For a split second, he’d not thought of Aiden. His head had been full of logistics and tactics, the best way to breach the house without drawing an immediate line of fire. But Ari was right, he had to think of Aiden. There was literally no one else to think of Aiden. And the thought of leaving his sweet-natured boyfriend to deal with that family on his own again filled Ivan’s stomach with bile. No.

“Ivan, Ari, it’s not worth it,” Aiden pleaded, voice catching.

Shaking his head, Ivan focused his eyes firmly on the road. “Njet, milij, you do not understand. If Brunei brothers are tossing your uncle’s house, then they are now invested in this. They will not rest until they lay hands on it.”

“They’re only starting with the house because the online court records show your family won the stamp collection,” Ari pitched in, backing Ivan’s point up smoothly. “They’ll go to you next if they don’t find it there. We moved you over discreetly to Ivan’s, but even still, they’ll be able to track you down eventually. We’ve made too many waves in the open.”

Carter clearly didn’t like it, but he said the words anyway. “We need to take these guys out before we’re on the defensive. Going offensive now is the best choice.”

“Don’t worry, Aiden,” Kyou added with forced cheer. “These two are the best.”

Aiden breathed out harshly and it was strained, that sound. “Be careful. Both of you.”

“We will,” Ari promised for them both.

Ivan didn’t bother with any finesse. He pulled up in front of the neighbor’s house and immediately unloaded, pulling the Glock free of its holster between the seat and console as he did so. Ari dove for the back seat, strapping on his Kevlar vest with quick, efficient movements, pulling his own Sig Sauer free of its holster, plus another mag he pocketed. Signaling his readiness with a nod, he shadowed Ivan in.

Ivan blessed the fact he had been here before, as it gave him an idea of how to breach the house, how many entrances there were, and the exit routes someone could take. He led Ari in through the carport and then ghosted to a stop near the open door. Ivan could clearly hear rummaging sounds, glass breaking as things were tossed about or toppled carelessly.

Ari put a hand on his shoulder, signaling towards his own chest, and pointed two fingers in a sharp movement to indicate the open door. Ivan nodded, agreeing with this plan, and indicated himself with a similar motion, then gestured in a circle, silently saying he’d go around to another door. It would be best if they split up, divide and conquer.

With Ari lined up just out of sight beside the door, Ivan silently hoofed it around through the back of the carport and around to the French doors. He did not like that the glass gave a clear view of him whatsoever, and slowed to peek inside. No one in the dining room, so no one to see him slide in. He did so at a near crawl, keeping his profile low. At this sunset hour, it would be less obvious that the door was open.

“Go,” he murmured for Ari.

Ari slid in through the kitchen on silent feet, and it was only Ivan’s sightline on him that told him the assassin was on the prowl. Ari, too, kept a low profile as he moved past the wall of cabinets, eyes roaming the area as he both got a feel for the place and looked for their prey.

Ivan was already moving, past the ornate wood dining room table and the smashed china cabinet, avoiding the piles of glass as best he could. Even if there was the odd crunching sound from either he or Ari, it didn’t penetrate the noises coming from the back of the house. Ivan’s ears pinpointed them to be in the home office, as it was mostly paper being thrown about now.

One brother said something to another in a sharp tone. It sounded like Malay to Ivan’s ears, not that he spoke much more than the insults. It was in a dialect he didn’t recognize, however, so he had no hope of understanding what the brothers were talking about.

Shit, they would be back at that corner of the house. This ranch style had a very narrow hallway. It was a fatal funnel in the worst sense. It made Ivan’s skin crawl just looking at it. He had scars along his back from misjudging hallways just like this one.

There was only one chance for this to go well. And it had low odds. If Ivan could somehow move past the office and to the other end of the doorway, cram himself up against the linen closet forming the end of the hallway, then he and Ari could do a pincer movement as the Brunei brothers came out. It would work beautifully, assuming they could choregraph it well enough.

Ari slid up to stand beside him and put his mouth near Ivan’s ear to murmur, “I can see the insane idea from here. What?”

Ivan’s hands rose to illustrate his plan. “I go to other end of hallway. You make noise to draw them out. We do pincer.”

“You’re assuming they don’t see you as you move past.”

“That is part of plan, da.”

“You lunatic,” Ari sighed.

“Love, tell me there’s a better option.” Carter sounded pissed.

“No dice, caro.” Ari grimaced, and it was written all over his face that he’d be hearing about this later. At length. “Okay, Ivan. Go.”

Despite his worry about Ari (and Aiden), a spark of adrenaline kick-started in Ivan’s system. Adrenaline and Ivan were old friends that went way, way back. Ivan didn’t mean to grin, and he really didn’t mean for it to look demented, but from Ari’s expression he’d failed utterly on both accounts. Oops. Oh well. Ivan slid a knife free of the back holder he had it in, just in case he’d need it in such close quarters.

In a smooth stride, he glided soundlessly over the carpet. He could hear Ari follow him, a little slower, as he needed a different vantage point to make this work. Ivan had no problems up until he reached the doorway to the office. It was the tricky part, crossing that doorway without being seen. It would mean a quick, furtive movement on his part to get to the other side, and there was no other way to do it in the close, narrow confines of the hallway. He couldn’t even duck into another room, as the doorways weren’t placed right for it. Damn architect.

In that moment, luck utterly deserted Ivan. One of the Brunei brothers stepped toward the door, saying something to his brother that died mid-word. He was a brute of a man, large and stocky as an ox, face craggy from a hard life. He and Ivan had a split second to realize the other was there, right in front of them, and then they both exploded into action.

Ivan couldn’t get his Glock aimed in time, there was no room for it. He drew his knife up and over, sharply, trying to buy himself some space to work in. The Brunei brother moved abruptly back, parrying Ivan’s thrust not against the blade, but the side of Ivan’s palm. Ivan had to move in with him, spinning, to avoid having his hand captured in the man’s grip. He didn’t recognize the style of fighting, but the man knew some sort of martial art to be moving as he did.

With him blocking the way like this, Ari couldn’t begin to get a shot off, and the other brother was charging in to help. Ivan really didn’t want these two-on-one odds, but couldn’t see a ready way to disengage enough for Ari to help him. Vot zapadlo, he and good luck really had to get back on better speaking terms.

Ivan kicked at the man’s thick legs, forcing him to back up a half-step, although he’d hoped to take out a knee-cap. The Brunei brother dodged him, using a half-crescent moon step to do it, so smoothly done Ivan cursed him for it. Fighting against martial artists always sucked monkey balls. Ivan had no formal training, just what he’d picked up and some of what Ari had taught him while they sparred. He was formidable, Ivan knew this, but he was also a thief for a reason. Fighting was not his specialty.

The man closed in, no longer on the defensive, and his own knife came into play. Ivan had to quickly twist sideways, using his forearm to parry it at the hilt, and avoided getting the blade buried into his ribs by the skin of his teeth. He grunted at the impact, then twisted again, throwing the man off as the brother tried to sneak in an attack on the side. Ivan had a split second of satisfaction before he felt the hot score of pain flare along his ribs. Well, bliat’. He hadn’t avoided that completely.

His Aiden was going to be so pissed he was hurt.

Ivan whined at them, “Don’t get me injured, my milij will tear strip off my hide for it!”

“Ivan,” Aiden demanded sharply, tone rising, “are you injured?”

“See, he already mad at me,” Ivan panted, jerking backwards to avoid another knife slice, forced to use the gun still in his hand to block it. Damn, his ribs hurt, the pain flaring with every twist of his torso. Ivan blocked it as best he could, not wanting to slow down. He was barely keeping up with these two as it was. If only he could back off enough to actually aim, he could use the gun as something other than a shield.

In thickly accented English, the shorter of the two brothers growled, “You should not be here, Eidolon.”

Ivan sliced at him again, satisfied this time when his knife hit flesh and made the older brother grunt in pain, forcing him off. “I am often in wrong place at right time. Is gift of mine.”

“EIDOLON, DROP!” Ari ordered sharply.

He didn’t even think about it, or hesitate. Ivan dropped as if he were a puppet with its strings cut, going straight down to rest on the balls of his feet, head tucked in.

Two bullets sang out over his head, barely a second apart from each other. Ivan dared a peek up as both bodies fell hard, crashing into the mess they’d made. Both brothers sprawled over the floor like crash dummies, and as large as they were, they took over the small room with little floor room left to spare. Ari had taken his time getting into place, but he’d been positioned perfectly to take both brothers out at once. He was indeed an excellent sniper to line up shots like that in such tight quarters.

Panting, Ivan stayed curled around his wound, but gave Ari a brilliant smile over his shoulder. “I knew I like you for a reason.”

“You idiot,” Ari sighed, offering him a hand up. “That was a terrible plan.”

“Was good plan,” Ivan defended, accepting the hand and grunting softly as his ribs sang with the movement of standing. “Poor execution, but good plan.”

“Talk to us, guys,” Kyou demanded. “We don’t know what’s happening, and you’ve got an upset crowd over here.”

Bliat’. Ivan hastily assured them, “We’re okay. I got little scratch. Ari took both of them down.”

Aiden clearly didn’t believe him. “Ari, how bad is it?”

“I mean, he’s bleeding.” Ari lifted Ivan’s shirt without a May I? and looked it over with a critical eye. His expression was a cross between a father’s and a hardened assassin’s. “Not life-threatening or anything. A Band-Aid, some vodka, he’ll be fine.”

“Daddy, are you hurt?” Remi demanded, a touch of panic in her voice.

“Not a scratch on me, gattina,” Ari denied gently. “And your Uncle Ivan will be fine.”

There was a thunderous clack of keys, like a herd of elephants on a stampede. “Your time to get this done just ran out. Uncle and Aunt are on the way to the house. You don’t want to be there to explain the mess. You’ve got thirty seconds, move.”

Ivan had no desire to stay, so was quite alright with this plan. He turned to go when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw something. It was a photo album, half flipped open, with a picture of Aiden in a graduation gown and cap. Belatedly, he remembered promising to get some of the family pictures back for Aiden. He’d not found the album on the first sweep—where had that even been?—but with it right here in the open, Ivan saw no reason to leave it. He bent to scoop it up, righted the album, and flicked through a few pages. Mostly pictures of Aiden and an elderly woman with silver hair and a gentle smile. This must be one of the things Aiden wished to reclaim. Horosho. Ivan would need this to potentially bail himself out of trouble later.

“Ivan,” Ari hissed at him, not understanding the delay.

Ivan saw another photo album, this one not open, but clearly marked Family Photos on the side in gold script. He grabbed it too, just in case, and followed Ari at a jog out of the house. It was such a disaster that it wasn’t easy to move through the rooms, what with things so scattered. Like an obstacle course only with broken shards of glass everywhere.

The night air was still except for the sounds of insects and chirping of birds. Ivan kept an eye out for nosy neighbors, but he didn’t see so much as the flicker of a blind in the windows. Was no one home at this hour? Or already focused on their television screens? As noisy as it had been inside the house, perhaps the sound of it being trashed hadn’t carried far outside of its walls. Or the neighbors were used to violent sounds inside. That last was far more likely.  

Ari took the wheel without even asking, which Ivan didn’t mind. “We’re out,” he reported, gunning the engine and quickly taking off down the residential street.

“Good, go,” Kyou encouraged.

Carter inquired, “Anyone see you exit?”

“Not that I noticed. I admit that went to shit rather quickly, but we managed to pull through it okay.”

“I think neighbors used to bad things happening there,” Ivan threw in. “Fortunately.”

“I’ve got the first aid kit ready for you, just come up to the bedroom,” Aiden ordered.

“I’m okay, milij. I’ve got first aid kit in car and it’s not serious.”

“Why don’t you let the doctor make that judgment call?”

Yeah, Ivan hadn’t thought his assurance would fly. Even with this order, Ivan had no intentions of entering the house while still openly bleeding. Aiden was already in a tizzy, no need to add to it. Instead, he dug out the small first aid kit he kept in the glove compartment and swabbed the wound with alcohol pads, wincing at the unpleasant sting. Then he taped a large piece of gauze over the wound, covering most of it. The fucker would have to slash four inches along his ribs. At least the wound wasn’t deep.

Ari stopped at a red light and gave Ivan an amused look. He seemed to find the dynamic between Aiden and Ivan humorous. Ivan stuck his tongue out at him because some friend he was.

Kyou laughed and there was a maniacal edge to it. “Uncle and Aunt just arrived to find their house trashed. Aunt’s on the phone with 911 right now, and she sounds pretty frantic about finding two strange dead men in her trashed house. I should probably feel sorry for her, huh?”

“Meh, eventually. Maybe.” Ari didn’t sound bothered. “I don’t think Ivan left any prints behind, but he might have. He did leave a little blood.”

“I’ve got Ivan scrubbed from the system. They won’t get a DNA match to compare any blood sample with.”

Ivan really did want to hug his hacker friend sometimes. “You are best, K.”

“You know it. You’re what, five minutes from the house?”

“Da.”

“Then you’re well clear. Police are only now dispatching someone. No sign that the Brunei brothers found the Treskilling?”

“They were still tossing the place when Ivan appeared,” Ari said, putting the car into motion once more as the light turned green. “It was very clear they hadn’t found it yet.”

Carter sighed, long and loud. “Figures it wouldn’t be that easy.”

Ivan would have preferred to find the stamp as well, put all of this to rest. But again, luck was not on his side. He really had to do something about that.
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Aiden

Aiden knew Ivan was mostly alright because he was cutting up as he normally did. But still, the terror of those moments didn’t leave so easily. He’d heard Ivan’s grunt of surprise when he was caught by the two brothers. He’d heard the hiss of pain as Ivan was struck. The sounds of the fight still lingered in his ear like an ear worm he couldn’t seem to get rid of.

It wasn’t until this moment that Aiden realized how much of his heart he’d invested in Ivan. It frankly terrified him how close he’d been to losing Ivan altogether.  A misstep in either direction and Ivan wouldn’t have been able to fend both men off. And all for…what? A stamp?

Even as he thought it, Aiden knew that wasn’t what Ivan had been protecting. He’d gone to make sure Aiden wouldn’t be ambushed later by those men. And Aiden appreciated that, he did, but god. His nerves were still hopping about like a hot frog in a skillet.

When Ivan stepped through the door, Aiden took his first full breath in a good half hour. He practically flew to the man, although he forced himself to stop a foot short, not wanting to touch Ivan until he figured out where the man was hurt. He was absolutely loath to aggravate the injury. The blood stain on the right side of his torso, along the lower part of his ribs, was easy to spot.

Ivan put something down on the side table near the door, and reached for him. “Shh, milij, I am well. Just a graze, I promise.”

