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      So, a few things, my darlings,

      ONE: I’m a Brit.

      And yes, the things Devlin says are real words. LOL. We probably swear as much, if not more, than Americans. But I dialed it down for you guys. Still, be aware that Devlin uses British English terminology, and Micah American English.

      TWO: The ‘f’ word of which Devlin speaks is frottage. When you come across that part of the book, you’ll know what I’m talking about. ;)

      https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frot

      Be warned, the link leads to a Wikipedia page with a graphic pic. Not as graphic as some of you might like ;) but there are other sites for that. LMAO.

      You’re going to come across three inflammatory homophobic slurs in this book. I hated writing them but sadly, it defined a character, and I know you might think it worthy of including in a bad review, if that’s the case, I understand. As you can see, these characters live in the real world—homophobia exists. But, personally, I’d love to live in a world where love is love.

      I pray that happens in my lifetime.

      With that being said, I truly hope you enjoy my first foray into MM romance. I sure as hell loved writing it. I’ve only ever written RH with MM in it before, so this was definitely a change of pace… THE INTERN will not be my last MM romance. Of this I promise you, and I think that tells you how much fun I had writing Micah and Devlin’s story. ;) <3

      Happy reading!

      Love

      Serena

      xoxo
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      It was the bite that grounded me, stirred me. Had need slapping me in the face and punching me in the gut.

      The bite that turned an average hook-up into something intoxicating. Something delicious. Something raw.

      I needed that.

      I needed to feel the fierce edge of those teeth against my bottom lip. Needed the pain to make me feel something after this clusterfuck of a day.

      He didn’t let go, either. He dug in, jerking me with him, and if I didn’t want to lose it, I had no choice but to follow.

      And I did.

      I followed.

      I’d be crazy not to, wouldn’t I?

      Not because I felt as if he’d tear it off, but because my dick was pounding from that alone, and my body was so beyond ready for more.

      He relented, finally, giving way to the fact that my lip belonged to me and not to him, but only for a second. He thrust his tongue inside the hot cavern of my mouth, dragging his against mine, stirring sensations into being that I’d never bloody felt before. His aggression was frantic, and it stirred a need in me that had me groaning into him as he shoved me against the wall of the dark room.

      His hands reached for mine, pinning them above my head, forcing me to stay still.

      To relent to his will.

      To not be the CEO of fucking Astley Publishing.

      To be Devlin.

      Fuck.

      I shuddered as he pushed into my chest, and the scent of his sweat was phenomenal. Me, the clean freak, was in love with the salty tang that was peppered with lemongrass and mint. He smelled like a cocktail I wanted to dive headfirst into. I wanted to roll around in it, cover myself in his essence. Have my nose shoved into sheets that were coated in him.

      But this wasn’t to be.

      This was a hook-up.

      A tawdry dark room in VICE, one of my pet projects that no one knew I owned, that I visited when the need for dick became something I couldn’t control.

      I was Devlin Astley.

      Devlin Astley, Viscount of Lynden, heir to the goddamn duchy of Keighly, could never like cock.

      But in the shadows... In the depths of the night... In a club that was my dirty little secret, I could.

      I could like whatever the fuck I wanted.

      Be whomever I wanted.

      Among the corridor of dark rooms, I could hear the sounds of men fucking just above the throbbing beats from the main club, and as sight was denied me, my hearing was working at fever pitch, making those grunts and the EDM feel like they were in my veins. In my body. Pumping me up, stirring me, rushing me with adrenaline that I wanted to burn off on this stranger.

      His cock was big. I could feel the log against my belly, and wanted that ramming into me with the same ferocity as his kiss. I could already feel the burn in my ass, knew I’d feel that ache there tomorrow, and I wanted it so bloody much that I stopped letting him maul me. Instead, I shoved back, pushed forward so that he was against the wall this time, with me covering him.

      He let me too. That surprised me. I’d almost wanted to tussle away in this darkened corner of VICE, but he allowed me to shove my dick against the flat planes of his stomach, allowed me to grind it against him, rocking my hips back and forth like I could get off that way.

      I shoved my face into his throat, sucking on the tender flesh that scented of the aftershave I could drown in, and I nipped him. Hard. Enough for him to grunt. Enough for him to pause. To process.

      To recognize it was a taunt.

      He liked it.

      I knew he did.

      He wanted more.

      I could feel it.

      His stillness preempted what I’d hoped for—he twisted his arm and released himself from my hold, before he reached down and cupped my cock through my slacks. I’d come straight from the office, desperate for release, to be anything other than Devlin fucking Astley, so the fabric was soft, easy enough for him to shape me through it. He thrust his tongue against mine once more, dragging a moan from me as he cupped me, then, he freed his other hand and went to work on my zipper.

      I groaned as skin met skin and he jacked me off, making no bones about it—being as firm and hard with his grip as he was with his bite. There was something no nonsense about him, like the orgasm was the end goal—I sure as hell wasn’t going to complain about that.

      The thwap-thwap of my cock being wanked had me shuddering, then he tightened his grip to the point of pain and maneuvered me back against the wall with a silent threat if I didn’t comply.

      I did.

      Did I look like a fool?

      And I was rewarded for my compliance when he pulled back from his kiss and dropped to his knees.

      A startled cry escaped me when his lips, those soft goddamn lips that I’d felt against my own, encompassed the tip of my dick. I shuddered, shivering, crying out as he seemed to take me whole. No woman had ever done that, few men had either, so to feel every inch of me being swallowed was a luxury I’d never experienced. My hands fluttered at my sides, unsure of what to do, to cling to the wall or to grip him by the hair but I knew what these dark rooms looked like in the light.

      Tiled walls that had seen more DNA than an episode of CSI. Unimaginative graffiti.

      Why wouldn’t I prefer to hold him?

      The crisp silk of his hair beneath my palms was as intoxicating as his smell, as his lips around my cock.

      In my mind’s eye, I built a picture of him. He felt young. Younger than I’d usually go for. His aggression spoke of someone who was eager for this, who wanted it, but who was nervous. Something the tang of a whiskey sour on his breath confirmed—Dutch courage. He’d needed it to come in here.

      The way he’d gone from eager beaver to letting me shove him against the wall, that also made me think he was younger than me. He wasn’t sure in his actions, would accept direction until I goaded him into his instincts taking over.

      His hair drew me like a magnet, and my fingers crushed the artless fall of it as I raked his skull, grabbing a firm hold of him as he swallowed me down. I held onto him as he moved back and forth, his lips tightening, cheeks tunneling in so that they caressed my length as he sucked me, then, his hand moved to grab my balls and he rolled them in his palm, gently at first, taking care, before he pressed them together, squeezing them like they were ripe plums.

      The startled cry that escaped me echoed around the room, prompting him to pause, before he carried on with what he was doing. The sudden rasps of my breath combined with the noise of him blowing me, and I had no choice but to choke out, “If you don’t stop, I’m going to come.”

      He paused, not because I’d asked though. Americans—they were all the same. They loved a British accent. And I had the most English of English accents. Eton had seen to that.

      A sigh escaped him as he moved over me, one last gut-wrenching swallow that made my eyes roll back into my head before he pulled back, peppering the tip of my eager cock with a kiss that had my eyelashes fluttering.

      Tenderness.

      Who was this man?

      Hard and aggressive, needy and eager, then tender?

      He didn’t belong here.

      Not with the rough fucks, the dark and raw hook-ups that ended with cum splattered on the floor for my staff to clean up later—poor fuckers.

      It was weird to feel like I was taking advantage of him, but I did.

      Who was I to say that this was his first time in a dark room?

      All I knew was that no one had ever kissed my cock after sucking me down like a champ... Yet that proved nothing.

      With one hand on my dick that was drenched in his spit, he jacked me off again then ground his cock into me as he rumbled, “Turn around.”

      I didn’t hesitate to comply, twisting so that my forearms pressed against the tiles as I stuck my ass out. He let go of my dick and went to work on my belt, then shoved the waistband down over my hips, not stopping until they were bunched around my knees.

      His fingers smoothed over the taut swells of my butt, digging into the muscles with the tips as he scraped along the skin before he pulled the cheeks apart. I expected him to grind into me again, but he didn’t. He dropped to his knees once more, stunning the hell out of me as he shoved his face between them and licked the pucker, flickering his tongue along the rosette, prodding the hole, shoving it in, tasting me there with as much goddamn eagerness as he’d sucked me down earlier.

      I groaned, long and low, especially when he reached around and jacked me off at the same time. That delicate flutter, the munching sounds, the feel of his fist around my cock—Jesus.

      My eyes closed, my brow furrowed, and I had to focus on not coming. Yet again.

      “I-I’m gonna come,” I rasped, wanting to be honest because this level of attention deserved that, at least.

      This was the first time I’d felt seduced in a dark room, and fuck, I loved it.

      He nipped at the side of my butt cheek, those fucking teeth stirring me to life yet again, making me clench down before he surged onto his feet once more. I heard his zipper, felt relief when his cock dropped against my butt, especially when I sensed his size.

      A definite grower. The log of before was even bigger now.

      Fuck, I’d get my wish of feeling that in the morning.

      I’d have taken him dry—I was down for that shit sometimes, down for the grinding sensation that only spit would ease, that’d really make a memory—but I wasn’t disappointed when the stranger was prepared. He’d pulled something out of his pocket, two somethings, and I knew he’d covered his dick because the crinkling of the condom wrapper was unmistakable, and the squelchy splat sounds told me he was coating himself in lube.

      Everything about a dark room was like asking for an STD. The shit we did, no questions asked—it was practically demanding trouble. But that was why we were here. Trouble.

      Capital T.

      Danger.

      An insane need to feel alive by putting everything at risk.

      He’d already sucked me down, licked my ass, what he thought he’d be spared with a condom was anyone’s guess, and I wasn’t about to argue... I just... I couldn’t get past the tenderness, the things he did that were different than any other dark room experience I’d had. If this was his first time, did I need to advise him?

      My brain, my concerns, my stupidity were all abruptly yanked aside when his cock was there, at my asshole, and I felt the burn as he started to wedge himself inside.

      He covered me from the back, his hands dragging out my hips so I had a deeper angle, and I let him position me, being docile when the last thing I was renowned for was that. I let him sink his dick into me, let him fuck me, let him, let him, let him.

      And it felt so good. So fucking good. To just take it.

      To have him ram into me, for his fingers to cover mine and to grip mine hard. For his mouth to nuzzle into my throat, to feel his teeth there as he held me in place much as if I was bucking away from him, trying to get free.

      Freedom was what I found pinned in this position, however. I didn’t need to tussle with him. I just needed to be fucked.

      Each thrust had my cock jerking, and every time he rocked against my prostate I saw goddamn stars. I closed my eyes, the scent of his sweat stronger now, the scent of my own filling the tiny space. The heat of us combined with the closed quarters gave everything a sultry tang, and I groaned, knowing when I left I’d smell of us both. Of this moment.

      His hand released mine, but his teeth didn’t. He grunted, the sound jammed by my flesh between them, but he reached down and started to jack me off in time to each thrust. My ass clenched down around him, and the stars behind my eyes starting to ricochet like a game of pinball, shooting off into another stratosphere as I let out a sharp cry, my head bowing as he beat my dick with his fist, forcing the cum out of me, letting it spatter against the wall, allowing the pressure of being me to fold in on itself.

      To breathe easier.

      To lessen the weight on my shoulders.

      To ease my grief, my stress, my regret.

      He sped up as his own end approached, and his fingers dug into my hips, hard enough to bruise in the morning, and he growled long and low as the slap-slap of his hips against my butt echoed around the tiny room until he moaned. The sound small. Gentle. Especially in comparison to his pace, and I felt him—I fucking felt him come. I felt the heat even though his cum was wasted in a condom. I felt his release, his need seeping away as his climax freed him from his own stressors.

      With a final thrust, he came to a halt, and as he sagged against me, I didn’t have the heart to move away, to zip up and to get out of there.

      I wanted a kiss.

      God help me.

      I wanted a soft, tender kiss from those pouty lips that had sucked me down, so I stayed there, remaining passive when I was anything but. He did what I thought he would, what confirmed my earlier beliefs—kissed the side of my throat before carefully pulling out of me. He twisted me around using the grip he had on my hips, dragged up my pants before carefully fastening the zipper with a gentle pat to my softened cock. I heard the rustling of his own zipper, and then, he was against me.

      His mouth on mine once more.

      Gentler now he’d come, now the pressure abated for him.

      Softer, but still fierce.

      Those kissing lips felt so good against mine that I reached up to rest my arms on his shoulders, to hold him in place as I sank into him and he sank into me.

      The sudden cessation of sound outside didn’t register, neither did the soft beep that indicated the electricity had cut off. It was a boiling hot night in Manhattan, but these rooms weren’t serviced with AC. They didn’t even have an emergency exit light. The health inspector wasn’t exactly in the know about what this corridor of small ‘storage closets’ were used for once night fell.

      I was too busy kissing him and being kissed.

      Too deep into the moment to register the catcalls and the hollers, until I heard a louder beep. Another one. Then the lights flared on in the once dark room, flicking off again seconds later. Just long enough for us to pull back in surprise, and for him to see me and for me to see him.
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      Astley Tower was an imposing megastructure in the middle of Broadway, Manhattan.

      Rumor had it that Devlin Astley, the erstwhile heir to the Astley Publishing empire, had won it in a bet with a crony from Harvard, but that was BS, even if I didn’t doubt some wager had helped the Astleys’ fortunes somewhere along their incredibly long line.

      Though wealth wasn’t new to me thanks to my father, this level of wealth was a whole different ball game.

      This was old money.

      And not just old US money like with the Rockefellers or the Vanderbilts.

      This was British money.

      Pre-colonial.

      The original mafia, I thought dryly.

      For all the Astleys were blue-blooded Brits, there’d been an Astley building here in Manhattan with an Astley manning the helm since the eighteen hundreds.

      Their legacy in the publishing industry was unsurpassable, simply because they had never sold out, been taken over, and even though the Astleys were rumored to have a privateer amid their lineage, one they considered a pirate, they never skin-flinted authors. Had always respected them to the point where writers actually wanted to work with them instead of preferring to go the self-publishing route.

      Devlin Astley, in an era where publishers were merging to survive the behemoth that was the e-reader, had moved with the times, bringing his company into the twenty-first century, making them competitive by doing what few of his ilk did—support authors, encourage them, tend to them, help them.

      Then there was the fact that the Jacquelyn Rhode was a VP there—Jacquelyn Rhode who had been a staple of my classes in my Communications degree—it was why I wanted to work there permanently after I completed my MBA.

      I’d done my research a long time ago, and the second the internship had dinged on my notifications, I’d been in there, diving straight into the application. There was no guarantee that I’d get a job with them once I had my MBA next year, but if I impressed someone somewhere in the massive building, then maybe I’d be memorable enough to hire as an assistant.

      I’d take it.

      In a heartbeat.

      As I strode into Astley Tower, my gaze darted to Rachel, the receptionist on the front desk. The top floors were dedicated to the publishing company, with sixty-percent of the others being rented out elsewhere, but Rachel served the Astleys exclusively. She was sweet, baked the nicest oatmeal cookies when she had her period, would snatch my hand off for a PBJ sandwich, and was coming to be one of my favorite people.

      I’d been here eight weeks, and whenever my manic schedule allowed it, we went out for lunch together.

      When I had to go back to school, I’d trek into the city to carry on the tradition. That was how much I liked her.

      She waved at me, smiling as she murmured something into her earpiece, her attention drifting as she looked at her computer, and I allowed myself to merge into the manic crowd surging toward the elevator.

      I hated the rat race, but that was NYC, and to live here, you had to be a part of it.

      I just wished that I didn’t love the city so much.

      Twenty people headed into the elevator with me, but most of the crowd dropped off around the lower stories. Very few remained with me to the top, some got on and got off, the endless beep and flow of the ever-moving doors had me closing my eyes as I leaned back against the wall, trying not to feel the claustrophobia I usually experienced on my journey up and down the ninety-three-story building.

      Only Rachel and the corned beef on rye at Mantelli’s induced me to leave for lunch, otherwise I’d stick to my tiny cubicle like glue.

      As I closed my eyes, I thought back to last night because it was better than worrying about the day’s tasks. With Kyrian Trevelyan’s latest book dropping in just under five weeks, mania was already overtaking the Marketing department.

      I hadn’t intended on going to VICE, but Rachel had dragged me there, and when we’d heard about the dark rooms, she’d nearly shoved me into one. Looking back, what with the lube she’d pressed into my hand, I figured she knew about the dark rooms ahead of time.

      Everyone needed a girl friend like Rachel.

      To say I was nervous last night was like calling the Pope Catholic. I’d been close to crapping myself, and that wasn’t the best state when you were about to be fucked.

      Or fuck someone.

      Ever since she’d found out I was a virgin with guys, she’d been pushing me into making a move—shoving me, actually. Coming out as gay hadn’t exactly been easy for me, and my parents and I still weren’t on speaking terms because of it. One of the reasons I was so fond of New York was because, here, I’d accepted what I was.

      Not straight.

      Not even bi.

      Just gay.

      The ‘just’ came with a sigh of relief.

      That was me.

      Who I was, and I wasn’t afraid of it anymore. Except, a part of me must have been, because ever since I’d come out, a year ago, I’d never actually done anything about it. Until last night.

      Until I’d headed into that dark room, and a few minutes later, my heart pounding with nerves because I hadn’t known if I could go through with it, someone had come in.

      Someone who smelled of chocolate and cinnamon. Whose mouth tasted of champagne, and whose body was hard and muscle-packed against mine. Who kissed like he was about to take his last breath, and whose dick had felt like iron in my fist.

      I shuddered at the memory. Of those sweaty memories of adrenaline-inducing, lust-packed moments where I’d allowed myself to do what I needed, where I’d finally done what my body had been urging.

      The darkness had been practically Stygian. So overwhelming it had been like a blanket, blinding with its power. Ironically enough it hadn’t reduced my anxiety, just made it worse, and before he’d come in, the claustrophobia that had plagued me since I was a kid had almost had me darting out of there.

      I was so glad I hadn’t.

      A smile curved my lips when I thought of the surprise I’d felt when the lights had blinked on and off. It had been no more than three seconds, but was just long enough for me to take in his handsome face.

      My first time had been with a guy who made Captain America look like a seven.

      Thank you, VICE.

      His hair was dark, crisp silk I wanted to touch. His skin was olive with a hint of gold that told me he’d just vacationed somewhere hot. He had a widow’s peak that topped a forehead creased with a few furrows, but he hadn’t been Botoxed, and the rest of his hard face was free from make-up and surgery.

      His lips were hard and flat, but they felt like heaven against mine, his nose was Roman, and had been broken at one point, and his jaw had been forged from pure obsidian. Speaking of his arrogance, his strength.

      I knew why, too.

      His suit?

      Just the memory of that exquisite silk blend against my fingers was enough to tell me it was expensive. He reeked of money, and not just because I knew that his chocolate-and-cinnamon scent didn’t come from any churros he’d just eaten but from a high-end aftershave I could roll myself in like I was the fried treat in need of dousing in cinnamon sugar.

      Sculpted and beautiful, his was a face I’d never forget—

      The doors pinged open, prompting me to stop daydreaming, to stop thinking about what I’d tell Rachel about last night’s sexual odyssey—and a hook-up that epic deserved such a title—over lunch, and when I did, when I stared out onto the hall ahead, I blinked in astonishment.

      The man—

      No.

      I blinked again, trying to clear my foggy vision because I was tired after last night and had barely slept, but there he was.

      My dark room man.

      He was scowling down at his phone as a team of four harried assistants flittered around him like agitated butterflies. Three of them were trying to get his attention, but all I could see was the hickey I’d left on his throat.

      A throat I could still taste.

      I swallowed, nerves and need warring inside me when I thought about that moment my dick had felt its first taste of ass, his ass, before I looked at the panel above the doors to see which floor we were on so I could Google it and maybe him later.

      Only, when I looked up, I saw we were on my floor, and at the same time, his gaze drifted from his phone to the elevator.

      When he did, our eyes clashed and held.

      For a second, I thought he didn’t remember me. Why would I be memorable to him, after all? I was a nobody. A dark room fuck. He’d gone in there to be anonymous and only another twist of fate had made it so that we knew what the other looked like.

      Then I remembered the husky British voice, and wondered if the guy I’d screwed was an Astley, but those stupid nerves of mine had me ducking my head, hunching my shoulders and darting out of the elevator before he had the chance to completely blank me.

      Unfortunately, as I moved down the hall toward the Marketing section where I worked, I could feel his eyes on my back. The burning urge to turn around, to see if I was making that shit up or if he was really looking at me filled me, but I wasn’t a fool. If I did turn back and he wasn’t watching, I’d be disappointed, and if he was, then I’d be flustered and would probably end up walking into a wall.

      No win either way.

      As I headed into my department, I moved over to Cassandra’s desk. She was Jacquelyn Rhode’s executive assistant, and while she wasn’t a bitch, neither was she nice. She had a habit of dumping shit onto me that wasn’t really my pay grade and then claimed credit for herself. No bueno.

      Still, I was picking up on more this way, learning from the inside out. If I was doing what an ordinary intern would, I’d probably be bored.

      Rhode, which was how she liked to be called, was a little like Miranda Priestley on steroids.

      One of the major reasons I wanted to work here was her. She was renowned in the industry for her ability to take a new author and to overnight them into the big leagues. She was also one of the ‘New York’ Rhodes so, old money. The regular kind. Not the Astley kind. But refusing to answer to Jacquelyn was her way of shoving her lineage in people’s faces.

      She wore the highest stilettos she couldn’t walk in, had a temper meaner than a starving pit bull, and eyed me up as if I was a chocolate sundae.

      And if a sundae had passed her lips since 1992, then I’d gladly shave off my hair. Carbs? She needed them. Desperately. Her brain was loopy from ketosis. Having worked with her for two months, I’d seen her genius at work and half wondered if that was behind it…

      Didn’t they say madness and genius were two sides of the same coin?

      Cassandra saw my approach and watched me move toward her.

      They said men objectified women? It happened to me all the time in this damn department. I was one of the few guys in this section, and they eyed me like I was a Butterfinger they wanted to bite.

      Cheeks tinging with pink at her scrutiny, I muttered, “Morning, Cassandra.”

      As usual, she didn’t greet me, just barked, “She’s asking for coffee. Then, when you’re done with that, there’s a pile of reports I need you to go through—the designers are bitching about the promotional graphics we’ve requested for the Juniper Mills collection. Then there are some issues with the press release for the new Trevelyan book.”

      Kyrian Trevelyan was one of Astley Publishing’s most famous authors. Every book he released hit the NYT bestseller list at the coveted top spot, but this one was catering to a different targeted audience and, as such, the Marketing staff were rolling out the promo as if he was a newbie author.

      Kyrian was a renowned gay man with LGBT activist leanings but normally, he wrote suspense and thrillers, not MM romance. Twisted Love was his first foray into that genre, and as much as I was proud to be working on the campaign, pleased, even, Cassandra kept dumping the mother lode of work on my shoulders.

      Not only was it not fair, it was stressful as hell. I wanted Twisted Love to do well, and for that to happen, it needed more input from the VP’s EA than the intern who was faking it ‘til he made it.

      Because the Juniper Mills collection sounded interesting, and because it was a change of pace from the usual ‘pedal to the metal’ franticness, I retreated to the small break room with a nod rather than argue as I might have done if she’d given me more in-depth work on the Trevelyan campaign. Rhode, though the Marketing VP, had half the Communications department terrified of her, so they always got approval before they sent anything out first.

      Plotting my mental to-do list, I went to make Rhode’s weird coffee.

      She had a bulletproof espresso blitzed with butter, and topped up with fresh cream and cinnamon. Every time I made the concoction, seeing it split and the fat slick on top, I almost gagged.

      I hadn’t last night though...

      A small smile curved my lips as I maneuvered around the break room, crafting the coffee from hell. Seeing who I’d sucked off just made it all the sweeter.

      Wondering if I could find out which Astley was in New York right now, because there were several, I decided Googling the family would be the easiest option—there was no forgetting a face like that.

      Armed with the gross coffee, I returned to Cassandra’s desk because she liked to take it in to her boss for brownie points. Unfortunately for me, she wasn’t there and I heard Rhode call out, “Cassandra, where the hell is my drink?”

      This was a morning for ‘no win’ situations.

      If I didn’t take it in, then Rhode would be furious. If I did, then Cassandra would sulk.

      The melodrama was irksome, but I preferred Cassandra’s wrath to the bitch boss so I plastered on a smile and walked into the grand office.

      One day, I wanted to work somewhere like this. She had the corner office, windows on each side, overlooking a bunch of other buildings, but still, this was prime corporate real estate and she knew it.

      The other walls were loaded down with the books she’d made famous, and she had a thing for African art that was just bewildering when you paired the glass furnishings with ethnic tribal masks.

      “Ah, Micah,” she crooned when she peered away from her computer, a sultry smile on her lips. “Good morning.”

      My return smile was awkward. She never failed to make me feel gauche. “Morning, Rhode.”

      Rhode’s eyes narrowed on me as I placed her cup on the corner of her desk, on one of the coasters that were made out of tiny shells, unable to hide from the fact she was looking at different material pertaining to the book of the moment. Twisted Love.

      Her nails tapped against the shiny paper. “Fucking Trevelyan. He’s a pain in the ass, still bitching about the cover. What is it with those faggots? So goddamn difficult,” she grumbled with a sniff, before tipping her head to the side and studying me as if I was a New York Times’ crossword she couldn’t solve.

      Though her remark was inflammatory, it wasn’t the first she’d made about gays in my presence. To be honest, I’d stopped being shocked by it. And to be quite frank, my father had said worse when I’d come out to him. Neither of that made her homophobia okay, but what was I supposed to do?

      Who was I supposed to complain to?

      HR might listen if I was complaining about Terry in Accounts, but Rhode? The Rhode? Yeah, they wouldn’t do shit. I’d just end up tossed out on my ass, and I needed this internship on my resumé too much to make waves.

      Seemingly unaware of my disapproval, or not even caring that her words were offensive in the extreme, she inquired, “Late night? You look like you had a little too much fun.”

      For a second, I wondered how the hell she’d know that, then I registered where her gaze was—the bruise on my throat.

      I’d contemplated covering it up this morning, but I knew from my ex-girlfriend’s bitching that foundation never really did the job anyway so I’d left it, and had hoped my stubble would cover it some.

      Apparently not.

      “It was a regular night.” I wished. “Thank you for asking,” I tacked on politely.

      She hummed under her breath, eying me over the reading glasses she wore perched on her nose—I’d swear she didn’t need them and that they were clear, but I couldn’t prove it when she never took them off—and replied, “I’m always interested in my staff and what they do for fun.”

      I doubted that. Cassandra both hated Rhode and was terrified of her.

      The second you got on the wrong side of her, that was the moment your career nose-dived for good. Talk about a reminder that you should never meet your idols.

      With that thought in mind, I murmured, “Plenty of fun to be had in Manhattan.” I poked my thumb at the door. “If you need me, I’ll be in my cubicle.” I started my retreat, smiling at her with a rictus that made my cheeks ache. When she didn’t reply, just watched me like a snake would a mouse their owner had plopped into its tank, I twisted around at the last minute and darted out the door.

      A predator didn’t have to be a man, and whenever I looked at her, she gave me the chills.

      She was used to buying whatever she wanted. Be it with her name or her wealth, used to commanding respect for her position here, and she wore that power around her like a mantel.

      She thought she was untouchable, and the bitch of it was, she was probably right.

      Shuddering, I headed toward my cubicle unsurprised when Cassandra hissed at me, “You should have left it on my desk. I only went out for two seconds.”

      “She called for it,” I mumbled as I moved past and took solace in my tiny workspace.

      When I got there, I saw the reports that were nearly as tall as my computer, and grimaced... but instead of reaching for the folder on top which would be filled with mock ups, and instead of checking my email which was likely full to bursting as well, I went to Google and typed in:

      The Astleys.
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      He worked here.

      What were the odds?

      I wasn’t sure whether I was pissed or glad or turned on. That it was a complicated cocktail to dissect only irritated me more.

      “What department does he work in?” I demanded, turning to my executive assistant. Lizzie turned to her PA, who turned to hers, until we reached the bottom of the pile—Paul.

      He just blinked at me. “The intern?”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “You mean, which department is the intern in?”

      “He’s an intern?” Christ, how old was he?

      Envisioning our tryst being splashed over the tabloids, I realized damage control might be in order. Those emergency lights could be the bane of my life. I hadn’t known the dark rooms even had them until they’d flashed on, for God’s sake.

      “Yes. With the Marketing department.”

      “I overheard Rhode praising him to Kirkland, saying that he shows promise,” Lizzie said flatly.

      Taken aback, I arched a brow because Jacquelyn Rhode liked no one and approved of no one. In her mind, she was God, and the supreme being, meaning that everyone around her was a peon and only capable of worshipping at her feet.

      For her to even mention that her intern had promise made me wonder if she was banging him. And if she was, was it consensual? Or another sexual harassment suit just waiting to happen?

      “Keep an eye on her,” I warned my team of assistants, aware my tone was grim.

      Pain flashing in her eyes, Lizzie heaved an impatient sigh. “She’s on her final warning,” she reminded me as if I didn’t know that already.

      “Final warnings mean nothing to her. You know she’ll get a team of lawyers onto me the second I even dare fire her.” I grunted, as exasperated and infuriated as my EA. Rhode was a shark that darkened the halls of Astley Publishing. The day I fired her arse would be a good one. “If she incurs another warning, she’s out of here. I don’t give a shit about the litigation, even if I end up paying for it out of my own pocket, but if she’s going to drag us through the press then I want to have something to hurl back at her.”

      “I keep sending the records to the lawyers,” Lizzie assured me, her mouth tightening because she knew what she was sending over wasn’t enough to protect the company. “If she tried, I’d like to think we have more than enough to get her laughed out of court.”

      “And we’d still manage to end up looking bad because we kept her on.” Reaching up to pinch the bridge of my nose, I muttered resignedly, “Regardless, watch the intern. If she’s complimenting him, she’s either moved in for the kill and we’re too late, or she’s getting ready to up her game.”

      The thought was enough to irritate me into scowling.

      Before I climbed onto the elevator, the urge to watch the guy go was a strong one. I really wanted to see if his ass was as fine as I remembered clutching at last night when we kissed.

      But I was an Astley.

      We didn’t shy away in the face of difficult tasks. If anything, we went head to head with them.

      So, battling my desire to see if he was as pretty going as he was coming—and that wasn’t a pun because, sadly, the dark room and our positions hadn’t enabled me to see anything like that—I tried not to worry over whether the press would have a field day about Astley Publishing’s top of the tree being the bottom of the dark room.

      Fuck—I just knew they’d use that as a headline too.

      Priorities, however, dictated that I ask, “How old is he? Tell me he’s not eighteen.”

      “Interns can’t be that young, can they?” Lizzie questioned her team of staff.

      “He’s twenty-two. Two months into a three-month internship.”

      “You know a lot about him,” I murmured, eying Paul up as relief battled with the disquieting notion of wondering whether the kid had boned him too.

      Had I been targeted?

      The insidious thought whispered in my mind, until I registered I’d been the one to go into the occupied dark room. I’d been tipsy but not that bloody tipsy.

      Almost grunting with relief, I nearly didn’t hear Paul say, “He works with Cassandra. Rhode’s EA? We’re dating.” He shrugged. “We talk about work.”

      I dipped my chin in understanding, oddly grateful he was dating the assistant.

      I remembered Cassandra—if Paul let her discuss work, then he was wasting time. She was fine, too fine to work for Rhode that was for sure. Everyone knew working for that bitch was like becoming the prime minister of a developed nation—the second you were appointed, it might be considered a promotion, but after a single day on the job, you’d be turning gray overnight.

      I was under no illusions where she was concerned. Rhode was a Marketing wet dream, but a PR nightmare.

      Grateful my early morning meeting about the Trevelyan release hadn’t been with her but Kirkland over in PR, even if I’d be seeing that harpy later, I waited for the elevator to take me to the top floor of my domain where the seventy-thousand square feet of space was taken up by my office, reception, and boardroom.

      Unfortunately for me, when I was spit out into the reception, Sadie, my version of Cerberus, had a pinched look on her face.

      A pinched look I knew only too well.

      That was what happened when you spoke with the Duke of Keighly—you looked like you needed to take a shit.

      Grunting, I nodded at her and moved directly to my office. “Tell him I’ll be a few minutes.”

      “Thank you, sir,” was her relieved answer, and I heard her murmur, “Your Grace, Mr. Astley will be able to speak with you in a few moments.”

      Ever since the diagnosis, he’d taken to calling me every damn day, and always about the same thing.

      With him and the Rhode situation, it was a wonder I wasn’t living in a dark room. Never mind trawling for cock in them. Christ.

      “Don’t you think it’s about time you provided us with a grandson?”

      That was the Duke’s version of a greeting, and he said it the second the video call connected through to him in our Cumbrian estate, deep in England’s North.

      “Since when did you care about heirs and spares?” I remarked coolly, even though we both knew the answer to that.

      Noblesse oblige ran rife in my lineage, that’s what happened when you were the heir to some godforsaken piece of wilderness. I’d never actually been to the family pile, nor had I ever wanted to go. I’d probably die without seeing the Astley’s ancestral home, and I was more than fine with that.

      Since his cancer diagnosis, however, my father wasn’t fine with that.

      It was suddenly family this and family fucking that.

      He’d always hated Cumbria, but he’d moved up there, dragging Mother with him, insisting the country air would be a comfort to him before he died.

      That, from the father who’d subsisted on the smoggy London air since he was a child and who thrived on its energy as much as I did.

      We’d never been close, simply because the Astleys weren’t bred to be that way. The stiff upper lip wasn’t the cliché most Americans believed. I, for one, had several stiff things about me.

      “I can leave this to you—but what about you? Who will you leave the estate to, hmm?”

      “Derek? Jacob? Clinton?” I remarked, naming several cousins who’d chomp at the bit to sit in this seat. “Or how about I leave it to the board of directors?” I said with a smirk, knowing it’d piss him off.

      “You can’t be serious,” he wheezed, his cheeks burning with fire at my suggestion. “I’d prefer you to leave it to a goddamn dog than those bunch of scavengers.”

      And he wasn’t talking about the directors.

      The only Astley worth his salt had died four years ago. My uncle Forrester. He’d taken me in when my father had tossed me out.

      I shrugged. “Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll leave everything that isn’t entailed to a charity. I have no desire to have children, Father, you know that. You’ve always known it.”

      His mouth tightened. “Things are different now.”

      “No. They’re not,” I told him calmly. “You’re dying—but we’re all dying. You’ll just pass on a lot faster than you’d have liked.”

      His scowl made a reappearance. Funny how, when I was a child, that scowl had terrified the life out of me. “Is that supposed to reassure me? Gentle words to carry with me into the afterlife?”

      That right there was the proof that my father had been overtaken by aliens.

      Afterlife?

      He didn’t believe in things like that. At least, he’d never believed those things in the past. The diagnosis was changing him, and callous though it might seem, it was infringing on my personal liberties.

      Children?

      I shuddered at the prospect.

      Some people were not born to be fathers.

      And those people were all Astley males.

      “Look, I have to go. I have a meeting in five.” It was a lie, not that he was to know that.

      Of course, it pricked his attention, and he straightened in his armchair. Retirement didn’t suit Father, and after a long lifetime managing the company, I didn’t exactly blame him for being bored. “You sound annoyed. What’s the meeting about?”

      I snorted. “I am annoyed. At you. Not the meeting.”

      “What’s it about?” he repeated, undaunted in the face of my irritation.

      “A piddling HR issue,” I lied.

      “What kind of HR issue? What on earth are you handling that for?” His scowl made another reappearance. “Don’t they know you’re the bloody CEO?”

      “I think they’re aware of that fact,” I said dryly. “My name’s on their pay-slip, at least. And the building, of course.”

      His harrumph had me changing the subject because only one thing had him making that noise. “How’s the pain?”

      He grimaced. “Bad.”

      “Tell the damn doctor.”

      “What they prescribe just knocks me out. I’ll be buggered if I spend the last few months I’ve got left half-baked on medicine.”

      Despite myself, I had to laugh. “You do everything your own way, Father.”

      “Like father, like son,” was his retort, but his brows surged in a short tango that was his idea of a dare—for me to refute his remark at my own peril.

      “Perhaps,” was all I said, but I knew he was right. Which was proof I’d be as shitty a parent as he was. Deciding that wasn’t the wisest thing to say over the phone, I simply told him, “I’ll speak to you later.”

      “Good.”

      And that was that.

      We both cut the call, our goodbyes never all that emotional, but when the screen turned blank, reverting to the messaging platform we used, I stared out onto my desk and decided that I wasn’t happy about him dying.

      It wasn’t that I liked him, per se. I didn’t. He’d cheated on my mother far too many times to count, had never hesitated to spank me for any misdemeanor as a child, had thrown me out after that mischief at Eton, and…

      Well, his sins were too numerous to bear.

      But he was correct.

      We were alike. Too alike. If anyone understood me, it was him.

      It was that I’d miss.

      Reaching up to pluck at my bottom lip, I rocked back in my desk chair.

      A ping sounded on my iMac, and I let my gaze drift over to the message that popped up.

      Dinner tonight? I’ll dress down?

      Carolina. Complete with a shot of her pussy.

      Christ, she was starting to get clingy.

      I hated it when they turned clingy.

      Preferring the prospect of a meeting with that bitch Rhode than having to break up with her, I picked up the phone and called Sadie. When she answered, she asked, “Sir?”

      “I need a piece from Cartier. Spend around fifteen hundred.” Carolina wasn’t worth that much, but if it meant she’d disappear with less of a pout, then I’d be happy.

      I doubted I’d be so fortunate.

      I’d only realized what a pain in the arse she was after our first fuck. I thought it’d take an eviction notice to get her out of my goddamn apartment. In the end, I’d bribed her with my black Amex.

      “Yes, sir. Shall I have it sent straight to her or would you like me to deliver it?”

      “I’d prefer you to deliver it, but I’m not that cruel.”

      A laugh sounded down the line, before Sadie murmured, “Much appreciated, sir.”

      My lips twitched. “You know she’s a hellcat when crossed.” I grunted. “Make it twenty-five hundred. Maybe that’ll keep her quiet.” Sadie hummed, and I heard the disbelieving tone to it only because I knew she was right so, forlornly, I tacked on, “One can but hope.”

      “Yes, sir.” When I didn’t cut the line, she cleared her throat. “Is there anything else?”

      “There’s an intern in the Marketing department.”

      “Oh, yes, Micah,” she said cheerfully.

      Interest had me rocking back in my seat. “You know him, then?”

      A little laugh escaped her, and I knew why. I’d heard enough fluttery giggles like that to understand that Micah triggered as much interest in the women on my staff as he did in me.

      And who the hell could blame them?

      “We all know, Micah,” was her retort.

      I’d just bet they did.

      My ass clenched at the thought of last night, the inherent ache that couldn’t be replicated, the feel of him inside me, and I gritted out, “I’d like to speak with him about his internship. Can you set that up for some time today, please?”

      “You want to speak with an intern?” Sadie asked, and I knew her eyes would be bugged wide like they were on stalks. She might as well have asked me if I wanted to talk with the Martians who crash landed into Astley Tower’s lightning rod every night.

      “Yes. I have—” I coughed. “—things I’d like to discuss with him.”

      “Okay, sir, I’ll get that arranged,” she said slowly. “For tomorrow? There’s the VP meeting this afternoon.”

      “Nothing earlier?”

      “Well, with some wiggling around.”

      Fuck the Veep meeting.

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Which was why, two and a half hours later, I found myself in my bathroom.

      Brushing my teeth.

      Combing my hair.

      And questioning whether I had time to beat one off before Micah showed up.
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      “He wants to speak with Micah?”

      My head popped up at the sound of my name, especially with the distaste which was warring with bewilderment on Cassandra’s lips.

      She was still sulking about the goddamn coffee, and it was easier for me just to keep my head down and to plow on through the work she was supposed to do.

      I’d been arguing with designers all morning over Rhode’s vision and what they’d come up with. I liked their premise, but she didn’t, and whatever Rhode wanted, she got.

      Every.

      Damn.

      Time.

      It’d be irritating if I wasn’t also impressed. The power she wielded in such a male-dominated environment was admirable, but rather than do much good with it, she’d just turned into a man.

      It went past the difference between a woman in power simply being a bitch whereas a guy in the same position with a similar attitude was merely a ‘go-getter.’ She was predatory—now I’d likened her to that, I couldn’t get away from the image of me being a frickin’ gazelle and her being a cougar.

      In both senses of the word.

      “Wait a minute, Sadie. I just want to clarify that Mr. Astley wants to see Micah. Am I hearing you right?” She saw me peering over my partition wall, and scowling at me, muttered, “Right, I’ll tell him.”

      The bolt of anticipation came out of the blue. When I’d Googled the Astleys, I’d found that last night’s fuck had been with no other than Devlin Astley himself, who, according to Wiki, was also the Viscount of Lynden. I had no idea what a viscount was, but I knew who. A crusty British noble he wasn’t.

      I’d never imagined I’d set eyes on my one-night stand again. In two months of working here, I hadn’t seen the ‘boss’ once. What kind of bizarre coincidence was it that I saw him this morning after last night’s sexcapade?

      Arousal burned inside me as I watched her put the phone down, waiting on her instructions.

      “You’re to visit with Mr. Astley at twelve-forty,” she told me primly, then her nose tipped up and her tone became scornful. “What the hell have you done to come to his attention? I wonder if he’s going to fire you for it.”

      I didn’t bother answering, just cast a glance at the clock and spent the remaining moments of that one-hundred-and-fifty minute wait nervously trying to focus on my work and mostly failing.

      Twenty minutes before the appointment, I got to my feet and ducked out of the cubicle because Cassandra went to use the restroom again. She either had a stomach bug, was on her period, or had some kind of UTI because I’d never known her to spend so much time in there.

      Working for Rhode didn’t allow you much time to dawdle. If you could piss, eat, and have a phone conference all in one go you’d be set for life working in this high-pressure environment.

      Ducking into the bathroom myself, I headed to the vanity and looked over my appearance.

      He might well be calling me in to fire me... As far as I knew, from what I’d seen on the gossip sites, he was a lady’s man. Definitely not out as gay. I mean, it wasn’t like I was going to shout our hook-up to the world, not with my dad for a father, but he wasn’t to know that, was he?

      My suit was dark navy but lightweight thanks to the heat of the summer, and I’d forgone a tie because it was too hot for that today. The navy offset my light blue shirt which had the faintest of cross-hatch patterns covering it. Over that I wore a vest, and though it and my pants were a little creased from both the temperature and working at my desk, I looked as fresh as I could in the circumstances.

      Quickly splashing my face with water, I messed with my hair some and then, sucking in a breath, accepted that I looked as good as I could after a stressful morning of doing a job that was so far above my pay grade it was a joke, all while waiting on a meeting that had unknown repercussions.

      That I didn’t have a semi was a miracle in itself.

      Leaving the restroom, I was grateful to miss Cassandra as I headed toward the elevators, and a few minutes later, I was there. On his floor.

      The trip in the elevator didn’t even register, not with my heart pounding so hard that it reminded me of last night when I was waiting in the dark room, wondering if I could do it. Wondering if I could finally take the step I needed to move on, to become who I wanted.

      No longer the jock with the head cheerleader on his arm.

      No longer the guy who was his father’s golden boy.

      Just Micah Nygard. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      And I had done it. I’d taken that step, had an epic orgasm as a ‘clap back’ from the universe, and now... Okay, so I might lose my position here as an intern. A lot of shit might go wrong from that one happenstance, but it’d be worth it.

      I was taking the path toward being me, and I could never regret that. Just the tiny blip on my resumé.

      Seeing Sadie in the reception area, I smiled a little, especially when she waved and got to her feet. She often joined Rachel and I for lunch, so I knew her quite well. That she looked pretty cheerful gave me hope because even if she wasn’t involved in Devlin Astley’s business in anything other than a light capacity, I figured she could read his mood. As she liked me, I also knew that she’d warn me if he was on the warpath.

      When I approached her, bypassing the sleek white leather sofas with the glass coffee table to move nearer, she tucked her arm in mine and asked, “What have you been doing?”

      I arched a brow at her. “Nothing?”

      She chuckled. “You think Mr. Astley often speaks with interns? Hell, he doesn’t talk to half his executives.”

      “I must have come to his attention somehow.”

      “Seeing as you do half of that bitch’s work, it’d be no wonder.” Her lips twisted into a grimace. “Tell him, if he asks. Don’t think about sugarcoating anything. She’s banging Paul to try to stay on Mr. Astley’s good side—”

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense to bang the man himself?” I asked dryly, peering down at her as there was a good ten-inch height difference between us.

      “As if he’d have her,” she scoffed.

      “She’s beautiful,” I corrected, because newly come out or not, and her being a lazy bitch or not, before, I’d have been all over Cassandra like white on rice. “I don’t see why he wouldn’t want her.”

      “If you saw his usuals...” She rolled her eyes, but a smile danced over her mouth. “He got rid of his latest though. I dread to think what will happen when she gets her goodbye gift.“

      “Goodbye gift? He gives them something when they break up?” At her nod, I muttered, “I’m not sure if that’s chivalrous or a bit like a john paying for a lay.”

      “A bit of both. I think he means it to be a kind gesture, but they usually take it as if he’s buying them off. Which, I guess, he is. Either way, they never turn it down, no matter what it is,” she rumbled disapprovingly.

      Not wanting to hear more about Mr. Astley’s exes, I squeezed her side. “I wonder what he wants.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “That sounds ominous,” I muttered.

      “Not really. He isn’t like that. He’s surprisingly nice.” She peered at her watch. “You’re early but he should have finished up by now, and he likes punctuality.”

      “He does? What else does he like?”

      She snorted. “Devlin is a gourmet of life. That should tell you everything.”

      Should it?

      I didn’t think it was that insightful.

      Because she was going to be close-mouthed about her boss, and I got it because she’d never been particularly vocal about him during lunch, aside from little comments on things that happened during her day, I asked instead, “Know why he wants to see me?”

      Sadie shook her head. “No. But there’s no surprise there. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry. He’s a kind guy.”

      Was he?

      I didn’t ask that out loud as she retreated to her desk to connect with his office, and when she murmured, “Sir? I have Micah Nygard here to see you,” my heart skipped a beat.

      Not from nerves.

      Not even from anxiety over what the coming meeting could mean for me…

      Simply because that voice of his, those dulcet British tones, the cut-glass edges, and the pronunciation that did funny things to my insides, slipped from the speaker like notes from an intoxicating song.

      “Send him in.”

      Never having realized the potency of someone’s voice before, I found myself biting my lip as I started thinking about the heated words we’d shared together. Mind back in the dark room, the past shattered into the present as, suddenly, Sadie was there, nudging me toward the door.

      At that moment, I didn’t know if his office was the only place in the world I wanted to be or the last.

      I guessed I’d find out...
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      Whatever I thought I’d say to Micah Nygard slipped from my mind the second I saw him.

      I’d learned his full name after a sweep of his HR records, and then because I wasn’t busy enough, I’d done some snooping.

      Part of the company policy was that online activity was logged for random spot checks.

      It was a way of trying to make sure employees didn’t check Facebook during office hours, which I thought was hilarious considering a lot of our business was social media-based but who was I to argue with standard office practice?

      Another part of that same policy was that emails were open to periodic sweeps to ensure proprietary material wasn’t being sent out illegally. Accessing his emails, as a result, was simple and as I checked through his work log, I found a surprisingly large amount of communication with Rhode’s EA.

      There wasn’t anything wrong with that in the grand scheme of things. Not if those emails had been asking about coffee orders, and whether he could do some photocopying... but they weren’t.

      They were about sensitive business practices.

      As much as an intern was supposed to learn during their ‘mentorship’ with us, the state of the emails told me Cassandra was palming a lot of work Micah’s way, none of which he was being paid for, and most of it sensitive as well as proprietary information regarding campaigns that we were trying to keep under wraps in the run up to a release.

      I was concerned, but not enough to stop it because he’d proven time and time again that he could handle the workload, and with the NDA he’d signed upon starting here, I didn’t have to worry about him leaking information to the press without there being ramifications to his actions. Such experience would be more than he might have anticipated, but could be useful for him in the future.

      As he’d never complained to HR about it, I was happy with him to continue, but I’d definitely be making a note about Rhode’s EA on her file.

      This decision was something I’d come to after reading his outgoing emails, where I discerned that he was smart, polite, instinctual, not in the habit of complaining about a workload he couldn’t have anticipated, and eager.

      But I’d known about his eagerness already, hadn’t I?

      I almost shuddered at the thought, the same as I almost shuddered again when I looked at him.

      He was beautiful.

      Absolutely fucking beautiful.

      I’d never thought a man could be that. Not because I believed in outdated stereotypes or that beauty was a woman’s domain and not a guy’s. But because I looked to men for certain things, and appearances rarely mattered.

      In the dark, all sins were covered.

      Scars, tattoos, zits, the places I frequented when I was in a mood hid all those from sight.

      I went to dark rooms to be fucked. For the adrenaline rush. For the release. For the freedom to be me, a ‘me’ who could only ever be allowed out amid the shadows. For the danger. No holds barred, no rules... liberation in its rawest of states.

      So, no, men to me weren’t about looking for some eye candy to drool over. If they had a cock, my ass was ready to be reamed. Simple as.

      But Micah proved me wrong.

      Green eyes that were like glass, skin like cream, lips that were pillowy and reminded me of exactly why being sucked off by him was delicious...

      For a second, he was all I saw. In the cheap suit that was surprisingly smart, in a rich navy that offset his hair and skin tone, that made his eyes pop even greener in the light from the wall of windows behind me...

      From my awe, you’d think some mystical creature had wandered through my doors—

      Sadie cleared her throat, drawing my attention her way.

      I blinked, spied her confusion, and beamed a smile at her. It was her turn to blink, before she licked her lips and, breathily, asked, “Would you like coffee, sir?”

      “Please.” While I drowned in his eyes, I rasped, “What would you like to drink?”

      “A black coffee. Thanks, Sadie.”

      Something had changed in his posture. Turning nervousness at being called into my office, which made sense as interns were so beyond my radar this meeting was unheard of, to outright agitation at Sadie’s fluttering lashes.

      He twisted to watch her go, saw her peer back at me with a fleeting glance that spoke of her crush on me, and the next time he glanced my way, I saw his pique.

      Understood it.

      What stunned me was that his jealousy didn’t irritate the hell out of me.

      I’d been sitting at my desk when Sadie had told me he was here, had stayed there when the doors opened, revealing a man that made me glad my desk was made of wood so it shielded the sudden painful boner he gifted me as a greeting, and it was stupid.

      Reckless.

      Crazy.

      But I stood up.

      Boner and all.

      Watching as his pique faded away after his gaze drifted over me.

      By comparison, my shoes alone probably cost more than his monthly rent. My suit was bespoke, everything about my outfit was night to his day, and yet, what he did for that cheap piece of polyester was magical.

      In his case, the suit didn’t make the man. With me? It certainly augmented things up a notch.

      He allowed the heat in his eyes as I rounded my desk to flare wide and free, not banking it as he should, as I should encourage. His hands balled into fists as his eyes stayed locked on my hard-on, and I felt a curious sensation whirl to life inside me.

      This was what it felt like to be in the light.

      Experiencing these things in the shadows, in the dark of night, sordid and shameful fumblings that were, nevertheless, the most powerful experiences of my life—but this was different.

      I felt different.

      It couldn’t be said that I was a submissive man. Not in my life or in my career choices. Only in the dark rooms did I ever give, instead of take, but my shoulders straightened, I stood taller, even. Everything about me morphed. As if, in the heat of the sun, the light of day, I was better.

      I was me.

      My throat worked at the stupid thoughts—I left the prose and narrative to authors who could do a better job than me—but under his jealous stare, I tipped up my chin and rasped, “Problem?”

      As if he had the right to be possessive over me, his nostrils flared when his temper got the better of him. “She has a crush on you.”

      “Most women in my employ do.”

      If I sounded cocky, so be it. I was. Had reason to be. I wasn’t saying I had a face that would sink a thousand ships, but my bank account could. Few women weren’t enamored of that.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets with a casualness that was totally feigned, which drew his attention to my dick once more.

      Fuck, this was only going to make a bad situation worse, but I couldn’t help myself.

      It was like being in the dark room—only in my fucking office.

      A split second was the difference between me spying the slight lowering of the door handle, before Sadie remembered herself and quickly tapped on the door.

      “Come in,” I called out, turning my back on her so she couldn’t see the shameful state of me and I peered out of the windows, staring at my adopted city.

      New York was melting under the sun’s powerful rays. Three days into a heatwave and it was a wonder everyone hadn’t turned into crisps, but the blinding gleam of the sun against the walls of windows opposite me, to my left, my right, to my back, was the shock to the system I needed.

      Like an eraser clearing away my sight, it let me take a break from staring at the sheer masculine perfection standing behind me, and gave me a second to get myself in line.

      My singular problem?

      I didn’t want to be back in line.

      I wanted a blowjob.

      I wanted those pillowy lips back around my dick, his tongue slurping up my pre-cum. I wanted to watch him swallow every ounce of cum I had in my balls. I wanted—

      Fuck.

      I just wanted.

      Plain and simple.

      My mind was at war. Rational sense and the heated desires of the dark room where everything was irrational fused together so tightly that I couldn’t pull them apart.

      I needed to be professional.

      I’d never felt less interested in the business side of things.

      This meeting was a mistake. A big, fat, fucking mistake. I knew it like there was a flashing neon sign advertising it to the world at large.

      Upon seeing him in the elevator this morning, there were many things I should have done, and this current course of action wasn’t one of them.

      I shored myself up, rallied my defenses until I heard the door to the reception close as Sadie shut herself out of my sanctuary. That was when I turned around.

      When I saw him there.

      No longer by the door where he’d been standing before. No longer dozens of feet away from me.

      There.

      Right behind me.

      So close the air I inhaled was permeated with that lemongrass aftershave he wore.

      So close I could see the tiny striations in his lips, the natural creases and the Cupid’s bow I’d licked last night.

      So close that I could feel his heat, smell his laundry detergent, reach out, if I wanted, to stroke the lock of hair that had fallen forward to bob on his brow.

      My hands actually trembled with the need to do that. To have the right to feel the crisp silk between my fingertips. To hold some part of him, some innocent, innocuous part in my grasp.

      To connect to him.

      Defenses down again, I gritted my teeth to fight the urge before I rasped, “What are you doing?”

      “You know what.”

      The surety in his voice was so at odds with this morning when he’d darted out of the elevator like a frightened rabbit. Anxiety and worry seeming to seep from his pores as I watched him hurry down the hall.

      Now, he was strong and assured, confident in himself without being arrogant as he stepped into me, his torso clashing against mine as he reached up, held my cheeks in place and kissed me.

      Actually. Fucking. Kissed. Me.

      His head slanted just at the last second so that he could join our lips, bring them together so that we could taste one another again in the puddle of sunlight around us. And somehow, though it made no sense, he tasted better. Richer. More intense.

      He tasted so good that I couldn’t pull back, pull out of his hold. I had no choice but to sink into this kiss like he sank into me, his muscles aligning themselves with my torso, his hardness brushing against mine, but merging too.

      His dick was there, a solid presence on my abs, and my butt clenched with remembered need. The desire to have him back inside me was so overwhelming that I groaned as I reached for him, no longer content to be passive, to have him kiss me.

      I needed to experience all of this, all of him, right now.

      My hands went to his hair, those thick, dark flaxen locks that felt superb against my fingers, and I tugged at him, dragging him where I needed him. How I needed him.

      He complied, showing that same contrasting push and pull of last night—eager to act, eager to lead, but also eager to concede. It was delicious, delightful. If he’d been more aggressive, I might have shoved him away, but he was too earnest in his passion to reject.

      And he tasted divine.

      Like spearmint and coconut water of all things.

      I savored him like I would a fine wine, supping from him rather than chugging it back like I would a shot of tequila, because that was who he was.

      A Chilean Médoc.

      A sweet, sweet Auckland Merlot.

      His hands moved to my shoulders, and he kneaded me there before slipping down, grabbing my ass and holding me tightly. His cock was so big and so perfect against me, and all I could think of was last night and my need for him to pin me to the bloody glass and do as he had back in VICE—fuck me.

      For the first time, my liberation in the dark rooms felt sordid.

      While this?

      This was freedom.

      He made the tiniest sound in his throat before he pushed me into the window. The second my back collided with the hot glass, he was there, a harder, more pressurized presence. I felt like I was being branded, felt as if he was hotter even than the window, and I was being roasted on both sides.

      I tugged at his hair, unable to stop myself from drowning in him as I thrust my tongue along his. The flavor of him was like champagne, utterly effervescent, so that I felt as if I was fucking flying with the sun on my back, and the wind in my goddamn hair.

      This was a kiss they wrote about in books.

      This was a connection they tried to replicate in movies—a foot-popping kiss.

      And it was with a one-night stand. An employee. Hell, not even that. An intern.

      The thought shuddered through me and I pulled back, gasping, panting, but he chased me down. He didn’t let me go. Wouldn’t let me stop. He didn’t force this on me, just moved where I went, taking my air from me so I was overwhelmed with him, with his kiss, the slant of his mouth, the way his tongue flicked mine, how he tasted me and savored me. In seconds, my brain forgot again who I was, what he was, and I tightened my hands in his hair as I began to thrust my hips, dragging my aching dick between us. The need to feel him against me was paramount, and like he knew, he arched his back, creating space for his hands and then he was there.

      Dragging down my zipper.

      Dragging down his.

      And his dick was wet. Slick with pre-cum.

      I almost shuddered as he ate at my mouth, nipping and biting and licking as he grabbed our cocks and rubbed them together. I’d never done this before, knew it had a name that began with ‘f’, just knew it wasn’t fucking, but it felt phenomenal.

      Every inch of him caressed every inch of mine. The veins that roped our shafts, the throbbing pulse, the rounded tip of the glans, the shiny flesh… all of it was enhanced by the glorious sensation of slickness that let us grind together.

      I pumped my hips at the same time as he did, his hands making a fist for us to thrust between, to savor and to endure.

      A sharp cry escaped me, choked out between kisses, and he was there, taking it from me, before he wasn’t there at all. His hands left me, his dick moved away, and as I stood there, dazed and shocked, wondering what the fuck was going on, he dropped to his knees. No artifice about him, no shyness, just need, and he grabbed my cock, swallowing it between his lips. His eyes were closed, the lids flickering as if even his nerves there were being pleasured, and his head bobbed as he moved back and forth, soft groans escaping him that caressed my shaft with the tiniest of earth-shattering vibrations.

      I stared down at him with wide eyes, unable to comprehend how the situation had derailed so much as he swallowed around my tip. A wobbly cry escaped me and I shoved my fist against my mouth to silence the sound while, with the other, I reached down and pressed a finger to his lips that were tightly packed with me.

      Groaning as I shoved at the corner, as I pushed the tip against the stretched flesh, my nostrils flared as I felt the saliva coating me, thick swathes of it that he used to his advantage.

      So did I.

      After pulling my balls out from my zipper, I gathered his saliva in my fist, then reached down and coated them in it. As I ground them against each other, he moved faster, and his cheeks tunneled in all the way.

      I came.

      I couldn’t stop myself.

      Could no more prevent it than I could stop the moon from shining every bloody night.

      Leaving his dirty, dirty mouth alone, my head rocked back against the window with a clunk, and I didn’t care, experienced nothing but the sweet bliss of release with the heat on my back, the sun on my head, and his mouth around me.

      I felt him swallowing my cum down, taking all I had to goddamn give, and as the sweetness of relief hit me, regret did too. Because this was dumb. This was so fucking dumb. And I was more than just halfway down the rabbit hole, I was into Narnia itself, having bypassed the LSD and the wardrobe. And yes, I knew I was mixing stories, but that was how deep into the land of fiction I’d gone.

      The worst thing of all?

      I couldn’t stop.

      He was... Goddamnit. He was so pretty as he stared up at me, licking me clean, moving his mouth around me, and doing as he had last night—kissing the tip as he let go of me.

      How the fuck was I supposed to keep my defenses high against that?

      How was I supposed to—

      Jesus.

      If he’d done anything but that, I could have backed off. Been a douche. Could have zipped up and zipped out—as it were.

      Instead, I reached down and cupped his chin.

      “What the fuck am I going to do with you?” I whispered huskily, unaware that I was looking at him like he was a candy store and I was the child of a mother who believed sugary treats came in the form of applesauce. Unaware that the perennial shadows in my eyes had lightened some as I stared down at this beautiful, beautiful man who made me want shit I’d never even thought about outside of at night.

      My thumb rubbed over his chin, smoothing along his jaw, to his lips, those pouty lips that were heaven and hell in a vicious circle that would always mean my death knell, and I came to a decision…
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      My cock ached.

      My throat felt deliciously used.

      And everything inside me was tossed into a turbulent sea as I stared up at him.

      Devlin Astley.

      Nothing about this had gone how I imagined.

      I’d thought about being ‘told off,’ either that or told to keep my mouth shut about last night. I’d thought a thousand things, but I’d never envisioned dropping to my knees for him.

      The taste of him was salty sweet, stronger than mine, but then, everything about him seemed super-charged. Maybe it fit that his cum was too?

      The thought had my lips twitching into a small smile as I tilted my head to the side, letting the hand that was cupping my chin take some of the weight.

      I needed more. Needed to come. But I needed something else first. Something I couldn’t begin to describe because I didn’t know what it was. Just knew that the swipe of his thumb against my cheek felt a mixture of tender and of bewildered. Tender from the gentle touch, bewildered from his expression of outright confusion.

      He was being kind to me. Kind even though he was perplexed, and I couldn’t blame him.

      Everything I’d found on him this morning, every single Google hit had indicated he was a player. That was a truth Sadie had confirmed. Buying off his girlfriends to get rid of them easily spoke exactly of who the man was. And with looks like his, and as he’d said, a bank balance like his, it fit. Especially in this city.

      Yet he frequented dark rooms.

      And when he kissed me, there was no hesitance. Not like I experienced. Kissing a man wasn’t like kissing a woman. I could be rougher, a little harder, more forceful, but it was like I was taking baby steps. Hesitating before I dove in fully as I wasn’t used to it. Devlin experienced no such hesitation.

      He dove right in, sweeping me along with him, like a rough tide would drag me out into the ocean.

      I sighed as he whispered, “What the fuck am I going to do with you?”

      There were many answers I could give to that, and none of them would strike a chord with him.

      I couldn’t forget he was a player. One who, in his spare time, went to dark rooms for clandestine hook-ups.

      When Sadie had looked at him like he set the sun and moon in the sky, a wave of jealousy had overtaken me, and that was what had led me here. To kneeling at his feet. To this moment in time.

      I had no right to feel jealous. Just because he was my first, didn’t mean he owed me anything.

      Stupid, stupid Micah.