Unable to stop himself, Aiden reached up, framing the thief’s face with both hands and leaning up into a kiss. Ivan returned it readily, lips moving tenderly along his. He’d apparently realized how rattled Aiden felt, how unnerved he’d been by all of this, and reacted accordingly. Aiden pulled back from the kiss with a sigh, touching their foreheads together and just breathing for a moment. God, this man was going to give him heart failure. Possibly ulcers. Likely both.

Without turning, he asked of Ari, “You’re really alright, Ari?”

“Perfectly,” Ari assured him, even as he caught Remi with a grunt and lifted her up. The little girl was holding onto her father with a very firm grip a barnacle might envy. “I had a Kevlar vest on. Hey, gattina.”

Carter was right behind Remi, looking them both over with a critical eye. “Yeah, you’re both fine. Ivan, I’m proud of you. For once, you didn’t use a bedsheet.”

“Even Ivan’s not crazy enough to bring a bedsheet to a knife fight,” Kyou said flippantly. There was a pregnant pause. “Oh god, now he’s thinking about it, isn’t he?”

Ivan drew back from Aiden enough that he could see the twinkle in those grey eyes. “Would have been more fun.”

Kyou sighed, sounding resigned already. “Aiden. Good luck.”

“Yeah,” Aiden agreed, lips twitching up. He didn’t really see the humor now. He hoped it would come later, once he got a chance to really decompress from the stress of tonight. “You. Upstairs.”

In protest, Ivan lifted up his shirt to show the gauze taped there. “No, see, I’m fine.”

Aiden sensed if he didn’t put his foot down now, he’d have this argument again in the future. Likely many times. Firming his stance, he met Ivan eye to eye. “Upstairs.”

“Can we do kinky doctor role play?” Ivan asked mischievously.  

“Only if you’re very, very good.” Aiden fought a blush down as he said it. Obviously, he’d never played around with sex in his life. But if it got Ivan moving, he’d try it. From Ivan’s double take, he’d expected a refusal from Aiden.

Amused, Ivan shrugged and headed for his bedroom.

Aiden followed right on his heels all the way into the bedroom upstairs. He flipped on the light as he moved, as he needed to see properly. He took the earbud out as he passed through the door, setting it down on the bureau, noticing that Ivan did the same. Yeah, no one needed to hear the conversation that would follow from this. He had the first aid kit from downstairs already open and laid out.

For a split second, Aiden thought Ivan might be a model patient. Then he toed off his shoes and rolled onto the bed with the air of a man who had every intention of just flopping down and sleeping. His body went utterly lax against the mattress as he let out a low sigh, decompressing. His jibe downstairs about sex had not been said seriously, eh? Which was fine, but the hiss of pain the man made told Aiden that something was up, and the way he moved gingerly…that wasn’t good either. “Ivan?”

“Just a little scratch,” Ivan soothed, rolling onto his side and patting the mattress in invitation. “I’m tired. Snuggle with me.”

Aiden didn’t buy this for a second. He grabbed a fistful of shirt hem and yanked it up to get a good look. What had been a light tinge of red on the gauze downstairs was now heavily soaking the bandage. It made Aiden’s heart flip-flop, and not in a good way. “What the hell, Ivan! That is not a scratch!” Ivan growled in protest, which he ignored.

“It’s just a scratch,” Ivan protested again.

“You imbecile,” Aiden fussed, pulling the gauze taped to Ivan’s lean stomach carefully off. “Shit, that’s deep. I’ll have to stitch you up. Ivan, what the hell were you thinking? You don’t just slap gauze on a wound like this and then climb into bed for snuggles!”

“But I’m tired,” Ivan whined.

“Can you please learn how to say the words ‘I need medical attention’? I’m going to go grey prematurely because of you!” Even as he reprimanded the man, he carefully cleaned the area out with alcohol pads and rifled through the box for pain killers. Ah, there, he knew he’d seen some ibuprofen in here earlier. “Take this. I don’t have a topical anesthetic.”

Ivan waved this away as unnecessary. That hurt, a sharp pain in Aiden’s chest. He didn’t like the idea of Ivan being injured so often that he no longer flinched at the idea of someone stitching him up. He thrust the pill out again and this time Ivan reluctantly took it. He felt only marginally better when Ivan took the pill, swallowing it down dry.

It was harrowing, stitching Ivan’s gash up. He hated every second of it. Aiden was not a surgeon, for good reason. This was not in his comfort zone. Although he might need to get comfortable with it if Ivan continued pulling stupid stunts like what he’d done tonight. It felt like he’d climbed Everest by the time he was done and had clean gauze taped over the wound. Cleaning everything up, he carefully didn’t look at Ivan, tried to hide his shaking hands. God, that had been hard, putting a needle in his lover’s flesh and ignoring the way the man gritted his teeth in pain.

“Come to bed,” Ivan invited, patting the mattress next to him.

“Did you drink something? You’re probably dehydrated. You need to be hydrated after blood loss.”

“I drank some water on the way here. Bed,” Ivan invited again.

It would be better if he got an IV into the man, but Aiden didn’t have anything like that here. Dammit. Apparently, that needed to change. Tomorrow. He’d deal with that tomorrow.

Aiden hit the lights, thankful for the near darkness, and shucked his shirt and jeans before he carefully climbed in on Ivan’s left. He tried to keep a little distance between them, anxious to not bump into the wound, but Ivan grumbled and tugged at him until Ivan was cuddled firmly against Aiden’s chest. Aiden held onto the man, fingers tangling in that thick, dark hair, and breathed out shakily. If he never did that again, it would be too soon. But it was likely to happen sooner rather than later, wasn’t it? Ivan’s lifestyle wasn’t what anyone would call safe.

“I scared you,” Ivan whispered against his chest. “Prosti menja.”

“You know, Ivan, what scares me the most? That you’ll get hurt, like you were tonight, and never tell me. I’m a fucking doctor, I can handle blood and open wounds. I can treat you. But not if I don’t know about it. I know you don’t want to worry me. I get that, I do. Can you please get it through your head that I’d rather know? Instead of keeping me in the dark, can’t you just tell me?”

Ivan pulled back a few inches and gave him a boy scout’s salute. “Scout’s honor.”

Rolling his eyes, Aiden growled, “You were never a Scout.”

“But I honor.”

Aiden snorted a laugh, unable to help himself. “You drive me insane, you really do.”

Ivan searched his eyes anxiously. “You’re not angry?”

He was, but wasn’t. Aiden had suspected from the minute they’d met what Ivan was like. He couldn’t say that he’d known exactly what he was getting himself into, because he didn’t really expect Ivan to be the type to rush into danger. Shouldn’t thieving be the least dangerous of all the criminal professions? “No, I’m not mad. Well, I am mad. Don’t assume I’m fine with you bleeding all over the bed. I expect you to be more careful.”

“I’ll buy new bed,” Ivan promised.

“Ivan, that was not the fucking point.”

“Okay.” Ivan cuddled in again, stifling a yawn. “I’m tired.”

“I know you are. Just promise me you won’t do this again.” Aiden ran his hand over Ivan’s hair in a caress.

Ivan went taut in his arms. “Aiden, I’m not…safe.”

Dammit. Aiden sucked a breath in, reaching for his patience. “I know. I’m just asking you to be careful. And if shit goes down, tell me. Don’t leave me in the dark, okay?”

Ivan’s hesitation was long. “Da, I try.”

“That’s all I ask,” Aiden reiterated more strongly. “Sleep for now, I know you’re tired.”

“Meant to tell you,” Ivan added around a yawn. “Grabbed two photo albums for you.”

Aiden’s head jerked down a notch. In the middle of all that madness, he’d thought to honor his promise to Aiden and grab photos for him? Tears burned in his eyes, and he pressed a kiss to the top of Ivan’s head. “Thank you.”

“Now I’m really not in trouble,” Ivan said smugly, snuggling farther into Aiden’s arms.

“It’s a good thing you’re cute,” Aiden sighed, giving up. “As you’re certainly a lot of trouble.”

Ivan snickered sleepily and didn’t deny it.
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Aiden slept better this time than he had previously. He was slowly getting used to sharing a bed with someone else. Unlike a normal night, he’d slept very still, as if his subconscious mind was aware he shouldn’t be tossing about when his bedmate was injured. He awoke to find himself in almost the same spot, just on his back, with Ivan draped over him like a lounging cat.

It was nice, having Ivan peacefully with him for a moment. The man was always on the move, never seeming to really sit still. He understood from K, though, that Ivan could be a statue when the occasion called for it. Which made sense. Stealth was surely called for when stealing things.

Turning his head, he placed a gentle kiss against the top of that soft, dark hair. Grandma, he was sure, would be horrified at his choice of boyfriend. Well, she’d likely be horrified he chose to have a boyfriend at all. Her plans for him had involved a nice girl, a doctor’s career, and that mythical house with the white picket fence. Aiden had never argued with her when she’d said such, choosing to keep the peace. But in truth, that wasn’t what his heart wanted.

Apparently, it wanted a crazy Russian thief with gentle smiles and warm hands.

A pair of teeth latched onto his throat in a scrape that jolted Aiden. “Why are you biting me?”

“You smell good,” Ivan sighed, then licked where he’d bitten.

Aiden saw where this was going and tried to head it off. “You have eight stitches in your torso, Ivan, you probably shouldn’t have sex until—oh god.” A shudder ran through him as Ivan’s hand unerringly found his cock through the thin boxer material and gave it a loving squeeze. Aiden absolutely did not understand why having someone else’s hand there felt so much better than his own. It was an undeniable fact, though.

“Nothing wrong with my hand,” Ivan pointed out in amusement. In a rich purr, he added, “Or my mouth.”

“Good point,” Aiden gasped, shivering as Ivan’s hand stroked him. He turned his head, meeting Ivan halfway in order to kiss, ignoring morning breath. This was too good a moment to care about the minor details.

Ivan’s hand slid under the waistband, trailing warm fingers along his skin and lighting Aiden’s nerves on fire with anticipation.

A knock sounded firmly on the door.

They pulled back at the same time to glare at it indignantly.

“Uncle Ivan, Aiden, come down,” Remi’s voice demanded. “Tricksy’s here.”

Swearing, Ivan threw back the covers and rolled out of the bed with little care for his stitches. Aiden scrambled to follow him, throwing on yesterday’s clothes. His body was a little put out by the interruption, but his ardor was already cooling. If Tricksy was here, it meant she’d tracked Ivan down somehow. And that wasn’t a good thing in many respects.

Ivan was out in a flash, only pausing long enough to put on jeans before heading out. Aiden hoofed after him, following him down the stairs and to the kitchen where he heard an argument in progress.

“—not going to tell us how you found Ivan’s house, are you?” Carter asked, already resigned.

“Trade secret,” Tricksy parried mock-sweetly. “Don’t worry your head about it, most people would not be able to find the place. And really, I’m only here to give you something and tell you a bit of interesting news.”

“And does this interesting news have a price?” Ari inquired tautly. He had Remi protectively at his back, a hand keeping her behind him.

“Of course! But you’ll thank me for it.”

Aiden rounded the corner and stopped almost as quickly to avoid plowing into anyone. Tricksy lounged against the side of the island as if it were a bar, looking far too comfortable to suit the atmosphere. Carter had the far door blocked, standing solidly in front of it, although he kept his arms crossed and not on any of his weapons. Ari flanked his lover in the opposite doorway, also with arms crossed and an unhappy tic in his jaw. He clearly did not like having a professional thief anywhere near his daughter.

Ivan strode through and greeted Tricksy with a kiss on either cheek. “My friend. You should not just blaze in, it will get you shot.”

“Pfft, they were making out on the couch, I could have driven a tank in here without them noticing,” Tricksy said, flicking a challenging smirk at Ari. Ari’s dark scowl turned lethal. She was perfectly done up, every strand of blonde hair up in a casual do, make-up precise to highlight her high cheekbones and stunning blue eyes. Even the t-shirt and shorts she wore seemed tailor made to flatter her figure.

Not that her looks impacted any of the men in the room. For obvious reasons.

“Now, I’m here for two things,” Tricksy continued, with a smile at Ivan. “First, I’m acting as a broker for you. Three months ago, I accepted a private contract from a certain individual. You did the job for me last night.”

Ivan’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “You accepted a contract to kill the Brunei brothers?”

Tricksy shrugged. “More like I promised to see if I could find a group willing to do the job with me. The Brunei brothers were getting out of control. Someone had to stop them before they…well. You know better than me what they were capable of. I’ve already gotten proof of death for both of them. Give me your account number, and I’ll transfer ninety percent of the fee over to you.”

Aiden was very surprised by this, as he didn’t think most thieves would be willing to do such a favor. After all, none of the men had had any idea that contract even existed. Tricksy could have claimed the entire fee for the assassination.

Clearing his throat, Ari asked archly, “And what do you want in return for this grand favor?”

Tricksy held up a finger and thumb a half inch apart. “A liiiiittle help from K would be lovely. Just a little hacking.”

Sighing, Ari pulled out his phone, thumb swiping to accept a call he then put on speaker.

Kyou’s voice came through clearly. “If we’re negotiating, Tricksy, you could just say so.”

“Now, now, I happen to like Ivan. And I’m very relieved the Brunei brothers are dead. So really, this is more a favor. But I could use your help on something, K. I’m just trying to locate something. Once you find it for me, I can take it from there.”

“Yeah, fine,” Kyou agreed, even though he didn’t sound convinced. “I’ll give you an email in a minute. Send me the particulars through there and I’ll get started on it. I’ll give you an account number at the same time.”

“Excellent. Now, for the second reason I’m here.” Tricksy pulled two things out of her purse, one of them black, the other a bright pink. Both looked sort of like toy guns, but the size was more compact than that. She handed the black one to Aiden. “Trouble seems to follow you around, so keep that on you. Just in case.”

Aiden accepted it, not sure what he was looking at for a split second. Then he blinked, surprised all over again. She’d given him a taser? “Thanks?”

“You’re not a fighter,” Tricksy said with a shrug. “But I think even you would be willing to use this.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I can. Thank you.”

“And you.” Tricksy leaned a little forward, looking around Ari’s body. “I’d heard rumors about you. Malvagio’s daughter, right?”

“Right,” Remi answered, coming around her father and extending a hand. “Hi, Tricksy! I’m Widow.”

“Widow, eh? Nice to meet you, Widow. Are you following in your father’s footsteps?”

“Maybe. I like hacking with Uncle K, too. And thieving with Uncle Ivan.” Remi gave an elaborate shrug. “So, I dunno yet. But I’m glad you’re here, I wanted to talk to you. I have lots and lots of questions.”

“Do you?” Tricksy looked intrigued by this. She glanced up at Ari’s dark scowl and grinned. “I’m certainly okay with that. But first, I brought you a present too, just in case. I really like seeing another girl learning the business. So, this one is for you.”

Remi accepted the taser reverently with both hands, her excitement in the bounce of her toes. “It’s my size!”

“Yup, just for you. But be careful, it’ll pack a punch. Enough to take a strong man down.”

Ari stirred, not happy about this, but he didn’t get a chance to intervene before Remi hugged Tricksy around the waist and bounced back again, a bright smile over her face. “Thank you, thank you, I’ll use it. Use it lots. And maybe next time, you can stay and do combat ballet with me? And I’ll help Uncle K hack for you too, he’s taught me lots, and that way we can talk to each other.”

Tricksy looked intrigued by this, and her hands stayed on Remi’s shoulder, keeping the little girl close. “Why do you want to talk to me?”

“’Cause you’re a girl, and there’s no other girls who are thieves. Good thieves,” Remi amended. “As good as Uncle Ivan, you know. I wanted to talk to you before this but Daddy said you move around a lot and I couldn’t.”

The curl of Tricksy’s smile spoke of delight and mischief impending. “Is that right? It’s true, us girls should stick together. I’ll make sure you have a way to reach me after this so we can talk, okay? Not just for the job, either.”

Remi beamed at her. “Really? Awesome!”

Ari groaned.

Sensing her father’s displeasure, Remi tilted her head up to protest, “But Daddy, I like her.”

“Merda,” Ari sighed, passing a hand over his face.

A gamine grin stretched from ear to ear, Tricksy patted Remi on the shoulder. “I’ll come for you at fifteen, okay?”

“NO!” every man in the room protested, plus Kyou over the phone.

Aiden found this whole scene funny, in truth. He understood the men were highly protective of Remi and didn’t like the idea of her being in Tricksy’s sphere of influence. But he could see, too, that Tricksy filled a void for Remi. The girl needed a female mentor who was in a similar line of work. A big sister, in a sense. He understood perfectly why Remi would be drawn to the woman.

Tricksy bent down to give Remi a hug before pulling free. “I’ll be in contact with all of you. And Ivan, I’m pulling out of the stamp race. I don’t have time to pursue it any longer and, frankly, I have no leads. Do you?”

Ivan shook his head. “Njet, we’re stumped as well.”

“Hmm. I had a feeling, otherwise you’d have pulled out by now.” With a sage nod, Tricksy gathered up her purse and headed for the door. “Then I’ll see you later. Well, figuratively speaking. Keep your guard up. Word’s gotten around about the Brunei brothers, so some people have backed off, but the ones who haven’t are…troublesome.”

Aiden felt the weight of his taser in a new way. Tricksy had been worried about the fallout of last night. That’s why she’d given him a means of protection. The realization was more than a little alarming. Aiden swore there and then that if he left the house, the taser would be on him at all times.

“We’ll be on the lookout,” Carter promised.

“Good.” With a final smile at them, Tricksy let herself out the side door and sauntered out of sight.

“Well.” Ari blew out another breath. “I’ve had better mornings. Remi, until we teach you how to properly use that, put it on the counter.”

Aiden put his down too, and not only out of solidarity. He didn’t want to accidentally set it off. Remi followed him readily enough, although she pouted slightly over relinquishing her new toy so soon.

Hoping to put people into a better mood, Aiden offered, “Waffles? And then we can figure out where to go from here.”

“Waffles sound great,” Carter agreed, looking down at his daughter with that parental cross of pride and exasperation. “I need a restart on this morning.”

Aiden had to agree.
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Ivan

Ivan slipped out of the house while Aiden made waffles. He had to. He just…had to. Tricksy showing up in his house had hammered in all of his doubts about Aiden’s safety. Ivan wasn’t safe. Even when he actively tried to protect someone, he couldn’t do it perfectly. He’d had no idea anyone else was in the house until Remi had told him. What kind of a protector did that make him?

It grated along his nerves, this unsettled tension, and he couldn’t sit still under it. Ivan had to move, he had to do something, only there wasn’t anything actively to do. There was no target to hit.

But he knew this city, a little, and he knew what to get into. There was an art gallery in Seventh Ward that had more stolen merchandise than a black market. He’d hit them, do a little shopping around, maybe steal some things. Get his equilibrium back. Ivan was far too out of his depth right now. He needed normalcy.

The art gallery in question was innocent looking on the surface, a discreet shop tucked in along the street with a painting displayed in the window and a brass plaque labeling it as an art gallery next to the wooden door. Ivan ignored the front door as a matter of course, finding an alternative way in via the roof access, slipping through with barely any equipment on him. The thrill of a good heist set in, shoving aside all of those other pesky emotions he didn’t want to deal with. He had little intel on this place, but that just made this more fun. Ivan made note of cameras and such as he moved. They were in the usual places, in corners to get the most comprehensive angle of the room. Ivan slipped in and out of their blind spots, heading first to the back room where the security was all set up and wired. He’d need to turn that off first, free himself to roam about and move paintings. He didn’t want the police being called on a silent alarm.

Kyou often grumbled about Ivan not being tech savvy, but he did know his way around alarms. It was just that what Ivan knew didn’t compare to what Kyou did. Ivan felt quite confident as he slid into the broom-closet of a room that he could disarm the alarm without any outside help.

See? He could do this on his own. He was good at this. He shouldn’t change his lifestyle just to suit someone else, right? Ivan couldn’t change how he was. He’d drive Aiden crazy if he did, he couldn’t sit still for long without…oh god. He really was considering it, wasn’t he?

Ivan stopped mid-step and he stood there for a moment, a little lost. His heart had been a little battered seeing Aiden’s concern last night. Aiden had been so worried and upset that Ivan was hurt, and Ivan had hated it, putting that expression on his boyfriend’s face. Promising to be more careful had seemed the right thing to do at the moment, but Ivan second guessed it now. What the hell would he do to be ‘more’ careful? He was already plenty careful, wasn’t he?

Well. No. He couldn’t say that when he was breaking into an art gallery cold without even looking up the building blueprints first, now could he?

But somehow, that was exactly the point Ivan was trying to make to himself. He couldn’t be safe—not even for Aiden. And…and…bliat’. He didn’t want to think about it.

Ivan deliberately kicked himself back into motion. Security alarm. Worry first about security alarm. Sweet boyfriends later.

The monitors and system were all as they should be. Old, likely outdated, but that was expected of a place like this. No one ever wanted to keep their security current. Anything running was obsolete, after all. Ivan was actually pleased by this, as it meant this was a familiar system. He was pleased right up until he sat down, ready to turn the system off, and discovered it wasn’t connected.

The cameras, the alarm, all of it was for show—it didn’t connect to the police or any security company. It was a dummy.

Ivan slumped in his chair dramatically, then kicked the back wall in frustration. All of the thrill evaporated in a puff of smoke. He’d wanted a kick of adrenaline, just a little normalcy, was that too much to ask?

Swearing, he got up and went back into the main gallery, not even trying to erase his presence now. No point. No one was here and there was no footage to leave behind. He honestly thought about stealing the whole damn gallery just to teach these der’mo a lesson. Not that it would all fit in his Mountaineer. Damn logistics.

Ivan stared straight at a painting without seeing it, arms crossed over his chest, a pout growing on his face. You couldn’t even depend on criminals these days for a little fun. What was the world coming to?

A tap on his shoulder sent Ivan whirling around, ready to clock whoever it was behind him. His fist came back, ready to swing, but he abruptly checked the motion. “Ari.”

“Did you seriously not hear me?” Ari demanded incredulously.

Ivan’s shoulders hunched in. Great. He really was losing his touch.

“Yeah, K, I’ve got him. He’s fine, just in the middle of an art gallery like cameras and silent alarms aren’t a thing.”

“System’s a dummy,” Ivan reported petulantly. “Nothing to signal police with.”

Ari’s dark eyes were sharp on him. “Catch that? Yeah. I’m gonna go dark with him for five. You guys sit still for a bit.” Ari fished out the earbud and put it in his shirt pocket, cocking his head at Ivan. “Ivan? You want to talk to me about it?”

Ivan almost said no. He didn’t want to talk about it. So, it was a surprise to him when the words came out. “I’m not good for him.”

Understanding softened Ari’s expression. “Is that what this is about?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. That is also problem. I’m not good for him, I don’t know how to protect him from me, I’m going to destroy my chance with him before it can even form, and there’s no way in hell that he can accept—” Ivan bit his tongue, checking the rest of that floodgate. Just saying the words was making his eyes burn. He didn’t want to dwell on it.

Ari closed the distance and drew Ivan into a gentle embrace. He held him, even as Ivan stood there, stiffly accepting it. Ari was so much more physically demonstrative since he and Carter got together. Ivan envied it, in truth.

“I want you to breathe, first. Then we’re going to work through this, one fear at a time.” Ari stroked a hand up and down his back, and that was a little insulting because Ivan had seen that exact mannerism used on Remi. “Because I don’t want you to lose Aiden either, Ivan.”

“You like him.”

“I do. He’s a great guy. He’s good to us, he’s sweet and protective of my daughter, and I think he’s really good for you. I think what you’ve failed to realize during all of your panicking is that you are a mature, responsible man.”

“Why do you insult me?” Ivan whined at him.

Ari snorted but didn’t let him get sidetracked. “You have, over the six years I’ve known you, dropped everything to help me multiple times. You’ve stood next to us when bullets were flying, and guarded our backs. You’ve stepped in to help with Remi in ways I didn’t know she needed. Part of the reason I can sleep at night is that I know that if something happens to me, my lover and little girl will be in good hands with you. You’ve always had a responsible side to you, Ivan. You just normally hide it by licking things and making ridiculous comments.”

Ivan let his head drop on Ari’s shoulder. It was like resting against a warm iron bar. Ivan let his hands come up, settling them on Ari’s sides, and focused on breathing. He couldn’t refute any of that. “You think I can be that good to Aiden, too.”

“You already are. In spite of it all scaring you shitless.”

“That obvious?”

“You’ve frozen a few times, a sort of panicked look on your face like you didn’t know how to respond. Remember, I went through something similar with Carter. It’s scary as fuck letting all your walls down for someone else. Even when you trust that person.”

Yes. Yes, it was. Ivan had never realized how much until Aiden.

“Ivan, you really think you’re going to break your relationship with Aiden? That he won’t be able to accept you?”

Ivan stepped back with a sigh. He found it impossible to meet Ari’s eyes as he answered. His gaze went to a random patch of floor instead. “It’s too much. Every man has a moral line, things they can’t agree with or go against. I walk that line like a drunken clown. Aiden’s too straight of an arrow. I know his moral compass is a little skewed because of his family, but this much?”

“Has he said something to you?”

Ivan shook his head. “Njet. I keep waiting for him to. But he doesn’t. What upsets him is when I’m hurt. He didn’t like what happened last night. He made me promise to be more careful. Ari, we can’t possibly be more careful than we already are.”

“You especially can’t.” Ari sounded perfectly understanding, if sympathetic. “I think this part was easier with me because Carter’s in the same business. But I’ve had this exact argument many times with my brother. I get it, Ivan, I do. I don’t think it’s enough to break you two. Remember, Aiden knew from the minute he met you that you weren’t normal. He had an idea of what he was walking into.”

“That’s true,” Ivan muttered, the realization striking him.

“I think it will scare him when you’re hurt. I think he’ll get mad if you do stupid things just for the sake of a thrill ride. Relationships aren’t always smooth sailing. But I also think he adores you and that you’re falling pretty fast for him. As long as you’re both willing to put in the work to stay together, you will.”

Ivan rubbed a hand over his face. “My past isn’t…pretty.”

“Dude, none of ours are.”

“You think he won’t care about that either?”

“I think it’s useless to ask me. Better to speak to him.” Ari put a hand on his shoulder, supportive, but also shaking Ivan a little. “Hey. You ever stop to think why this is freaking you out so bad? Every other person you’ve picked up, you didn’t do this with.”

“Every other person was just there for a few nights. I knew it wouldn’t last.” Ivan still couldn’t face him as he admitted, “I catch myself thinking of the future with him. Of planning for it. It’s…odd feeling.”

“Oh yeah. Been there, done that. I promise you, the terror of it fades when you face it with him. Running from it now only brings regrets.”

“Like I run today?” Ivan asked without humor. Then he remembered last night’s promise and groaned, flopping against the wall. “Chert. He’s going to be mad at me again. I went off without telling him.”

“Call him from the car,” Ari suggested sympathetically. “The less time they have to stew, the better. Trust me on that. You feel like you can go back to him now?”

Did he? Strangely, Ivan did. Talking this out with Ari had helped. Ivan was still half-convinced it would fall apart with Aiden once his lover knew everything about him, but…Ari was right that the only way to know for sure was to talk to Aiden. “Da. Let’s go back.”

“Okay.” Ari slid the earbud back in and grimaced. “God, have you been yelling this whole time? He’s fine. He just went for a walk to clear his head. Yes, with Ivan, taking a walk equals stealing. You should know that by now.”

Darkly amused, Ivan followed Ari out the back door. His Mountaineer was parked further down, but Ari could give him a quick lift there.

And maybe, by the time he returned to the house, he’d have an idea of how to discuss all of this with Aiden.
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Aiden didn’t say much to him once he was back at the house. He’d studied Ivan carefully, as if he could divine everything he needed from his expression. And maybe he had. All he’d done was take Ivan’s hand and lead him back upstairs, where he insisted Ivan sit on the bed so that he could check on the wound. As he worked, Ivan looked at that serious expression on his lover’s face. Still no anger. He’d called Aiden from the car, as Ari had suggested, telling him that he was fine and on his way back. Aiden had sounded tense, but not angry. He still didn’t look angry. More thoughtful.

Ivan was glad of that, but confused. “I didn’t mean to worry you, milij.”

“I know. I told you that I’m not angry about it. You’re a bit impulsive, is all. I’ll have to keep that in mind.” Aiden pulled the gauze off and started cleaning the cut. “You seem sure I’m going to be angry with you at some point because you pull stupid stunts. And I’m going to be exasperated with you, but I do have a handle of what you’re like, you know.”

Ivan found he had the courage to ask the question reverberating like a wrecking ball in his head. “No doubts, milij?”

For a couple of heartbeats, Aiden remained silent, finishing dressing the wound. Ivan waited with his heart in his throat.

“Doubts about us, you mean?” he finally said, smoothing the last piece of tape into place, then putting both hands on Ivan’s thighs. He stayed kneeling at Ivan’s feet, looking up with an unreadable expression.

Ivan swallowed hard around the spiked ball lodged in his throat. “You’ve always led a safe life, bastard family excluded. I am…not that.”

“No,” Aiden agreed calmly. “You’re not safe. You’re something else, something I’ve always needed. I feel like I’ve been in a stagnant pond for most of my life. I lived here, I was alright, but I wasn’t thriving. I wasn’t really living. I was waiting for something to come and change the world I was in. You swept in like a storm. Everything holding me back is gone—the stagnation, the decaying roots lassoing me down, all of it—and suddenly, I can breathe fully. I can live. You’re my wind, Ivan.”