      The self-deprecating thought had me closing my eyes. I fully expected him to tell me to get the hell out of his office, and to clear my cubicle too, but instead, he rumbled, “Stand up.”

      I blinked at his order, and felt nothing wrong in obeying. Slowly sliding into a standing position, I awaited his mouth for a kiss I needed to feel, and was surprised when he moved around me, his chest coming to my back as I stared onto the bright day and the view of a city I loved from a height that made this as much of a luxury as the feel of his hand on my cock when he slipped his arms around my hips. He drew me back first, not having bothered to zipper up his dick which, ridiculously enough, excited the hell out of me, pulling me into him so there was no space between us, and then his chin settled on my shoulder.

      As he began to jack me off, he whispered in my ear, “Does that feel good?”

      Well, I wasn’t going to lie... “Your ass felt better.”

      He laughed a little, the rumble doing things to my ear drums that had my eyes fluttering closed, hips pumping as I chased the pressure of his fist around my cock.

      His ass had been heaven, but this was so much better than my hand. His grip was exactly what I needed, nothing like the less-than-firm grip of my ex, and his hard body, the pressure of his slightly-softened dick against my butt had me wanting to feel him tunneling into me as he did this—jacked me off at the same time.

      Christ, I needed that.

      More than I could express.

      Biting my lip at the thought, I fucked his hand harder, aware that he wasn’t going to do that. At least, not here. Maybe not ever.

      I’d instigated this.

      In the wrong place, at the wrong time.

      But how could something that felt so right be wrong?

      A grunt escaped me as he whispered, “Let go, Micah. I want to see your cum against the glass—”

      “W-Why?”

      He didn’t answer, just changed pace. Holding me tight enough to hurt, fast enough to make my eyes roll back into my head.

      I wasn’t a small man. I’d played linebacker in high school, for Christ’s sake. Whenever I’d screwed my ex, I’d felt like I was going to squash her under my weight. But with Devlin, there was none of that. No fear.

      I leaned back against him, aware that he could support me, unafraid that he wouldn’t be able to hold me up, and as I sagged into him, I fucked his fist and the air, rocking back and forth as I exploded, my cum doing exactly as he wanted—spurting against the glass. White. So fucking white. Contrasting so sharply with the dark gray glass.

      As my eyes narrowed to slits, I chased my pleasure, not wanting to waste any of this because it could be the last time it happened. I really didn’t want that, but I’d remember this the next time I hit up my spank bank for help.

      With a gentle squeeze, he let go of my dick, then he surprised me by nuzzling his face into my jaw. When he pressed a kiss there, my heart clutched before he stunned me by leaning forward, moving me nearer to the window and reaching down.

      Sliding his fingertips through my cum, swirling them through it, after, he raised his fingers to my lips and murmured, “Tell me how you taste.”

      I blinked, and though my initial instinct was to pull back, to move my head away, it was too late. He was already painting my seed around my mouth. Coating my lips in my release.

      My brow puckered, disgust warring with an irritating need to please him. Not because he was who he was, but because if I pleased him, maybe this wouldn’t be the last time.

      Already, I wanted more.

      The irritating thought only annoyed me further once it was fully articulated in my mind, but it didn’t stop me from letting him rim my lips with the slick digit and, after tasting myself, grunting, “Salty. Bitter.”

      He did it again, painting them again, but this time, he twisted me around and brought us together.

      The collision was everything I hadn’t expected but wanted.

      The relief of release, the freedom of having our cocks brushing, the pressure of his hand in my hair and the ability to grab a hold of his butt and cling to him was like a weight off my shoulders. The joy in me was powerful and I kissed him back with a ferocity that didn’t usually happen post-orgasm. My joy warred with the inner peace that came after an epic climax, after all, but I clung to him, thrusting my tongue against his, feeling raw and delighted and happy at the same time.

      He sighed into me, sagging a little, before slowly, pulling back. I felt him do it, and while it was expected, it still disappointed me. He was kind, though. He didn’t jerk away, just carefully, in increments, dialed it down.

      Finally, he was breathing against my lips, giving me soft pecks before he rasped, “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” My heart sank. “But I’m glad that it did.” My heart soared. Then I sighed as he repeated his earlier question. “What am I supposed to do with you?”

      My mouth, brain, and dick were all in accord as I told him, “What we just did is a good enough start, don’t you think?”

      And that shut him up.

      For the moment.
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      My day didn’t exactly go to hell but it certainly went downhill after that mind-blowing orgasm.

      That was the trouble with office trysts. You started resenting the actual work, preferring to just fuck over the desk where you were supposed to be doing your job.

      A lack of dedication to my position wasn’t something that I could be accused of, but as I sat around the boardroom table, it was hard to focus, hard not to think of things like fucking Micah over this table as well as my desk.

      Propositions that were far more interesting than work...

      This meeting, however, was about two of our marquee authors, therefore, bloody important and worthy of my focus.

      Kurt Jenner, whose books had just been turned into movies—one of which was slated for an Oscar, and who was making serious bank for the company—but who led an alternative lifestyle that saw him requiring more PR than we were capable of handling in-house. Then, there was the latest release for Kyrian Trevelyan, whose usual style leaned toward thrillers, but who was dropping an MM romance in the upcoming weeks.

      Having met both Kurt and Kyrian several times, I could claim them both as acquaintances, and knew I needed to focus on their accounts rather than Micah’s ass.

      Though Kurt and I were neighbors back in London, at the family home I rarely used anymore, I actually knew Kyrian better, and appreciated the lack of bullshit he spouted. He was originally from Cornwall, in the UK, and as two fellow ex-pat Brits living in the land of the free, I’d admit to watching his back so I knew focusing on this boring meeting was imperative.

      Kyrian usually made life easy for me by being one of our safe bets. Whatever he published, we always made sure to have releases stockpiled because, there wasn’t a shadow of a doubt in our minds, he’d sell every copy.

      The only trouble was, at the moment, it wasn’t so easy to stockpile when you didn’t have a finalized product. Only someone like Trevelyan could get away with this shit, and the fact that it was going live electronically first helped some.

      “Look, we’re going nowhere here,” I said with a sigh when Lourdes in Editing started bitching again about Trevelyan dicking her around with the final copy of the manuscript.

      I wasn’t usually here for this kind of meeting, but because it was about Jenner and Trevelyan, I attended. Begrudgingly.

      Trying to herd the VPs was more difficult than herding sheep. Veep meetings over marquee authors were the bane of my existence but they earned us too much money for me not to have my nose buried into the ins and outs of their launches.

      “We’ve never let it run so late to deadline,” she argued.

      “Lourdes, how long have you worked for the company?”

      She frowned—the clever girl sensed she was walking into a trap. “Four years, Devlin.”

      “Well, I promise, I’ve worked here longer and I’m well aware that Trevelyan is taking the piss. But, having earned us fifteen million on his own last year, I think we can allow him some creative license.”

      “You say that now,” Kirkland from PR complained, “but when the version that drops on the e-retailers is riddled with mistakes, we’re the—”

      I cut him a look. “It won’t be.” I pinned Lourdes in place with a glance too. “Will it? You’re going to dedicate every waking fucking hour to making sure that final copy is perfect, aren’t you?”

      Her nostrils flared with agitation. “This is highly irregular.”

      “Trevelyan is highly irregular,” Rhode from Marketing slotted in, her mouth downturned at the corners.

      I shrugged. “Creative genius takes shape in many ways.”

      She sniffed. “I don’t even understand why we’re having to do this. He’s a marquee author for thrillers, not with some small town fags who fall in love with each other.” She followed that up with a gagging noise, seemingly unaware that the tension around the table had just soared.

      My dislike for Rhode wasn’t exactly well-known because I was a professional, and made sure that she was never aware of my inherent distaste for her, but with the recent run of shit from her, my patience was running thin and the mask I wore was starting to slip.

      “What on earth makes you think you can talk like that around this table, Rhode?” I asked quietly, and probably, thanks to that quiet tone, I had the stress levels around the table surging.

      My temper in board meetings was renowned.

      She shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I denied, a bite entering my voice for the first time. “That you said that in front of witnesses is just proof that you’re too fucking big for your boots, Rhode. I’d watch that mouth of yours,” I snapped, “before it gets you into trouble.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me as she sat forward, the deep V of her shirt pulling wide as she did so, revealing a set of tits that had seen more surgeons’ hands than lovers’. “I don’t need to worry about trouble. Everyone here knows that half the money made in this place is because of me. That gives me certain privileges.”

      Because she was partly right, I didn’t deny that. “Everyone can be knocked off their pedestal, Rhode. Even two-bit whores who are better at selling product than pushers to addicts.” A sharp gasp swung around the table, but I ignored it, preferring to straighten up in my seat and say, “You might think you’re unique, but there are plenty of Marketing Execs out there who can take your place if you don’t watch your behavior.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Everyone is replaceable. Even me. Especially if we don’t watch our words.”

      “Is that a threat?” she hissed.

      “No, it’s a warning,” I countered, but then a thought occurred to me. “You’ve been dealing directly with Trevelyan’s people, haven’t you? Working on those upcoming book tours? Jesus, this is why he’s being difficult, isn’t it? Have you said anything like this to them?” I gritted my teeth as I cast everyone around the glass table a look. The way they were all staring down at their computers and the papers in front of them was clue enough. “In future, if someone upsets the apple cart, you’re to come to me over this bullshit.”

      “What bullshit? I didn’t lie,” Rhode snapped. “He’s a marquee thriller author!” Her snooty nose soared into the bloody air. “And I’m a professional. Give me some credit. I didn’t say anything to his people.”

      “No, but everyone around this table knows exactly what you’re thinking, am I right?” I shook my head in disgust. “You called him a fag. There’s no place in Astley Publishing for someone who’s stuck in the 1970s.

      “If I hear of you dropping any homophobic or racial slurs again, then you’re out on your ass, Rhode. Let’s face it, that can be proved.” And along to the lawyers this sordid scene would go too.

      Her eyes flashed wide at that, and I watched her shoulders round in, her posture changing as she went from aggressive to defensive.

      She knew exactly what I was talking about, and while I might have just given away my Ace in the hole, it was worth it. This woman thought because she was a ‘New York’ Rhode her shit stank like roses.

      It didn’t.

      Astley Publishing wasn’t the company my father had managed anymore. It was mine. All fucking mine, and if I wanted it to be a diverse workplace, where people of any and all backgrounds could gather to give the public the books they needed to escape, then that was my fucking prerogative.

      Her lips straightened into a line, the slight muscles there tensing with her agitation, but I ignored her and demanded, “I feel like this entire meeting has been bullshit. Someone had better start talking to me before I really lose my fucking temper.”

      Singh from Accounts cleared his throat, drawing my attention his way. “As far as I’m aware, Rhode hasn’t said all that much to his people. His agent, Sandra McGee, and I have been friends for years. If anything had trickled down the river to her about this, then she’d have told me.”

      Shoving my chair back so that it slid halfway across the floor, I ignored them to start pacing.

      The boardroom had phenomenal views that were usually wasted as everything that went down in this room was centered around the table. Everyone’s world was insular here, and that was how it needed to stay, but goddammit, I was fuming.

      I already hated the bitch, but even as I was calculating if this—on top of everything else she’d done over the years—was enough to convince the lawyers that we could fire her ass without facing the threat of litigation, my brain was trying to figure out a way of containing this situation.

      I didn’t want to contact Trevelyan over this, because if Rhode had managed to act with professionalism with his people, then I’d be stirring shit that had yet to be thrown. But if I didn’t get in touch with him and the bitch had fucked things up for us, then I needed to instigate damage control.

      Because Kirkland was the spin doctor in the room, I pointed my finger at him and snapped, “Talk our way out of this one, John.”

      He grimaced. “Rhode, have you said anything at all that might indicate you—”

      “Are homophobic?” I inserted gruffly, watching as, with another grimace, he cleared his throat.

      “Well, yes.”

      “I haven’t spoken to his people since this entire mess began,” was her retort, one that came complete with a sniff. “Cassandra’s been dealing with them. I’ve been far too busy working on the campaign. What with the changes to the original launch, it’s been a nightmare.” Her eyes narrowed at me, and though she didn’t say a word, I knew she was thinking it. Knew she was tossing in slurs left and right.

      If a woman was capable of talking with her eyes, she’d just turned the air blue around us all, gassing us with her poison.

      Her attitude was enough to make me want to wring her neck.

      Especially now I knew what she was capable of.

      This woman wasn’t just a narcissist, wasn’t simply a shark in business, she was dangerous.

      And blood had already been shed because of her.

      Constrained by labor laws and the fact that she could afford to sue us if we didn’t have a watertight reason for firing her ass, my hands were tied. But the knots were beginning to unravel.

      Before the year was out, I’d be hauling her out of the building myself.

      That was a fucking promise.
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      Still agitated from my Veep meeting earlier, I plucked at my bottom lip as I stared into my vanity mirror, pondering if I could be arsed shaving or not.

      I had no real desire to do it, didn’t even feel like showering, not when I could still smell him on me.

      Him.

      Micah.

      Lemongrass and citrus.

      Maybe it was stupid to think I could smell him in the air around me when he’d left my office eight hours ago, but I thought I could.

      Or maybe I wished it.

      In twenty minutes, a new squeeze of mine was supposed to darken my door.

      Emma.

      Big tits, blond hair that streamed down to her ass, a face like a porcelain doll... she looked like a genteel porn star. At least, she had the figure for it.

      I couldn’t be the only guy who looked at a person and thought about their facial expressions when they came, could I?

      If they were quiet or loud, rough or timid.

      Her abilities in the sack, I had a feeling, wouldn’t live up to Emma’s body.

      I bet she was too busy worrying about whether her ass looked tight or if she needed to squeeze in her stomach to actually orgasm.

      The prospect wasn’t enticing.

      Which was why I wasn’t sure if I should bother shaving or not.

      A woman’s hopes in a date could be revealed in whether or not she shaved her legs—front and back. Mine rested with my chin because having a model bitching at me over stubble rash was annoying. For whatever reason, the Astleys didn’t lose their hair even into their seventies, and their beard made an appearance about two hours after a grooming session—such was my fate.

      Of course, fate had more cruelty in mind for me than just an unnatural attachment to my razor. True vindictiveness on a serendipitous level came in the form of an irate Brazilian model with a bigger ass than she had a brain.

      Naturally, Carolina’s mental acuity hadn’t been of much interest when I’d decided to date her. That ass was what had interested me in the first place…

      A fact she was taking advantage of because my phone buzzed, and a picture flashed up of said booty.

      Complete with a shot of her pussy too.

      Cartier obviously hadn’t worked its magic on Carolina. Apparently, she wanted more. Undoubtedly a wedding ring... ha. As if.

      If I had to marry, it would be to an Englishwoman who understood that noblesse o-goddamn-blige still existed. Someone who was well at ease with being lady of the manor, even if I never visited the damn manor in the first place.

      The thought had me frowning and I stopped playing with my bottom lip, stopped staring at my beard in the mirror, and left my phone on the vanity—there was nothing of interest on there anyway.

      Heading out of the bathroom, I wandered into the hall and directly down to the living room.

      There, I ignored the grandeur of my Park Avenue penthouse, veering directly to the wet bar. I held a lot of parties, so this took up the entire back length of the space, and had enough alcohol to make a bodega look understocked.

      I grabbed a particularly nice vermouth, poured myself a shot into a glass that sparkled when I held the crystal tumbler in the light, and savored the rich aniseed as it blossomed on my tongue. The pale honey-colored liquid held no answers to my conundrum.

      A quandary I had no desire to really resolve, because if I resolved it, there’d be repercussions.

      Repercussions I couldn’t deal with right now. Maybe not ever.

      The thought had me frowning into my drink.

      Emma would be here soon.

      If I wanted her to, she’d drop to her knees and suck me off much as Micah had. But I still had him on me. And I didn’t want her to clean that up.

      There was my issue.

      I couldn’t want a man.

      They were for the night—for the dark. A secret. My secret. When I was stressed, exhausted, overwhelmed, to VICE I’d go, and that was where I could accept some hard truths about myself.

      As well as accept some hard other things...

      I wasn’t gay.

      I just liked variety.

      At least, that was what I’d told myself all my life, preferring not to think about how whenever I was down, I always sought out a guy to fuck away my troubles. I had a dozen women on speed dial, each of them booty calls that would drop everything—not their knickers because they rarely wore them in my presence—to fuck me.

      Leaving my penthouse, heading into a club, putting myself in danger... none of it was necessary. But I still did it.

      Every time.

      The thought was a prompt I didn’t need.

      Heading over to the landline which was propped on a side table over by the windows, I picked it up, leaned against the molding as I looked out onto the park. It was a miserable day, still so molten hot that I didn’t understand why anyone was sitting on the grass. As if this was enjoyable.

      Insanity, that was what it was.

      The dial tone rang a few times before it connected.

      “Again already?” He heaved a sigh. “I’ll be around to take some bloodwork in the morning. You really need to put me on a retainer. It’d be cheaper.”

      My nose crinkled. “I prefer to pay over the odds for discretion.”

      “What, rather than have me go to the National Enquirer to tell them that the owner of Astley Publishing has a fetish for going bareback in gay clubs? I’m sure that would sell like hot cakes.”

      I’d known Jeff Michaels since Eton, so even though his words were aggressive, I didn’t take them to heart. He was a doctor, a damn good one, and while he wasn’t my personal doctor, I used him for these little contretemps.

      Though he was gay and hadn’t come out to his family back in the UK—his parents still believed his partner Jamie was a woman—he was the only one I could trust to do this for me.

      What I had on him would give his father a heart attack. Not that I had to threaten Jeff with that. But it was always good to have information on a friend.

      Eton had taught us both that.

      Secrets... they made a country go around, had governments tumbling to their knees, and were capable of burning democracy into dust.

      No word of a lie.

      The Old Boys’ Network ran as rife as ever it had, and laws could be made, deals could be broken, all on secrets that were forged from our time spent at school together.

      I could count a prime minister as an old classmate, and there were at least four aides to high ranking ministers in the government in several countries who I classed as ‘friends.’ In the loosest sense of the term, anyway.

      “As much as I’d love you to out me to the tabloids, actually, that isn’t why I’m calling.”

      He paused. “You don’t want a blood screen?”

      It was my turn to heave a sigh. “No.” I winced.

      “Then why are you calling me?”

      His suspicion was strong enough to make me bark out a laugh. “Here was me thinking we were friends,” I told him, tongue-in-cheek.

      “Do any of us have friends?” he asked, the question close to rhetorical.

      I hummed, knowing he was right even if, for the first time, I found myself saddened by that particular truth. “Perhaps not. But we know when to lean on people, don’t we? That has to count.”

      “Having to lean on someone in the sense that you’re pressuring another person into doing what you want? Yes. Leaning on for support? I doubt it.”

      At least he was honest.

      “Well, tomorrow… if you could fit me in for a blood screen, I’d appreciate it. But that wasn’t why I called. I-I had a question for you is all.”

      “Go ahead. I retain the right not to answer.”

      “I’d expect no less,” I said, unoffended even if my tone was dry. “Why haven’t you come out to your parents?”

      “Isn’t that obvious?”

      He was too surprised to be sarcastic. Too shocked to be anything other than candid.

      “Well, perhaps, I’m just not certain why Jamie deals with it.”

      “Because his coming out was atrocious. That’s why. My in-laws are heathens. They make our parents look friendly. Americans do puritanism far better than our folks ever could.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He snorted. “Bullshit.”

      “Maybe. I’m not sure. Something happened to me, and I don’t... it’s knocked me for six.”

      A long pause ensued, then he rumbled, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I could tell he didn’t want to, and again, I wasn’t offended by his lack of interest. We were cronies, not bosom friends. Still, for all it sounded shitty, he was the only gay man I knew from a similar background to me. Someone who knew about my little dalliances, someone who was tied into secrecy with an NDA I’d had him sign, and whose personal experiences as well as his fortune would keep him from ever being interested in whatever the tabloids had to offer...

      That kind of discretion was priceless.

      “You dated Jenny Heatherwood for years.”

      “I did,” he agreed.

      “Do you consider those years to be a waste of time?”

      “No. They were part of making me the man I am today. In all honesty, I wouldn’t be able to love Jamie as much as I did if it weren’t for her.” He let out a soft laugh. “She was how I met him, did you know that?”

      “I didn’t actually. Wasn’t that awkward?”

      “It hurt her at first, but she forgave me after a while.”

      “You’re still friends with her?”

      He cleared his throat. “More acquaintances. Enough for her to smile at me and not grab a voodoo doll out of cold storage to torture me later on. After the engagement... things became more entangled than I should have let them get.”

      “That’s right. You had one foot down the aisle, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. Would have been the worst mistake of my life.”

      “You love Jamie that much?”

      “I do, but mostly, the freedom to be me is what I appreciate far more.” He heaved a sigh. “What’s this about, Devlin? You and I aren’t close enough to talk about these things.”

      He wasn’t wrong, and because he’d been truthful with me, I found myself wanting to be truthful with him. “I met someone.” Staring down into the vermouth, I murmured, “It’s strange.”

      “Why? Because it’s a he and not a she?”

      I blinked. “I suppose.”

      “How long have you known him? Are you dating him seriously?”

      He asked that just as I was taking a sip of my drink, as a result, I choked on the question because my answer felt like a foolish one. “A day,” I rasped.

      “Twenty-four hours?” Jeff asked, seeking clarity, because, I assumed, he thought he’d misheard me.

      Who could blame him?

      Sheepishly, I replied, “Probably not even that.”

      “Are you taking the piss?”

      His anger was understandable, even if it was unnecessary. “No. I met him in my usual haunt,” I told him earnestly, when I’d never been earnest with him before in my life.

      With anyone, truly.

      Apart from Micah today.

      When I told him I didn’t have a clue what to do with him, that was the genuine truth.

      Perhaps being honest brought out the worst in me.

      “A one-night stand?”

      “Yes.” I finished off the vermouth before retreating to the bar to pour myself another one. “He works for me.”

      “Awkward.”

      “Very.”

      “Scared of a sexual harassment suit?”

      I thought about Micah’s verdant eyes, that honest smile. A genuine wholesomeness that spoke of someone who was eager to live, eager to love... “No. I’m not worried about that.”

      “Perhaps you should be,” Jeff said cautiously.

      “Perhaps. But that isn’t my issue.”

      “No? What is?”

      “I want him.” The admission encompassed three words. Why did each one feel as if a lead weight tumbled off my tongue?

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “I don’t suppose it is.” I sucked in a breath. “I’ve just never—”

      “Admitted to yourself that you might want a man for more than just a fuckfest that triggers an adrenaline high?”

      The words were blunt, but that was what I needed. I tightened my hand around the glass as I thought about today’s meeting, and how it had veered down a path I hadn’t anticipated.

      I wasn’t sure how time had passed so quickly while we were together, but bare moments after I’d tucked his dick back into his pants and done the same with my own, after a final kiss that still made everything inside me clench, Sadie had called.

      My two o’clock meeting was early, and because it was with my VPs, there was no delaying them, not with the full agenda that would take us most of the afternoon to get through.

      He’d gone with a soft smile, without any awkward goodbyes. No recriminations. Nothing.

      So why had I gone digging into his file to find his mobile number?

      Why was that number burning a hole in my phone as the urge to call him overwhelmed everything else?

      “Devlin?” Jeff muttered, impatient now and I supposed he’d been talking and I hadn’t been listening.

      “Sorry, Jeff—” The buzzer sounded, probably my doorman calling me to ask if it was okay to let Emma into the building. “Christ, I have to go.”

      “Okay, well, I’d say I’m here to talk if you need to, but really, try not to.”

      Another person might have been insulted, but I snickered. “Thanks, Jeff. I appreciate the coddling.”

      “I’ll come by your office tomorrow.” He hesitated, then he gulped—enough for the swallowing sound to be audible. “Just—sometimes, Devlin, even though they tried to teach us we didn’t have one—we do. You have to go with your heart, because if you don’t, it won’t serve you well.

      “I’m not like you. I don’t have a title to inherit, and my parents don’t harp on at me about duty, but we live a long life, and that’s too long to be with someone who makes your skin crawl.”

      Before I could answer that, he put the phone down.

      I stared at the receiver a second, pondering what he said.

      It was clear to me that I was bi, because women didn’t make my skin crawl. But, and I was aware it made me a prick, they were just holes to me. Just a means of slaking off my needs.

      They gave me pretty arms to hook around mine when it came down to the many book and marketing campaign launches I had to attend as part of my job, and I bought them prettier baubles as a thank you to which they’d show their appreciation by spreading their legs.

      It was a transaction.

      Nothing more. Nothing less.

      I liked it that way. Preferring to let everything boil down to dollars and cents.

      But what I did with men was different. It wasn’t about a transaction, wasn’t even about work. Not really. It was about my frame of mind.

      I was careful, controlled, in every aspect of my life. Much as someone would fling themselves out of a plane, I got the same high from going into VICE and traversing the sordid underbelly of the gay clubbing scene. The orgasms were unsurpassable, but the rough anonymity, the joy in being a butt to fuck or a dick to suck always made me feel free.

      In the aftermath, I’d cringe and worry about STDs, hence my relationship with Jeff, but my entanglements with men were complicated. At least, that was how I always viewed them as being.

      Maybe they weren’t, though.

      Maybe it was very, very simple.

      Not for the first time that evening, I reached up and played with my bottom lip.

      Emma was a hole to fuck. Last night, I’d been that hole.

      Then the lights had flared on, and I’d seen the beautiful man who’d screwed me.

      Somehow, it had changed everything. The adrenaline high didn’t die, instead, seemed to soar even more. Maintaining the peak until this morning, when I’d seen him again, and then this afternoon in my office...

      I didn’t want Emma.

      I didn’t want a hole.

      I wanted Micah.

      The thought was hardly revolutionary but it felt as much to me.

      The buzzer had died off by now, and my cellphone was ringing in the bathroom as Emma tried to get in touch with me.

      I could be a prick and ignore it, have Derek, the doorman, turn her away.

      But I didn’t.

      Dashing into the bathroom, I answered the phone and said, “Emma, I’m sorry. There’s been a change of plans.”

      “Oh! That’s a shame,” she murmured, her disappointment evident.

      She probably thought she’d be in the papers tomorrow and had banked on that for some Instagram photos. Even she, I doubted, would expect a bauble just yet.

      “Yes, it is.” I cleared my throat to shield my lie. “I’ll be in touch. I have to go now, though. Good night.”

      I didn’t wait for her to reply, just disconnected the call and went into my contacts to seek the phone number I’d found on the sly—Micah’s.

      Then, heart in my mouth, uncertain if I was about to make the best decision, or the costliest, of my life, I hit connect.
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      One thing I missed about my old life was space.

      I’d grown up in a nine-bed mansion in Portola Valley. I had no idea what my father was worth, but I knew the house had to have cost him fifteen million or more.

      That was what happened when you developed a piece of tech that Google wanted to acquire—you got rich.

      Mega rich.

      So, space in a house that was over five-thousand square feet in size wasn’t exactly a commodity. It was just something to take for granted.

      My bedroom back home had been big enough for a game of tennis, yet here, my entire place was smaller than my old bathroom.

      Poor, little rich boy or not, I wouldn’t swap my life back to how it had been before. The Micah under my father’s roof and under my own were two different guys entirely, but Jesus Christ, I missed a decent-sized bed.

      Stretching out on my single didn’t have the same vibe, but inside, I felt better than I had on my California king.

      Here, I was me.

      Back in Portola Valley, I was the Micah my dad wanted.

      Straight, the heir to the family fortune, on the football team, an ardent ‘fan’ of the country club, and with the Prom Queen on my arm.

      I was none of those things in New York, which was why he’d cut me off.

      I figured he thought he was trying to buy me straight, bring me back into the fold but that wasn’t going to happen.

      So, to me, the feeling of freedom was priceless, and I’d get there again—I’d have the mansion in a swank neighborhood, just on my own merit and without his help.

      I wasn’t afraid of hard work, and with the right people for mentors, people like Rhode, I’d get there. I had faith in a Micah who was free to express himself, free to be himself.

      The thought made me smile, especially when my mind drifted onto what had happened in Devlin’s office. My dick started to harden, like it appreciated the memory as well, and I reached down to palm it through my boxer briefs.

      The way he’d tasted was a prominent flavor profile in my mouth. How I’d tasted was as well. Each time I’d been with him, I’d done something new, something I’d only ever seen in porn, but I wasn’t nervous. I was just hungry. I wanted to know it all, do it all, experience everything I could because I’d been waiting for this for a long time.

      Today was better than yesterday.

      Going through all of that with those amber eyes on me was bliss. Seeing his need, feeling his mutual hunger was something unsurpassable. Something five-thousand square feet of interior-decorated space couldn’t compete with. Something a fifty-grand monthly allowance didn’t buy.

      I bit my lip as my cock grew harder. It had a taste for what it wanted, what it’d been craving for years and—

      My phone buzzed, flashing up a number I didn’t know.

      Hesitant to answer in case it was my dad again, because just thinking of him made it likely I’d rake up that particular ghost and he had a habit of checking in to see if I was miserable enough to return to the fold, I waited. My dick grew soft like it could feel my father’s disapproval from the West Coast.

      It disconnected.

      Leaning over the bed to see the screen, when it didn’t flash with another call, I knew it hadn’t been Dad, and I picked it up and redialed.

      It rang for a long time, long enough that I almost put it down, but I didn’t.

      I was glad I persevered.

      “Hello.”

      Devlin.

      “Hey,” I replied huskily, surprised that he was calling me. Surprised he even had my number.

      He was the last person I thought I’d be hearing from tonight—just because it was out of the blue, didn’t mean I wasn’t ecstatic.

      I was.

      I could hear his breathing down the line—it wasn’t rough or anything. Heavy. Just, audible. Like he wasn’t sure what to say, how to be. I knew how that felt, but I’d been playing a part all my life so it was easy for me to fill in the gaps.

      “I was just thinking of how you tasted,” I told him, my voice so husky that I didn’t recognize it as my own.

      I had the feeling he was one foot in the closet and one foot out. Maybe he was bi, I didn’t know, or maybe he was just gay and hiding it with a string of girlfriends, but my impression was that he wasn’t comfortable with men.

      Not in the light of day, anyway.

      Knowing that opening gambit could scare him away didn’t stop me from making it.

      I wasn’t about to push him into anything, but neither was I going to ignore the elephant in the room. Not when I wanted him—badly.

      A sharp sigh escaped him, and my eyes fluttered to a close as I remembered the gentle gust of that against my ear, down along the sinews of my throat where it raked up gooseflesh. As if my body already knew how to react to him, the small hairs down my nape stood to attention like he was here in the room, his hands on me—how I wished they were.

      “Did you like it?” was his careful response.

      “I did. Very much. I-I’ve never tasted someone else’s cum before.”

      “You’ve always used a condom? You should anyway. What we did in the dark room wasn’t safe—”

      My lips quirked up in a smile. “Isn’t that like trying to shut the stable door when the horse has already bolted?”

      “Maybe.” He sighed again. “I just—they’re not really safe spaces.”

      “No. I assume that’s half the fun for you.” When he just gave a non-committal hum, I told him, “I’ve never been with a guy before.”

      A choked gasp escaped him. “I’m your first?”

      “First guy,” I corrected, amused by his response. “I’m not a virgin.”

      “Your ass is though.” He grunted. “Jesus, I didn’t need to know that right now.”

      Flopping onto my back, I arched a brow at my stained ceiling. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t need a boner when you’re wherever you are in the city.”

      Immediately, arousal sucked my breath away.

      He wanted me again.

      Thank God!

      “There’s always Uber,” I remarked.

      “If I’m your first, then I’d like you to know that I’m clean. I was tested recently, and I haven’t been with anyone since then.”