Tears burned in his eyes. Ivan couldn’t form words if his life depended on it. He’d been so afraid of pushing Aiden too far. Of destroying their relationship before it could even properly form. And all this time, that was what Aiden needed—the sharp, thrilling change Ivan brought with him.

Aiden’s thumbs swept gently over Ivan’s cheekbones, catching the tears that slipped out. “And I know you’re worried about telling me about your past. It’s very possible you’ve done things I won’t agree with. It won’t alter how I feel about you now. I can love you, support you, advise you, and be with you. But I can’t judge you, sweetheart. I don’t want you to be afraid of my possible reactions.”

Ivan gathered Aiden up in a strong hug, burying his face into the crook of Aiden’s neck. What kind of karma was this, that he deserved this beautiful soul? Ivan couldn’t think of a single thing he’d done to deserve Aiden. Maybe he’d saved a country in a previous life.

In that moment, he found the courage to give Aiden the answers he deserved, words spilling out thick and heavy. “I’m from Russian mob in Moscow. My family is, anyway. I grew up in business. I knew nothing else. But I did not like it. My family always in competition with each other. They’d hurt each other over and over just to get one up on the other. I hated it. My brothers were…well, they did everything asked. No matter how morally black. I only thieved. I was mocked for that, so I became best thief possible. I specialized in it, hoping to gain place for myself that would let me breathe. It didn’t happen.”

Aiden swept his hands up Ivan’s bare back, soothing him. “And then?”

Still no judgement. Ivan’s breath shook on Aiden’s neck, but he couldn’t seem to relinquish his hold enough to meet the man’s eyes. Easier to stay like this and speak. “It grew worse as I got older. By the time I was twelve, my father thought I should know enough to not fail. To not leave evidence behind. To not get caught. He started punishing me if I didn’t succeed perfectly. And then he’d burn the place down.”

Aiden’s breath caught in his throat, a startled intake.

Pain mixed with bitter regret washed through Ivan, leaving him feeling slightly nauseous even though they were all old memories. But he could remember it all too clearly, even now. The horror of people dying because of his mistakes. The burning hatred he felt for his father, destroying people’s lives just to torment his son.

He took in a deep breath, trying to shove the emotions down. Distant enough, at least, that he could get the words out. “My family has no patience, no forgiveness. I saw them cripple or kill people for late payments. They made me one of the enforcers to toughen me up, and it killed me a little, each time, when I was forced to hold gun to someone’s head. A few times, I tried to save someone—an innocent who didn’t deserve to be caught in the crossfire. I was caught, every time. My father would execute them in front of me and then send me on some impossible job as punishment. By the time I hit eighteen, I had no love for any of them. No loyalty. I couldn’t stand to even be in same room. I hated myself just as much. But I didn’t know where to run. They seemed too far-reaching to me. It didn’t feel like I could escape them. Although, god, I wanted to. Maybe they felt the same way about me, hated me just as much. One night, I was set up. Set up by my mother. She wanted my eldest brother to get the recognition I did. She always played favorites. I was caught and thrown into Siberian prison.”

Aiden flinched; Ivan felt it. “Those prisons are really bad, I’ve heard.”

“Brutal. I didn’t stay more than few days.”

Spluttering, Aiden demanded, “You broke out?”

“Of course,” Ivan sniffed. “Who you take me for?”

“Eidolon,” Aiden murmured thoughtfully. “Phantom. Is that how you earned the name? By literally ghosting out of a max security prison?”

“No. But it not hurt my reputation any. After I get out, I didn’t even try to go home. Didn’t want to try. I left for Macau first, played the casinos there for a while. Built myself nest egg. Then I went to America on a job and liked it well enough to stay. It was safer for me here, really. It was several years before I met Kyou and Ari. Once I did, I felt more connected to them than my own flesh and blood.” He lifted his head to look Aiden in the eyes. “That’s my dark story. So you see, milij, I have much blood on my hands.”

Aiden looked at him back, his wonderful hazel eyes steady, before clasping Ivan’s hands and bringing them to his mouth. Gently, ever so gently, he kissed the tip of each finger. Ivan watched him, felt that soft caress, and nearly came undone. Pleasure zinged along the skin of his arms even as he sat there, transfixed. Ivan had never suspected, even once, that he could tell his story to someone else and then have this in return—to have this gentle, sweet touch. Like Aiden was trying to tell him he didn’t mind the blood on Ivan’s hands.

It left Ivan speechless. Reeling. Overwhelmed. Emotions threatened to brim over and leave him perfectly incapable of rational thought.

Aiden pressed a kiss to Ivan’s left palm, his right. “It had to be hell, Ivan. I’m sorry you had to live through it. But I’m glad, too, because it brought you to me.”

Ivan’s smile trembled. “If teenage me had known about you, it would have been much easier to weather that storm. Is it really alright I’m wanted criminal?”

“Honestly, I think of you kind of like Robin Hood. You’re very much chaotic neutral.”

Ivan threw his head back in a laugh that wobbled a little. “Robin Hood?! But I’m not noble!”

“Excuse you. You broke into my apartment, bought me groceries and furniture, and then try to say you don’t have a good heart? Try the other one, Azarov, it has bells on.”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Ivan trailed off with a smirk. In truth, he was so relieved he nearly melted into a puddle right there.

“Glad you see it my way,” Aiden murmured as he lifted up onto his knees. Those wonderful hands cupped Ivan’s face, his mouth taking Ivan’s sweetly. Ivan sighed into the kiss, sliding his hands around Aiden’s back to draw him in closer. The words were good, having them spoken and out; it lifted a weight off of Ivan. A weight he didn’t want to carry. But this, this was what he needed now—to connect to his man in a different way.

Aiden pulled back a bare inch and whispered, “I want to make love to you.”

A thrill raced up and down Ivan’s spine. “Pozhaluysta. Take me.”

“Oh,” Aiden’s expression startled into a smile. “I’d love to. Um, condoms? Lube?”

“Bedside table.” Ivan reached down, under Aiden’s thighs, and abruptly lifted him up.

Aiden scrambled, not expecting the move, then laughed as he sprawled over Ivan’s torso. “Warn a guy!”

“Never,” Ivan vowed, grinning up at him, a ball of emotions and need for this man raging through him. He went back to kissing Aiden, as having the gorgeous redhead on top of him like this was too much for his libido to take without getting his hands on him. Aiden kissed back with enthusiasm, arranging his legs to cradle Ivan’s hips, balancing himself. This improved the position perfectly, as now Aiden was able to rock his hips, just a little, rubbing up against Ivan in all the best possible ways. Ivan groaned appreciatively into Aiden’s mouth.

Aiden lifted up, just a little, but Ivan didn’t like that distance at all. Three inches was far too much when he wanted Aiden plastered to him. Then he felt the bottom hem of his shirt lift up and he realized his lover’s game plan. On second thought, distance might work out for the better. Temporarily.

They shimmied out of shirts, still stealing kisses, hands wandering. Ivan warmed to the touch, basking in the soft expression in Aiden’s eyes and the gentle strokes of his hands. It was lovely. Ivan couldn’t remember ever having sweet lovemaking like this. But he approved and was definitely of the opinion that this should happen again. Often.

Clothes were dispensed with, tossed over the side of the bed, and Aiden stretched back over him—and then completely over Ivan’s head as he reached for the bedside table. Ivan gave him a playful love bite along his ribs. Aiden gasped and squirmed. Oooh, that was fun. Was his lover ticklish? Ivan hoped so, he adored tickling people.

He peppered soft bites and kisses across Aiden’s hipbone, then further south. Aiden abruptly fumbled something in the drawer and then went still, breath catching sharply. “I-Ivan—”

Ivan hummed a question even as his tongue darted out and licked a wet stripe along the tip of Aiden’s cock. He hardened noticeably, and Ivan, pleased with himself, did it again, tracing along the main vein.

Aiden abruptly folded over onto his elbows, a gasp tearing free from his throat. “God, I love your mouth.”

Pleasing Aiden was always so much fun. Ivan lifted a hand to help guide that hardening length into his mouth and sucked on it, lightly at first, then more strongly as Aiden shuddered in pleasure above him. He felt light fingertips come down, cradling the side of his face, stroking him gently.

“I-Ivan,” Aiden protested in a near whine. “I thought you wanted me to take you?”

Oh. Right. Ivan had momentarily forgotten that. He pulled his mouth off with a pop. “Still want to?”

“You crazy man, of course I do.” Aiden took a second to gather his wits together and then finished grabbing what he needed from the drawer. He squirmed back down on the bed, making sure to rub himself up against Ivan as he did so. Ivan encouraged this, as he liked having all of that hot skin pressed against him immensely.

He’d not been taken in quite a while, and Ivan’s desire to know Aiden that way was strong. He moved his legs apart, silently encouraging Aiden to lay between them, but even as he moved, a tendril of doubt reared its head. Would he need to stretch himself? Aiden had admitted to never having anal sex before.

Not wanting to break the moment, Ivan tried to form the words properly in his mind before speaking. “Aiden, if you give me lube, I can stretch myself.”

Aiden finished putting the condom on himself with a snap before he lifted his head. There was amusement there in the quirk of his brow, eyes crinkling up in the corners. “My love, I think you’re forgetting something.”

Ivan was quite sure he wasn’t. But he liked that look of mischief on his Aiden’s face. “And what is that, milij?”

Lifting up Ivan’s leg to go over his shoulder, Aiden tilted his head to kiss the inside of Ivan’s knee, quite distracting him for a second. Then he felt a slender finger stroking his hole, the lube a touch cool against his feverish skin. It felt so nice that he missed the first part of what Aiden was saying.

“—granted, but you’re forgetting that while I don’t have experience with anal sex, I am medically trained on how to find a prostate.”

Ivan blinked, and the realization of those words was still sinking in when Aiden slid in one finger and, with unerring accuracy, stroked his prostate. Then he slid back a little and did it again and yob tvou mat’, Ivan was in trouble. Sparks flew threw him, pleasure making stars appear in his eyes, and he arched under it. Words were beyond him. Ivan gasped and groaned and wordlessly pleaded.

Aiden added a second finger, scissoring and stretching him, and that wasn’t enough. That wasn’t what Ivan needed. He wanted more than that, and Aiden was just being mean and teasing him. He tried to voice this, but all that was coming to him was Russian (and oddly, French) and the English words deserted him utterly.

His head thrashing on the bed, Ivan panted and tried not to squirm. It just felt so good. His hands grasped Aiden’s arm, tugging at him, pleading with him.

“Look at you,” Aiden whispered, sounding awed. “You’re gorgeous like this. So sweet and desperate. I’m definitely fingering you more often.”

Ivan was all for this plan, but not right this minute. He squeezed Aiden’s shoulder and finally got two of his brain cells to rub together enough to remember the words he’d been reaching for. “Need you.”

There was that soft look again, that sweet smile that Aiden only ever aimed at him. “Okay, love. Hold your other leg up, just like that.”

Ivan was so relieved that he immediately lifted his other thigh, opening and displaying himself for Aiden. Aiden didn’t hesitate. He immediately lubed himself up and then carefully positioned himself before pressing slowly in. Ivan moaned and forcibly relaxed under the penetration. Fingers were good, but this was so much better, Aiden sheathed in him like this. Aiden pressed inexorably in until he was balls deep, and then they both paused, adjusting.

He wrapped both legs around Aiden’s back, hands cradling and sinking into that thick auburn hair even as he kissed his lover. Aiden kissed him back, hotly, their tongues twining even as he started to rock back and forth. Breaking the kiss, Aiden settled onto his elbows, hips sliding backwards before he thrust back in. His aim was perfect, hitting that magical spot in Ivan. Ivan arched under the force of it, hands scrambling along Aiden’s back for a hold that he couldn’t seem to find.

“So good,” Aiden panted against his skin, finding a rhythm even as his thrusts became harder, sharper. “Feels so good, Ivan.”

“Harder,” Ivan pleaded. His cock was a living thing, so hard and red that it ached with the need for release. Aiden’s angle meant that he kept grazing the head, which wasn’t enough. But Ivan didn’t want him to change his angle, as he was nailing Ivan’s prostate perfectly and that was too glorious to give up just yet.

Aiden obliged, putting his back into it, and Ivan slid a little along the bed’s slick comforter. He didn’t care, lost in the pleasure of it. Some part of him wanted this to last forever, but his body clamored for release, demanding it. He couldn’t stand it any longer and squirmed a hand between them to grasp his cock, stroking hard and rapidly.

Abruptly, Aiden straightened up, grabbing Ivan’s hips in a tight grip. His thrusts became harder and more erratic. His eyes swept closed as bliss crossed his face, his thrusts stilling. Ivan was so caught up in that expression, the sweetness of it, that his own climax ambushed him. Hot jizz splattered across his chest as Ivan shuddered under the force of it. His nerves sang with pleasure and relief as endorphins swept through him like a tide.

He might have checked out for a bit because Ivan blinked slowly and realized that Aiden had collapsed against his chest at some point. He lifted both hands to wrap around him and kissed the top of that soft hair. “Milij. We must do that more often.”

“Mmm,” Aiden agreed, sated and lax. “How does twice a day sound?”

“I’m good with it,” Ivan agreed, too sated to even think of moving yet. Aiden was still in him, although softened, and that felt good, too. Ivan hated the hollowness that came after sex, when his partner withdrew. It pleased him immensely that Aiden would linger like this.

Aiden lifted himself up just enough for them to exchange lazy, sweet kisses. Ivan sank into the moment and just enjoyed a bit of peace for them. He’d never once stayed in bed with a lover like this. It was warm and titillating. And definitely worth repeating.

Eventually, their stickiness got to them, and they pulled apart long enough to clean up a little. But neither left the bed for more than a second and in silent, mutual agreement, met back in the center of the bed to cuddle.

Aiden curled up against him, then pressed a kiss against the star tattooed on his collar bone. “Is the Siberian prison where you got this?”

“Njet. I got it before. My uncle did it, to prove me a thief.” Ivan’s hand swept through Aiden’s hair, as he quite liked how easily Aiden had touched his tattoo. Ivan had very, very mixed feelings about that tattoo. “When I got to America, I wanted to change it. But no matter how I thought of design, I couldn’t think of anything I liked to cover it. I toyed with idea of removing it, too, but…that didn’t feel right, either.”

“I did look this up a few days ago. It’s supposed to be just the one big star, right?”

“Da. When I meet Kyou and Ari, I like them. I decide to take them as my family. So I add a star for each of them. And then I meet my solnishko, and it didn’t seem right for her to have a star, so I give her a sun instead.”

“And then this latest star is Carter?”

“Da, da. If I make any more family members, I’ll become constellation soon,” Ivan joked.

Aiden snorted a laugh and then kissed the tattoos again. “It’s a sweet way of changing it, I think. Does your family know where you are?”

“Hmm, possibly.” Ivan hadn’t really thought of them in years and didn’t care to dwell on them. It was easier to not think of them at all. “I change my name to make it harder for them. But if they really searched, they might have found me.”

“Can I ask what your birth name is?”

Ivan didn’t see the harm, although it felt weird to form the name on his tongue. It felt dead to him, attached to a past he was no longer connected to.  

“Leonid Vladimirovich Mikhailov.”

“Hmm.” Aiden tilted his head back and squinted his hazel eyes. “Nope. Can’t see it. You don’t look like a Leonid to me. Or even a Leo.”

Ivan grinned at him. He liked that response. “I chose Ivan because most Americans can say Ivan. No deep meaning there. But it’s grown on me.”

“You’re very much an Ivan.”

“I accept this compliment. Am I your Ivan?”

“I’d love for you to be my Ivan,” Aiden answered honestly. “I’d love to steal your heart and for you to be my thief.”

Trust. Affection. Sincerity. It was all there in Aiden’s expression as he looked back at Ivan. He knew it all now, the darkness, the insanity, the unpredictability. Still, given the choice, Aiden chose to stay. It released the panic hovering in the back of Ivan’s mind. “Then steal me, milij.”

“Done.” Aiden snuggled in with a satisfied sigh. “It’s nice being a criminal. I stole something pretty amazing right out of the gate.”

Ivan laughed and squeezed him tight for a moment. “You’re a natural. Can I steal your heart, too?”

“No one’s stopping you.” Aiden grinned at him.

Ivan kissed him sweetly, lips lingering. “Mine,” he murmured against Aiden’s mouth.

“Yours,” Aiden agreed, incandescent with simple happiness.

They lingered there, exchanging soft kisses for a while before Aiden said, “I want to cuddle a little longer, but you didn’t get breakfast. Should I get up, fix you something?”

“In a little while. Let’s stay a little longer.”  

They cuddled for nearly an hour. With the worst of his history out in the open, Ivan found that he didn’t mind sharing other stories. He and Aiden stayed curled together, talking softly about anything that crossed their minds. It was a sweet exchange, and Ivan felt his heart falling a little more for the man in his arms.

Eventually, though, real life called. Ivan’s stomach started up a petulant rumble that became impossible to ignore. It took several attempts to leave the bed, but eventually they joined the others on the main floor. With a kiss, Aiden broke away from him to go put in more residency applications. He’d set up in what Ivan thought of as the Blue Bar room with its Smurf blue walls and the ridiculously expensive bar stretched along the wall. It was one of the more comfortable rooms in the house.

With a bounce in Ivan’s stride, he went the opposite way, into the den where Ari and Carter were. It was messier in here, the marked map stretched out over the coffee table, a cork board with pinned Post-It notes listing out all the possibilities, contacts, and so on. The Brunei brothers Post-Its were now missing, Ivan observed. Then again, no reason to keep track of dead men, was there?

Carter gestured him closer and handed his earbud to Ivan, indicating Kyou was talking. Ivan accepted it—Carter’s spare bud, must be—and slipped it readily in.

“—means trouble is heading our way,” Kyou said, sounding grumpy.

“I do not like sound of this,” Ivan objected. “What trouble?”

“Ah, Ivan, finally decided to join us, eh? Have a little fun with your new boyfriend?”

Kyou sounded so put out Ivan couldn’t help but rib him. “Hmm, yes, playing doctor is so much more fun with actual doctor.”

“Wonderful. My brain now needs bleach.”

Snickering, Ivan pointed out, “You asked.”

“Someone needs to teach you what a rhetorical question is. Focus and get your brain back above your belt, okay? Some heat is coming Aiden’s direction, and I’m not sure how much I can deflect it.”

Ivan felt it would probably be better to sit for this conversation and stretched out along the couch, hearing the leather squeak under him. “Because of auction money?”

“Good guess, and yeah. Auction house has verified it went into the right account, so it’s out of their hands. Bank swears up and down it was transferred to a legit account, but of course that account’s empty. I ran it through about a dozen accounts, including one Swiss and another in the Cayman Islands, so there’s no way in hell they’ll track it back to Aiden. But for once, the parents thoroughly looked into their son to make absolutely sure he didn’t have it. Only one suspect left now that he’s cleared.”

“Aiden,” Ari sighed in frustration. “I suppose they’d check Junior just because of the embarrassment of what happened last time, but really? Why do they always, always assume it’s Aiden? Couldn’t they just assume that for once their stupid son was smart in how he stole the money?”

Carter shrugged, turning away from the board. “That would be nice. For us, at least. Okay, so police are coming to question Aiden again?”

“Maybe. The same cop who talked to Aiden last time is in charge of this case, and she’s not inclined to do that right now. I think as long as Aiden only uses his account—his original account—and doesn’t buy anything expensive, he’ll stay off her radar. Once we’ve got him out of this state, he’ll be out of her jurisdiction completely.”

Ivan frowned, as this wasn’t adding up. “Then what is trouble you speak of? This doesn’t sound like it.”

“Well, here’s the thing. I think Robert is just as convinced that Aiden somehow has the money. And unlike his parents, he’s not interested in going to the cops. He’s been hunting for Aiden all morning and frankly, that unnerves me. He has a better idea than most of where to find Aiden, to start with. And he’s unpredictable.”

“Da.” Ivan’s face screwed up in distaste. “I see your point. Chert. This zasranets remind me of my older brother.”

Carter and Ari both snapped around, staring at him with interest. Ivan rarely spoke of his family or background, anything that predated him moving to America. It was understandable for them to be surprised. But after telling Aiden and being accepted despite it all, he found it was easier to speak of such matters with his chosen family.

“He does?” Carter asked carefully.

“Da. Always victimizing everyone else to support his selfishness. I think I take a walk, deal with this svoloch before he finds my Aiden. Maybe he knows something of where his father hid stamp.”

“Not a bad thought,” Ari agreed with a judicious nod. He also seemed pleased that Ivan was now referring to Aiden so openly as his. He really should find a moment to properly thank Ari for talking him down earlier. “Go talk with the cousin, then. Carter and I will stay here and keep an eye on things. Maybe track the aunt and uncle for a bit so that Kyou can focus on Tricksy’s favor.”

“Yeah, that’s going to be interesting. She’s really given me quite the homework assignment. If you could keep an eye on things there, that’ll help. Ivan, I’m sending his location to your phone. Just follow the red dot, you can track the douchebag through it.”

“Wait, I thought he used burner?”

“Sure does. But he has a legit phone he uses to talk to his parents. He carries both phones.” Sighing, Kyou said rhetorically, “It’s like he’s not even trying. Anyway, I’m tracking his legit phone.”

“Da, okay.” Ivan lifted himself off the couch again, heading toward Aiden. He’d just steal a kiss before leaving.

He got all the way to the kitchen before realizing that Remi was up on a chair, pouring a cup of coffee with steady hands, then mixing it with two spoonfuls of sugar and a touch of cream. Just how Aiden took his coffee, actually. Closing in behind her, Ivan asked curiously, “What are you doing, solnishko?”

“Making coffee for Aiden. He’s already tired from doing all those forms. He said coffee’s the only way he’ll get through it.”

Ivan kicked himself for not thinking to bring Aiden a coffee before this. His niece had better game than he did. “That’s sweet of you.”

She gave him a Look with those big chocolate eyes of hers, one far too adult for her child’s face. The one that usually prefaced something he would find awkward to respond to. “You like him a lot, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“So, you’re going to keep him? Like Daddy did with Carter?”

“I am,” Ivan promised faithfully. He felt like he was on the opposite side of an FBI interrogator. Clearly, Remi had grown attached to Aiden. Aiden’s habit of constantly feeding her, playing Overcooked, and watching dog movies with her might have something to do with that.

Satisfied, she nodded. “Good.”

A wild idea blossomed in the back of Ivan’s mind. Never one to let a bad idea stew, he slipped his earbud out and into his pocket to keep the others out of the loop. Then he immediately brought his idea out into the light. “Solnishko. You know how Aiden’s cousin is bad man?”

She nodded, chocolate-brown eyes sharp on his face. “Yeah. Why?”

“We think he’s hunting for Aiden.” Leaning in, he asked in a conspiratorial whisper, “Why don’t you take a walk with me and we go take care of him? I teach you how to use your new taser.”

A wicked grin crossed her face. “Okay. Let me give Aiden his coffee first.”

“Of course, solnishko. I meet you at back door. Be sneaky.”

With a merry skip to her stride, Remi took the coffee to Aiden in the blue bar room. Ivan hovered just outside the door, listening to the sweet exchange of thank yous, then ghosted to the door. Remi joined him a moment later, moving so stealthy that if he didn’t have eyes on her, he’d never have known she was there. Her sneaking skills really were improving.

They stole out of the house with none the wiser, taking the Mountaineer. It was less noticeable in traffic than Ivan’s sports car. They got three blocks away and still no one was following them. If they hadn’t noticed by now, then Ivan had a good chance of getting away with her.

Sharing a smile, they high-fived each other.

“Alright.” Ivan cracked his neck to either side. “Let’s go find bad man.”

“I love taking walks with you,” Remi said happily. “Can we get ice cream after?”

“Absolutely, solnishko. Here, you track the red dot for me, tell me where to turn.” Her map reading skills were coming right along, but Ivan wanted to give her as much practice in that area as he could. He handed the phone over without taking his eyes from the road, and she took it, holding it comfortably in one hand.

“Keep going straight a while,” she directed, and then without a single breath, changed topics on him. “Are we really going to settle down for a while? And not move?”

“Da, we are. Aiden needs three years in same hospital to become full-out doctor. So, no moving for him. And you need at least a year of not moving and being in the same school system, da?”

A frown gathered on her pretty face. “But Daddy and you and Carter and Uncle Kyou all moved around lots before me?”

It likely didn’t make sense to her. Ivan didn’t want to explain it in a way that would make it sound as if this was solely for her sake, although in a way, it was. “Da, but that was when we were younger. We had to take whatever jobs we were offered, no matter where they were, because we were still making names for ourselves. Make sense? Now, we have a rep. Now, people come to us, and we can choose our jobs. I’m tired of constantly moving, solnishko. I want to rest for a bit and enjoy Aiden and you and the rest of my family.”

The frown cleared up a fraction of a hair. “Daddy and Carter feel like this, too?”

“Da, da, we all feel this way. And we’re worried about your Uncle Kyou. He’s very invested in this man he’s been protecting. We think we might need to intervene there soon. So, we want to stay close by for a while, just in case.”

Remi’s frown lifted completely. “Yeah, okay. I think Uncle Kyou might need help soon with Brannigan. He won’t say that, but he did say Brannigan gave him grey hairs.”

Ivan’s interest perked up, his ears sharpening. Kyou sometimes told Remi things he wouldn’t breathe a word about to the rest of them. (Ivan’s habit of ruthlessly teasing him about the stalking likely had something to do with it.) Ivan was not above using his niece as a resource in this case. “What did he do?”

“You know how Uncle Kyou said Brannigan bought a neighborhood out from under a mob boss? He said the mob boss was really mad at Brannigan for it, and now there are hitmen after him. And Brannigan had to hire more bodyguards. Uncle Kyou sounded really pissed but also kind of like he’d expected it, and I asked, and he said Brannigan does stuff like this all the time, and that’s why he has too many grey hairs right now.”

The light started to dawn. Ivan had wondered just what this man did that kept Kyou hopping at all times. He’d known the bare details, but Remi clearly knew more than he did. But if Brannigan was constantly playing with fire like that, then was it any wonder Kyou was sometimes at his wit’s end?

“Take a right at the light,” she directed.

Ivan changed lanes to do just that. The matter of Kyou’s interest, he’d leave be for now. There was a more immediate matter to attend to. “How far are we?”

“Hmm.” She frowned at the map on the screen. “He’s moving. Not fast, though.”

“Perhaps walking?”

“Yeah, maybe. He’s not far, though. Map says another mile, and then he’s on the left somewhere.”

Ivan belatedly remembered no one had taught her how to use the taser. “Alright, my solnishko, the taser is similar to a gun. You point and shoot, and two bolts shoot out and latch onto person and electrocute them. So, you must be close enough for bolts to reach, da? Try to stay within ten feet.”

Remi nodded seriously. She was a good student that way, always listening. “And then do I drop it?”

“Da, you drop and run, the bolt will go for thirty seconds. It gives you time to get out. Your opponent should clench up, back arch, and drop to the ground. If not, then bolts didn’t hit close enough to skin. Do not shoot through thick jackets, it will absorb some and bolt can’t get to skin.”

The frown was back. “But I want to keep this taser.”

“Da, this time I just show you how to use it. I be there to beat him up and get taser back, no worries.” She really did like Tricksy, didn’t she? “Taser is last resort, solnishko. You use it when you absolutely have to get away.”

Her expression cleared. “Okay. Um, douchebag should be close? Dot’s over there somewhere.”

The area they pulled into wasn’t precisely sketchy, but that was because New Orleans’s atmosphere could change radically block to block. Ivan pulled into the neighborhood known as Tremé Lafitte with a thoughtful purse of his mouth. This was the top neighborhood for crime, which meant it was a good hundred and fifty percent more dangerous than most of the city. It was not somewhere he would normally take his precious solnishko, but if their prey was here, needs must. They were on St. Phillip Street at the moment, carefully maneuvering around the cars parked off to one side. The street was narrow enough that Ivan didn’t have much room to pass. Louis Armstrong Park was on their left, fenced in with concrete pillars and metal fencing. It’d no doubt looked respectable at one time, but there was graffiti on the pillars now, and the many, many cracks and potholes in the road made it obvious this place wasn’t well taken care of. The park inside looked nice, at least, with its mowed lawns and mature trees casting shade.

The street widened abruptly at a three-way intersection, the branch off to the left opening up into the park itself. More by luck than by design, Ivan found a place to park along the curb and did so. He grabbed his go-bag from the back seat and Remi hopped out. Looking both ways, they crossed the street to the sidewalk.

Ivan didn’t see his quarry just yet, but there were enough trees and rounded mounds of earth that the man could be just out of sight.

As they walked, Ivan reviewed with Remi, “Now, how far away should you be to use taser?”

“Ten feet?”

“Da, good. How far is ten feet? Show me.”

Remi skipped ahead several feet and then stopped. “About here?”

“You can go a bit further, but that’s good distance, da. Now, you have taser set for thirty seconds?”

Remi waved it at him, showing that the dial on top was set to that. “Yes.”

“Good. You drop it when bolts go in him, okay?”

“But you said we’d take the taser back this time!” Remi protested, alarmed.

“Da, da, we will, but this is practice for you. I do not want you holding onto it. We scoop it up when we’re done. No worries, they’re meant to be dropped.”