      Taken aback, even if I appreciated his honesty, I told him, “Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

      “You should ask for certificates or whatever,” he muttered, and I heard the slightest rushing sound of liquid against ice.

      Even as I wondered what he was drinking, I strained to hear what other noises I could discern. What I found didn’t come as a surprise, not when I knew he was an Astley.

      Silence.

      Dead silence.

      In Manhattan, that was almost more priceless than space.

      “You should ask for proof,” he repeated, his tone firmer this time. “In—” He grunted.

      It was interesting that he didn’t finish that statement.

      In the future.

      He was right.

      I knew I should. Even though that wasn’t the point of dark rooms, was it? To go in there with a list of your ailments wasn’t exactly sexy. And last night hadn’t been planned.

      Well, not by me.

      Rachel had been the one to cook up the scheme because I sure as hell didn’t carry around condoms and lube with me on the off chance of a hook-up.

      Though I’d fucked my way through the women of Manhattan, it hadn’t come easily to me. Not with my background, at any rate. Sex outside of marriage? A gross sin.

      But when I was trying to figure out who and what I was, it had seemed like the thing to do. But repeating that with guys was just something I’d never been able to follow through with. Maybe, in time, that discomfort would ease up some, but not now. I was too new to being free. Too nervous.

      Apart from with him.

      The thought had me covering my eyes with my forearm.

      Maybe now I knew what I was, who I was, I was looking for that one person who’d be mine forever.

      Like that wasn’t a disaster waiting to happen…

      “What do you want, Devlin?” I rasped edgily, my thoughts making me antsy, even as I tasted his name on my lips, savoring it like I’d savored him earlier.

      He didn’t answer for the longest time, but I heard him swallow, so I knew he’d taken a sip of his drink. “I don’t know.”

      Knowing who he was, maybe I shouldn’t have been so frank with him, but I couldn’t stop the words from spilling out, “Bullshit. No one takes that long to think about an answer without knowing exactly what the hell they want to say.”

      A sharp laugh echoed down the line. “Is that right?”

      “You know it is. If you don’t want to say, then that’s another matter entirely. But don’t waste either of our time by lying.”

      “How old are you, Micah?”

      “You’ve read my file by now so you already know. I’m twenty-two.”

      “I was twenty-two sixteen years ago. That’s not only a massive age difference, that’s a—” He grunted. “You were raised in a different world than me.”

      Before he could carry on, and disregarding who he was to me because he wasn’t my boss at that moment, I snapped, “More bullshit? Change the record, Devlin. Raised in a different world? Yeah, that’s why my father won’t talk to me and is trying to scare me straight by cutting me off from the family. That sound like someone who was raised in a tolerant background?”

      “No.” His voice was muted, and I knew I’d shocked him. “When did you come out?”

      “At the end of last year. I finally figured out what I was in my third year of college.” I rubbed at my eyes where tears were brewing. Not from sadness or sorrow, but from annoyance.

      Not just with my dad but Devlin as well.

      Like any gay man had an easy time with coming out.

      Even if, in the aftermath, the family accepted him, there were still months, maybe years’ worth of terror in the buildup to sharing that massive secret with the ones who were supposed to accept you no matter what.

      Was there a bigger betrayal than that type of rejection?

      Of having your father drag you to church to have the Pentecostal minister glare at you beneath beetle-like eyebrows as they tried to make you what you weren’t? Condemning you to hell and brimstone because you wanted to love men and not women?

      My voice was more than just husky as I ground out, “It took me three years of being here to actually accept that I could do this. Don’t try to make out that this isn’t hard for everyone, Devlin.”

      A shaky breath escaped him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be dismissive.”

      I hadn’t expected an apology. “Thank you.” I meant it too.

      When he fell silent again, I felt more antsy than uncomfortable. I wanted to talk to him, I realized. I needed it, and hadn’t thought I’d get this opportunity.

      After today, I wasn’t sure what I’d thought would happen, but I’d just never foreseen him calling me up tonight when thoughts of what we’d done in his office had me lying on my bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to resolve the futile jealousy I’d experienced earlier.

      Just because he was my first, didn’t mean I was his.

      What happened in the dark room meant nothing to him and everything to me.

      Maybe if the lights hadn’t flashed on, maybe if I hadn’t seen him this morning, what had happened would just be spank bank material. As it was, I felt like he’d imprinted on me or something.

      Ridiculous, but true.

      “Do you—” He blew out a breath. “I’d like to see you again.”

      My heart began pounding. “In the office?” I asked, even though I knew he didn’t mean that.

      I had the feeling Devlin needed to be pinned down.

      In more ways than one.

      That had him grunting out an expletive. “No, Micah. Not at the fucking office. Preferably never at the office.”

      “Then, where?”

      “I don’t know. What do normal people do?”

      “Normal people?” I queried, wariness making me wonder if he was dissing me.

      “Yes,” he snapped. “Normal people. People who want to see each other again with the intention of doing more than just fucking.”

      My lips twitched. “You mean, date?”

      “Christ,” he groaned. “I don’t do dating.”

      His emphasis on the word ‘do’ had me smiling. “No? Well, that’s what normal people do.”

      “I’m not good at this.”

      “I can tell,” I said dryly, and I had to admit, I wasn’t offended or insulted. I didn’t have it in me to be that way.

      None of this was expected. How could it be? So his reaction to it was bound to make him uncomfortable. Especially when he was bi. At least, I thought he was. Or so deeply in the closet that he was in a parallel universe. That was also a possibility.

      Maybe I was willing to be more lenient because of recently coming out. I knew how hard it was, knew that those first baby steps were petrifying in the extreme. Whatever Devlin was, whether it could be labeled or not, he deserved for me to treat him with a kindness I’d never had.

      He simply grunted at my reply, then muttered, “Well? Do you want to?”

      His graciousness had me grinning at the ceiling, and I liked that he had the ability to piss me off and amuse me in the span of a short conversation. One that, mostly, had been filled with silence.

      “I’d like that very much,” was all I said.

      “Okay. My driver will be at your place ASAP. Send me a live location so I can pass it on to him.”

      And like that, he cut the call, making me wonder whether or not I should dress up or down, and whether or not it was too much to expect another epic orgasm by the end of the night…

      Greed.

      Yet another sin to lay at my door.
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      It took guts to make that call.

      Guts I had in every aspect of my life other than this part.

      The Devlin Astley who ran a progressive publishing company, one that frequently made waves thanks to my steering of it, and was an astute businessman with a reputation across the Pond as well as in the heart of the US’s corporate landscape, was not the Devlin who was sitting here, scowling out of the window at Central Park.

      I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t date.

      Why would I?

      I took women to balls and events, had them dripping from my arm much like they dripped in Prada gowns and emerald ear bobs. They had their accessories, and I had them. Later that night, I’d fuck them, and then they’d leave.

      I liked it that way.

      Sleeping with someone who would get lipstick on my pillows, who’d make the bed linens smell of perfume, who’d expect me to hug them—how was I supposed to get to sleep with that polluting my space?

      I didn’t call them the next day, would have Sadie get in touch when I either needed their assent to attend another event together or when I was horny.

      As was the case with Emma tonight.

      My visit to the dark room had been impromptu. I’d had an itch that I wanted Emma to scratch hence this evening’s appointment with her—something I’d had Sadie schedule yesterday morning, before my day had soured to shit.

      Ordinarily, there could be weeks without me seeing my current squeeze, and I was more than okay with that.

      But Micah, well, I wanted to fuck him. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that I’d like to end the night dick-deep in some part of him. Yet I also wanted to do something else with him.

      That was the most perplexing thing.

      What did one do with people when it wasn’t for business? I couldn’t take him to a party. I wasn’t comfortable with that. Micah wasn’t arm candy. Could men ever be that?

      Or was I being old-fashioned?

      Feeling the weight of thirty-eight years and the sixteen-year age gap like an albatross around my neck, I peered down at my phone when it buzzed in my hand.

      Seeing a new iMessage from Micah, one that constituted of a link to his live location, nothing more and nothing less, I passed that onto Gian, my chauffeur, with a time frame.

      A few seconds later, spying he’d read the message, I placed my phone on the window ledge, screen down, and turned around to face my living room.

      I had a big screen TV with so many subscriptions on there I didn’t know what to do with them.

      Netflix and chill?

      Pondering the idea, I moved out of the room and headed toward the kitchen. There were always meals prepared and waiting for me.

      Would he like to eat with me?

      I hadn’t eaten with any of my other companions because they were more interested in devouring salad leaves than anything tasty, so I’d never thought to offer...

      The kitchen was large, spacious, industrial-almost in its proportions. A waste, considering I never used it. My housekeeper did, though, so I assumed she appreciated the vast expanse with endless gleaming countertops. Or maybe she just loathed having to clean it? Either way, I wasn’t about to ask her.

      I headed for the double-wide fridge and opened it up, spying several meals in containers with tags attached to each one, all labeled in a neat script.

      In the freezer, there’d be more of these boxes.

      Did I pick for us both? Or wait until Micah arrived to ask him?

      I found with women that you could ask them what they wanted and they’d dither over the answer for a while. Men weren’t like that, but were gay men?

      Realizing I was in the unenvious position of knowing fuck all about humans, straight, gay or in-between, I started dithering. Especially as I wondered if I should order take out. Would he want that?

      Then there was what I was wearing.

      I peered down at myself, at the jeans and the loose button-down shirt I wore. Hardly elegant.

      Would Micah want to go out? I could always change if he did, but where would I take him?

      Somewhere discreet? Did anywhere like that exist in New York that didn’t require a mask or a gimp suit?

      It wasn’t like there were clubs that catered to men who had one foot in the straight dating pool and the other in the gay world.

      Or maybe there was. What did I even Google?

      Wondering when I’d become so indecisive, uneasily, I switched to the app that let me know where Gian was. Cross-referencing that with Micah’s link, I saw he was still on his way there, the car heading to Fort George as I pondered whether to shower and shave or not.

      And I wasn’t talking about my chin.

      Heaving a sigh, I twisted around and padded barefoot over to my wine cellar. Glancing through the reds, I smiled when I found one of my favorite Auckland Merlots, which made me think of Micah because hadn’t I likened his taste to that? The sweetness inherent in this particular vineyard’s wine was a little unusual, and all the more delicious for it.

      Lips quirking at the thought, I reached for a pair of glasses. When one connected with the counter at the wrong angle, the note that sang out chimed around the room.

      With the crystal still singing, I opened the bottle and poured myself a short measure, before finding a carafe and decanting the entirety of it to breathe.

      Inhaling the fruity notes, I took a fortifying sip shortly after and wondered if I’d have to get drunk to relax around Micah on this... date.

      Jesus. Was this how teens felt when they met up with their crushes?

      My first lay had been with a hooker, for God’s sake. One me and two of my schoolmates had bandied together to use. It wasn’t like I’d had to worry about whether she’d put out on our first ‘date,’ was it?

      Rolling my eyes at the thought, I heaved a sigh and checked my phone again.

      I proceeded to do that for the remainder of the hour, watching the little blip on the map as Gian retrieved Micah from his home and brought him here.

      To mine.

      The thought of him here gave me a semi—I had no idea why, but it did. As a clean freak, that citrus scent on my bedsheets wasn’t off putting like Chanel No. 5 on the linens would be. The prospect of his skin clinging to mine as we slept didn’t make breaking out in hives a pleasanter prospect.

      Boner harder than ever, I took another sip before I decided that, yes, a shave was imperative.

      Spying that I had ten minutes to go, I raced out of the kitchen, padding barefoot back to my bathroom, and stripped off. Eying myself in the vanity, I grabbed my dick and shoved it from the left to the right.

      I was trimmed. Did Micah prefer shaved?

      He was trimmed at the top but shaved at the bottom—there’d been nothing other than smooth flesh when I’d grabbed his balls earlier on.

      My erection hardened further, making it easier to take note of whether or not I was furry down below.

      Staring at it, wondering if the curve to the left was unappealing—no woman or dark room fuck had complained, but they wouldn’t, would they?—I decided that now was not the time for worrying about my cock.

      It’d served me well for the past twenty-four years, so there was no point in getting self-conscious about it now.

      Nose crinkling as it began to deflate, I muttered to myself in the mirror, “This is the most stupid thing you’ve ever done, Devlin Astley.”

      When the doorbell rang again, I knew that this time, it was the person I actually wanted to see. Even if I was concerned about his lack of appreciation in a cock that curved.

      Dragging on clothes I’d just dragged off—before I’d wasted time by staring at myself in the mirror like a lunatic—I hurried out of the bathroom to the front door.

      The parquet floor was cool beneath my feet, the smooth plackets depressing slightly under my weight as I padded over to the entrance hall.

      Sucking in a deep breath, hating that I was nervous, not understanding it and not appreciating it, I opened the door.

      “Jesus.”

      Micah frowned at my greeting, which was decidedly impromptu and not the most welcoming, but God help me, what was it with this man?

      Was he heaven sent to torment me?

      Was it any wonder I was in knots over him when he looked like this?

      He was everything I wasn’t—casual. I felt overheated, anxious, and ridiculous. He looked relaxed, at ease, and so deliciously sexy I wanted to fuck him over my console table.

      A man like this should never be fucked in the dark, but salivated over in the full light of day.

      His hair was that mussed up tumble of waves once more that I knew had to be more complicated than it appeared but somehow looked as if he’d gotten out of bed, brushed his hand through it, and ta-da! Done.

      He had faint stubble on his chin, a slight mustache, even, and it framed those lips to perfection. Made the bottom one, that pouty morsel, look more bitable than usual.

      He wore a cream linen shirt that offset his golden skin delightfully. Because of the nature of the fabric, it was slightly creased, but that made him appear even more relaxed, like he wasn’t trying too hard. Combined with the slacks that were rolled up to reveal tanned ankles, their coffee color making him look even more like a scoop of ice cream I wanted to suck off the cone in one bite, I found myself hovering on the doorstep.

      Taking him in like he was my first glass of water after a long run.

      “Devlin?”

      I blinked at him, blinked again when I saw the amused quirk to his lips.

      How was he ultra-confident at this moment when I was anything but?

      He was young. I was old.

      Dammit to hell, seniority meant I should be calmer than he was, but I was the opposite. And now he’d arrived, I was left wondering what the hell I should do with him.

      I knew what I wanted to do to him, but for the first time in my life I desired more than sex, I just had no idea what that desire was.

      I couldn’t exactly look at him for an evening, could I? Like he was a recently uncovered Michelangelo?

      That’d get creepy fast.

      I was already pushing things by opening up Astley’s to sexual harassment allegations, making it idiotic to have taken it this far, without making things even odder by treating him like he was a work of art.

      Even if he was.

      The thought had me clearing my throat and taking a step back. I wafted him inside, not saying a word because I wasn’t capable of it, and he moved toward me, his brown and tan leather sneakers squeaking a little as he crossed the threshold.

      “Do you want me to take off my shoes?” he asked, twisting back to look at me.

      In the overhead lighting—a vintage chandelier with thousands of crystal droplets—an ethereal glitter danced over him, making him gleam even more.

      How I stopped myself from pouncing on him, I’d never know. I wanted to ram him into the wall, take his mouth with mine. Drown in him. But was that considered impolite when a man had just walked into your house?

      The trouble with my schooling was I’d been taught that a man of my position didn’t need to bother with politeness.

      We took what we wanted.

      Grabbed it with both hands.

      If I did that, my fingers would be stuffed full of his cock and my tongue would be down his throat, but I’d brought him here to date him.

      God help me.

      Wanting to shake my head at my stupidity, I muttered, “If you want to.”

      He peered at my feet. “You’re barefoot.”

      “I’m not the ‘pipe and slippers’ sort,” I said gruffly, before I started down the hall, expecting him to follow me.

      When I didn’t hear the tell-tell sound of the boards sighing under his feet, I turned back and arched a brow. I didn’t know why but that was a catalyst for him to toe out of his sneakers. Then, I waved a hand, beckoning him to me.

      With each step, I wanted to pounce.

      With each step, I wanted to take him on my floor, have him fuck me so hard the parquet didn’t just sigh with us, it screamed.

      Instead, nostrils flaring, I headed into the kitchen, poured myself and him a glass of wine then, holding it out for him to take, I inhaled a gulpful, regretting that I’d likened this to his flavor.

      Nothing tasted like him.

      Nothing compared, which was why I found myself standing here, awkward as hell.

      I was no fool. I saw something in him I didn’t necessarily understand, but any shark who scented blood didn’t veer off course, did they? They headed straight for the scene of carnage...

      Micah was that scene of carnage just waiting to happen.

      Whether that would be my personal or professional life was something I couldn’t know yet.

      Maybe it would be both.

      And maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t give a damn.

      Only time would tell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Eleven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Micah

          

        

      

    

    
      My first date had been with Grace Knoxley. Cheerleader, future sorority sister, and a desperate housewife in the making.

      She’d been exactly what I needed to shield the fact I wanted Hunter Jaxson—the QB of my football team. We’d gone to a movie together where she’d given me a blowjob, and I’d thought of Hunter and his tight ass to get off.

      That was six years ago, before Chelsea, my fiancée, but obviously, I was Grace to Devlin.

      His first date. Adult-style.

      It was actually kind of cute.

      “Do you want more?” he asked gruffly, shoving the bowl at me and nearly tossing it on my lap.

      My lips twitched into a smile as I sat back at his kitchen table. “I’m good, thanks.”

      His gaze drifted to my mouth, and he stared at it like he’d been doing for the past forty minutes as we ate, then when my smile widened into a grin, he cleared his throat and reached for his wine glass.

      Whenever he looked at me too long, he’d take a deep gulp of wine—wine I knew was expensive just from the bouquet. Something that really shouldn’t be tossed back like cheap tequila. Just saying.

      The kitchen was so impersonal that I wondered if he even called it his, what with all the stainless steel in here that made it more industrial than for a home cook.

      I’d seen the fridge, seen that it was full of food but, for the life of me, I couldn’t see Devlin cooking in here. He looked awkward and uncomfortable, and not just because I was sharing the dining table with him either.

      I’d hoped that the half-bottle of Merlot he’d just downed would ease his nerves, but it hadn’t. To the point where I wasn’t sure what would. And because this was my first date with a guy, I wasn’t exactly at ease. But my unease was a whole ocean apart from Devlin’s.

      “Do you want to fuck?” I asked simply, curious why he was going to all this effort when he didn’t seem to want to be here.

      His eyes widened and he choked on the sip of wine he’d just taken. For a second, I thought he was going to spray it over me and the tablecloth then, when his face turned red, and he swallowed, he managed to rasp out, “I beg your pardon?”

      “You can beg me for many things, but not that,” I teased softly, head tipping to the side as I stared at him. “It’s okay, Devlin. You don’t know me, and I don’t know you. It can just be about the sex.”

      His frown darkened. “I asked you here to talk.”

      “Not to fuck?” I arched a disbelieving brow. “So why haven’t you talked to me?”

      He reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t know what to say?” I repeated cautiously. “Seriously?”

      “No. Usually the women I take to events don’t require a running commentary to the shit they spew about make-up and dresses.”

      Though I scowled at that, the stupid possessiveness he inspired in me rearing its bizarre head again, I muttered, “Well, I don’t know much about dresses. I’m not into drag.”

      “Good. I’m not either.” He heaved a relieved sigh. “Although, from VICE, only God knows who I’ve fucked. Could have been John from Albuquerque on a trip to the big city looking to screw a guy before he goes clean and marries Mary-Sue, or Marilyn Monroe in full costume. They all look the same in the dark.”

      I snorted at that. “The legend herself, huh? No less for Devlin Astley.”

      “She could turn any man straight, I think,” he teased back as his fingers drifted to the bowl of the glass in his hand. Running his finger around the rim, the notes as the crystal sang permeated the air. “I—”

      “What is it?”

      “No one knows this, but maybe it’s wise to get this out of the way.”

      Not more STD talk…

      “I own VICE.”

      My brows rose. “Good to know.”

      He pulled a face. “I just…” He sighed. “Never mind. Anyway, it isn’t that I wouldn’t like to fuck.” His gaze remained firmly on his glass. “But I just don’t want you to think that’s all I want.”

      I refused to feel hopeful. Not just from that, but his full disclosure about VICE. “Blowjobs come with no strings attached,” I said wryly.

      “Stop doing that,” he snapped, glowering at me. “I wouldn’t have—” The glower darkened. “I don’t know why but I just want to talk to you. Is that a problem?”

      Softly, I shook my head. “No, it’s not. I’m sorry. I’m new to all this as well, don’t forget.”

      He heaved a sigh. “I just wish it wasn’t so fucking awkward. I look at you and all the words escape me. It’s like 1995 again when I had a crush on Kylie Minogue.” He rubbed his eyes. “I should be so fucking lucky,” he muttered grimly.

      So, he was bi. Guesstimating his age back then, I reckoned he was fourteen. At fourteen, I’d crushed on Zac Efron in a big way.

      But what had me biting my lip was his earlier remark.

      When he looked at me, he lost all his words?

      It was nice to know I wasn’t the only one feeling thunderstruck even if this date was underwhelming.

      I reached for my wine glass and, after taking a sip, murmured, “Why haven’t you gone on a date before?”

      He shrugged. “Wasn’t necessary.”

      I had to laugh. “They just jumped into bed with you?”

      “Well, no, I gave them something.”

      “Like what?” I asked curiously.

      “A necklace, a bracelet.” He waved a hand. “You know, jewelry. Clothes. Meals at the best restaurants, trips to five-star resorts...”

      “And they all showed their appreciation between the sheets?”

      Another shrug. “I suppose. They were waiting on a ring.” His lips twisted. “Like being my wife would be a joy.”

      His sniff told me he thought it would be hell.

      “Why wouldn’t it be a joy?”

      “Because I’m difficult.”

      “In what way?”

      “Because everyone comes at a price, and I’m not afraid to put in a bid. People don’t like that. They’re intimidated because they can’t manipulate me. It makes them uncomfortable.” His lips tightened. “The joys of my upbringing.”

      That had me narrowing my eyes at him. “With that assumption... what’s my price?”

      “Yours isn’t monetary, I know that much.” His gaze dropped from mine to the glass and back up again. “Yours is probably emotional. I saw that today when you were upset at Sadie’s puppy-dog eyes. The interesting thing is that it doesn’t make me want to back away from you.

      “It probably should. Ordinarily would. But that fucking mouth of yours...” His nostrils flared. “Those eyes...” He shook his head. “Somehow, when I opened that door to the dark room last night, I opened my personal version of Pandora’s box, and I can’t even be fucking mad about it.”

      “You unleashed all the known evils on the world, did you?”

      “My own personal demons more like.”

      “You’re definitely not living up to the charming reputation you’re supposed to have.”

      He wafted a hand. “That’s all press.”

      “I’d never know,” I said dryly, before my tone deepened, and I whispered, “You’re my first, Devlin. The first guy I’ve been with, the first guy I’ve kissed or sucked or fucked... whatever this is to you, whether it’s just sex or whatever, you could probably hurt me. I’d ask that you at least try not to.”

      My words triggered a darker scowl than before. “For God’s sake, I don’t want to hurt you. Not intentionally.”

      I snickered at his addition of the word ‘intentionally.’ “I suppose I should be thankful?”

      “Probably.” He cleared his throat. “This is just... Well, it’s normal, isn’t it? We’re two consenting adults. It’s only awkward because I’m not used to this.”

      “And because you’re my boss,” I pointed out.

      “That has nothing to do with it. I own the company, but Rhode is your boss.” He reached up and played with his bottom lip. “I scanned your emails. You do too much work.”

      “We’re really going to talk about that now? After you’ve just fed me a fine carbonara and a beautiful Merlot.”

      “You know your wines.” He arched a brow. “How?”

      “My dad used to collect it.” Before he’d become an alcoholic. “He was of the French persuasion. Watered it down and gave me some for special occasions. Taught me a lot of boring stuff about it as well.” I tipped my glass at him then swirled the ruby red liquid around the bottom of the domed bowl and raised it to the light where it gleamed like garnet. “Fruity, with grassy notes... It’s definitely a Merlot, and definitely from New Zealand. Probably Auckland.”

      “You may have just talked dirty to me,” he rasped, drawing my startled glance his way.

      I laughed. “Really? The way to your cock is through wine?”

      “And the way you handle the glass.”

      “It’s all in the wrist action,” I said wryly, batting away his comment with a soft smile.

      “What’s your favorite fruit?” he blurted out.

      I frowned a little. “Why?”

      “Just curious.”

      Okaaaay.

      When I told him, he bit his lip and mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” I asked warily.

      “For being useless at this. I just—” He scowled. “I wanted to see you again.”

      “That’s not something to be sorry about,” I told him gently. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “I guess. If you’re normal. But I’m not.”

      “Maybe I don’t like normal,” I told him softly.

      He licked his lips as he stared at mine, then quickly caught my eye. “Would you like to watch something on TV?”

      I blinked at the abrupt change of subject. “Like what?”

      “I don’t care. I don’t watch TV.”

      Amused, I curled my lips inward. “Then why would you want to watch it?”

      His gaze was earnest, his words were too. “Because then I can put my arm around you and it won’t be odd.”

      It was stupid for my heart to go ‘thunk,’ stupid to want his arm around me. Devlin Astley wasn’t a wise prospect. He had heartache written all over him. Not just from the way he was so ill-at-ease on a simple date in his own kitchen, to the fact he was bi, to how, by the sounds of it, every sexual encounter he’d had had come with a transaction... None of that stopped me from getting to my feet, holding out my hand, tightening my fingers around his and letting him lead me to the sofa, though.

      Sometimes, in life, you had to make bad decisions along the way otherwise there’d be no fun, would there?

      What was it Shakespeare said?

      Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all?

      At least, when Devlin was done with me, I’d be better prepared for what was out there in the big pond that was the dating scene in New York. In the interim, I’d Netflix and chill with him. Any day of the damn week...
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      I was thirteen when I realized my reason for appreciating One Direction had nothing to do with their melodies but because Harry Styles was cute. That was the day that I recognized I was different from my parents.

      Different from all the other couples in church, from all the kids in Sunday School too.

      I realized that hell and brimstone were my fate if I didn’t stop my disgusting urges. Recognized that I could stop myself from falling into temptation if I really tried… it was hard work, but worth it.

      Until it stopped being worth it.

      Until the urges weren’t just a form of temptation, but agonizing to avoid.

      Until my desires were torture, my needs painful.

      I denied myself for so long that even when I freed myself from the closet, I was still halfway in there. That was probably why last night’s debacle didn’t have me running for the hills.

      It was also why I Google searched Devlin again.

      I was used to drooling over my crushes from afar, and while Devlin had been within my touch, he was as far from my grasp as Harry or Zac Efron were. Especially with him on the top floor of Astley Tower.

      “What would you say’s the hardest part of being a Brit in America?” asked a talk show host to a very cool and very calm Devlin.

      If I hadn’t seen him for myself last night, I’d never have believed that the two men were the same person. It was like that guy in the Men In Black movie, the good one. Where the cockroach had lived inside the dude’s skin.

      I mean, Devlin could never look like a cockroach, but talk about night and day.

      The YouTube video was paused as that annoying ad for Premium popped up, and I reverted my attention to the screen.

      Back-in-May Devlin was just as gorgeous as August-Devlin. He had eyes like burning embers—without the glow, the guy wasn’t a vampire—but they were rich and warm, and reminded me of Fall. Of the leaves scattering from the trees in the wind, of gray skies and nights in front of the fire. Fall, for me, wasn’t like that, not being a California native, but it was what I always dreamed of seeing, the changing of the seasons in Massachusetts.

      Well, Devlin was that.

      He was crazy good-looking with his rich, espresso brown hair that gleamed with dark auburn tones under the studio lights. His tanned skin that was prickled with stubble from his chin to his upper jaw—he had a killer five o’clock shadow—and lips that were severe when flattened, but were quick to quirk into a smile. At least, they had been on this talk show.

      Neither did he look constipated.

      So, what the hell had happened last night?

      I rubbed my bottom lip as I leaned on my desk, trying not to sigh over how handsome he was.

      His suits were impeccable, and I knew enough to recognize a good cut. I’d worn custom tailoring myself before I’d sold all my suits off to raise money for what I called my liberation.

      But Devlin’s suits surpassed the quality of mine. I saw hints of Savile Row, of tailors that had been around for hundreds of years in the exquisite lines that helped shape him into a man who was handsome into a walking God. One who owned everything he surveyed.

      Beneath the navy sports coat, the matching trousers clung to strong legs, and a white shirt lay flat against his torso, revealing abs you could bounce a coin on. He wore no tie, but the collar was open, and it made me wonder if he’d gone straight from the office to the talk show because there were lines of weariness around his eyes, even if he looked calm and at ease. Utterly unaffected at being the center of attention.

      With his legs crossed, one ankle propped on his knee, and his arms spread out along the back of the Chesterfield sofa he was sitting on, there was no denying his attraction.

      My tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth as I stared at him, and that was through a screen. I could see his cock bulging from the way he sat, and the slight gaping of his shirt as the buttons stretched thanks to his position, made me wish I could slide my hand over his abs, unfasten those buttons and feast on the flesh beneath.

      Christ.

      I was getting an erection.

      Over a man I’d already fucked. But that man and the one from last night weren’t the same. And that was what confused the hell out of me.

      “The most difficult part of living in the States is asking for water.” With his accent, it came out sounding like the name—Walter.

      Devlin’s answer drew my attention, and my lips twitched as the host, one of the many Jimmies, tilted his head to the side. “Walter?” he mocked. “Why would you be asking for him, then?”

      Devlin’s grin was like a one-two punch to the dick. Only, without the agony afterward. Although my erection was definitely fucking painful.

      “Yeah, Walter,” he overenunciated. “I mean, every Brit knows a Walter. It’s Raleigh’s fault. Such a popular name. As popular as the potato.”

      Jimmy snorted. “I’ve heard that before but thought it was a joke.”

      “Trust me, it isn’t. I thought it was a joke until I almost died of dehydration at Burning Man twenty years ago.”

      “You?” Jimmy sputtered. “Went to Burning Man?”

      “I wasn’t born in a suit,” he retorted with a laugh. “Nor do I live in one permanently.”

      “You just use ‘nor’ to start sentences?” Jimmy narrowed his eyes. “Are you an alien? I mean, they say the Queen is really a reptile. You’ve met her, haven’t you? Is she?”

      “Well, she’s many things, but I highly doubt she’s a reptile—”

      The quick humor, the ability to take an insult or to bat away a potential ‘roast’ was a part of his charm. Something I’d seen time and time again on several videos like this one, where he was promoting something to do with the company. My only question was—where had that disappeared when he talked to me?

      The awkward meal had given way to us watching my show of choice—Brooklyn Nine Nine—but instead of us relaxing like I’d thought, he’d sat there as stiff as cardboard. It had been surreal and uncomfortable, though I’d admit I’d enjoyed his big screen and the comfort of his luxurious pad.

      A part of me had wondered if it was the Brit in him, but seeing him here, I didn’t think so.

      I almost wanted to pout, but the interview gave me hope because damn, I wanted to see him again. When we were fucking, everything went to the wind. It was like he forgot who he was, and that was the Devlin I wanted.

      He was so clearly discomfited by his sexuality that, there’d been points during last night’s dinner, where I’d wondered if I could deal with the way he was. It was why I’d asked if he just wanted to fuck. Better that than suffer through stretches of silence, or weird questions about how I took my soup before we’d dined on carbonara.

      I mean, how many ways were there to take soup?

      Hot? Tepid? Cold?

      Christ.

      Then he’d asked me about fruit. Fucking fruit!

      It was like one of those weird getting to know you sessions where you asked twenty random questions.