She was only slightly reassured by this. Ivan understood that outside of family, no one had ever given her anything just because. Tricksy might well be the first. It was part of why he wanted to have a school year for her. She needed at least some dose of normalcy that didn’t involve violence.

Ivan caught up to her and kept a hand on her shoulder. “When we get close, you just shoot him. No warnings, okay?”

For some reason, that got him a judgmental look. “That’s not sporting, Carter says.”

“Pah!” Ivan scoffed. “I am thief. Thieves not sporting. Your assassin father not sporting either. We take bad guys down quickly and without warning. We live longer.”

Remi shrugged. “Yeah, okay. Aiden hates him anyway.”

“That’s the spirit. Speaking of…” Ivan caught sounds, bits and snips of a conversation that sounded like haggling. He caught words of price and quantity, of quality. Some sort of drug deal was going down nearby. Following his ears, they went towards the small river running through the area. Down the ramp, just inside the walkway, a group of four men stood about exchanging things. Little packets of something white, from the look of it.

Ivan had taken a look at the picture of Robert Stalworth, naturally, as he needed to know what his quarry looked like. But really, the man didn’t look remarkable in any way. Thin in the face, weak chin, dark hair growing out in a shaggy manner, bad skin. Robert Stalworth clearly dipped into his own merchandise.

In fact, he looked so similar to the men he stood with that Ivan was honestly unsure for a second if he had the right person. Even in this humidity, most of the men were wearing hoodies with the hoods up and half covering their faces. He decided to test the waters. “Aiden Stalworth.”

The reaction was immediate. One of the four immediately broke from the group, coming two steps toward him with his chin up in an aggressive manner. “What’s that self-righteous asshole to you?”

Bingo. Ivan looked at the man who had tormented his precious Aiden for so many years and molten hot anger jump-started in his veins. Sometimes, you met someone and knew from the first moment you wanted to spend your whole life without them. Robert Stalworth fit the bill.

“Solnishko, you’re up.”

Remi took three steps forward, closing the gap enough to get within range, and then lifted her taser and fired without a blink of hesitation. Through the thin hoodie and t-shirt, the bolts hit dead center in his chest and Robert Stalworth went down, a scream of pain locked behind his clenched teeth.

“Shit!” One of the other men cried and immediately hoofed it, running as fast as he could in the other direction. (It admittedly wasn’t fast, but drug addicts were hardly in peak athletic shape.) The other two were of the same mindset, and they immediately followed on his heels.

“They say there is no honor among thieves because of men like that,” Ivan muttered, staring after them with disgust.

Robert Stalworth was still twitching on the ground. Remi had dropped the taser obediently, but she stayed nearby, obviously wanting to pick her precious gift back up. When the taser stopped, Ivan gave it another moment or three, eyeing Robert’s prone form. Yeah, no danger there. He waved Remi forward. “Now, you take cartridge off from front and let that go. Da, good. I show you how to put in new cartridge and charge it later.”

The drug addict/dealer/general waste of air started twitching, eyes struggling to focus. Ivan didn’t want him with it for this next part. He hoisted the man up by arms and hauled him to the nearby stair railing and dropped him unceremoniously against the side like an unwanted sack of potatoes. From his backpack, he took out his ever-trusty roll of duct tape. “Solnishko, good practice for you. Tape him to railing.”

With a chortle—she was such a good little criminal in the making—she promptly snapped on the gloves Ivan handed her before she taped both hands to the railing. Separately, of course. Hands together would give him a way to wiggle free. Then she taped his ankles together, making sure to do so on bare skin and not around the pants. (Ivan was particularly proud of her for that touch.)

Ivan slipped on his second favorite tool: a latex glove. As he snapped it on, Robert’s head came up, although he was clearly still weak and groggy. “You with me yet, Stalworth?”

“Fuck you,” Robert managed.

“You with me, da, this is good. Now, focus on two things.” Ivan sank down onto his haunches and pulled away enough of his shirt that Robert could see the stars tattooed onto his chest. With as many criminals as this punk ran into, he had little doubt Robert would know their meaning.

Sure enough, Robert’s eyes widened so much, they threatened to leave his head altogether. “Shit. Are you Russian mafia?”

Ivan just smiled. It wasn’t a nice expression. “Aiden is mine now. You leave what’s mine alone, da?”

“Y-yours,” Robert repeated, but it sounded more like a question than an agreement.

“Da, he’s my lover.” Shaking a finger at him, Ivan admonished, “You leave him alone. I will not let you touch him. To make sure of that, at least for little while, I do world some good for once.” He loathed doing it, as no part of him wanted to touch this skotína, but he fished several bags out of Robert’s pockets and draped them in his lap. It looked like cocaine, but he could be wrong. Either way, it didn’t matter. “Solnishko, take good pic and send it to Uncle K.”

“Okay,” she agreed brightly.

“No, man, don’t do this,” Robert begged piteously, squirming against the tape. “I swear I’ll leave him alone!”

“I believe you,” Ivan said benignly as he stepped back to give her room and to make sure he wasn’t in the picture. Remi, in fact, took several, some of them close-ups of the packets on his lap.

“Then stop taking pictures!”

“Njet, this is to make up for all other things you do to him while growing up. Revenge is best served cold, that is the way you say it, da?” Ivan smiled at him again. “You just sit tight. Cops be here soon. I know just the one to send.”

“Pictures sent to K,” Remi assured him, handing back the phone. Then she leaned in to glare at the taped-up man. “I don’t like you either. You’re mean to Aiden. So, if you come after him again, I’ll know. I’m a hacker. I’ll tell my Uncle Eidolon here that you did, and my dad who’s an assassin, and my other dad who’s a mercenary, and we’ll all come after you.”

Ivan couldn’t have put it better himself. Robert looked ready to shit himself. In fact, judging from the smell, he had. “Alright, solnishko. Let’s go for ice cream.”

With one last glare to get her point in, she gracefully pivoted about and scooped up her taser. She put her hand in Ivan’s as they walked away, swinging their joined hands between them and looking entirely pleased with herself.

“You did good, my solnishko,” Ivan praised her.

“Are you really going to report him to the police?” Remi asked curiously.

“Da. I have no use for them generally, but they can sometimes come in handy. Like now.”

“Oh, okay.” Remi’s head canted to the side. “I’m kind of surprised the dads haven’t noticed I’m missing yet.”

“As to that—” Ivan’s phone in his hand abruptly rang. He flipped it over and snorted. “You spoke too soon. Da, Ari.”

“Ivan. Do you have Remi?”

“Da.”

“I thought you were going on a walk.”

“We did go on walk.”

Ari sounded resigned. “Her taser is missing. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

“Was very productive walk.”

“You know, your job isn’t to corrupt her even further.”

“Too late,” Ivan said cheerfully with a wink at the giggling little girl at his side. She could obviously hear enough of the conversation to follow what her father was saying.

“Yeah?” Ari challenged. “I’ll let you explain that to Aiden.”

Now that was just mean.
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Aiden

Ari seemed to think that Aiden would be upset with Ivan for ‘the walk.’ He was a little alarmed that Ivan didn’t think anything of taking a nine-year-old along when dealing with his drug-dealer cousin. It wasn’t really a safe thing to do, by anyone’s estimation.

And yet Aiden couldn’t bring himself to scold Ivan for it. In truth, he understood what Ivan was truly doing—he was teaching Remi confidence. By exposing her, as he did, to danger, teaching her how to deal with it, he was giving her the ability to handle such danger in the future. Ivan had had her back the entire time. There was no way in hell he’d have let the situation get out of hand or put Remi in true danger. Taking care of Robert was just a bonus.

Most of Aiden’s life, his grandmother had told him to ‘not rock the boat.’ Whenever trouble came to him, she’d urged him to handle it calmly, to weather the storm instead of fighting back against it. Seeing how Ivan handled matters, Aiden wished he’d been taught to defend himself instead. What had taking the high road ever brought him? His uncle, aunt, and cousin still saw him as a soft target. They still preyed upon him at every opportunity. If not for Ivan and his wonderfully supportive friends, Aiden would still be at their mercy.

Ivan seemed relieved to not be in trouble with him. Ari, on the other hand, was put out that Aiden was not the heavy hitter he’d banked on. Grabbing Ivan by the ear, Ari dragged the Russian thief out for a lecture, already giving him the third degree about letting Remi be seen, Ivan protesting but going along with it all the same.

With the noisy ones distracted, it left Aiden to sit and have a quiet moment of introspection. He fetched the photo albums from the side table, where Ivan had left them, and squirreled himself into a corner in the blue bar room. With the sun streaming steadily through the windows, he flipped slowly through the album. This top one, at least, was one his grandmother had kept for him. It started at his infant stage. There was even a single picture of his mother holding him, which Aiden hadn’t thought existed. She’d disappeared from his life as quickly as she could, but she’d held him at least once.

Probably been forced to, if truth be told, so Grandma could take the picture.

The thought put a sad smile on his face but, in truth, Aiden didn’t miss the woman who’d given birth to him. His grandmother had loved him with all her heart, and he’d not felt the lack of parental love growing up. He felt himself starting to heal from the loss of his grandmother. It was the lack of having any loving family left that smarted.

Thank god a crazy Russian thief had broken into his apartment. His life would be so empty otherwise. Hopefully Ivan now understood that Aiden was glad he was crazy. Aiden seriously wouldn’t have him any other way.

“Whatcha doin’?”

Aiden jumped two feet in the air, nearly upsetting the album so badly he had to frantically snatch it back up to his chest to keep it from hitting the floor. “Remi! Make noise when you walk!”

She cackled evilly. The brat, she’d snuck up on him like that on purpose. There was absolutely no trace of repentance in her face.

Yeah. Ivan was definitely a bad influence. A smile on his face, Aiden rearranged the photo album so she could join him on the window seat. “I’m looking through photos of when I was a kid.”

Remi took his body language as invitation enough and climbed right up and partially onto his lap, her head nestled into his shoulder. Aiden had noticed that she was steadily unthawing around him. It seemed to somehow be linked to food. After every meal or snack he fixed for her, she gravitated toward him more. Aiden sensed something was not quite right there, but he couldn’t put his finger on it without doing a full-out examination. He suspected it had something to do with her life pre-Ari.

Now was not the moment for it. He snuggled her in, enjoying the weight of the little girl against his side, and flipped the photo album back over. “See? This was me at about two.”

“Who’s the lady holding you?”

“That’s my grandma. She’s the one who raised me.”

“Oh. Why?”

Children didn’t understand tact. It was one of the reasons why Aiden liked them better than adults, some days. “My mother didn’t want to have me. Grandma rather forced her to. As soon as she could, my mother left.”

“Oh,” Remi said with complete understanding and empathy. “My mama did that too.”

Aiden’s head snapped around. Ivan’s brief recounting of her history, of how Ari had adopted her off the streets, swam back to the surface. Her mother had abandoned her? And left her with an abusive step-father? Aiden was surprised she so readily told him this. “Did she? Is that why you’re with your fathers?”

“Yeah. Daddy said he couldn’t leave me where I was. He took me with him.” Dropping her tone to a loud whisper, Remi confided, “I was worried, you know, at first. Cause Daddy didn’t have anyone, and she always said that you can’t find a good man with a kid in tow. I was worried about it for a long time. But then Daddy met Carter, and Carter really liked him. And me. And I knew it’d be okay. Now Carter loves me just as much, he said so.”

The simplicity of what she said robbed him of words. She’d been worried, as only a child could, that her world would once again go topsy-turvy if her parent couldn’t find the love they needed. And yet she’d still kept her heart open enough to accept Carter, when he came? God, the courage of this child put his own to shame. “That’s amazing, Remi. I’m glad he and Carter found each other. Do you like having two fathers?”

“It’s the best,” she said seriously. “And my uncles. You haven’t met Uncle Luca yet.”

“Ah, no, I haven’t. Who’s that?”

“Daddy’s brother. They’re twins.”

Aiden tried to imagine two Aris. His brain short-circuited. “Is he an assassin, too?”

“Nope. Lawyer.”

That may or may not be worse…? Aiden’s experience with lawyers had never ended positively.

Remi grew impatient with him and flipped the page herself. “Your hair was lighter as a baby?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. It changed when I hit about ten, slowly went darker. Grandma was so mad, she wanted me to stay strawberry blond.”

Remi seemed fascinated by the pictures as she flipped to the next page. There were more than just snapshots behind the protective plastic. Grandma had snuck in awards—most of them scholastic in nature—as well as little notes and anecdotes to go along with the pictures. Aiden had never really looked at this while growing up. He’d seen her work on it from time to time, adding in things, but he’d not paid it much attention. It was nice to have those written notes and stories now, with her no longer around to ask questions of.

They went through each page, her asking questions of him, Aiden wracking his brain to answer some of them, as it was a good fifteen years ago in some cases. He didn’t understand her fascination at first until he belatedly realized that Remi wouldn’t have anything like this. Of course it would interest her, to see that some people cared enough to document their child’s formative years. Did Ari or Carter do anything like this? He doubted it. They weren’t the crafting types. Maybe Aiden should?

And wasn’t that a strange thought to have. But really, if he and Ivan were going to be a true couple, then Remi would be a large part of his life, too. It only made sense if Aiden became one of her uncles. The idea pleased him. It would be nice to have family he actually liked, for once.

Ivan popped his head around the open doorway. “What are you doing, milij?”

“Just going through the album.” Aiden sensed this wasn’t a casual check-in. “Why?”

“Come.” Ivan gestured with a wave of the hand. “We must discuss what to do.”

Aiden shifted the album to Remi’s lap and left her to it. Then he thought better of that and kissed her quickly on the forehead. She grinned up at him in delight, practically glowing under the affection. “Hold that thought.”

“Okay,” she agreed cheerfully.

Aiden followed Ivan through to the den, where the others were already gathered. The television was on, acting as a webcam. Aiden blinked at his first look at Kyou, the voice he’d heard so many times in his ear these past two weeks. The hacker had the looks to be one of those K-pop stars, but his image was currently struggling due to a seriously bad case of panda eyes. His hair was oily and standing on end, and the sweatshirt he wore seemed to dwarf him.

Sleep-deprivation, poor nutrition, too much caffeine, and stress. Aiden automatically catalogued all the signs, and the first thing out of his mouth was, “Kyou. You need twelve hours of sleep, decent food with vegetables in it, and for god’s sake, lay off the caffeine!”

Kyou blinked at him, the motion sluggish and slightly out of focus. “Yup. He’s a doctor, alright.”

That got everyone else snickering. Carter explained with a roll of the eyes, “This is a typical look for Kyou when he’s on a work-binge.”

“The man will destroy his health before he’s even forty at the rate he’s going,” Aiden objected.

“Oh, trust me, we all know,” Ari assured him dryly. “It’s why we’re moving up there. Easier to stage an intervention. But for now, let’s focus on the main topic at hand. Do we have any leads at all about where the Treskilling is?”

Everyone shook their heads in various degrees of frustration.

“I really do not know where your uncle put it,” Kyou relayed, running his hand through his hair. Well, he tried. His fingers got stuck halfway through, and he had to yank them out again. “God, I need a shower. Anyway. My bet’s they did something stupid with it. Or buried it somewhere. With this many thieves looking for it, odds are it should have shown up by now.”

Aiden had to agree there. He knew other thieves had been going through his family’s things, as well as his own group. They hadn’t been able to block them completely. “It’s dangerous to stay here, right? Especially since we don’t have any timeline to work off of, just lingering and waiting for a lead to pop up isn’t wise.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Ivan agreed ruefully. “We’ve only one of two options. Do we capture your uncle, torture the information out of him? Or pull out? We think we should pull out. Pack up, move in the next day or so.”

Aiden was reasonably sure they were kidding about torturing the information out of his uncle. Reasonably. “Do you really want to?”

“He’s baiting you,” Ari said with a snort. “What we actually plan to do is let the heat off. Without people breathing down his neck, your uncle will take the stamp out of whatever hidey-hole he has it in to sell it. We’ll know where it is when he puts it up for auction. It’s a quick trip down on a plane, and then we can snatch it up easily.”

“But it might take a while for that to happen,” Carter chimed in, finishing the thought. “There’s too much going on right now, and until he figures out where the auction payout disappeared to, he’s not likely to put it up for sale. It could take months.”

“Especially since Junior is once again up for a possession charge,” Kyou put in dryly. “I don’t think it’s safe to wait around for however many weeks it takes for the Treskilling to make an appearance. I’ve got your uncle and aunt under close watch. I vote we get you all out of there before more trouble lands at your front door.”

Aiden had no problem with that. The sooner he left New Orleans behind him, the better, for many reasons. But his mind harkened back to the original plan, the one where he was paying for all of these experts. “Kyou, how is the sale of the stamp collection going?”

“Hmm, about half sold at this point. Most of it has been shuffled to other auction houses, or they’re going online in the next week for bids. Your uncle is still paranoid about the deposits; he won’t use the same auction house, and he’s changed accounts to a different bank. Not that it matters much to me. You’ve got about two million in the bank at the moment.”

Aiden nearly staggered. Holy shit, two million already?! He’d known intellectually that once the stamps were sold, he’d be very financially set for a while, but the realization of just how much hadn’t sunk in.

Kyou spread his hands. “I can monitor all of that from here. No reason for you guys to stay down there for it. You’ll have the full amount in about two weeks or so, I think.”

That made this easier, then. “The original plan was that we’d use the Treskilling to pay for all of you. That obviously won’t work now. That payday could be months out. Instead, let’s—”

Ivan rounded on him, outrage bunching in every muscle. “You’re not paying me for the protection I’ve given you!”

Yeah, okay, Aiden should have approached this a little differently. He put a hand on Ivan’s chest and soothed him, rubbing a small circle over the shirt. “It’s fine for you, I understand that’s changed, but what about them? They’ve worked stupidly hard for days.”

Ivan settled, a frown gathering on his face. He didn’t like it, but did see Aiden’s point.

Clearing his throat, Carter caught their attention. “Speaking for myself, I don’t feel comfortable getting paid by you either, Aiden. After all, we failed to find the Treskilling, which was what this whole job hinged on. I realize it wasn’t for a lack of trying, but results are results, and we didn’t deliver.”

“But you still worked around the clock to protect me!” Aiden protested.

“Which is why I think a compromise is in order. Why don’t you just reimburse us for expenses?” Carter cocked his head, mouth kicking up on one side. “Remember that we still got the payout for killing the Brunei brothers. That was a multi-million payout. We’re not walking away empty-handed.”

“Expenses so far are a little over five thousand,” Kyou threw in. “And I’m good with that compromise.”

Ari nodded, hand lifting in the air. “I’m fine with that. Aiden?”

Aiden still felt that was a little off, but he had a feeling the men were compromising in part because they were friends now, too. “Is this a friend discount?”

Carter threw his head back, laughing.

“Sure,” Ari agreed around a chuckle. “Call it a friend discount. And we owe you something for babysitting fees, anyway, as you kept my mischief maker occupied and fed while we were running around.”

Also a good point. Aiden looked to Ivan, seeing how he felt about this, but the thief seemed okay with it all.

“Da, is good,” he assured the group. “We do it this way. He feel guilty otherwise.”

Aiden shrugged, no defense on his lips. He would have.

“Then we’re set on a plan?” Kyou checked with them. “You’re going to pack up and be gone in, what, two days?”

“I think we can do that.” Aiden pursed his lips, thinking of the logistics. He’d already finished his job at the lab and had already done the necessary paperwork to send the diploma to Kyou’s apartment. Until they knew where they were going, that was the most stable address to use. Really, it was a matter of packing what little he had left at the apartment. Which brought a second question to mind. “Ivan, what about all the furniture you bought me?”

“Leave it here,” Ivan advised. “Keep apartment too, just rent it out. No sense in selling it.”

Aiden really had very little left of his grandmother. As eager as he was to be out of New Orleans, he wasn’t ready to cut all ties to the place just yet. This idea of renting the place out sat better with him. “Yeah. Yeah, a furnished apartment will bring in decent income. I’ll do that. It shouldn’t take much to get a management company lined up for that. Kyou, let’s assume two days, maybe three if I need to wrap up loose ends.”

“Okay. Then I’ll keep my ears open up here, but I’ll start shutting things down. I’m…” Kyou trailed off, running a tired hand over his face.

“Kyou, you really should knock off and sleep for a bit,” Carter urged gently.

Kyou looked at him with flat eyes. “You really think I like being sleep-deprived all the time? If this idiot would just do things that a normal investor would do, I wouldn’t be going steadily bald up here.”

This idiot…? Oh, he must be talking about Brannigan. “What’s he done this time?”

“Not only did he buy a whole neighborhood out from under a mob boss, he’s now booted out several people who’ve tried to collect protection money. Himself. Because of course he doesn’t think anything of getting into the line of fire. Between him and you, I haven’t slept more than six hours in the past eighty-something, and it’s NOT my fault.” Kyou snarled the last part, sounding more put out than exhausted.

Ivan’s head canted to the side. “You tell us this before, but I didn’t think to ask. Why is investor buying up mob-protected neighborhoods?”

“You know, that’s what I asked him. He said, ‘Because I can and someone needs to.’ I think I’ll kill him.” Kyou thought about this for a second, slowly nodding in agreement with his own conclusion. “Yeah, if I kill him, I won’t have to worry about what else he’s doing while I’m trying to sleep. Yeah, okay, good plan. Ari, get up here so you can kill him for me.”

Ari smiled benignly, the soul of innocence. “Sure. Give me the usual specs: name, picture, location. I’ll get right on that.”

Kyou made a pained sound like a dying bison. “I knew there was a catch. Dammit. No, I’m not telling you who he is.”

Aiden found this contradiction interesting. Remi had mentioned how protective Kyou was of this man, and the other men had observed Kyou flirting with him in his own way. Just how deep did this infatuation go, that Kyou wanted to keep Brannigan all to himself?

“Um…” Remi stood uncertainly in the doorway, the open photo album cradled in her arms and splayed across her torso. “Uncle Ivan?”

Ivan turned immediately and bent to her level. “Yes, my solnishko?”

“You said the stamp you’re looking for is yellow and white, right? And looks old?”

“I did,” he said encouragingly.

“Does it look like this?” Remi flipped the album down so that he could look at it, then pointed to the corner of the album, to the stamp discreetly lurking there.

Aiden froze, staring at it incredulously. He’d seen the stamp too many times over the years to be mistaken. “Holy hell, that’s the Treskilling!”

Ivan bent to look closer, his eyes appraising it, and swore reverently. “I believe it is. My solnishko, you are a gem!” Ivan caught her head with both hands and started kissing her forehead and cheeks randomly between each word. “Wonderful! Beautiful! Clever! Smart! Observant!”

Remi squirmed and giggled under the attention.

Aiden rescued the photo album before she could drop it, pulling it up to his eyes to get a better look. The slightly smeared letters overlaid of ROPP with the numbers 13, 7, and 18 were in the perfect position according to his memory. The slight traces of black line off-set to the rest of the stamp matched up as well. “I swear to you, this is it.”

“Carter, let me see it,” Kyou demanded. “Take a picture with your phone and send it to me. I need to see how well it matches up.”

Carter had Aiden hold the album steady and immediately did so, removing the plastic film for a moment to take the picture before carefully replacing it.

Kyou did some frantic clicking and typing, then stared at something off to the side for a long moment. “It’s the real thing. It matches perfectly to the online catalogue image. Shit, Rems, you are the star of the show. Good job!”

Remi beamed under all the praise. “I’m good that way. Why is it there?”

Aiden didn’t know whether to cry in relief or laugh like a lunatic. “Because it’s the one place no one would ever think to look. Damn my uncle, he really was clever on this. I’m surprised he hasn’t reported this missing.”

“Well, he did,” Kyou corrected sheepishly. “In fact, it was in a list of things either broken or stolen, and he put emphasis on finding it all. Even hired a private detective. But I didn’t put much stock in it as he didn’t highlight the photo albums as being extremely important.”

“Probably trying not to draw attention to it,” Ari opined. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them together briskly. “Well! This moves up our timeline quite a bit. I vote we get out of here sooner rather than later. Ivan, where’s your buyer?”

“Boston.”

“Yeah? It’s on our way, then. Let’s pack up tonight and get ready to go tomorrow. Ivan, you have precedence on getting out of here first. We’ll stay until Aiden’s ready to go.”

Aiden shook his head immediately. He didn’t like that idea, and he could tell from Ivan’s frown that he didn’t either. “I don’t need to settle the apartment right now and make it a rental. I can fly back down later and take care of it. The open contract on the Treskilling means there’s still danger for me, right? Let’s make that priority. I’ll just pack a suitcase and whatever is irreplaceable, and that won’t take more than a few hours. Let’s leave in the morning.”

“Sensible,” Carter said approvingly. “Alright. I’ll go with you and Ivan to the apartment, guard your backs while you’re in there, just in case.”

“Move people, move,” Kyou urged with a wave of his hands. “The sooner you get this done, the safer we’ll all be.”

“And the sooner we can get up there to help you,” Ari smoothly inserted as he headed for the door.

“Excuse you, I do not need your help.”

“You need backup,” Carter retorted, his tone of voice the same as if he’d said, ‘you need a babysitter.’

“Fuck you. I’ve got this.”

Aiden seriously doubted that. But he had a feeling the other three could argue this point swimmingly without him. His focus was on packing and getting out of here as quickly as feasibly possible.

Because really, he couldn’t wait for his new start on life. Especially with Ivan.
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Aiden

Aiden could use a fresh wardrobe anyway, so he chose not to pack much. Just the essentials, and of course the photo album was in his backpack throughout the entire trip up to Boston. Aiden had never flown before, anywhere, so that was an adventure in and of itself. Ivan kept a hand on him most of the time, which he appreciated. He absolutely didn’t want to get separated from the group.

The Boston airport was a city in and of itself and not to be underestimated.

Ivan called for a taxi as they stepped out of the airport. Aiden looked around with interest, taking a deep breath of air and getting his bearings. It was far more crowded here, or maybe it just seemed that way. The air felt different in his lungs, too. Not as humid, to start with. He was a little disappointed he couldn’t smell the ocean from here despite being near the coastline.

They took two taxis, he and Ivan claiming one themselves, the other three in the second. Ivan gave the driver the address and then sank back, wrapping his hand around Aiden’s. “What do you think so far?”

“It’s very lively,” Aiden said approvingly. “I think I’ll like it. And I’m really looking forward to seeing real snow.”

“It’s fun the first week,” Ivan responded with a soft chuckle. “You’ll hate it after that.”

Since this was one of the cities he and Ivan agreed would be a good place to live, Aiden kept his attention out through the window. He had no idea where they’d end up, but he did have an interview set up for next week at one of the children’s hospitals in the city. “Where is Kyou located?”

“A bit outside of the city proper.”

The plan was to stay with Kyou temporarily while they all hunted for their own places up here. Aiden felt like he had to be close by for a while anyway because someone had to take Kyou’s health in hand before the man keeled over.

His phone pinged with an email, and he opened it up to read it. “Huh. Just got another request for an interview. This one’s from Shriners Hospitals.”

“Is okay for you to interview at multiple places?”

“Sure. They actually encourage you to do that. Some hospitals are rougher on their residents than others.” Aiden wasn’t surprised he was getting instant responses to his applications, either. Not with his GPA and two recommendation letters from his professors. He just hoped he landed one of them so he could stay in Boston. He could tell Ivan really wanted to be in this city over the other possibilities. Probably since Remi, Ari, and Carter fully planned to stay in Boston. He tapped out an acceptance on his phone.

“You’ll have hospital of your choice,” Ivan told him with complete confidence.

“Such faith,” Aiden teased.

“I know it because you’re not even worried about it.”

“Well, I actually am a little worried, as interviews aren’t my strong suit. But I feel that my grades will do a lot of the talking for me. And right now, I’m too excited to be worried about what happens next week.”

“Fair enough.”

The traffic was brutal, so they had time to chat about things. Aiden and Ivan had discussed apartment hunting once the Treskilling was handed over to the broker. Ivan planned to handle that task as soon as Aiden was safely at Kyou’s. It was nice, sitting in the back seat of the taxi, holding hands with Ivan and talking about the future. Boston was very different in architecture and look, but Aiden was looking forward to properly getting to know the city. He was a little nervous about living with Ivan—again. The thief had charmed him into the idea of ‘sharing a house’ and being ‘roommates.’ Roommates that shared the same bedroom, no less.

Aiden thought that maybe they were moving a bit too fast. Or at least, he felt that anyone else in his shoes wouldn’t be moving this fast. But when he thought about living alone in a city he didn’t know, it sent his nerves into overdrive. Really, he’d feel much safer if he lived with Ivan. Having his sexy boyfriend nearby was just a perk.

It took a solid thirty minutes to get to Kyou’s place, a renovated warehouse made over into apartments. Aiden stepped out onto the curb, tightly holding onto his backpack with both hands while Ivan got the luggage out of the trunk and paid the taxi driver.

Kyou’s apartment complex was nice. There was no yard whatsoever, just sidewalks of concrete, but someone had added little balconies and window boxes. It was a very interesting mix of retro and modern. A small call box near the solid front door had only the initials of the residents. Ivan reached past him to push one that said simply, ‘K.’

The answer was immediate, the door chiming before unlocking. Aiden was reasonably sure Kyou had known they were here before they’d even unloaded from the taxi. They slipped through the door, Aiden holding it open as the second taxi pulled up to the curb and the others piled out of it. Remi practically skipped through the door and up the stairs.