      The sound of brisk, tapping footsteps had me shutting down Chrome, before I cast a quick look over Cassandra’s way. She’d been in and out of the restroom more times than a Jack-in-the-box bounced. I was getting whiplash from how often she headed in there, but this time, it wasn’t Cassandra. She was just looking green around the edges over at her desk as Rachel, my friend, headed to my desk with a carton in her hands.

      I stared at it, then her, arching my brow as she moved right over toward me. Cassandra shot me a disapproving glare, but I ignored her. This was supposed to be my lunch break but, not only wasn’t there time to take off thirty minutes, I’d taken a quick five minutes to down a coffee and research the oddity that was my first.

      Hell, my first everything.

      Kiss. Fuck. Dark room lay. Blowjob—giving. Handjob—receiving.

      Just the thought made me bite the inside of my cheek. Better that than blush in front of Rachel who was worse than a barracuda scenting blood.

      “I have a gift for you,” she said in a singsong voice as she wiggled the carton in her hand. “Smells good, too.”

      Frowning at the box, I murmured, “I didn’t order anything.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” was her wry retort. “You think I bring takeout to every single employee on staff?” Her brow arched. “A PA of a PA of a PA of a PA asked me to take the order when it was delivered and bring it to you.” She leaned over. “Who’s got a crush on you?”

      “Didn’t you work it out from the chain of PAs?” I whispered back, smiling when she clucked her tongue irritably.

      “No. They didn’t give a name.” She pouted. “I just know it’s someone from a higher floor than this one. Maybe an executive?” Her eyes twinkled. “I always knew that pretty face of yours would catch someone’s eye up there.”

      “Because that’s exactly how I want to earn a position here. Bouncing my way around the executives?” I snorted as I started unpacking the carton, thinking that the only person who could have sent me this was Devlin.

      But... Why?

      I wouldn’t have thought he’d want to raise any attention to me, and even though it had been covered in a PA chain, it wouldn’t be that hard to figure it out. Like Rachel had said, it was someone from the executive level because only they had so many PAs.

      Rachel sniffed and murmured, “Smells like Pad Thai.”

      Nodding, I opened the carton wider and found an array of food that didn’t match at all.

      There was Pad Thai, then there was a Butterfinger, a can of coconut water, a carton cup that was hot to the touch and that revealed a vivid matcha when I tipped off the lid, then a small box of prepared fruit—all my favorites. Watermelon, mango, coconut, kiwi, and strawberries.

      He’d listened.

      He’d asked me all those questions on purpose last night, and they hadn’t been to cover up the silence. He’d wanted to know the answers. It was, I recognized, the first time someone had actually listened to me and acted on it.

      I was surrounded by people, both family and friends, old and new, who tended to refuse to hear what I was saying. Parents that couldn’t accept who I was, an ex-girlfriend who wouldn’t believe we weren’t getting back together when I finished my MBA, friends who dropped me because I couldn’t get them into the best clubs anymore.

      Only after I’d come out, had I realized how very alone I was. How very unheard.

      Just not now.

      He’d heard everything I said, down to the mango in the fruit salad and the matcha that, after I took a sip, was sweetened with Manuka honey.

      I gritted my teeth against the weird desire to cry, and instead, shoved my face into the Pad Thai.

      “Aren’t you going to share it?” Rachel demanded, pouting as I turned to look at her.

      It was easy to grin. “Nope.”

      When she huffed, then quickly leaned over and snapped up my Butterfinger, I didn’t chide her as she darted off, running like Usain Bolt across the Marketing floor.

      Cassandra tutted under her breath, but I ignored her, and returned my attention to my lunch.

      Even as I stuck my chopsticks into the noodles, I reached for my phone and tapped out:

      Me: Thank you for the food. I didn’t expect that.

      Devlin: You said you were going to be too busy to take a lunch break. What else was I supposed to do?

      Think that I could fend for myself?

      Somehow, his answer touched me all the more.

      Me: You have a good memory.

      Devlin: Like an elephant. I wasn’t sure if my peace offering would be enough.

      Me: Enough for what?

      Devlin: Of an apology for last night.

      Finding myself wincing, I excused him. Me: It wasn’t that bad.

      Devlin: Wasn’t it? I’m surprised you want to text me again. I thought the conversation hit a particular low when I asked you about your soup preferences, but at least I’ll know what to feed you when you tell me you’re too busy for a lunch break again.

      Heart in my throat, I shoved a large portion of noodles into my mouth so I could focus on chewing and not getting emotional.

      Eventually, I wrote: Me: Meaning, there will be a next time?

      Devlin: That’s down to you. If you can forgive me for being a fucking idiot last night.

      Then, I thought of one question he hadn’t asked. Me: Maybe... How did you know I like coconut water?

      Devlin: You taste of it.

      Everything inside me clenched down at that. None of the parts that had been emotional either. This was all physical.

      Christ.

      Devlin: Is it any wonder I like the way you taste? I’ll keep you in a lifetime’s supply of the stuff if you’ll let me.

      I bit my lip. What was that supposed to mean?

      Wondering if he knew how many mixed signals he was tossing around, I thought about Devlin on that YouTube video, of his ease, of his casual assertiveness, of the way he dominated any scenario, then I thought about how he’d been last night.

      And I decided to give him a chance.

      Not just because he was so sexy he made my eyes cross, but for a man who remembered how I tasted, who thought about it enough to figure it out, who listened to my preference in fruit and soup, and who cared about my going hungry until dinner time... I’d be a fool to say no to another date, wouldn’t I?
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      “The evidence is purely circumstantial.”

      I gritted my teeth at more bullshit from the team of lawyers who were too highly paid to hurl that level of crap my way.

      Maybe Mandelson saw my displeasure because his jaw tensed. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Mr. Astley. There simply isn’t enough proof right now. If we fire her, then we’re leaving ourselves wide open to a lawsuit.”

      “I knew that already without having to waste forty minutes on this meeting,” I snapped. “I want you to find evidence.”

      “Rhode covers her tracks too well.”

      “How can she? She’s the least discreet person going. Two men have approached HR about her. Two. What are we supposed to do? Just turn a blind eye and let other people be attacked?” I shook my head. “Not on my watch.”

      “If we’re not careful, we could trigger a #MeToo movement in the publishing industry,” my CFO, Lewis, grumbled.

      “If it needs triggering,” Lizzie, my EA, muttered at my side, “then it needs triggering.”

      “Can you imagine the scandal?” Lewis continued. “Either way, we need to figure out a way of keeping a lid on this.”

      I wasn’t so bothered about the lid, more about the people she was targeting. Around this table, however, with my board of directors in place, I was well aware that meant less than our profit margins.

      This matter was only not being swept under the carpet because of me. Rhode was too infamously famous, too big to try to take down. Everyone knew that, knew her brother was a tried-and-tested litigator who’d have her back no matter the fight, and he was just one of the Rhodes who worked in the family law firm.

      I shot Lizzie a look, saw her temper was on the brink of exploding, and I arched a brow at her, warning her to keep a handle on her anger. She was the coolest, most rational member of my staff, but this was personal.

      She’d helped get her brother a job at the company, and she blamed herself for what happened.

      Like it was her fault Rhode was a sexual predator.

      She was the only reason I even knew about any of this. Her brother had triggered a whole investigation and he wasn’t around to know that we were trying to stop someone else from being attacked.

      Rubbing my eyes, I ground out, “Lewis, what you’re saying is that you’d like me to drop this because it might trigger a scandal? Isn’t it more of a scandal in the making if Astley Publishing knowingly protects a rapist? Only the fact that Lizzie knows I will see this through to the end has stopped her family from going to the press—”

      “Her NDA prevents—” my CIO, Nuñez, started to grind out.

      “Shut your mouth, Louellen,” I snapped back, aware that Lizzie was bristling at my side. I wouldn’t put it past her to hurl her coffee over the executive seated opposite. “Her family isn’t under any obligation to keep quiet about this. They can go to the press about what Robert went through at any time.”

      Under the table, I reached over and grabbed Lizzie’s hand. Squeezing her fingers tightly, hoping to give her some strength, I watched as Nuñez sputtered, “Why would they want to bring shame on their family?”

      “Shame?” My eyes widened at her. “Louellen, I’d watch your mouth if I were you. You’re an executive, and you worked hard to get here, but I’m more than capable of sending you off on a three-year-long course to become a human again.

      “The only shame here is on Rhode. And then on us for not fucking finding a way to get her out of the company before she does it again.” I couldn’t help but think of Micah who was working under Rhode at that moment... Maybe that turned my tone gnarlier, nastier, because I snapped, “Mandelson, I don’t care how many detectives you have on this case. I want results. Now. Within the week minimum. I need something that will let us toss her out without leaving us open to a lawsuit.

      “Lewis, you’re going to open the bank accounts to let Mandelson have the funds he needs to bankroll this, and none of you are going to bitch about it.”

      The lawyer dipped his chin. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “You won’t ‘see’ anything. You’ll act. I want that evidence.”

      Killian, my COO who was the head of the HR department, said, “I’ve already opened the files up to your people, Mandelson. Surely there’s something in there. Two men have come forward but there have to be more.”

      I cast him a scornful look. His earnestness was founded in his department being the one behind the major fuck up. “There must have been employees who left abruptly—”

      “You do know Rhode, don’t you?” Lewis asked, snorting all the while like a hiccupping pig. “Everyone quits eventually.”

      “Some more abruptly than others, surely?” I argued.

      Mandelson murmured, “That’s actually one of the issues. It’s a large department, and the turnover of staff within it is quite high. Each abrupt resignation needs to be investigated.”

      “Something’s not right in her department. You had better find out what.” I worked my jaw. “Now I’ve authorized you to spend more money on this, we need answers. Quickly.”

      Shoving back from the table, I got to my feet and stormed off without another word.

      Lizzie, the only assistant in attendance, scuttled after me as I strode toward my office. Sadie, quite smartly, kept her head down so as not to catch my attention even if I’d already spotted her.

      There was nothing that irritated me more than dealing with a bunch of whining executives. My father would approve of them and their putting the company first, but that wasn’t how I wanted it to be here.

      Maybe, just maybe, the personal connection to this made it harder on me than it would usually be. Yes, that made me a bastard, but Lizzie had worked with me for twelve years, and she’d been one of my most loyal members of staff. To think that her brother had killed himself over someone in my employ was something I was finding difficult to handle.

      Somehow, she had kept her shit together. Somehow, she managed to deal with Rhode. I knew she was waiting on the day the bitch was fired, and that was when salt would be rubbed in the wound, but if I couldn’t give her that, she’d leave.

      The fallout from that was something the board weren’t quite capable of calculating.

      Dickheads.

      Shoving a hand over my head, I rubbed the back of my neck as I aimed for the bank of windows where I’d fucked Micah. Because that broke my train of thought, I calmed down some—what memory of an epic orgasm wouldn’t be like a fast-acting Prozac?—but was still pissed enough to mutter, “Surely Robert had some texts or something. You’re sure you can’t get into his computer?”

      “He locked it up tight. You know that,” she grumbled, plopping back and falling onto the sofa. Her head tilted against the cushions and she watched me stride back and forth in an attempt to burn off my irritation.

      What pissed me off the most was that I’d hand-picked my executives. They were my selections. Before this situation, I’d have said they were damn good at their jobs. Now, I questioned my own humanity if they could so easily dismiss an employee’s suicide because of one of our VPs.

      The thought had me turning to her and, abruptly, muttering, “I’m sorry, Lizzie. I’m so fucking sorry about all this.”

      Her gaze softened on me as she started to turn her wedding ring, fiddling with it instead of wringing Rhode’s neck, I assumed. “You’re trying, Devlin. That’s all I could ask.”

      “Is it fuck,” I grumbled. “I want answers, and I’ll get them. Not just for you, but for Robert. He deserves that goddamn much.”

      “You paid for his funeral, his healthcare costs...” She shrugged. “My family couldn’t have afforded that. You’ve done plenty. This isn’t all on you, Devlin.”

      Those costs had been a drop in the ocean, but it was blood money. Plain and simple.

      I sliced a hand through the air. “By the end of the year, she’ll be out. I promise you that.”

      Her lips twitched. “I’ll take comfort in that when I want to throat punch Nuñez.”

      “Who the fuck could blame you? I felt like doing the same when she was all po-faced and looking constipated in that damn boardroom. Spouting scandals at me. Those idiots are so near-sighted it’s a joke. If they didn’t learn from the recent past then they’re not as well suited for their positions as I thought they were when I promoted them.”

      “I warned you about Lewis,” she chided, but she was getting to her feet once more, her phone back in hand as she peered at her messages.

      When a frown creased her brow, I asked, “Everything okay?”

      “James has got a fever. Michael’s had to pick him up from school.”

      I grimaced. “Sorry, Lizzie. If you need to go, go,” I told her, well aware that the reason Michael had picked their son James up was because she’d had her phone switched off during that fucker of a meeting.

      She shook her head. “He’s taking the afternoon off. If you don’t mind, I’ll leave earlier than usual, though?”

      “Of course I don’t mind.” My lips twisted. “Give the little shit a gift from me, eh? Cheer him up? Does he still love that Japanese thing?”

      She snorted. “You mean Pokémon?”

      Eyes glinting, I told her, “That’s the one.”

      “I dread to think of you with children, Devlin,” she said dryly.

      “Me too!” was my heartfelt reply.

      Her phone buzzed. “You have a meeting in ten minutes with Frida Henson,” she reminded me.

      I pulled a face. “Do I really need to? For God’s sake, it’s a waste of time. She wants to use her own editors and that’s not in the contract.”

      “Her last three books topped the New York Times bestseller list,” Lizzie said wryly. “I think it’s gone to her head.” She waggled her phone. “Just appease her. Tell her she can use whichever in-house editor she wants. It isn’t our fault she pisses them off by going so close to the wire we’re almost late for printing.

      “Don’t threaten her though. You know what she’s like. Thinks she’s Frida Kahlo reincarnated. The last thing we need is her doing some kind of goddamn demonstration in front of Astley Tower.”

      My lips twitched. “Painting the floor red with the lifeblood spilled from her art? That would almost be worth watching. Better than the crap she writes. How that shit does well is beyond me.”

      “Your wallet appreciates it, so does mine,” was her rueful retort. “I have some meetings of my own. Do you need anything before I go?”

      I wafted a hand, which had her nodding. She twisted on her heel, headed to the door, but before she left, I murmured, “Lizzie?”

      “Yes, Devlin?” she asked, peering at me from over her shoulder.

      “We’ll get Robert justice. I promise.”

      Her smile was gentle. “I believe you.”

      Then she left, and the guilt and the irritation and the shame morphed into one big lump of anger that had me hurling the dish that sat quite inoffensively on the console table at the back of the couch across the room.

      The ensuing crash was quite satisfying, but not enough to drain away the feeling of impotence.

      This was my company, and this was my roof. That a predator stalked its halls and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it, legally, pissed me the hell off.

      The chipped remnants were as still as Robert had been when he’d been found at his desk here. I’d seen the pictures. Had known why he’d done it.

      To make a stand, because nobody had listened to him.

      He hadn’t taken Rhode’s attack to Lizzie, had gone to HR. They’d done fuck all—which was why Killian had spoken up today. He felt bad for the lack of action on his division’s part. As well as HR’s decision to refrain from mentioning any of this to me, so I’d had to find out by myself.

      When Robert had been made to work with his rapist, when nothing had been done, he’d come to a decision of his own—had decided to take a stand.

      Which was why, the same day as he’d heard back from HR, a few days after the police had told him he was too late to report the assault because his bloodwork showed no signs of his being drugged, he’d slashed his wrists, puddling his small cubicle with his lifeblood.

      Mouth twisting with sorrow, I stared down at the destroyed plate and felt like doing the same with my phone when it buzzed in my pocket.

      If it was one of my execs, I probably would have hurled it across the room too. Instead, it was Micah.

      Micah: Are we still on for tonight?

      That he wasn’t the one canceling came as a surprise. Last night had been a farce, on top of two other farces.

      Apparently, I wasn’t good at dating.

      Because my mood was so sour, I was tempted to cancel. When I was on my best behavior, I was terrible company. So in this frame of mind, I wouldn’t exactly be considered fun.

      Yet... the prospect of going back to my empty apartment, of eating by myself, of drinking in my living room alone, of heading to a vacant bed, none of that sat well with me either.

      Me: We’re still on.

      I scraped a hand over my jaw as I wondered whether I should warn him. I didn’t want him to think he was to blame for my shit mood, a thought which had me shaking my head. What this young guy did to me, making me worry about stupid shit like that was almost enough to piss me off.

      I didn’t like being reminded that I was human. I sat here in my lofty tower, drifting from this one to my home one, and in between, attending parties and events and galas with other people in their own glass houses. Untouchable. By choice.

      This situation with Robert had first proved to me that I wasn’t a robot. Especially when I bitched about my board’s lack of empathy, which was the exact reason I’d hired them.

      I’d known Lizzie was important to me—she helped run my life, after all. But I hadn’t realized how much I could feel her pain. Twelve years of loyal service and I’d never considered her a friend.

      Until now.

      And I’d never been so fucking scared of failing a friend, not just because I knew a lack of resolution with Rhode would prompt her to resign, but because I didn’t want to fail in this. I couldn’t fail.

      Then there was Micah. Further reminding me I was human. With peculiar wants and needs. It was bloody irritating.

      So, because of that, I added:

      Me: I’ve had a shit day at work.

      Micah: Maybe I can cheer you up?

      I doubted it.

      His text had me pulling a face.

      I knew myself too well to think that he could.

      Me: That you want to try is enough.

      There, that wasn’t offensive, was it?

      Micah: Challenge accepted. Maybe we can get you to relax tonight.

      I crinkled my nose at his astuteness.

      Me: If wine and brandy don’t do it, I’m not sure what will.

      Micah: How about a ‘welcome home’ fuck?

      My eyes drifted to half-mast as I read his message, while my dick drifted to full.

      I’d been good the last couple days. Tried not to treat him like a piece of meat, even though I wanted nothing more than to be inside him every fucking minute I was with him.

      See? Peculiar. Fucking peculiar.

      I wanted to be in him, on him, under him.

      All the goddamn time.

      It was discomforting to be so horny when one was approaching forty. I felt like a teenager again, and combine that with these adolescent feelings of having a crush on a man who was sixteen years my junior, was it any wonder my world was so turbulent right now?

      Me: If that’s on the cards, I won’t say no.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to say, but it’d do.

      Micah: I’ll look forward to cheering you up then.

      Me: Me too.

      I grunted, because I wanted to say more. So much fucking more. But at the risk of looking like a fool, I refrained.

      Me: I’ll see you later. Gian will pick you up at eight.

      Micah: Great. See you soon.

      I was still pissed off—he wasn’t a miracle worker. My heart definitely felt lighter though. Which should probably have terrified me, and to a certain extent it did, but I’d take what I could get after that fucker of a meeting. Better a lighter heart than a perforated ulcer.
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      The day had been a long one.

      Cassandra had dumped more work than usual on my desk, and even though I could have complained, it wasn’t like she was seated behind her computer, filing her nails. She was frantic, working as hard as me if not more on Rhode’s workload. Plus, she had to deal with the bitch herself.

      I was near enough to Cassandra’s desk to have heard Rhode’s cutting remarks on a report she’d completed last night, and I’d seen the EA struggle to hide her pinched cheeks and wet eyes before she fled for the ladies’ restroom.

      The Marketing team was forty-strong, but it wasn’t enough to deal with the outpouring of work that came out of Rhode’s office. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed at the powerhouse that was the VP or overwhelmed.

      She’d been behind the ‘A Book A Day’ campaign, which, since 2015, had set Astley Publishing on a trend that saw nearly every single one of their new releases hitting a bestseller list. Because of that, we’d done so many case studies on her in college that it was an honor to work under her.

      But emulating her? Becoming like her in the future? That wasn’t something I wanted.

      Her success was another matter, but if success came at the cost of making everyone under her miserable, I wasn’t sure if it was worth it.

      Maybe work was always miserable, and maybe I hadn’t been in a workplace environment for long enough, but I couldn’t believe that. It’d be too depressing for words.

      This place was supposed to be a creative hive, where people came together and brainstormed ideas, crafted concepts that would take a product to the next level.

      Where rough gems were polished and turned into fancy diamonds, then packaged in rings and necklaces with a price tag that was ten times the original value.

      Here, we weren’t encouraged to be creative. Rhode got to do all that, and then she just sent her orders off for everyone else to see through.

      Maybe that was normal, but it was disappointing if that was the case.

      Sending off a few final emails that I needed to be in a graphic designer’s inbox first thing tomorrow morning, I got to my feet and stretched. My back was already aching, and I needed to go for a run to pound out the day’s tensions.

      Before I pounded Devlin.

      A smile played on my lips at the thought, and I reached for my jacket, shrugged into it, before turning around to begin gathering my possessions together so I could leave.

      “That’s a dirty smile.”

      I jerked in surprise as I pocketed my things, not having realized Rhode was standing so close to my cubicle.

      “Is it?” I mumbled, said smile faltering and turning wary as she perched on the side of Cassandra’s empty desk, which explained why the VP had come out—to find her assistant. “Cassandra’s in the restroom,” I informed her, hoping that would make her get up and go.

      Rhode wafted a disinterested hand, then peered at me. She had a weird way of looking over her glasses that made you feel as if you were beneath a scientist’s microscope. Maybe that was someone’s idea of a good time, but it wasn’t mine.

      “You have plans for tonight?” She tutted. “And on a school night too,” she tacked on before I could reply.

      “I plan to run,” I told her truthfully.

      Her gaze drifted down over me. “That explains a lot. You look too bulky to be a runner though. Did you play ball in college?”

      I shook my head. “Just in high school.”

      “Quarterback?”

      “Linebacker.”

      Her lips twisted. “With a face like that and a spot on the team, I’ll bet you were Prom King.”

      “Mostly because of my girlfriend,” I told her, refraining from adding on the word ‘ex.’ “She was head cheerleader.”

      “Of course she was. Such a cliché, but you’re pretty enough to work it.” She hummed as she stood up, straightening her skirt as she did so. I wasn’t sure if the flash of her tits as she leaned over was intentional or not but I quickly looked away, pretending that I was reaching into my drawer to grab something when my wallet and cell were both in my pocket.

      “Enjoy your run, Micah,” she said smoothly, stepping away with a click-clack of those heels she wore.

      “Have a good night, Rhode,” I called out, turning to watch her waddle away.

      Did straight men fail to spot the gravitational issues she had with staying straight on those stilts?

      I wondered if they didn’t care and preferred to think of them digging into their ass cheeks... it was a distinct possibility.

      A weird swell of relief surged inside me at the odd thought. I didn’t need to pretend anymore.

      God, talk about a weight off.

      Chelsea, my ex, had worn high heels for parties, and she’d seemed to think they’d turn me on. I’d had more bruises on my butt from those damn shoes than from football training.

      Though I doubted Devlin would dig those custom Italian Oxfords into my ass, I much preferred that as an option.

      Rhode staggering off in a manner I assumed was supposed to be enticing because, from the corner of my eye, I saw she looked over her shoulder when she was in her office to see if I was watching, was a delicious reminder of my change in circumstances.

      Even if Devlin was grouchy as hell tonight, I’d deal with it.

      Even if he was awkward again, I preferred it to talking about TikTok or IG with Chelsea.

      Maybe it was crazy for me to keep on persevering with him when I could just head to VICE again, but VICE didn’t have Devlin.

      And, Lord help me, he was the one I wanted.

      It might not be forever, but for the moment, I wanted to crack his shell. Wanted to understand him and how he worked. And, of course, I wanted to fuck him again, because I had the discomforting feeling nothing and no one would ever feel as good as he did.

      As I headed out of the department and toward the elevator, closing my eyes as it chugged its way down to the vestibule, I thought about last night’s date.

      We’d ended up discussing the futures’ market and some IPOs that were interesting. Though I’d enjoyed it, Devlin had clung onto each subject like it was a life raft. Why I scared him so much, I wasn’t sure. He never allowed silence to fall between us for long, and until now, hadn’t even let me kiss him again.

      Or vice versa.

      Whatever I’d expected when he’d invited me over for dinner, three nights in a row, it wasn’t sex-less dinner dates.

      I mean, I wasn’t complaining. I liked what we talked about, and he was so ill-at-ease it was close to amusing, plus his apartment was fantastic. After my place which was too small for me to hold my arms wide apart, being back in decent surroundings was a joy. Then there was the food he served and the wine we shared.

      Devlin, for all he was as edgy as a cat on a hot tin roof, knew how to be a good host. And while his hosting skills weren’t all I was interested in, my evenings were a lot more entertaining than before that night at VICE.

      With relief, I made it to the vestibule, eyes popping open just as I knew we were approaching the first floor. I always waited until past the rush to get out of the building because I couldn’t deal with the elevator or atrium being jam-packed, not after a long day at work. Seeing Rachel wasn’t at her desk, I wandered out onto the busy streets and headed for my bus stop.

      Once upon a time, I’d have just grabbed a taxi and wouldn’t have thought anything of it. My first year, Dad had made a driver service available to me because Mom had been worried about me in the Big Apple.

      Funny how they could do that then but didn’t care about me now.

      Or maybe they still cared, just not enough to let me be me?

      Either way, the driver service was long gone.

      That was why it was weird dating Devlin. It was a reminder of what I’d lost, but I didn’t exactly miss it. And if that was privilege speaking, then so be it. I sure as hell didn’t feel privileged with the chaotic bus journey ahead of me, but nothing was worth being pigeon-holed, nothing.

      I was just glad I’d learned that at my age, not after I’d been forced to marry Chelsea, father a couple of kids with her, then crack up, divorce, and finally come out when I was in my forties.

      Shuddering at the fate my family wanted for me, I made it to the stop just in time.

      As I got onto the busy bus, I grabbed one of the few remaining seats. Though it was hectic with people, I preferred it to the subway when I could swing it. It took longer, but it was worth it not to have to deal with the crowds and the odd pressure in my chest that I always felt. I was sure, one day, I’d head down those stairs into the subway, and the ceiling would cave in and the city would tumble in after it.

      Talk about hell.

      The forty-minute bus ride wasn’t ideal, but it was the best I could do. Fort George was a little out of my means, too close to the city to be cheap, but I budgeted as best I could to make it work.

      In the morning, for speed’s sake, I dealt with the horror of the subway because arriving late to an internship that could make or break my resumé was more of a nightmare than the trains.

      Once the day was over, and my time was my own, I used the bus and let the journey take as long as was necessary. Even if the forty minutes sometimes veered toward ninety if traffic was bad.

      When I made it home, I immediately switched into workout gear, shoved my phone into the running pouch I strapped onto my arm, and stuck my AirPods into my ears before I headed on out again.

      Six miles later, feeling more alive even if I was tired, I rushed back, quickly showered and changed into a pair of jeans and a loose linen shirt.

      Slipping into some leather loafers, I waited on Gian to ring my buzzer as I poured some fish food into the large glass bowl that perched on what my landlord called a kitchen counter.

      Barely done with that, the buzzer sounded, and I smiled at my perfect timing and grabbed my keys, wallet, and cellphone, then made my way out.

      Gian, dressed smartly in a gray tailored suit with a cap, opened the door for me, then rushed over to the roadside where he opened the car door for me too. When I slipped into the limo, I was surprised to note that the privacy compartment was up, and it took a few minutes for my eyes to adjust to the darkness to realize I wasn’t alone.

      Devlin was there, his legs outstretched, feet crossed at the ankle, broodingly looking into a glass he’d filled with some amber liquid.

      The urge to go to him was strong, to take a seat at his side and to just... Damn, I didn’t know. I was still uneasy with affection outside of sex.

      It wasn’t like I was a woman. Chelsea would have cuddled up at my side, nuzzled into me to try to jerk me out of my bad mood.

      The thought made me vow to message her before the week was up because she’d been a good girlfriend, just a boring one, and she wasn’t a guy—that was hardly her fault. But thoughts of what she’d do and what I wasn’t sure if I should do had me hesitating even more.

      “Didn’t expect to see you in here,” I said lightly, staying where I was for the time being.

      This wasn’t a town car, but a full on limo, with bench seats down the sides of it. That was where he was. Perched in the corner by the little cabinet at the front where there was a small fridge—I’d explored it the first night I’d traveled in it.

      “Long day. I only just got out of the office and didn’t feel like wasting time.”

      Wasting time? With me?

      I didn’t let hurt swirl inside me, not when the car started moving and he sank his drink back, then shuffled over the seats to sit at my side.

      He didn’t stop until we were close together, until he was pretty much leaning against me, so I realized that I’d misunderstood him. Mostly I was just glad that he’d made the move to come closer to me. I wasn’t sure of my place yet, wasn’t sure what he wanted from me. I preferred to think of myself as being more reactive than passive, but still... it felt good to have him lean on me.

      Cautiously, I raised my arm and sank it around his shoulders. He didn’t pull back, just muttered, “I hate people.”

      I had to laugh. “They do suck sometimes.”

      “They do.” His grouchy assertion amused me even more. “And they’re everywhere in this fucking city. Can’t get away from them.”

      “Your office is pretty quiet,” I argued, willing to defend a city that I loved. That, like a friend, had helped me liberate myself. “Your apartment is too.”

      “There’s a difference between quiet and being hemmed in on all sides.”

      I snorted. “If you want to see what being hemmed in is like, you should have come up to my place.”

      “Why did he do that?”

      Hesitating at the off-topic question, I asked, “Who? My father?”

      “Yeah. You lived somewhere else before he cast you out, right?”

      “I did. I was in dorms for the first year, then a frat house. Things changed when I wanted to move out.”

      “Why did you? Couldn’t you have stayed at the frat house? Or were they homophobic too?”

      “They were better than my dad, but it was awkward, and I wanted a change of pace.” Sly glances, whispers, making sure to close the bathroom door when that had never been an issue in the past. Like I’d be salivating over their cocks now they knew I was into men.

      “Was it worth it?” he asked sleepily.

      “Coming out?”

      “Yes. You seemed to have lost a lot.”

      Even though he was right, I still smiled. “It was worth losing. What I gained more than makes up for it.”

      He was silent for so long that I thought he might have fallen asleep. He sure as hell sounded tired enough, and it surprised me that I wouldn’t have minded. Traffic had picked up, so the forty-minute ride would probably take nearer an hour at this time of night, and if he was asleep, maybe he’d be able to relax later on, and I’d see that side of him he revealed to everyone but me. A side I craved without really understanding why.

      Although, this conversation seemed to find him less on edge than usual, which, considering its start, I took to be a positive. Mostly, I just enjoyed being close to him, holding him. It seemed like a lifetime since I’d been this close to anyone, and it felt good.

      Right.

      Only, Devlin wasn’t asleep. About ten minutes later, he murmured, “Why am I happy to be with you and tongue-tied at the same time?”

      “The mysteries of attraction,” I said lightly, realizing that he’d spent that time wondering what to talk about while I was content to let my mind drift as I held him.

      “You’re not tongue-tied,” he accused.

      “No, but I’m human. From all your creaking, I think we have to find you a heart is all.”

      A sharp laugh escaped him. “You’ve been watching The Wizard of Oz.”

      “And you haven’t? If you caught that reference.”

      “My mother’s favorite musical,” he muttered disgustedly.

      I squeezed him. “Awkward or not, grouchy or not, I like you, Devlin. You can relax. I mean you no harm.”

      “The craziest thing about that statement is I believe you.” He shook his head, letting out a gruff laugh as he did so. “Maybe it isn’t the Tin Man I emulate, but the lion.” Then, he reached for my chin, tilted it just so and united our mouths.

      It was the most enjoyable traffic jam of my life.
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      Rachel: Who the hell is so obsessed with feeding you?