In fact, she beat them all to the door and had it open before Carter could even get to the stairs. “Uncle KYOOOOOU!”

“There’s my princess,” a tired voice greeted. “Why are you so hyper? Did you somehow sneak some caffeine?”

“She’s been stuck on a plane for hours on end, of course she’s happy to be free,” Ari retorted. “And god, Kyou, how can you possibly look worse than you did yesterday?”

Aiden cleared the last of the steps and got his first unfettered view of the hacker. Kyou did in fact look like a loaf of bread that had been frozen, unthawed, then left in a corner to mold and die. He was unnaturally flushed and swaying a little where he stood. Aiden snapped into Doctor Mode so fast he almost got whiplash. Shoving the backpack into Ivan’s hands, he slipped around the others and put a hand to Kyou’s forehead.

Kyou blinked at him, balance off enough he almost pitched backwards. And would have, if not for Aiden and Ari’s hold on him. “Uh, hi yourself?”

“You’ve got a fever,” Aiden announced grimly. “Probably from pushing your body past any reasonable limits. Carter, can you hit the pharmacy for me? I’ll text you what I need once I’ve taken his temperature and done a quick examination. Pick up some groceries, too, he’ll need a lot of liquids and soups, and I’m not sure he has anything viable to eat here.”

“Sure,” Carter agreed amiably.

Kyou started spluttering. “I’m fine—”

“You’re clammy to the touch, your fever is hot enough to scorch my hand, your balance is impaired, and you’re so dehydrated”—Aiden pinched a bit of skin on the top of Kyou’s hand and frowned when it failed to react properly—“that your body is likely going into panic mode trying to shuffle resources around. You are, in fact, on the verge of being downed by the flu because your system is so compromised. I told you no caffeine, eat a proper meal, and rest, didn’t I?”

“I wouldn’t argue with him, Kyou,” Ari said mildly. “He’s normally pretty easy-going, but I think you just hit one of his buttons. And he’s right. You’re about five minutes from collapsing where you stand. Aiden, I’ll get a shower running for him. I think there’s a first aid kit under the kitchen sink with a thermometer in it.”

Aiden grabbed his patient and frog marched him toward the couch, Kyou weakly struggling in his grip the entire time. With the two men at a similar height and body type, Kyou should have been able to break free. It was telling he lacked the strength to do so.

“No, but I need to stay up a while longer!” Kyou protested even as he was pushed down on the couch. “Someone needs to watch Ivan while he delivers the Treskilling. I mean, I know the broker for this deal, and he’s trustworthy, but there’s no sense taking chances.”

“Carter and Remi will watch out for Ivan while he makes the deal,” Aiden returned, forcing him to sit still. “You need rest.”

As Aiden headed for the kitchen sink, he kept an ear out for people. Ivan was amused by this turn of events but had taken charge of their suitcases to get everything inside. Remi was already skipping toward the large computer setup in the far corner of the room. Ari had disappeared down a hallway to get the shower going.

It was a nice place inside, one of those modern open-concept apartments where the kitchen, dining area, and living room all occupied one large room. With the vaulted ceilings and exposed beams, it had a modern-rustic vibe to it. The kitchen had seen better days, covered as it was in takeout containers (some of which were clearly half moldy) and the dining room had a table buried under maps and print outs. Clearly no one ate there. Aiden knew there were three bedrooms further down along the hallway but he’d investigate those later.

Kyou wasn’t the type to decorate, as there wasn’t a single photograph or painting anywhere on the walls. A large TV dominated one far wall, there was a sectional sofa for the living room with a coffee table, and that was about it. It was a little disturbing, actually, how empty this place felt.

Shaking the thought off, he retrieved the first aid kit and hoofed it back to the couch before Kyou could struggle his way back out of it. Ivan came and dropped down next to him, keeping Kyou in place with nothing more than an amused smile and a pointed look.

“You should have listened, my friend.”

Kyou made a face at the thief. “You just had to fall for a doctor, didn’t you?”

“Da, I did,” Ivan returned without a beat of hesitation.

Aiden felt his cheeks blush, and he shot Ivan a smile before he settled in front of Kyou. “Hold still. Ivan, can you check what’s in the fridge and pantry?”

“Kyou doesn’t cook,” Ivan told him forthrightly. “Won’t be anything in there.”

“I figured as much.” Aiden took Kyou’s pulse, examined his throat, and put his ear to Kyou’s chest for a long moment. It didn’t add up to anything good. Kyou wasn’t sick so much as overworked, his body not able to keep up with all the stress and demands. It was, in essence, shutting down. If Kyou didn’t get some proper nutrition and rest, he’d be susceptible to any bug or virus floating around.

“This really isn’t necessary.” Kyou sounded resigned, not even fighting Aiden off.

“Your doctor disagrees with you.” Aiden retrieved the thermometer and popped it into Kyou’s mouth. He looked up, searching for Carter only to not see the man. “Carter left already?”

“Da.”

“Okay, text him for me.” Aiden rattled off medications and groceries even as he kept a weather eye on the thermometer. It beeped, and he took it back out of Kyou’s mouth with a sigh. “102. You moron. After I get medications and some real food into you, you’re sleeping for twelve straight hours. You hear me? We have to get this fever down.”

Kyou just sighed, shoulders slumping. “He just had to fall for a doctor.”

Aiden didn’t take the complaint seriously. And even if Kyou was serious, someone had to step in before the man self-destructed. His workaholic ways were going to kill him.

“Don’t worry, Uncle Kyou,” Remi said from the computer, her eyes locked onto the monitors. “I’ve got it.”

Aiden knew that Kyou taught Remi hacking on a regular basis, but could she really be trusted with that setup? Surely Ari or Carter would be a better choice?

But Kyou looked relieved. “Sure, princess. I’ll let you handle that. Carter can be Ivan’s backup when he goes in.”

Blinking, Aiden stared at Remi, then Kyou in growing shock. Seriously? They trusted the nine-year-old with it all? Holy shit. He knew she was capable—she’d hacked his old bank, after all—but just how much had Kyou taught her?

The answer: Obviously a lot.

Ivan smoothed down Aiden’s hair and leaned in to kiss his head. “You take care of this one. I hand off Treskilling. Be back in a short while.”

“Okay. Stay safe.” Aiden was not as calm as he sounded. Hundreds of butterflies jittered in his stomach. Still, he’d been assured several times that Ivan wasn’t in any danger. The handoff should be a simple do-and-done deal. After he put a stubborn hacker to bed, they’d be clear to get dinner in the city and start apartment hunting. That’s what Aiden focused on.

In the meantime, he shoved Kyou into the shower. The hacker, frankly, stank and he’d rest better once he was clean.

Carter was back in twenty minutes, loaded down with bags. Aiden practically spoon fed Kyou his medications, along with a full glass of water. The hacker downed them with a sigh before stretching out on the couch and promptly falling asleep. Aiden wanted him to have real food available when he woke up, so he focused on making a simple vegetable soup. As he worked in the kitchen, chopping and measuring, he kept a watchful eye on the computer at the far end of the room. Remi sat in front of it, Carter leaning over one side to track Ivan’s progress through the hijacked monitors. Ari was shadowing Ivan in, just in case.

Part of Aiden really wanted to observe too, but he found his nerves couldn’t take it. He just wanted it to be over.

“Heh.” Carter straightened up and half turned. “Aiden, they’re done. Stamp’s been handed over and payment’s been sent. We’re good.”

Aiden let out a breath that he’d held for what felt like weeks now. “That was fast.”

“Broker and buyer were cued up this morning, they had plenty of time to set it all up. Ivan and Ari are on their way back. It’s been a rough-and-tumble ride. Thanks for being so patient about it.”

Aiden put up a staying hand. “I think that’s my line. Thanks, Carter. You guys really did go above and beyond for my sake.”

“It was our pleasure.” Carter gave him a wink. “Just be good to my friend, yeah?”

“That I can do.” Aiden stretched his arms over his head, felt his joints pop a little, and settled again with a sigh. He felt so much lighter without that stamp hanging over his head, like a bomb that hadn’t gone off yet. “In fact, I’ll be very good to him once he gets his butt back over here.”

“Hear that, Eidolon?” Carter teased, speaking into his earbud. “You’ve got a hot man waiting on you. Get your ass in gear. He says he’s hurrying, and what do you want for dinner?”

“Surprise me.”

“Surprises and Ivan are not usually a good combination,” Carter warned.

Aiden chuckled. “Somehow, I don’t doubt that. But today, he’s earned it.”

Turning in the chair, Remi asked of her father, “But what about me, you, and Daddy?”

“We’ll probably hang out here, order pizza, and make sure Uncle Kyou doesn’t go back to work,” Carter informed her. “That okay?”

“Yeah.” She aimed a distrustful look at the slumbering hacker now snoring on the couch. “He would, too. Oooh. I just had a thought.”

Aiden didn’t trust that impish glee on her face. “What thought?”

“Want to see what Brannigan’s up to?” she asked, fingers dancing over the keyboard without touching.

He thought about telling her they shouldn’t violate Kyou’s privacy. That maybe they should shut the computer down while the man slept. Aiden considered that for a split second, and then Ivan’s bad influence hijacked his mouth. “I absolutely do.”

“I really do,” Carter admitted, already turning for the computer again. “Show me, show me.”

Remi cackled as she brought up different screens, most of them video screens tracking a rather handsome brunet. Aiden bent over her other shoulder, getting a good look at the man Kyou was so obsessed with. So this was Brannigan, huh? Yeah, no way in hell Kyou was protecting him for purely altruistic reasons.

Well. Life was definitely about to get interesting.


Epilogue

Ivan

Six months later

Ivan lay flat on his back, still breathing a touch hard, body warm and relaxed in afterglow. Somehow, having sex with Aiden was even more satisfying now that they were engaged. Ivan had popped the question two hours ago in a picturesque restaurant on the wharf, and Aiden had said yes before he could get the full question out. Ivan was relieved. Not surprised, but definitely relieved.

Lifting Aiden’s hand, he stared at the engagement ring with immense satisfaction. He’d raided his private stash to find the perfect sapphire to put into the platinum band, and it did look splendid on Aiden’s hand. If he did say so himself.

“Your smugness is leaking,” Aiden murmured teasingly against his skin. He was half draped over Ivan and obviously had no intention of moving anytime soon. His finger kept tracing the latest tattoo that Ivan had added to his collection, the stethoscope encircling Ivan’s own star.

“I have every reason to be smug,” Ivan returned. (Smugly.)

“I wish I had realized you were going to propose this soon. I’d have gotten you a ring, too.”

Ivan hadn’t thought of wearing one while engaged, but the idea admittedly intrigued him. “We can go out tomorrow and get something. I like the idea of wearing one, too.”

“Yeah? Then let’s do it. We’re both engaged, after all, doesn’t make sense for only me to be wearing a ring.” Aiden lifted his head. He was a bit tousled from their lovemaking, the afterglow leaving a faint flush on his skin. Ivan didn’t think he was imagining the happy glow like an aura around his fiancé. “And when do you want to get married?”

“Tomorrow?” Ivan offered hopefully. He was only mostly kidding.

Snickering, Aiden shook his head. “Tomorrow, huh? I think the guys and Remi would want to be there. Maybe let’s give this a bit more planning? I’m okay if it’s within the week, though.”

Ivan really had been mostly teasing. “Really? You don’t mind that short of an engagement?”

“I can’t see any reason to have a long engagement when really, we’re not going to have an elaborate wedding,” Aiden returned with a shrug. “It’s not like either of us want to invite our families. Our family of choice is all right here in Boston. And with me being at the hospital all hours, time’s not in abundance for me anyway. I say we plan a nice, simple ceremony, maybe a dinner or lunch afterwards, take some pictures, and call it good.”

True, being a resident at the hospital did take up a great deal of Aiden’s time. It wasn’t unusual for him to work eighty hours in a week, and his shifts changed from week to week. They’d stolen this private weekend for themselves, as it was a three-day weekend and he was off shift for the next two days. Ivan wanted to complain about the lack of free time they had, but two things prevented him from doing so. One, Aiden clearly thrived in the field and loved the work he was doing. Two, these insane shifts were temporary. Once Aiden was through the residency, he’d drop down to something more like a normal work week. Ivan just had to be patient for another two and a half years.

“Unless you want something elaborate?” Aiden asked uncertainly.

“Njet,” Ivan assured him. “I only want to be married to you. A simple ceremony with the ones we truly love sounds best to me. I do not need long engagement either. I demand a honeymoon, though.”

“We’ll figure out a good place to go. Maybe do something normal and head to Niagara Falls.”

They’d not had a chance to do a lot of trips, but that was something Ivan looked forward to, as well. Aiden wanted to see anything and everything. It was fun, too, showing him the world outside of New Orleans. “I’ve never been there, either.”

“Yeah? Then let’s do Niagara Falls.”

“Hmmm. What do you want for a wedding present? A puppy?”

“I don’t want to get one now; I won’t be able to spend any time with a puppy right now. It wouldn’t be fair.” Aiden smiled hopefully. “What about my Triumph?”

Ivan rolled them so that Aiden lay underneath, grinning down at him. “That means trolling through junk yards, and traveling all over the country to find the perfect one to restore. Maybe even going up to Rust Valley in Canada. It might take many, many road trips. And then you’ll be stuck in the garage with me for months as we work on restoring the car, and going out to different shops to buy the materials and tools we need, and spending even more time in the garage. That’s a lot of time, milij.”

Aiden wrapped his arms around Ivan’s neck, his smile matching Ivan’s. “Sounds perfect.”    


Dictionary

Russian Dictionary:

Bliat’ – fuck

Chert – damn

Da – yes

Der’mo – shit

Durak – fool

Horosho – good

Milij – dear/precious

Njet – no

Ohuenno – awesome (can be used sarcastically as well)

Pozhaluysta – please

Prosti menja – forgive me

Skotína – brute, boor, dolt

Solnishko – sunshine

Svoloch – bastard

Tvar’ – vile, mean, worthless

Vot zapadlo – an exclamation when a situation isn’t going your way

Yob tvou mat’ - motherfuck, fuckshit, used as an interjection like “Oh my god”

Zanuda – very boring person, pain in the neck

Zasranets – asshole

Italian Dictionary:

Basta ti prego – stop, please!

Capiche/capisci/capisco – got it/understand

Caro – dear

Cazzo – dick (used like Shit!)

Figlio di puttana – son of a bitch

Merda – shit, crap

Porca troia/porca putanna – Shit! Son of a bitch!

Quanto sei bello amore mio – You’re so beautiful, my love.

Quello non va bene/ non va bene – That’s not right.

Stronzo – asshole

Ti voglio bene gattina di papà – Papa loves you, kitten.

Ti voglio, Papà – Love you, Papa.

Vaffanculo – fuck off
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