      The text came at the perfect moment. The elevator was unusually full of people. Normally, they tended to shed away as we headed for the upper floors of Astley Tower, but not today.

      Unfortunately for me.

      Squirreled away in the corner, trying not to think about that time at summer camp when—

      Okay, no.

      Just... no.

      Focus.

      Food. Rachel. Devlin.

      He was my mystery feeder, and I wasn’t about to complain. Not when he’d sent me so many nice things over the last few days. And with every care package of food?

      Coconut water.

      I bit my lip to hide my smile, even though there was no one interested in here, everyone was focused either on their cellphone or the monitor that ticked away with every floor at a snail’s pace.

      Me: Someone who realizes that I’m hungry all the time?

      Devlin just didn’t know it was for more than Pad Thai. Though that kiss in the limo... Ugh. Starving. Yeah, I was definitely starving.

      Rachel: *pouts* Why can’t I find someone who wants to fatten me up?

      Me: You don’t go to the right places.

      Rachel: You mean I have to turn gay? Will a lesbian feed me?

      I had to snicker. Me: How the hell would I know?

      Me: Out of curiosity, would you turn gay for food?

      Rachel: We live in the same city, don’t we?

      Me: The same one where it’s about twenty-five dollars for a plate of pasta? Sure do.

      Rachel: I guess I can live off one-dollar slices of pie for a few more years.

      Rachel: Seeing as you won’t share your spoils with me.

      I laughed. Me: Not on your life. Speak later, Rach. Gonna be a crazy one.

      Rachel: Oh, that means I get to be your server again then, hmm? You cut out on lunch dates with me AND expect me to bring you food? Typical man.

      Grinning sheepishly, I tapped out: Me: I promise. Tomorrow. Mantelli’s Deli. My treat.

      Rachel: What if I want you to buy two sandwiches for me? You know, because someone isn’t sharing their loot?

      Me: I can afford your extravagance. xoxo

      Rachel: Okay, then I forgive you. Speak later. <3

      As a result of our text convo, my grin was deeper as I headed off the elevator, and I’d admit there was a spring to my step as I wandered over to my section.

      Normally, seeing Cassandra and hearing Rhode barking at someone was enough to put me in a killer mood. But being aware of a gift waiting on me perked me up.

      It was so hard dumping my stuff then going straight to the break room to make Rhode her gross coffee when that little white cardboard box was waiting on me, but I managed it, knowing it would earn me less shit throughout the day.

      With one disgusting concoction made, my morning brightened up even more when Cassandra was on the phone as I placed the drink on her table for her to take into Rhode.

      Sequestering myself in my cubicle, my eyes were wide with delight as I wondered what he’d brought me today.

      Devlin—CEO, awkward at dating, Viscount, hot as fuck, and secret feeder.

      I had only one thing there to complain about, and even that was starting to get endearing. Or maybe he was just winning me over with food. I mean, the way to every man’s heart was through his stomach, wasn’t it? I was okay with being predictable.

      When I revealed a cronut from the Dominique Ansel Bakery, my stomach churned. It had been so long since I’d been able to afford one of these, and I took an eager bite, not even pissed when the crispy shards of pastry exploded all over me.

      My phone buzzed with a text. Seeing Devlin’s name, I took another bite as I opened up the message.

      Devlin: How’s it taste?

      Maybe there was some devil at work in my mind, or maybe I just wanted to tease him. I loved the Devlin that was revealed to me through text chats. It was only when we were together, in person, that he was strained. So uber-controlled it might have been easier sitting with someone from the cast of Humans. Only difference was that nothing about Devlin was synthetic.

      With that in mind, I told him: Me: Almost as good as you.

      He didn’t reply for the longest time, enough for me to finish my treat, and for me to wonder if I’d scared him off.

      The thought had me shaking my head at myself, because hell, he was a grown man. What about what I’d said was terrifying?

      Devlin: If I wasn’t in the middle of a boring meeting, I’d call up for you.

      My stomach twisted with happy knots. Me: What would you do with me IF I decided to obey?

      Devlin: If? There’d be no ‘if’ about it. I’m pretty sure you’d be willing to appease me.

      Me: Depends. Tell me what you’d want.

      Devlin: To know if you taste better after coconut water or a cronut.

      It was way too early for a boner.

      I tried to remind myself of that, especially when the day was going to be long, and probably very boring. But it was too easy for our short time together to flash through my mind.

      It was crazy to think that, this time last week, I hadn’t even known who Devlin Astley was—other than the boss of my boss. He owned a company I was interning for. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Now? He was in my thoughts way too often, filled my stomach, listened to me, kissed like a dream, and, somehow, treated me with more respect than any other person I’d ever met.

      What that said about the people I’d met before him, other than Rachel and Sadie, I wasn’t sure. Either he was special or they were just particularly shitty. Or maybe it was a little of both? He was, after all, unique. To me.

      My first...

      That night, in the dark room, was a blurred jumble of memories thanks to a post-orgasm adrenaline high, as well as the overwhelming anxiety of my first time with a complete stranger—an act that was both terrifying and freeing all at once. I just remembered the sticky heat, the scent of him in my nose, the crisp silk of his hair against my palms, the rough texture of his chin as it scraped over my throat.

      My hands grew sweaty with the memories, and I knew my eyes were glazed as my mind tripped onto the next day, when he’d jacked me off in his office, when I’d slipped to my knees and sucked him off in front of the city itself...

      Around Devlin, I was another person. Someone brave and out there, someone who was so ready to be me that it should be frightening—

      A realization hit me, then.

      If I was another person around Devlin, why shouldn’t he be too?

      That realization was why the first thing that came to me was: Me: How come you can’t say things like that when we’re together?

      His reply wasn’t forthcoming, but I didn’t worry about it this time. Not when I knew he was in a board meeting.

      I’d already switched on my computer as I was eating my cronut, and had started going through my email even as my head was back in the whirl of the past few days. In such a short space of time, my life had gone from nothing but work to thinking about the CEO of Astley Publishing. I wasn’t eager to revert to my old ways. Something about Devlin made me crave more of him. We hadn’t had sex since that first day, so I craved that too, but it was more him.

      I craved the real him.

      Was this awkward version the real him? Or was it a complex mixture of the assertive owner of a progressive publishing company and the nervous man who I’d dined with over the past few evenings?

      Before I could stew much longer, Devlin replied: I’m not looking at you - you make it hard to think.

      My eyes flashed wide at his candor. Me: You really mean that, don’t you?

      Devlin: Haven’t you figured it out yet?

      Me: Figured what out?

      Devlin: You’re the only person who has ever made me feel this way.

      Devlin: I have to go. Enjoy your breakfast... See you at my place tonight?

      Even as I wished that I didn’t learn more about him in a text conversation than in person over dinner, I felt bad too.

      In the limo, he’d said that I made him tongue tied. Did that mean I was the only person who’d ever made him feel like that?

      Me?

      My lips twitched into a smile. It wasn’t a cocky one, wasn’t in anyway big-headed.

      It was pleased.

      Happy.

      If I tied his tongue, then I figured that if I found other things to do with it to keep it occupied, it would unravel over time.

      Because that sounded like a challenge worth taking, worth being patient for, I typed: Me: Looking forward to it.

      And I was.

      More so than was probably wise, but hell, you had to mess up your bed before you could make it again. I just wanted to rumple up the sheets with Devlin.

      Maybe tonight, that would happen... I’d definitely give it my best shot.
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      When he pulled me into him the second I made it to his apartment, I wanted to groan with relief.

      Whenever he took charge like this, my bones just wanted to melt, and I saw nothing wrong in falling into him, my arms coming around his shoulders as he tongue-fucked me there. In the doorway. My feet still technically in the corridor while my body was definitely in his apartment.

      His lips ate at me as if he was a starving man, and I felt his pain because, dear God, I needed this. The day had been long, too long, and I’d wanted to bitch slap Cassandra a few times for her attitude, but this was exactly what I needed to start my night.

      The sound of a throat clearing echoed behind me, making me jump as I pulled back away from Devlin to peer into the corridor.

      An elderly woman was watching us, her eyes twinkling as she said, “Devlin? Who’s this charming boy?”

      Devlin practically squirmed beneath a gimlet stare from bright blue eyes, which was one of the most interesting reactions I’d seen from him to date. “He isn’t a boy, Nancy.”

      “No? Well, he looks it to me.”

      “You’re forty years older than me,” Devlin groused. “There’s only sixteen between Micah and me.”

      She held out her hand, the fragile bones shielded by papery skin that was mottled with age, but the way her fingers arched, and from her accent, I knew she expected me to kiss her knuckles.

      Amused, I did as she wished, introducing myself afterward. Her hand scented of expensive perfume, and a couple of thousand dollars’ worth of bracelets tinkled on her too-slender wrist.

      “I’m Nancy Petersen, Micah. I’m Devlin’s next door neighbor.”

      Having imagined that Devlin would be the kind of guy who wasn’t interested in his neighbors, I shot him a look.

      “She’s one of my mother’s friends.”

      “Clarice and I go back a long way,” she confirmed. “I might be ten years older than her, but I can still outlast her at a party.”

      “That’s no feat. Mother’s a notorious lightweight,” Devlin jibed, which had Nancy squinting at him. “I’ll set Chester on you the next time I see you.”

      “You and I both know Chester loves me so that’s no threat.”

      She huffed out a sigh. “I knew I should never have let that animal psychologist have at him.”

      “Chester’s an animal?” I queried, eyes wide.

      “A Pomeranian. Ten pounds of fluff, five pounds of sass, and one pound of body,” was Devlin’s wry retort.

      “He used to have the worst temper, would bite anyone in my vicinity.” She pursed her lips. “I didn’t mind it. What’s the point in having a guard dog if they don’t bite?”

      “Do Pomeranians make good guard dogs?”

      “Well, they do when they bite everyone in sight. A woman has to protect herself, you know.” She fluttered her lashes. “Then, of course, he bit the doorman too many times, and the President of the owners’ association threatened to—” She tossed her hair over her shoulder—a shoulder, I now saw, that was clad in Chanel—and which made me wonder if, back in her day, the thin silvery locks had been a bountiful swell of waves. She was still beautiful, and still as sassy as Chester by the sounds of it. “Well, it isn’t worth repeating. Now Chester’s really rather biddable. It’s quite tedious.”

      “Tedious for you, not for anyone with ankles in the building, Nancy.” To me, he muttered, “Do you want to go in? I just want to have a private word with Nancy.”

      Any amusement I’d found in the idea of a Pomeranian guard dog faded as I recognized what that private conversation would be about.

      Us.

      Primarily, her not telling his mother that she’d seen us kissing.

      Frowning as I headed into the living room where I stared out onto Central Park, I tried not to listen in to the conversation, well aware that it would only piss me off even more. But I heard a tinkling laugh that made my lips curve into a smile, and it eased the burden of my temper when Devlin came striding in a few moments after I heard the front door close.

      He walked over to me, surprising me by resting his hands on my waist, before sliding them down and around my hips as he moved closer to me. Though I was pissed, and hurt, which was stupid because I didn’t know for a fact I’d been the topic of their conversation, I sighed as I rocked my head back against his shoulder.

      “Thank you for being kind.”

      My brows rose. “To Nancy? Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because she’s an interfering old busybody.” He grunted. “But she means well. Her and Mother are quite close. I could have strangled her when she told Nancy the apartment next to me was for sale, though.”

      “I can’t see her cramping your style.”

      “You’d be surprised,” was his rueful retort. “Mostly, she’s in Florida. The weather’s too adverse for her. Too cold in winter and too airless in summer, so I don’t often have to deal with her. It was lucky I saw her, actually. I knew she was leaving within the next few days, but she’s flying into Miami tonight.”

      Lucky? “Why?” I asked, shocked because I’d have thought luck would be the last way he’d describe being caught kissing a guy.

      “After I spoke with Father today, Mother commandeered the call. She wanted me to ask Nancy why she hadn’t been answering her messages.”

      My lips curled inward so that he couldn’t see my smile. “So you were the messenger boy?”

      “Yeah, a high-powered one,” he grumbled with disgust.

      The insight into his nature was too delicious for words. Not only had we managed to talk for a handful of moments without him doing something odd, but he hadn’t spoken with Nancy in an effort to keep me a secret. The night truly was looking up.

      “She seemed sweet.”

      “She’s a pit bull. Don’t let the Southern charm sway you. She took both her husbands to the cleaners. Trust me, they’re not living in Park Avenue penthouses anymore.”

      I laughed. “I could see that from how much Chanel she’s wearing.”

      “Chester’s the only male who’ll put up with her.” He cleared his throat. “She told me to tell you that we’re welcome to kiss on the doorstep anytime she’s around. She enjoyed the show and hopes to see it the next time she’s in town.”

      Chuckling, I replied, “Well, I’m happy that we provided her with decent entertainment.”

      He kissed the side of my jaw, before muttering in my ear, “I prefer the indecent variety.”

      “Me too.” I twisted to look up at him, finding that a heat had overtaken my chest. A warmth that made me feel as if I’d been sitting in the sun.

      He compounded that delicious heat by murmuring, “You might think I’m crazy, especially with how much food is in the fridge—”

      “Why is there so much food in there?”

      He shrugged. “I like variety.”

      “What happens to the stuff you don’t eat?”

      His brow puckered. “It doesn’t go to waste.”

      “Who eats it?”

      “Gian takes it to a local food bank.”

      “You don’t believe in economizing, do you?”

      “I do, just not with food that can serve a purpose elsewhere.”

      I frowned at his wording, which made me wonder if he did it intentionally. That’d be nuts, but Devlin wasn’t exactly normal, was he?

      “Okay, so why might I think you’re crazy?”

      His smile was sheepish. “I’d like to cook for you. A proper meal.”

      My eyes flared wide at that, and something inside me sighed. Something that was right where the heat in my chest had taken root.

      “Really?” I rasped.

      He nodded. “Do you mind? Are you hungry? It will take me a while.”

      “Can I help?”

      “Do you want to?”

      I grinned. “Lead the way.”

      Which was how, even after a long ass, tiring day, we made fresh gnocchi and homemade pesto together.

      I learned that if I kept his hands busy, it freed his mind from any constraints that made him stutter during our conversations, and I saw that, even if he didn’t do it often, cooking was something he enjoyed.

      Tonight wasn’t the date I’d expected, but I should have realized that no date would ever be predictable where Devlin was concerned.

      It was time I started celebrating that instead of worrying about it.

      Yet when he asked me to stay over, I wasn’t sure why, but I refused. I kissed him goodnight with all the passion he stirred in me, so he knew I wasn’t rejecting him, and while the fact I wanted to fuck him was a given, I also wanted to spend time with him.

      Which, tonight? With that warmth in my chest, felt more important than anything else.
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      “Oh fuck,” he rasped, his hands tight in my hair as he held me down, not letting me escape. Not letting me do much else than swallow his cock.

      I groaned around his shaft, my fingers slipping and sliding as I tried to unfasten my zipper, and I hissed out a guttural sigh that had to send exquisite sensations down his dick as I grabbed my shaft.

      Slick with pre-cum, it was easy to jack off, but when he started to pull my hair, tug on it to make me do as he wished, I let him do as he wanted. Loving his confidence and adoring that he wasn’t afraid to take what was his.

      Deepthroating had never been something I appreciated, but with Micah, I loved it. I loved the feeling of letting go, of freedom. I felt like I was liberated and restrained all at once.

      My phone started ringing, but I ignored it. Uncaring that it might be Lizzie or some business associate. I just needed to taste his cum. Needed to feel it spurting down my throat.

      After a shit day, where I felt like death warmed up, I needed this. Needed him. And here he was.

      Thank fuck.

      With one hand on my cock, the other slipping around his balls, I started to toy with them, rubbing them against one another, teasing him even as I sought to drive him higher. His body started to shake, trembling before he began to rock his hips, thrusting up, shoving his cock deeper down my throat, harder, faster, until my eyes watered with the sting, until my gag reflex began to protest, but finally, he exploded.

      The low groan sent tingles down my spine, and I knew I’d come if I wasn’t careful. Having him use my mouth shot me high, and I moaned, mumbling around his dick as he carried on rocking into me, eking out the final moments of pleasure.

      When he let go of me, he slouched back in my chair whereas I surged to my feet and dragged him forward. Positioning him so he was bent over my desk, I leaned down as I spread his ass cheeks apart and tongued him there.

      He rocked up onto tiptoe, a lusty sigh escaping him, one that was redolent with remembered delight, and as I tasted him, I moved down, taking one of his balls into my mouth, nipping him gently before I straightened up.

      I wanted this cherry of his, more than I’d wanted anything in my fucking life.

      Reaching into my desk drawer where a new bottle of lube was stored, I coated myself liberally with it, then squirted some against his ass. Shoving my thumb into his pucker, I watched as he stayed on his tiptoe, his hands plastered against the leather work surface of my desk as he arched his pelvis at my touch.

      “You okay with me not using a condom?”

      He groaned. “Fuck, yeah. Please.”

      My eyes nearly rolled back in my head at the need in his tone. He was so fucking hungry for me…

      Clenching my jaw, I pressed the tip of my dick into his ass, I grunted as the exquisite tightness, the delicious heat of him caressed me as I thrust into him until I was, quite literally, bottoming out.

      A ragged groan escaped me as my head rocked back at the beautiful sensation of him all around me, before I felt him start to fuck me, taking control from me as he pushed back and forth, helping me fuck him. Helping himself as I felt his channel clench down around me. Pressing down on his lower back, I leaned over him, sliding my hands over his and slotting my fingers between his own, before I took over.

      I fucked him hard, taking what I needed, giving him what I wanted, what’d I’d craved all day.

      He let out soft moans that fucked with my head, gentle groans that made me want to kiss him so I could swallow them whole.

      Here, when I was inside him or he was inside me, everything made fucking sense.

      It was only every other moment where I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I’d been insane to wait until today to make him mine again—absolutely crazy. After a short text conversation at the end of a crappy day, I’d invited him up here when Sadie had quit for the day, and I’d made good on my promise from the ‘cronut’ incident.

      My thrusts grew short and choppy as I ground my cock into him, rubbing against his prostate had him crying out once more, and I could feel his hard on—the joys of youth—when I leaned down and reached around him.

      His cock was slick from my spit, so I jacked him off in time to my brisk thrusts, loving when he cried out with his second orgasm because his impossibly tight ass morphed into a fucking vise as he clamped down around me.

      I saw bloody stars as I exploded into him, my cum pelting his insides like a geyser as I let off the day’s tensions in his ass.

      My fingers moved to the taut muscles of his glutes, and I shaped them, digging the tips of my fingers in as I enjoyed the view of my dick, pulsing red with blood, close to purple in the aftermath of my orgasm, against the cream of his skin.

      I rocked into him a few more times just because it was so delicious, just because I could, then I pulled back, watching as my cum started to trickle out, making my throbbing cock look even darker with the white purity of my seed coating me.

      Clenching my jaw at the sight, I pulled out fully, keeping his asscheeks apart as I watched the show, and because I couldn’t stop myself, I reached down and tongued him there again, flicking the tip inside, loving his choked cry as I carried on teasing us both.

      When I was done, when every drop was eaten, I pulled back, satisfied, and stared at the wet patch that dripped from my desk.

      I loved cum. Always had. The visuals, the feel of it, the taste of it. Bliss.

      If he’d been submissive, I’d have made him lick that up, but he wasn’t. I liked his temperament. Oddly aggressive when needs be, willing to bend over when I urged him to.

      I guessed, in that sense, he was like me. Willing to top and bottom without any emotional politics getting in the way.

      With the taste of him and me on my lips, I drew him into a standing position, helping support him as I twisted him around so he could rest his ass against the desk, before I joined our mouths. He always froze when I did this, but I didn’t believe in being squeamish. Where was the fun in that?

      Slowly, he warmed up as our cocks brushed against the other, as we kissed, tongues caressing, lips loving...

      He sighed into me, then pulled back to whisper, “I have to go.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll miss my bus.”

      “Gian will take you home,” I said dismissively. My fingers dug into his hips. “You can come back to my place again if you want. I won’t be back until later but there’s no reason you can’t relax there.”

      I’d made the offer several times this past week, but he always returned to his apartment.

      There was, I thought, an irritating irony that I’d never wanted to hang out with a woman before, but they were like shit on my bloody shoes. Impossible to get rid of.

      Especially Carolina.

      Christ, she’d almost claimed squatter’s rights before I’d tempted her out with a shopping spree the first time we’d fucked. Just one of the many reasons I was glad to be done with her once and for all. One irate phone call a few days ago in Portuguese and she’d deigned to leave me alone.

      And tonight? Well, I’d never wanted to sleep with a woman before either, but with him, I wanted nothing more than to wake up with my sheets coated in his scent. His cum, too.

      He tensed up, like I thought he would, and before I even had a chance to coerce him, started shaking his head.

      “I don’t want to do that.”

      “Why not?” I grumbled, letting my arms rest on his shoulders as I tilted my head, dropping pecks on his cheek, his jaw, down to his throat. When he arched his neck to allow me access, I smiled, loving his tactileness, loving how he made me be affectionate.

      I’d never really enjoyed kissing before, but with a mouth like his, it’d be a waste not to spend time lip-locked.

      “Just because.” His rasped words provided me with no sense of satisfaction, only annoyance.

      He’d said that to me one too many times this week.

      Just because.

      The bitch of it was, he owed me nothing, just like, technically, I owed him nothing.

      I didn’t think he was hitting up VICE when he was out of my sight, but who the fuck knew?

      I remembered being twenty-two, free from home, free to do whatever the hell I wanted. I’d been an animal. Fucking anything that moved and not giving a shit either.

      Who could blame him for going to clubs like VICE and finding someone who could sit and talk to him over a meal? Finding someone who didn’t watch Netflix with all the discomfort of a leopard trying to enjoy some godawful show about the Royal Family.

      I’d met a few of them, and they weren’t as bad as all that.

      Because I knew he wouldn’t relent, I muttered, “You could still let Gian take you home.”

      He peered at me. “You don’t mind?”

      “Wouldn’t have offered if I did.” I lathed my tongue over the sinews in his throat, dipping down to that ‘V’ where his scent was pure and strong.

      I preferred that.

      A man like Micah drew attention, and the New York subway or a bus station weren’t the safest of places.

      Yes, I actually cared.

      God help me.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever cared about anyone before, not even my parents. Not really. It had taken a cancer diagnosis to even open up to Father, and Mother had been quite happy to shove me off to Nanny after I was born.

      It wasn’t that I resented them, because I didn’t. I quite liked them, actually. Mother was cheerful and was a damn good sport when it came to racing horses, and Father, though being a prig at the moment, played a fine game of chess and what he hadn’t learned about toying with the markets wasn’t worth knowing.

      But caring about them?

      No.

      Not particularly.

      There was this situation with Robert and Lizzie. I supposed I cared about that, enough to get involved, to be angry with how things were being handled. But there was a difference.

      Rhode was triggering an ulcer, maybe an aneurysm, but Micah was triggering all sorts of curious thoughts that often discomforted me.

      In a grim bus station, I could imagine him being raped.

      Gian, after I’d pumped him for information, had told me that Micah lived in a rough part of Fort George that had me churning with nightmares over his safety.

      I wasn’t used to feeling, and it made me act out like a spoiled brat when he didn’t give me what I wanted.

      “Devlin?” His hands came to my hair, which his fingers raked through before he rumbled, “You have a meeting. Remember?”

      “Fuck ‘em.”

      He frowned. “Actually, don’t.”

      Well, that perked me right up.

      Brightly, sensing that he was jealous, which—God help me, again—made me smile as I traced my fingertip along his bottom lip. “I won’t. You wore me out.”

      Staring at him took my breath away, touching him was a thousand times better. He’d started growing the faintest of beards, and it made him impossibly prettier.

      If I could, I’d just look at him for hours. Get lost in those eyes for hours.

      But that was hardly practical, was it?

      Leaning forward, he pressed his mouth to mine and murmured, “Until tomorrow.”

      I grabbed at his hand. “You can come over tonight.”

      He shook his head. “I need some sleep. There’s an important meeting about Twisted Love tomorrow.”

      My nose crinkled with annoyance. “About what?”

      “He doesn’t like the cover.”

      I frowned. “It’s a bit late to be quibbling about that, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t here when the cover was approved, but I think Rhode made the decision and went over his head.”

      Mouth tightening, I let go of him, pulling back to zip up his dick first then mine. I gave him a soft squeeze as an apology for moving away so abruptly, then I flopped back into my seat.

      I shouldn’t say it, shouldn’t really tell him shit considering his position in the company and Rhode’s, but it was hard not to. Nothing about what I was doing with him was right, per se, but I was Devlin Astley and I was used to doing whatever the fuck I wanted.

      Even if I ended up paying heavily down the line.

      Everything came at a cost, after all.

      “She’s a fucking nightmare,” I rumbled, running my hand through my hair to try to settle it into some semblance of order. I knew he’d have mussed it up, and while I was more than okay with that, I knew my board expected me to look neat and tidy. Partway respectable even if nothing about me was.

      “Who is? Rhode?” Micah asked, his eyes wide at my remark.

      “You can’t be surprised about that,” I retorted with a frown. “You work with her every day.”

      “Oh, I’m not surprised. I just wasn’t sure if anyone knew it apart from the people she works with on a day-to-day basis.”

      “You mean upper management?” My jaw clenched so hard my teeth ached. “The night we met, I’d just gotten out of a meeting with the company’s lawyer about her behavior.”

      His gaze flared impossibly wider. “Seriously? What did she do?”

      What hadn’t she done?

      Unfortunately for me, she was a ‘New York’ Rhode, and that meant her shit stank like gold in this city. She also wielded a lot of power even if she was a sex-hungry tramp.

      I wasn’t averse to the promiscuity.

      Only a hypocrite could judge her for that when my track record with women landed roughly around six hook-ups before I got bored of fucking the same snatch. But how she treated those dates said a lot about her. The rumors flew as rumors often did in Manhattan, but very few men were willing to come forward about being date-raped by a woman.

      “Legally, I can’t say,” I told him, but I thought he saw my regret at the answer because he didn’t get mad. “Please, be careful around her.”

      His head tipped to the side, and from the way he was looking at me, I wondered if he managed to read between the lines.

      Although, if he managed that, it’d be a miracle.

      Most people weren’t even aware that the combination of Rohypnol and Viagra was even a thing, and that was exactly how it should be. I only knew about it because of Robert, Lizzie’s brother.

      “Careful? You think she’d accuse me of something? Harassing her?” His lips twitched. “I’m gay. She’s not exactly my type.”

      “Does she know you’re gay?”

      He blinked. “I mean, I haven’t hidden it. Neither have I shouted it from the roof tops that I like to take it up the ass.”

      Despite myself, I had to laugh. “Funny.”

      “I try.” His eyes twinkled, and they were even prettier than usual.

      How couldn’t Rhode be entranced by him?

      Wasn’t I just as bad?

      And I knew him now. He wasn’t just an incredibly beautiful face with an arse that was beyond fuckable. He was intelligent, kind. Gentle and tender-hearted. I’d say he didn’t have a mean bone in his body, but everyone was capable of snapping, and I wasn’t going to paint him as a saint.

      Reaching up, I rubbed my forehead where a headache was starting to form. That was probably why I muttered the truth, “She’s a PR nightmare waiting to happen.”

      “Is that why Mr. Kirkland keeps visiting your office?” he queried, brow puckering.

      “Fucking office gossip,” I grumbled. “God only knows why they think I keep asking you to come up here.”

      A smile danced around his lips. “I told them that you were giving me some pointers.”

      I snorted. “I’ll give you something, that’s for fucking sure.”

      His hand reached out. Placing it on my shoulder, he squeezed me there, his fingers tight and firm, and though it was stupid, the need was too real to avoid. I turned my head to the side and pressed my lips to his wrist, feeling his pulse against the sensitive flesh, hearing his sharply indrawn breath.

      Half-expecting him to pull away, I was pleased when he didn’t. Instead, his eyes darkened as he murmured huskily, “I’m only teasing. I’ve only visited you in your office twice.”

      “That’s a lot in such a short space of time, especially when I don’t exactly want to give the other interns pointers or anything else,” I countered, but though internally I was wincing, I just shrugged. “It’s not the end of the world if they gossip about us. My reputation is already tarnished. I’m just concerned about yours.”

      His brows soared. “Mine? I’m a nobody.”

      Candidly, more frank than I was with anyone else, I muttered, “You’re not a nobody to me.”

      He swallowed, and it looked like he was trying to swallow around my cock rather than a throat that was penis-free. “Inter-office fraternizing isn’t verboten here, is it?” he rasped. “I mean, Cassandra and Paul are dating. Why couldn’t we?”

      His remark had me frowning. “Cassandra? Rhode’s EA? And my Paul? The one who works for Lizzie?” When he nodded, I blurted out, “But I thought he was gay.”

      He smiled. “I think your gaydar must be on the blink.”

      “Either that or you’ve blended my brain like a smoothie.” I rubbed my brow where the ache was getting worse. “Now I think about it, he told me he was. I primed him for information on you that first morning. Jesus, I’m fucking losing it.”

      “I’d take it as a compliment that I’m turning your brain to mush, but you don’t look so happy at the prospect.” He laughed at my grimace, then, in a conversational tone, murmured, “I think she might be pregnant or something. She keeps needing to use the bathroom a lot.”

      “Is that why she dumps so much work on you?”

      His cheeks flushed. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      My brows soared. “The fact you’re capable of handling the load is impressive considering your lack of workplace experience. By the end of this internship, I’ll be able to sign off on the report with glowing praise.

      “It’s a good thing you had to sign an NDA when you started working with us. The amount of information passing through your email account would be concerning.”

      “Before, you just said you scanned my emails. How deep did that scan go?” he groused, pulling his hand back so he could fold his arms over his chest.

      I snorted. “You bet your ass that first day I did. I needed to make sure you didn’t target me at VICE.”

      “You walked into my dark room,” he sputtered.

      “Crazier things have happened than a CEO being led around by his dick. Especially in this city.” I grimaced. “It’s not exactly public knowledge, nor do I want it to be, that I’ve trawled many a dark room for action in my time.” I scrubbed my hand over my face. “As liberal as New York might be, the country is still puritanical enough to vilify me if it came out.”

      Micah’s frown was thoughtful. “I never thought about how much you’re putting on the line by seeing me.”

      “Why would you?” A sudden flurry of nerves had me licking my lips. “Whatever this is, dating… or more, I don’t want it to stop. Do you?”

      Need darkened his eyes, which made me feel infinitely better about opening up the way I did. I kept my cards close to my chest on the regular, and admitting to as much as I had might not seem like a lot in the grand scheme of things but I made a priest’s asshole look like it gaped.

      Secretive?

      That wasn’t the word.

      But Micah did something to me. Maybe it was the open way he looked at me, the way he thought nothing of talking about his family, of how he’d discuss his views on politics and America as a whole, his SoCal upbringing lacing every liberal word he uttered despite a religious upbringing... I listened, like I always did, but maybe it was rubbing off on me.

      Since that night at VICE, I’d seen as much of him as I did Lizzie. Well, perhaps that was an overstatement, but in my free time, I’d never hung around someone as much as I did him.

      I was soaking up the moments I had with him before he realized I was an emotional Scrooge and went on his merry way.

      It wouldn’t take long.

      A man like me had nothing to give, and Micah was too young, too free to want to be with someone like that for anything other than a fling.

      “I would never do anything to hurt you, Devlin,” Micah assured me, his voice husky again. But something had changed, something I’d said or done made him say, “I-I’ll get Gian to take me to your place.”

      It annoyed me how happy that made me. “Really?”

      His lips twisted. “Really. I won’t have anything to wear tomorrow.”

      “We’re the same height. Your ass is a bit smaller than mine—”

      “Is that a complaint?” he teased.

      “No, it’s perfectly bitable I assure you,” I retorted with a smirk. “You should be able to wear a suit of mine.”

      “You wouldn’t mind?”

      Despite myself, I had to smile as I reached over and rubbed a hand over his thigh. “I’d get quite a kick out of seeing you all togged up in one of my suits. You weren’t made for Brooks Brothers,” I said dryly.

      “Don’t be a snob. We’re not all gazillionaires.”

      He said that with such ease, when I knew his circumstances had to hurt. I’d bet, before his father had tossed him out of the family with the warning not to return until he ‘straightened’ himself out, he’d have worn suits like mine.

      The lack of regret in his voice always surprised me when this topic reared its head, but then, to Micah, I’d quickly learned that freedom was worth more to him than money in the bank.

      I tugged on his suit jacket. “I’m sure silk will become you.”

      He smiled. “We’ll see tomorrow I guess.”

      “We will indeed.” I growled under my breath as I got to my feet and moved into him. He parted his legs, letting me between them, and I pressed my mouth to his, slanting my head to the side as he slipped his arms around my waist and took what I gave him.

      The feel of him against me, Jesus, something about it always took my breath away.

      This past week had been unanticipated, but I’d enjoyed every unexpected moment of it.

      I could never have foreseen that my visiting a dark room would lead to this, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      I’d soak this up until he grew bored with what I had to offer, and then I’d return to my usual modus operandi.

      Only, when he was done with me, I didn’t think moving on would be as easy as trawling a boring gala for expensive pussy... that was something I’d have to deal with later, though.

      For now, his mouth was on mine, our cocks were rubbing up against one another, and he was going to sleep in my bed tonight... life was good.
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      “Not this again,” Devlin growled.

      “It’s important,” came the snapped retort. “You think I’m happy dying knowing that you haven’t made any arrangements for the future?”

      “I don’t want kids, Father.” He sighed, and it was weary. So weary. Like he could just take a nap and sleep for a hundred years. Was it just me, or was his voice raspier? “How many times do I have to tell you?”

      No, he definitely sounded rusty.

      “You have a duty to the Astley line, Devlin. You can’t just ignore it.”

      “I don’t want to argue. I have enough shit on my plate right now without talking about something that’s fait accompli. When you die, I’ll inherit. And when I die, someone else will get it. It’s entailed for a reason. There are always career bachelors in every line.”

      “Not ours,” was his father’s snarled reply.

      I opened the bathroom door now I’d finished up, and Devlin shot me an embarrassed look as he rubbed his temples, making me wonder if he had a headache. I thought it said a lot that he hadn’t switched from hands free, though. That he hadn’t quickly lowered the volume so I couldn’t hear what his father was saying.

      Was it a warning?

      I returned his look with a weak smile then pointed at the door and waved.

      Without looking back, I made my way out, glad that Sadie had left earlier so I didn’t have to deal with her as I moved toward the elevator. The door closed behind me, shutting out his father’s strident voice. I knew they spoke every day, and also knew that after the call, he had a couple of meetings with some VPs and his EA.

      In the time I’d known him, I’d learned that Devlin’s days were long. But that wasn’t something new to me. With my father and his company before Google had bought it, he’d worked nineteen-hours without complaint. Sometimes, he hadn’t even bothered coming home.

      Long, hard days were part of the corporate life, but I had a feeling that something else drove Devlin.

      My father had lived and breathed his software program, well aware that the moment he could get a massive tech company to buy it, was the day that he’d make bank. And it’d worked. He’d made two-hundred-sixty million dollars on that elaborate piece of code. Afterward, he’d retired. Now, he spent most of his time playing the stock exchange, because he had a pathological terror of being poor again.

      He’d been raised in a bad neighborhood in Stockholm, in a city that was supposed to be safe.

      His aunty had been one of the tellers involved in the Norrmalmstorg robbery, where a bank heist had gone wrong. She’d been trapped with the thieves for five days, and during that time held hostage, she and her fellow captives had worked to protect their captors.

      It was a story that fascinated me because it affected my family, and it was where the term ‘Stockholm syndrome’ came from.

      That event had a massive impact on my dad, and he’d worked hard to make sure that he and his family lived in good areas—no matter the country they were inhabiting. Of course, when I thought of where I lived now, and if he knew of my address, he’d probably be getting hives.

      I kind of hoped he did.

      And if that made me cruel, then so be it.

      Being cast aside, claimed as the golden child all my childhood, then tossed out like I was a piece of junk didn’t exactly put me in a friendly frame of mind.

      However, that past was what drove Dad.

      I was curious as hell as to what drove Devlin.

      Our time together had been pretty intense, but not enough to learn the ins and outs of what made the man. Especially when getting him to open up to me was hard.

      The intensity between us, however, was what drove me to continue this madness despite his quirks. To head up to his office when he asked, to seek him out simply because he said he was having a bad day.

      A part of me, I’d admit, was trying to stay separate, trying not to get too attached before he came to his senses and went back to women. But then he’d say something that would blow my mind. Or he’d look at me like I stole his breath. That alone was intoxicating, addictive. Devlin, did he but know it, was one massive mixed signal, but I quite liked that about him.

      He was an original, someone who danced to their own beat, and there were too few of that type of person around.

      Still...

      ‘You have to do your duty,’ his father had said.

      Duty was shacking up with a duchess and making little dukes. Not miniature Devlins, just dukes. More Astleys.

      I couldn’t imagine having to live like that. To exist only for duty. Was that how he’d been raised?

      I mean, I could judge my folks for a lot, but though my dad had worked hard, he’d been my biggest supporter until I’d come out. Any pivotal games, he’d been there. Science fairs, plays at the end of the year, PTA conferences, and meetings at school, he’d attended them all. Somehow managing to make time in his busy schedule for what he considered important events that steered my education in the right direction.

      Mom had worked for Dad’s company—that was where they’d met—and after I’d been born, until I was in school, she’d stayed at home. But when I’d been old enough, she’d started working again, yet that hadn’t changed my routine much. I hadn’t been a latch key kid or anything. She was always there at school, waiting to pick me up every night and to drop me off every day. No bus for me.

      Everything had changed when I was nine and Google had come calling, but they’d grown more focused on me rather than negligent.

      I’d been raised knowing I was important to my parents. Knowing that I mattered.

      Devlin had been raised knowing he was an Astley, a cog in the endless wheel that fed the noble line.

      Wondering if I needed to binge-watch Downton Abbey to understand this crap about entailed estates, or if Wikipedia would suffice, I slinked into the elevator once it arrived on the top floor and went down to my level.

      No one was working except for Rhode and Cassandra who glowered at me when I returned to my cubicle.

      “What are you doing back here? I thought Mr. Astley wanted to see you again.”

      If only she knew... That booty call had been unexpected but all the more delicious for it.

      “I still have work to do before tomorrow.”

      Plus, I might as well wait Devlin out here. No point in Gian wasting gas in going to my place just to bring me back again forty-five minutes later.

      She huffed at my reply, and because it was uncalled for, and maybe because it was late, and I was feeling shaken in what I’d figured out about Devlin, I grumbled, “You really don’t have to treat me like crap, you know? I don’t argue or quibble about all the work you dump on my desk when, literally, my job is to make copies and brew coffee. I think you’re lucky I’m here to help.”

      Her eyes flared wide in surprise at my talking back to her, the first time I’d ever done it, then her mouth tightened. “You have no right to speak to me that way.”

      “No? Then watch how you speak to me and we should get along just fine.”

      Leaving her with that, I retreated to my little space and switched on my computer again.

      Surprised to see a couple of emails about the Kyrian Trevelyan cover, I flipped through them, relieved that the new mock ups were in so fast, which told me Design had been whipped into shape by someone. They were exactly what Trevelyan had asked for, less cartoony, and more real. The other had been illustrated, not exactly graphic, just with a pattern on the front.

      This one was a picture of two hands. It was black and white, simple in the extreme, but the only color on the entire cover were the silver rings on both guys’ hands.

      Twisted Love was in the same silver, with Trevelyan’s name in black.

      I preferred it to the illustrated cover for sure.

      The other option, I liked less, but it was good. Having managed to snag an Advance Reader Copy early this week, I knew from the storyline the hero, Liam, had a massive back tattoo. This was proof, even if Trevelyan didn’t like it, that Astley Publishing had tried. The designer had clearly read an ARC too, because the guy’s back was Liam’s tattoo, but intertwined amid the strokes of the back piece, which depicted a massive water dragon, along the scales, the title gleamed gold.

      Impressed with them both, even if I preferred the other, more sentimental version, I’d had orders from Cassandra to pass them onto Trevelyan’s people the second I received them. I didn’t want to say that they were washing their hands of the cover, but it was getting pretty close to that. So, with the proofs burning a hole in my inbox, I obeyed and sent them both off to Trevelyan’s agent and to the man himself.

      It boggled my mind that I had his email address, and still, two months on, the prospect gave me a fan boy moment. Especially when I had to send a message to him.

      I didn’t expect a reply this late, so I moved onto peering through the other promo material we had set up. It was four weeks until release day, and by now, I knew that, ordinarily, the cover would already be set in stone, be used in marketing. But Rhode was doing something different with her campaign, which had given Trevelyan some time to fight over the end product.

      Her plan was either going to be the equivalent of a belly flop or a double somersault from the top diving board. I wouldn’t be surprised if it did the latter because she had the Midas touch, neither would I be shocked if she wanted it to flop. From her slurs, I took it to mean she didn’t like gays, although as far as I could tell she didn’t actually like anyone. So, if she was homophobic, it’d make sense she didn’t want this book to do well.

      This far, she’d been building up the hype for the cover. Normally, it would be revealed about six months before release, sometimes even earlier depending on the publisher. Astley, however, tended to act faster than the other traditional presses. But she kept on throwing teasers out there, stirring up interest, and it appeared to be working—Trevelyan’s fans were wild for news on Twisted Love.

      As I proofread the material, making sure it was all good for the eyes of the queen herself, I spotted a few issues, sent them back to the designers, and continued with my work. By the time it rolled around to Devlin shooting me a text saying he was ready to get out of here, I’d waded through the to-do list for tomorrow, feeling somewhat lighter hearted at the prospect of a desk that wasn’t bogged down with yesterday’s unfinished tasks.

      Before I switched my light off, my eyes aching with fatigue from strain, I saw that Rhode was in her office barking at someone on the other end of the phone, and Cassandra was still at her desk. When she didn’t look up from her computer, I didn’t bother wishing her a good night. Just got the hell out of there.

      I wasn’t sure why she was so rude, or if it was simply her way of being Rhode-in-training, but it sucked. I hated the atmosphere, and Cassandra was one big storm cloud hanging over my end of the office.

      When I made it into the elevator, Devlin was waiting for me. He shot me a cautious smile, which didn’t take a genius to figure out. I moved to the other corner, away from him like we weren’t about to fuck at his apartment and, after, spend the night together there. Choosing, instead, to peer down at my phone until the doors closed.

      “I understand the need for discretion,” I told him simply as I checked my messages, immediately feeling guilty when I saw Rachel had tried to call but, thanks to ‘Do Not Disturb’ I’d missed it.

      Ever since Devlin and I had hooked up, I’d been neglecting her, which made me feel like such a shitty friend. Although, knowing Rach, she’d be stoked for me. After all, since I’d told her I was gay, she’d been the one pushing me into the dating scene. I just couldn’t be open with her about who I was dating, so it made it difficult not to be secretive.

      Rachel: Why won’t you come out with me tonight? *pouts*

      Me: I have a date.

      Rachel: With an executive hottie? I can’t believe you won’t tell me who it is!

      Rachel: I’m going to try to guess.

      Me: Go for it.

      Devlin rumbled, “I didn’t doubt that you did.”

      I shot him a look. “Then why the cautious smile and the ‘hands off’ sign on your shirt?”

      He sighed. “You mistake the ‘hands off’ sign for a ‘I feel like shit’ sign.”

      Surprised, my brows rose. “You’re sick?”

      “I don’t know.” He wriggled his shoulders as he glowered down at his shoes. “Just tired, I guess.”

      Rachel: Tell me more! Who is he? Is he from the office? The one who keeps sending you food? Give me a clue!!

      Shoving my phone in my pocket and ignoring the incoming messages that were her demanding more information I wasn’t at liberty to discuss with her, I moved over to his side. “Do you think you’re getting a cold?”

      Even though it was risky to touch him intimately here, I reached over to place my hand against his forehead. I didn’t think he was burning up, but he felt quite hot. The elevator was frigid thanks to the AC, and in my suit coat, I wasn’t warm so I didn’t think there was much reason for him to be either when he’d been in here longer than me.

      “I don’t know.” He leaned into me, letting his head droop slightly so he was resting on my hand. The move stunned me and, considering our location, made me realize something was definitely going on with him. “It’s been a long day.”

      “It has,” I confirmed, well aware that it was nearer nine than eight, and wondering if it was just me or if he sounded stuffier than usual.

      Pondering the right thing to do, because Devlin didn’t take me as being the best patient out there, I asked, “Is it okay if we stop off somewhere before we go back to your place?”

      His nose crinkled. “It’s not a club, is it?”

      I had to laugh. “Because you look ready to dance.”

      “I don’t blame you for wanting to go back to VICE,” he said on a sigh. “Haven’t even taken you out of the apartment,” he muttered. “Just bore you stupid with discussions.”

      “You don’t bore me,” I countered. “If I wanted to go to VICE with you again, I’d tell you.”

      “Might want to go on your own,” he muttered.

      “I’m not that brave,” I said dryly. “I was only there that night we met because of a friend.” I shrugged. “I’m not really into the clubbing scene. I tried it before, but I hated it.” Watching his glassy eyes peer over at me in bewilderment, either because he was sick or because my admission surprised him, I carried on, “I think you are coming down with something. You look kind of rough.”

      “Great! I have a toy boy and he says I look rough.”

      I sucked my lips between my teeth to stop myself from smiling. “Have you been drinking?”

      Was he just drunk or getting sick?

      “I had one brandy after my conversation with Father.” He grunted. “You can guess why. It was a conversation definitely worthy of a bender.” He started chuckling like he’d cracked the best joke in the world.

      I huffed. “That means something different to me.”

      “It does? What?” He squinted. “All these years on and I still speak another language.”

      “It means to get drunk.”

      He snorted. “It means the same to us, but it’s a play on words.”

      “What kind of play on words?”

      “It’s a bad word.”

      Amused, I asked, “Yeah?”

      “Bad way of calling someone gay. That’s why it’s hilarious.” He rolled the R for so long I grunted, which had him murmuring, “Do you know something?”

      “Anything in particular?”

      “You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      It was stupid for my cheeks to blossom with heat when this was evidently drunk/feverish chatter, but I’d take the compliment.

      Thankfully, the elevator saved me from having to respond as the doors whirred inward, prompting me to leap back to maintain our privacy, and someone joined us for the rest of the ride to the first floor. We carried on down to the basement garage where Gian had the car idling beside the bank of elevators.

      With the back door open and waiting on us, Devlin groaned as he moved away from the side of the elevator and staggered over to the car.

      When we’d been in his office, I hadn’t seen any signs of him coming down with something apart from his croaky tone of voice, but he overworked, didn’t sleep much, never really relaxed, so why wouldn’t he be susceptible to a summer cold?

      I followed him as he climbed into the limo, but paused to ask Gian, “Can we stop off at Lei’s Medicine? It’s over on West 45th.”

      He nodded. “Of course, sir.”

      As I slipped in beside Devlin, I registered that he’d placed his briefcase on the seat beside him, and he was using it as a pillow.

      With his butt facing the door and his legs out in front of him so he was making an ‘L’ shape, a weird sensation welled in my chest, one that wasn’t the start of a cold or heartburn, and was a welter of feelings that coalesced into a strange blur which had me wanting to rearrange him, make him more comfortable.

      Leaving him to his own devices wasn’t in the cards. Even if he didn’t want me to look after him, there was no way I was going to leave him on his own. It just wasn’t going to happen.

      It was probably a testament to how much I liked him, and how unsure I was of my place where he was concerned. I didn’t want an avowal of love or anything, but did I have the right to look after him? Or should I call on a relative?

      A part of me was sure the answer was I should call on a relative, but that wouldn’t stop me from taking this opportunity to get closer to him.

      The drive to Lei’s took less than ten minutes, each of which I spent watching his bobbing butt as Gian drove over bumpy roads that had him jostling in place. I didn’t bother to move him, not when by some miracle he was managing to stay in place, but that he didn’t awaken told me his fever had probably grown worse.

      A few minutes later, once I’d made my purchases, I returned to the car and found him lying flat out on the back seat. Grateful he’d moved of his own accord, I closed the door, and within a minute, the limo took off for Devlin’s apartment.

      You couldn’t buy the stuff in America, but my grandmother always sent something called Kan Jang over to us. It was a trusted home remedy for the Swedes, and you could get the principal ingredient—a herb called Andrographis paniculata—in Chinese medicine places over here. It usually worked on colds—if that was what he had.

      For it to come on this fast, I figured it was.

      Burnout would have compromised his immune system, and if I’d learned anything in my time at Astley’s, it was that everyone was strung out. Working too many hours, with insufficient time in the day to live life outside of the office. I knew that was the Big Apple way, knew it was standard in most corporations, but standard didn’t make it suck any less.

      Getting him out of the limo once we made it to his building’s parking garage and into the elevator was the opposite of fun, but I was grateful for Gian’s help. Propping him up, we got him into his apartment with the driver’s key, and then we staggered into the bedroom where Gian asked me if I needed help.

      Refusing the offer because I got the feeling Devlin wouldn’t like Gian seeing him as a human being, I shut the driver out with a thanks before I made up the tea for Devlin and let it steep.

      Returning to the bedroom, I saw he was slumped over in the same position we’d dumped him in. Moving him around so that he’d be less uncomfortable, I sighed when he flopped wherever I put him.

      Devlin was an awkward man. Not just in the way he acted on dates, either. He was purposely difficult. So for him to be the opposite of that was unnerving. And he was so damn still, too.

      I bit my lip as I started to undress him, somehow managing to get him out of his jacket, tie, and shirt without too much trouble even if, by the end of it, I was sweating buckets.

      With the tea having steeped, I helped lift his head so that I could pour some into him. He sighed after a few mouthfuls, which made me think the heat had eased his throat, then seemed to relax as the tea went to work.

      Taking the opportunity to strip his pants off him, I started unbuckling his belt, but as I did, he reared up, eyes bleary, and puked all over me.

      When he fell back onto the bed, I stared down at myself, at the puke, trying not to gag before I clomped over to the bathroom to strip off too.

      I had no idea why I wasn’t vomiting. I’d always been terrible with stuff like this, so to be covered in it made me hold my breath as I dragged my ruined suit off and dumped it on the shower floor. Drenching it, I shuddered in revulsion before I dove under the spray and washed up.

      When I was done, I wrapped a towel around my waist, and returned to Devlin’s side.

      He’d been sick again.

      On the bed.

      Jesus.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      Head banging with a migraine, I helped drag Devlin’s ass back into bed. I had a feeling that whatever he’d caught, I was going to be dealing with too.

      The prospect of puking my guts out all night wasn’t a fun one, but mostly, it concerned me that I wouldn’t be alert for Devlin. It was quite clear to me that this bug had knocked him on his ass. He was close to catatonic. Only getting up to puke, before passing out into a deep sleep again.

      As I finished mopping up the latest round of vomit from the bathroom floor—a feat I swore I’d never repeat in the future—the doorbell sounded.

      While I felt sure nothing could disturb Devlin right now, not even a bomb, I rested the mop against the wall, and hurried out into the hall.

      After having spent a lot of time here this past week, I was quite comfortable. Probably too comfortable for my own good. Protecting my heart wasn’t going so well when I’d made his house my home since this madness began.

      I pulled open the door to reveal a scowling woman whose mass of dark brown curls drew a memory into being—that morning, at the elevator, when I’d seen Devlin, she’d been the only member of staff hovering around him who hadn’t been trying to get his attention.

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      That she knew me was quite clear. Even if how she knew me wasn’t.

      Had he told her about me?

      Oh... the food.

      He’d asked her to order it?

      “Are you just going to gape at me? What the hell’s going on? Why isn’t Devlin answering his calls?” She made to storm forward, but I dove in front of her and waved my hands in front of me, raising them in a ‘back off’ sign.

      “He’s sick. I’m pretty sure I’ve caught it too—” She immediately backed off. “That’s probably for the best.”

      “Puking? Fever? Headaches?” was her brisk reply from across the foyer—outside Devlin’s front door, there was an atrium worthy of a concert hall.

      “All of the above.”

      Her nose crinkled. “Half the staff is down with it.” She reached up and rubbed her forehead. “I think I’m getting it myself.” Squinting at me, she demanded, “What’s your name again? I know you’re the Marketing intern. The pretty boy that has half the women on staff giggling about you around the water cooler.”

      “Me?” I sputtered. The words were a compliment of sorts, but I was in New York—the land of models. And I’d been raised in California—the land of beautiful people. I wasn’t that special.

      “Yeah, you.” She clicked her fingers. “Micah. I’m Lizzie.” Her hand darted out like she was offering to shake mine, before she winced and pulled it back. “Never mind. I’m Devlin’s EA.”

      “I know.” I shot her a wary smile. “I’d have called in to tell you but—”

      “You’re trying to be discreet.” She arched a disbelieving brow at that, her shrewd eyes just as distrustful. Enough to make me bristle with annoyance, at any rate. “Well, half your department’s out with this bug, so the fact you’re still standing is a miracle.

      “Do you need any help here? Devlin’s bound to be a terrible patient. I don’t think I’ve ever known him to take a day off sick in all the time I’ve worked for him.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      Jesus. “Well, it’s nothing I can’t manage. If things get worse, I’ll call for a doctor.”

      “Call me. I can arrange everything.”

      “What if you’re sick?”

      She heaved an impatient sigh, but dug around in her purse. It was a massive tote bag, and she withdrew a notepad and a pen, which she proceeded to scrawl on.

      With the tips of her fingers, she shoved the paper at me, and I snatched it back, trying to keep my distance as well.

      Spying names and numbers, I said, “Okay, if you don’t answer, I’ll go through the list.”

      She nodded. “Good.” Her gaze drifted down the hall behind me, in the exact direction of his bedroom, which told me this wasn’t her first visit to his home. Fitting, I supposed, considering she was his assistant. “Whatever he needs, just let me know.”

      “Of course.”

      Lizzie hummed under her breath. “See you on the other side, Micah.”

      Somehow, I had the feeling she meant more than just the stomach flu that had decimated the team, but I didn’t have a damn clue how to reply.

      Her disapproval was clear, but she didn’t force me out of Devlin’s apartment which she could well have done if she thought I didn’t have a right to be here.

      Did she know about Devlin’s proclivities? Know that he owned VICE?

      The questions tumbled through my mind, too many to process, especially with the banging pain in my head. Still, as I returned to the bathroom after locking the door, and begun mopping up the mess Devlin had made, only one question mattered and it was regarding no topic Lizzie had raised.

      It only existed in the first place because she’d come to the door and I hadn’t run screaming out of there, leaving Devlin to Lizzie to take care of...

      So, the QOTD was:

      What was it that Devlin meant to me that made me forget about puke and cleaning and my own welfare?

      That was something, I had to reason, only time would tell.
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      Nose crinkling at a weird smell that filled my nostrils, I turned my head to the side to try to evade it.

      It reminded me of perfume. But it also wasn’t.

      It made me wonder if a girlfriend had spent the night, deciding to pollute my air with eau de toilette, but this scent was recognizable.

      It was like my aftershave, only stronger.

      I frowned as I managed to tear my eyes open, staring around to figure out what the hell was going on. Lovers never stayed over, not without it being on pain of death, so even though I felt groggy and like shit, it was worth me trying to suss out the situation.

      When I didn’t see a woman lying opposite me, but a man, I instantly realized what was happening.

      Micah.

      God, I knew I was right to want him here with me.

      Because he’d used my products, the scent was twice as strong in my bed, and it was all the more delicious for it too. It smelled like me, but better. Waking up with him there made something inside me settle.

      Which, admittedly, was an odd state for me.

      I wouldn’t consider myself an altogether happy person. I was a ‘get up and get on with it’ kind of guy. I didn’t dwell on things that I couldn’t change, mostly because if I wanted to change something, I made adjustments. Things like depression, anxiety, anguish, even grief weren’t ailments the Astleys were allowed to endure. It was like they weren’t a part of our vocabulary, which I knew sounded as ridiculous as it was.

      Just pretending everything was okay didn’t make it so.

      With his face creased from the pillow, the navy fabric offset his golden skin to perfection, framing him and that messy hair in a way my hands never could. His lips were pouty in sleep, enough to make me want to lean forward to kiss them, but spreading the love meant spreading germs around in a vicious circle so I guessed that meant he was hands off.

      For the time being.

      Talk about the ultimate irony—my first bed partner and I couldn’t fuck him.

      His eyelashes fluttered, revealing those delicious moss green irises. It was like the sun shining on a dew-laden field. Sparkling yet somnolent.

      As he looked at me, he murmured, “You look pensive.”

      “I do?” I pondered that. “Perhaps I am. I didn’t expect to like waking up with you here.”

      His head rocked a little before he winced, then he rumbled, “I never know if you’re trying to charm me or offend me.”

      My lips twitched. “Well, I don’t want to offend you. I’m quite good at that.”

      “Why doesn’t that come as a shock? You Brits and your cutting technique.”

      “Yes,” I told him semi-cheerfully. “We can make deeper cuts than a running electric saw and with just a few words. My mother is the absolute worst. Anyone she hates knows about it very quickly.”

      “You find her amusing?”

      The question surprised me. “I suppose. She’s very different.”

      “In a good way or a bad way?”

      “Just in an English way.”

      “Explain.”

      His voice had grown gruffer over the course of the conversation, so I asked carefully, “Are you sure?” His brow creased. “Do you have a headache?”

      “I do, but I like to hear your voice.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged, then looked as if he regretted it when he reached up and rubbed his temple. “You have a sexy voice.”

      “Do you want some meds?” I queried, trying not to preen at his compliment. To be fair, with us both looking like shit warmed over, cuddled up in bed with the scent of my soap and the lingering sourness of the sick room, there was nothing to preen over. Period.

      “Yeah, I think I do. There are some meds on your bedside table.”

      “Pain meds?”

      He nodded. “You’ve been puking like crazy, complaining of headaches and you had a wicked fever. I had it but not as badly. The puking stopped yesterday for us both, but I still feel like crap.”

      Guilt hit me, because he’d been taking care of me while I’d been out of it, and he’d been sick too.

      “Talk about a shitty host. Mother always said I was no use at parties.” As I rolled over, wincing when my stomach did the tango, and found a full glass of water and a bottle of paracetamol on the nightstand, he snickered a little.

      “Wasn’t like you could help it. You were knocked out from the moment Gian and I brought you into the apartment.”

      “Christ, I don’t remember that.” Retrieving a couple of pills from the bottle, I murmured, “I never understood why Americans called it acetaminophen.”

      “Because that’s its name?” was his wry retort as he took the glass from me and accepted the pills.

      “Not in the UK.” I monitored him as he took the medication, then accepted the glass and turned back onto my side. Watching him watch me was quite therapeutic.

      “You were saying, about your mom?”

      “You want me to talk still?”

      He hummed. “I’m interested.”

      “Why?”

      For some reason, his eyes opened at that, and he frowned at me. “Devlin?”

      “Yes?” I asked warily.

      “I’ve seen you on talk shows, I’ve seen you on news reports, and I’ve heard you on podcasts. You’re one of the most confident men I’ve ever come across. Why are you so unsure of yourself around me? I’ve just cleaned up your puke, and trust me, that wasn’t something I ever imagined myself doing for me, never mind another living soul,” he commented gruffly. “I’ve cleaned you up, helped you drink soup, all while I feel like hell too. I think, if ever there was a time to stop with the nerves, it’s now. Don’t you?”

      I blinked at him, then, stupidly, blustered, “I’m not nervous.”

      “You are,” was his grumbled retort. “You’re awkward on dates, you’re only ever relaxed over text. In person, you’re like a different man with me. It’s a good thing you’re hot, is all I’m saying.”

      “Hot as in sexy or hot as in feverish?” I found myself teasing, then laughing when he glowered at me.

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “Isn’t it?” I reached over and cupped his cheek. His skin was feverish, faintly clammy. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes bright with it, and somehow, he still took my breath away. “Astleys aren’t born to be romantic.”

      “No, I figured that out after overhearing you with your dad.” His tone mocked mine, “You’re to spawn future Astleys and not have fun during the impregnating process, I assume?”

      “Mistresses are for fun, wives are for heirs,” I mocked back.

      He hissed out a breath. “That’s so many levels of messed up.”

      “My whole family is messed up.” Cheerfully, I added, “I quite like them though.”

      “You do?” His question was wary. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. They’re not like parents. More like beings I’m tied to. When they don’t irritate me, I’m rather fond of them.”

      “Fond? That’s kind of blah, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps. That might be the only tie I have with them though. I like Mother’s spunk. For every time Father cheated on her, she made sure to cheat back.”

      His eyes flared wide. “They’re openly adulterous?”

      His horror had me rocking my head to the side. “Your parents are very religious, aren’t they?” It was a rhetorical question, because even if he wasn’t like them, I could see how his childhood had affected him.

      Rotten though it might seem, that was good news for me…

      “Yes. Very,” he confirmed.

      “Both of them?”

      He nodded. “Dad more than Mom, but she isn’t exactly stopping him from doing what he’s doing with me.”

      I frowned. “What exactly is that?”

      A sigh escaped him. “When I was in high school, I got a scholarship to Columbia. My grades were good, but I got in with a football scholarship. I turned it down because of my father’s wealth. Why should I take that position when someone who really needed it could use the financial help?

      “But after that, with my MBA, I’m not eligible for any financial aid because of their means. He knows all that, but he still isn’t trying to help me. If anything, he’s using it to pressure me into caving.” His lips twisted. “But I know him too well.”

      ‘What did you do?” I asked. “Because you had to do something. There’s no way you could afford to be living with what the internship pays.”

      He dipped his chin. “Three years into my degree, I knew I was gay. I also knew my father’s stance on homosexuality because he’d been bitching about it for years. Our preacher was very homophobic.”

      “Is it weird that I’ve never known any homophobic Swedes?”

      “There’s always one bad apple,” he said dryly. “And maybe he wasn’t, but after Google bought his company, he kind of went crazy for a while. Mom and Dad never said anything but I think he started doing stuff he shouldn’t.”

      “Drinking and doing drugs?”

      “Drinking, for sure. He’s an alcoholic. As for the drugs, I think so too.” His brow furrowed. “Maybe he even used some prostitutes—I remember an argument that made me think that. Anyway, he went off the rails, and Mom threatened to divorce his ass if he didn’t make amends. For whatever reason, we switched churches. We went from moderate Lutherans to Pentecostal Christian.” He rolled his eyes. “Things changed overnight.”

      “Couldn’t make much more of an extremist switch,” I consoled with a grimace.

      “It was a nightmare. But it made me realize that I could never be open about who I am. What I am.” He bit that plump bottom lip of his. “It hurt, but I thought I could do it. Then, Chelsea, my ex-girlfriend, applied to NYU, and I thought I’d try for Columbia. Why not, right? Spread my wings in some ways even if it wasn’t that. She didn’t get in, but I did. She thought I’d stay close by with her because we were engaged—”

      “You were engaged?” I burst out, stunned by that admission.

      He shot me a wary look. “Yeah. I’d had some BJs from an ex, but other than that, I was still a virgin. Chelsea wouldn’t put out without a promise ring, and I had to know if I could do it with her, so I pre-proposed.”

      “Christ,” I rasped. “Was she from your church?”

      “It was a fuck up,” he conceded with a sigh, the truth in his eyes. “And I have a lot of regrets. But the one thing I don’t have on my conscience is marrying her, getting her pregnant, making a family together, and then cheating on her. Something like this... you can’t bottle it in. It’s who you are. It’s who I am.”

      “I get that,” I said softly, but because I was curious, I prodded, “Did you break up before you came to New York?”

      “No. She was pissed at me, but I was adamant about going, and we stayed ‘together’ for a year. I was waiting on her to break up, and it worked. Thank God. She said I was more distant emotionally than geographically.” He smiled. “I always liked Chelsea. Just as a friend and not a lover.”

      I cleared my throat. “What happened then?”

      “I had two years of freedom. And I enjoyed it. I banged every girl I could, but nothing... Shit, it was like nothing fit. Like I didn’t fit in my skin. That penultimate year, I came to terms with why and I made a plan.” He pursed his lips. “I knew Dad would cut me off. He weaponized his wallet a long time ago. When I did as I was told, I got money, so I made sure everything was copacetic, gave him no reasons to cut me off that year or to question my spending.

      “My grades were en pointe, and even though I was raising hell, they didn’t know that. Some months, I was withdrawing fifty grand from the bank account he let me use.”

      “You were squirreling it away?” I guessed.

      “Yeah. Because I knew, when the time came, that would disappear and I had plans. I wanted my MBA and then I could do whatever the hell I wanted on my own terms. I bought so many suits for ‘business’ that he had to wonder if I was going into the tailoring industry, but then I resold them. Friends wanted to buy shit, so I’d grab it on my card and they’d pay me cash.”

      Curiosity had me asking, “How much did you save up before you came out?”

      “Nearly seven hundred grand.”

      I had to laugh. “Jesus.”

      His eyes twinkled, and this time it had nothing to do with a fever. “I know I went crazy—”

      “No, it’s an expensive town, and your MBA will eat up over a third of that. Never mind living expenses.

      “It’s just shitty that you knew you had to do that.”

      He shrugged. “At least I was prepared. He thought I’d take my MBA somewhere closer to home, expected me to make it up to Chelsea who hadn’t married, you know?

      “When I saw where he was taking it last summer...” He shook his head. “I would have liked to save up some more funds, but I knew I had to end things fast before I was drugged, hogtied, and hauled to the wedding. Chelsea was sniffing around, she threatened to tell my father about us having fucked before marriage—”

      I could feel the lingering traces of his panic in his words. “She threatened you?”

      “She wanted to marry me.” His mouth twisted. “I’m a good catch in Cali.”

      “And you’re not here?” was my wry retort. “I’m not the only one who doesn’t see the woods for the trees, Micah.”

      He grunted. “I’ve talked enough. My throat’s already raw. You talk now.”

      Because he’d been so open, I murmured, “You want to know about my family?” His nod had me clucking my tongue. “Mother is beyond eccentric. It must be killing her to be stuck in Cumbria. She’s had a routine that I don’t think she’s changed in thirty years.”

      “What kind of routine?”

      “She started off in Camden Market every day, went to the same market stalls. Then, she ended up at what we call a greasy spoon, where she ate her breakfast. She spent most of the day there if she didn’t have other engagements, before she drifted to Claridges for afternoon tea.”

      He frowned at me through discomfort-dazed eyes, which had me wondering if he’d remember any of this conversation tomorrow. “Why?”

      “She likes her food. Plus she reckons herself to be a poet.” I pulled a face. “She’s terrible.”

      “Is she published?”

      I snorted. “What do you think? She’s quite capable of making Father’s life hell.”

      “Does she write under a pen name?”

      “Oh, yes. She likes to think she’s unassuming.”

      “And she isn’t?”

      “Good God, no. I’m pretty sure she’s certain she was Lady Chatterly in a previous life.”

      He snickered at that, and my lips curved into a smile at the sound of his laughter. “You’ll have to hook me up with one of her books so I can check it out.”

      My eyes widened with horror. “Why would you put yourself through that torment?”

      Amused, he shoved my arm, and asked, “What about your father?”

      “He’s Casanova reborn. It used to be embarrassing, but now I’m past caring.”

      “Why was it embarrassing?”

      “He’d come to school and hook-up with my friends’ mothers.”

      Micah’s eyes popped open. “You’re shitting me.”

      “I wish I was.” I pulled a face. “I got the crap kicked out of me way too many times. Until I got big enough to handle myself.

      “Truly, I don’t know either of them very well. I had Nanny until I was eight, but then I was shipped off to boarding school in Hampshire.” My nose crinkled. “I was at Highcamp until thirteen, which was when I started at Eton.”

      “They sent you away at eight?” he rasped, his voice loaded with horror. “Jesus, Devlin, no wonder you’re weird.”

      I snorted. “Thank you. I think.”

      His hand snapped out, and he cupped my wrist. “Seriously. That has to mess with a kid’s development.”

      I hitched a shoulder. “Home life wasn’t that warm and cozy, what with both my parents trying to out fuck each other. Not that I knew that, of course. At the time, I mean. School was no better or worse.”

      “I think that’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      His earnestness tore at something deep inside me. I shot him a shaky smile. “The same could be said for a kid who had to hide away three-quarters of a million from his parents because he knew they’d reject you.” He tensed at my words. “Quite a pair, aren’t we?”

      “They can’t hurt us now,” he told me, his tone fervent. Too fervent.

      “Can’t they? Mine can’t. Not really. They can piss me off, but there’s little they can do to hurt me.”

      “After what mine put me through? I’m done with them,” he spat, but he was protesting too much.

      “I don’t think we’re ever really done with a parent,” I told him carefully. “Even if they let us down repeatedly, we still hope.

      “There’s always going to be a kernel of hope inside you that’s praying he’ll change. That he’ll relent and accept you, and the worst thing is, that’s normal, Micah. He should relent. He should accept you. And he might, but he might not.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, and I knew it took a lot for him to admit, “I wish he would.”

      Because I’d known that without him having to say a word, everything inside me clenched down at his vulnerability, and the most ferocious desire to slay whoever and whatever hurt him overcame me.

      At that moment, if his father had been standing at the side of my bed, I’d have beaten the shit out of him.

      “I wish he would too. For your sake.”

      His eyes gleamed for a second, glittering with tears he didn’t shed before he clenched them closed.

      Neither of us spoke, letting the silence drift between us, until he broke it with forced cheer, “I think we should have a competition. My family thinks I’m going to hell in a hand basket because I’m fucking you.” He popped a single eye open. “What’s the worst yours can do?”

      “Tie me to some Hoo-ray Henrietta just so I can whelp some progeny that’ll inherit the Keighly duchy and waddle around in their misery as much as their ancestors.”

      “I feel sorrier for me.”

      I laughed. “I suppose hell is a worse fate, although, you say that now. You haven’t met the Henriettas I’m talking of. They can bray like horses.”

      His lips twitched. “That’s not nice.”

      “No? You haven’t met them. It’s not all Made in Chelsea.”

      “What the hell’s that?”

      I grimaced. “A show. Henriettas all wear tweed, are fond of pearl necklaces—and I’m not talking the good kind—ride horses, dislike the government for banning the hunt, and think the House of Lords should only answer to God.” I shuddered. “A living hell, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “You don’t have to marry someone like that,” he pointed out.

      “I have no interest in women. No interest in men, either,” I said wryly, but I stroked his bottom lip as I made that particular comment. “I feel as if I’ve only ever been interested in you.” My brow puckered. “Isn’t that strange? A one-night-stand who I barely know, and you’re all I can think about. When I close my eyes at night, I see you.

      “I’ve never noticed how empty my life is until you walked into it, so, why wouldn’t I be nervous, Micah? You’re alien to me.”

      His brow furrowed. “Have you never been in love before?” Quickly, he licked his lips. “I mean, I’m not saying you love me, I, just, well... I mean, you’ve never felt infatuated?”

      I snorted. “Course I have. But this isn’t an infatuation.”

      “How do you know?” he rasped, his surprise at my statement clear.

      Maybe it was because I’d been sick, or because he’d cared for me when the only person who’d ever done that was my nanny when I was a child. Maybe it was because he was beautiful and because he looked at me like I mattered more to him than just for an open wallet. And maybe it was because I wanted to... I’d never know what made me be so candid, never know why I admitted the truth to him.

      “Because when I look at you, I see a future. A future I could fuck up by being me, and that’s the most terrifying thing I’ve felt in my entire life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Micah

          

          Three days later

        

      

    

    
      The peace of the office was pleasant after weeks and weeks of the madcap rush, in the run up to several summer releases, that were penned as large launches.

      I’d been around for the mania, and while that mania hadn’t died down yet, with Trevelyan’s book still a high priority, there wasn’t much to be done when over half the staff were out for the count with the same stomach flu Devlin and I had endured.

      It was mean of me, but Cassandra was out sick too, and I was really loving being at this end of the floor without her sniping at me or glaring at me. It wasn’t like she could have this bug forever though, so I was just appreciating the lack of judgment from her quarter, and taking advantage of the silence of the floor.

      Even if it was odd to be one of only eight on staff.

      The pressure was intense, but after the past few days, I was glad for it.

      Work was a sanctuary I’d never expected it’d be.

      Devlin was... well, to be frank, he was more than I could ever have hoped for.

      Both of us getting sick had calmed him down some, and when he’d been bright enough to talk, our conversation had really eased the tension in him. Now he’d made that crazy admission, he seemed to be better, was less awkward, so it was ironic that I felt as if that awkwardness was contagious.

      What he’d said still made butterflies dance in my stomach. Not with unease, but with relief.

      I felt the same way.

      And it was crazy.

      He’d said it himself—I barely knew him.

      He barely knew me.

      But in the shortest space of time, I’d opened up to him in ways I had with very few people, and he knew the ins and outs of some sordid home truths that I hadn’t been ashamed to admit to him.

      He was Devlin Astley, however. And even though he bitched about his family and the Hoo-ray Henrietta he feared they’d make him wed, he never outright said he wouldn’t eventually concede to their wishes.

      From experience, I knew what someone would do for their family. For years, I’d tried to shove myself inside the closet because of my parents, so why wouldn’t Devlin do something equally as drastic?

      So, even if I felt sure he meant every word he said, what was to stop him from pulling back? From doing his duty—when that was all that seemed to matter to his dying father?

      All of that turbulence, thrown in with the fact that I loved going to sleep in his bed, even if we’d only slept because neither of us were back to being one-hundred percent, adored waking up in his arms in the morning, enjoyed cooking in his kitchen at night, then teaching him the art of enjoying Naruto even though he totally didn’t get the classic anime, and how he didn’t love Kakashi was beyond me…

      My major issue? He was starting to become my haven, and that was the most idiotic move I could ever make when we weren’t formally an item.

      I bit my lip at the thought, craving that so desperately it hurt. I had no desire to play the field, not when he was all I wanted.

      Sighing, I eyed the time and saw that it was approaching seven. I wanted to text him, tell him about an annoying email exchange I’d had with a graphic designer, bitch about regular shit people bitched about with the people who mattered to them, but I was afraid of getting further entangled.

      When that was exactly what I wanted.

      Had it been so complicated with Chelsea?

      Grimacing, I picked up my cell and, because I needed to connect with him, tapped out: Me: You feeling okay?

      He’d asked me if I wanted some food brought to me, and when I’d said yes, and had asked if he was going to eat, he’d told me he couldn’t face anything.

      I was pretty sure he should still be at home, even if he wasn’t infectious or anything. Devlin’s hours made mine look sane, so why wouldn’t he be hit harder?

      Devlin: I’m tired, but I still have to play catch up. I can have Gian take you back to my place if you want?

      Me: No, I have some work left as well.

      Devlin: Just tell me when you want to leave?

      Me: I should probably go back to mine—I can’t keep wearing your suits. Plus my fish will need food.

      Devlin: You could pick up some of your things and bring them to mine. That commute is too much for you when you’re still under the weather.

      My lips twitched. Me: Is that British Bullshit I’m reading?

      Devlin: It’s me being a bad spin doctor. Lol. Bring the fish too. I think I can spare the room.

      Me: I’m tired enough to take you up on that tbh.

      Devlin: You don’t have to stay late, Micah. For God’s sake, they’re not supposed to be working you this hard. I had a word with Rhode about it. It’s not on.

      Brow puckering with annoyance, I replied: Me: You’re kidding?! Why would you do that?

      Devlin: Because I care.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Devlin: Because it’s my company and they’re treating you like a workhorse, and it’s WRONG.

      Me: I’m learning so much from her.

      Devlin: You’re learning that corporations bleed their employees dry. I didn’t realize this was what they were doing with interns. It’s indentured servitude. Well, not on my watch. Not now I know.

      Unsure whether to be irritated or touched, I glowered down at my cell phone, then jumped when a voice purred, “Lover’s quarrel?”

      Twisting around in my seat, I wanted to glare at her for sneaking up on me, but you didn’t glare at Rhode.

      At least, not without losing an eye.

      “Sorry?” I rumbled, studying her warily and taking note of the two coffee cups in her hand.

      Knowing full well she never made her own coffee, to say I was stunned summed it up.

      When she shoved one at me, murmuring, “In appreciation for all you’re doing. It’s hard rallying the troops when we’re working on a deficit.”

      I didn’t want the coffee—if anything, I wanted some red wine. I didn’t give a damn if it was supposed to be room temp, either. I wanted it chilled, and preferably by the bottle. But it’d be impolite, so I reached out for the coffee with a false smile and said, “I really appreciate that. Thanks, Rhode.”

      She shrugged. “My pleasure.” Her gaze drifted from my phone to my computer. “Is there anything wrong?” Her lips primmed. “I know Mr. Astley has taken you under his wing, and he complained to me the other day about your workload. So, is there anything I can help you with?”

      What was I supposed to do? Snitch on Cassandra?

      I just had over two weeks left in this place, she had to stick around and work with Rhode for the foreseeable future. Poor bitch.

      Funny how, at the start of this internship, getting a job under Rhode had been my goal. Now I knew her, I was ready to get away from her. She gave me the creeps.

      “It’s fine,” I said brightly. “I enjoy my work.”

      She did that thing Chelsea had picked up on after watching Next Top Model—smizing. Only, Rhode didn’t look alluring. She just looked like she had a tampon up her ass.

      Wanting to smile at the thought, I grabbed the coffee and took a deep sip. It was stronger than I was used to, really bitter as well, so I almost choked on it as she laughed.

      “I made it strong enough to stand your spoon in. I figured that would help keep you alert.”

      “I can tell,” I rasped.

      “Go on, drink up,” she prompted when I put it down, my intention to leave the damn thing alone.

      When she just stayed there, hovering, I frowned at the cup, picked it up, and downed it in one painful gulp. If my stomach was susceptible to ulcers, then she’d just given me at least three. But it was worth it if it got rid of her.

      She granted me a benevolent smile. “That’s my special blend. Gives me a boost at this time of the evening.”

      And with that, she waved and tottered off on those damn heels of hers.

      As I stared at her, wondering what the hell she was up to, I had to shake my head. Rhode was one of those people whose genius led to madness—at least, that was my reasoning for her level of weirdness.

      Scanning the floor and spying precious few people around, Martin, in the far corner who was packing up his bag as well as Ramona who was all ready to go and who was talking to him, I realized it’d just be me and Rhode for the time being.

      I should probably be grateful she’d returned to her office.

      Determined to sort out the last few emails I had on my list of things to finish tonight, I dove into my work, not wanting to stick around for much longer.

      With that in mind, I quickly shot Devlin a text, telling him I’d be ready in a half-hour, and dove into my work. The sooner I was out of here, the better.
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      I felt like shit.

      It was the only reason I was going home, because productive, a word that usually defined me, in no way encompassed the shit show that today had been.

      Only one thing had gone right, and even that came with strings attached.

      Tired of the bullshit from the board, from Mandelson’s inability to find anything on Rhode, I’d asked a friend from school who worked for MI6 now to get involved, to do a little nosing around her life.

      The initial findings more than made it worth my while for bombing that favor owed me, but it wasn’t exactly admissible in court. Knowing what Rhode was capable of, and that she’d filmed several of her attacks and stored them on her home computer, he’d recommended someone in the States who could break into Robert’s laptop.

      That was the good news—even if Robert had never kept anything on there, at least we’d be able to find out and could hopefully access his personal email account and messages as no one in his family had managed to get into his iPhone either.

      I was praying he might have mentioned something about her in his DMs or text messages that we could use in a court case to trigger reasonable doubt. It was a long shot, but I was getting desperate.

      The bad was that nearly half my staff had been decimated by that goddamn stomach bug that Micah and I had been hit with, which meant every single one of my PAs apart from Paul hadn’t been at work. Even Sadie had been a no-show.

      With everything taking five times as long, it had been like running a marathon while wading through porridge.

      Slaking a hand through my hair, I shook off my fatigue with thoughts of the coming night. No, I wouldn’t be fucking Micah’s brains out, but it’d be such a nicer way to fall asleep when we were together than to be on my own and feeling like crap heated up on a bonfire.

      There was something about him that made me act like another person around him. It was like, with him, I let out the real Devlin. Beneath all the Astley bullshit, the Viscount nonsense, he saw me because, for whatever reason, I let him.

      That was the most perplexing thing of all.

      As was the hard truth that I was probably going to push him away. It was inevitable. These feelings he inspired in me weren’t healthy. I’d learned time and time again that transactions were the way forward, but how did you buy a man who’d once had everything and had been taught that money was a weapon?

      It wasn’t like the way to his fucking heart was sandwiches and cronuts. It was a token of my esteem, a small one, but it wasn’t enough for him to put up with me—I knew it. Accepted it.

      Something about me was inherently unlovable.

      And I was okay with that, but it just made me want to appreciate Micah for the time I had him. He was young, still had all his twenties ahead of him. Why the fuck would he want to get tangled up with a businessman who lived at the office? Who didn’t have much of a life?

      Christ, I was a multi-millionaire and where had I taken him on a date?

      My apartment.

      “Jesus,” I muttered under my breath as the elevator rolled to Micah’s floor.

      But where could I take him? It wasn’t like we could be seen together in public. I had an image to maintain—which made me feel like shit. On top of the shit from before, as well. I probably deserved that though.

      Grimacing at the thought, I headed out onto Micah’s floor and started strolling down the corridor as I pondered where I could take him that would show him I cared, without making him think I was trying to buy him.

      Each floor of Astley Publishing was split into four, with the elevator shooting a person out into the middle. Each quarter housed forty to eighty people, and within those segments, there were corridors that separated upper management from members of staff.

      Micah, as the intern to the EA of the Marketing VP, was in the top quadrant, so I headed to the end of the corridor where Rhode’s office was situated.

      We’d tried to lessen the corporate vibe, and while the walls were homey, bookshelves lining them that housed every single one of our titles—prioritized with release date in mind because we had a back catalogue of thirteen thousand books—but there was still that weird smell in the air on the lower levels. That strange carpet/vacuum cleaner scent that made me crinkle my nose with distaste.

      Making it to the doorway, I peered over the floor. This part was set up so that, if she wanted, Rhode could see over every single desk in her department.

      I looked over the sea of computers, spied that it was empty, before I peered at Micah’s cubicle, which he wasn’t seated at. Reckoning that he was in the bathroom, I cast a glance at Rhode’s office.

      The light wasn’t on, even if her screen was glaring the bluelight into the empty room, which pissed me off. How much electricity we wasted by idiots not turning off their units every night was something that’d give me a nightmare if I thought about it.

      Half-tempted to wait for Micah to finish up in the restroom by sneaking into her office and seeing if she had something in the desk drawers—which would be the height of stupidity, but I hated the bitch, and needed her gone even more now that I knew what she was capable of—a slight groan caught me unawares.

      With my briefcase in hand, I twisted to find the noise, and then when I heard it again, definitely coming from the direction of the department and not in the vicinity of the bathrooms, concern hit me that Micah had been struck with the stomach flu again.

      Darting over to his cubicle, the second I got a close look at the floor, I nearly had a heart attack.

      Frozen for a couple of seconds too long, I could only process what my eyes were telling me, but even that didn’t make sense.

      His head was in the entranceway to the cubicle, his body flat out on the gray carpet, with his hands at his sides, the tender palms face up to the ceiling. His eyelids moved slowly, blinking in a way that made me think he was in a trance, but that wasn’t even the half of it.

      Rhode was on top of him.

      I saw her pussy, saw that he was inside her, and then Micah made that moan again.

      It was distressed.

      Agonized—

      Jesus.

      It broke my shameful stasis, and I dropped my briefcase to the floor with a solid thunk, before I ran over to the bitch and dragged her off my man. My hands bit into her arms as I threw her against the desk, uncaring if it brought the fucking cubicle down around us as I snarled, “What the hell did you do to him?”

      Not waiting for her to answer as she screamed obscenities at me, I reached for my cellphone and even though it pained me, took a quick photo of her and him. Then, I hit my cell for Rachel on reception.

      “Send Security to Marketing, and call the cops as well as the EMTs. Advise Security to detain Rhode until the police arrive, and inform them she is never to be allowed back onto the premises again.”

      “You can’t do that!” Rhode snarled, and it came as no surprise that she reached out, hurling a stapler at me as she did so.

      My phone fell from my fingers as the stapler collided with my temple, prompting me to stagger backward, and as blood spurted from the wound and my already aching head exploded with pain, I somehow managed to deflect her when she came for me, nails curled into claws as she attacked.

      “Yes, sir!” Rachel hollered down the line as I raised my hands to grab Rhode’s arms.

      “What did you do to him, you crazy bitch?” I snarled, as I twisted her wrists behind her back to try to contain her aggression by trapping her into staying still. She continued to struggle, and though it fucking pained me to give her any of my attention when Micah so clearly needed me, I dragged her over to the doorway, wanting Security to get her from there, and not see Micah like that.

      “Nothing! Christ, he was so into it. Couldn’t you tell?”

      My eyes bugged. “He was laying there like he was dead.”

      She shrieked at me, twisting this way and that to evade my hold as she snarled, “He came onto me.”

      I wasn’t sure what world she lived in, but it was one I didn’t like inhabiting too. When Security stormed over, their eyes wide at the sight of her half-dressed and me with a bloody cut on my head, they took custody of her.

      I sagged back against the door and reached for my handkerchief to press it to my forehead. Blood was getting in my eyes as I snapped, “Are the EMTs on their way?”

      “Yes, sir,” one of them confirmed, grunting as Rhode kicked him in the shin. She forced her knee high, aiming for the family jewels, but the other guard stopped her in time.

      I watched as she writhed in their arms like some kind of belly dancer on meth as I ordered, “Send them up here right away. They’ll need a gurney.”

      “Sir?”

      “She attacked Micah Nygard. He’s unconscious.” At least, he looked that way to me. Even if his eyes were open.

      “Everything was consensual, you prick,” she screamed, and my mind, on the run after thoughts like those, triggered something that was so unlike me that I’d be incredulous later...

      My hand snapped out of its own accord.

      I’d never hurt a woman in my life—not physically anyway—but this wasn’t a woman. Rhode was a lowlife. Pond scum. She used her family name, their position in society here as a shield, to hide the fact she was a rapist.

      But as I was inches from connecting with her, Security saved my ass by dragging her back and away from me. I wanted to lay into her, and if she’d been a man, I would have. I totally would have ripped her a new one while rearranging her fucking face.

      “He’s lying on the floor like a zombie. You date-raped him, you evil bitch.” I spun on my heel, unable to deal with her shit. “Take her away. You’re fired, Rhode. No notice, no fucking anything. Once your arse is out of here, that’s it. You’re done.”

      “I’ll see you in court!” she snarled.

      I cut her a look over my shoulder. “I look forward to it.”

      Her eyes were wild as she took in how calm I was right then. At no other point had I been. But now, the litigation that I’d been avoiding for months didn’t matter. I felt like shit for prolonging this where Lizzie was concerned. Robert had killed himself but it was my lover who prompted me to shove two fingers in the face of caution and to throw Rhode’s ass to the curb.

      Granted, I had a criminal suit to back me up, but still...

      She snarled more abuse at me, hissing and shrieking, forcing the guards to grunt and groan as they dragged her to the elevator, but I ignored her. Instead, I rushed over to Micah, and dropped to my knees.

      His dick was hard, throbbing, and a bright, bright red that seemed unnatural. Especially without any stimuli. I reached down, and though it felt wrong, I tucked him away and fastened his zipper, but his cock remained a prominent bulge.

      Throughout my shielding him, he moaned, a long, low groan that reminded me of the noise I’d heard him make that one time he puked in my presence, which was the reason we’d both taken an extra day off to make sure we weren’t contagious anymore. Without these past few days together, I might have thought he was aroused, but he wasn’t.

      His eyes were dazed, his face oddly slack from the drugs, so I figured the moan might be a warning. The only problem was that, from his position, I knew if he vomited, he’d end up choking on it. Quickly, I grabbed the waste paper basket and popped it between his slightly spread legs.

      With that done, I shuffled him around, and propped him up so he was resting against my knees before helping him sit up slightly. When he wasn’t flat on his back anymore, but his body was like one big portion of ramen noodles, I twisted him so that he was leaning forward and over the trashcan.

      Seconds later, he was sick. Hoping that would help lessen the grip of the drugs she’d forced on him, I held him tightly, pressing my face into his throat after I quickly kissed the crown of his head. I wanted him to know he was safe. More than anything, that was all that mattered.

      That he was safe now.

      That he’d always be safe if I had my way.

      Regrets would come later—for now, he was my focus. Exactly as he should be.
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      He was there.

      Throughout the endless sessions of me puking up whatever she doped my coffee with. When I had blood drawn, and was given a rape kit—they tried to make him leave the room, but he wouldn’t.

      And I was glad.

      Even as my brain wasn’t working, even as I was dazed and confused—sucked into an oblivion that felt endless, that made my brain churn and my stomach heave, that made me question whether I was asleep or awake and whether this was a night- or a daymare—he was there.

      In those moments, where my mind didn’t belong to me, he was the one thing I registered.

      That chocolate-churros’ scent was there. Comforting me. Protecting me. Loving me.

      It was, in fact, how I woke up.

      Not in a hospital room like I’d almost dreaded, but in bed. His bed. That was why it scented so strongly of him.

      For a moment, all I could remember was cleaning up Devlin’s puke when he’d been sick, and I thought that was what had happened. Even though it wasn’t the first time I’d awakened, because I’d been momentarily aware during the rape kit, enough to give my consent to the entire thing, but it was the first I had a chance to think. Rather than experience unpleasant things.

      I wasn’t puking. My head hurt but it wasn’t banging enough to want to puke again. People weren’t touching me, needles weren’t pricking my skin. Inside my mind, there wasn’t an endless scream...

      I blinked again, wondering why my eyes felt like they’d been rolled in salt, then his soft, husky voice murmured from somewhere in the room. “Would you like some tea?”

      Head too heavy for my neck, I rolled it on the pillow and found him standing in the doorway. He had some paper stitches on his temple and a black eye—when the hell had that happened?

      Frowning with confusion, I rasped, “I’d prefer coffee.”

      “You Americans and your coffee,” he chided, the low tenor was infinitely soothing. I figured he could lull me to sleep if he wanted to. “Tea will cleanse your palate.”

      I noticed he had a mug in his hand, and as he walked toward me, wearing a pair of gray sweats and a baggy navy hoodie, it was, I recognized, the most dressed down I’d ever seen him.

      Had I triple-jumped into a parallel universe?

      He propped himself on the bed beside me, making it jostle, even as the scent of him wafted toward me. Warm. Comforting. I didn’t think I’d ever associate the smell of him with anything but.

      I just wasn’t sure why.

      Even as I was.

      Which was confusing.

      I knew, but my mind wouldn’t register the facts.

      He placed a half empty cup on the nightstand before he leaned over and helped me sit up. It was only the fact that it was half empty, that it was his cup that made me say, “I’ll have some tea.”

      He arched a brow but passed me the mug, then turned it in his palm so I could grip the handle.

      Whenever Chelsea drank anything, she left behind the faintest sheen on her cup. Be it lipstick or gloss. There was no such mark where Devlin had drunk from it, and that irked me enough to peer at the rim with addled eyes.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked quietly.

      “Your lip marks.”

      His gaze softened, but he reached for the mug, took a sip, then pointed to it. “There. A kiss via tea.”

      Even though I still felt groggy, I smiled at him and drank from that exact spot. “You make everything taste of chocolate.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible. And the drugs are supposed to be out of your system by now, so I don’t know if you’re just being romantic.” His brow waggled. “Didn’t I tell you Astleys weren’t romantic?”

      “You also told me Astleys don’t stick around.”

      He blinked. “Well, maybe I’m not as much of an Astley as I feared.”

      I reached for his hand. “What happened? It’s all a daze.”

      “I’m not surprised,” he muttered gruffly as he twisted our fingers together, making knots I felt not just in my knuckles but in my soul.

      I needed those knots.

      More than he could know.

      “What do you remember?”

      “Having my dick handled by a nurse. Being asked lots of questions. Getting blood taken, my mouth swabbed—” I shook my head. “I remember why, just not who.”

      His mouth tightened. “I went to your office and found Rhode on top of you. She’d drugged you.”

      “I think I remember that.” My brow puckered. “I remember the coffee tasting vile, and I remember waking up in the hospital and being prodded, then, it’s just one big blur.”

      “She gave you something called a Roofagra.” His lips twisted, and a malevolent gleam appeared in his eyes that made my heart stutter. “A Roofie and Viagra combined. She’s no longer working for the company and is fighting the criminal charges.” He gritted his teeth. “There’s more, but you’re too tired to handle this.”

      I wanted answers, but he was right. I was tired.

      Really tired.

      I’d just woken up but it still wasn’t enough.

      It felt like I’d closed my eyes for a snapshot of time, only to be woken up again a minute later, but I knew that wasn’t possible.

      I remembered Rhode giving me that coffee late at night, just as the sky was getting moody with twilight. Reds and oranges shot with purple as the day began to die.

      But now, it had to be past noon. So high up in his building, there was no hiding from the many windows that revealed it was at least twelve hours since Rhode had doped me up.

      “You probably feel worse because of the stomach flu,” he said softly, and I turned to him with sleepy eyes, focusing as he got to his feet, shrugged out of the hoodie as he walked around the bed to make it to the side where he usually slept—the left.

      Beneath the hoodie, he wore a plain white tee which he also removed, then he clambered in beside me. Well, not beside me. He might as well have been across the room with how big the California King was. Except, he didn’t stay there. He moved closer to the center, edging nearer to me like he thought I had sharp fangs and would bite.

      That was the last thing I felt like doing.

      Instead, I made the final move even though my body ached with it, and I cut the space between us to a few inches. He was stilted at first, but then his arms swooped around me, and I burrowed into them, not stopping until I was flush against him, until there was no space at all and skin touched skin.

      The confusion, the pain, the stress, the tension, it didn’t magically float away because he was there, but it was true what my grandmother had told me once—a problem shared really was a problem halved.
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      I didn’t go into work for the next few days. Anything on my plate, I dealt with from the home office I never used even though it was fully kitted out for telecommuting.

      Was it stupid to need to be close to him? Even if, after that first day, I could tell he didn’t really want me there?

      He was quiet, withdrawn, tired, and on edge. Understandable, all of it, so I let him be, let him have some space and gave him the freedom of the apartment to come to terms with what happened.

      When I’d started worrying about his safety, about him being mugged at a subway station, I hadn’t thought this would happen, and there was no not feeling guilty about this.

      Robert Llewelyn had taken his own fucking life because HR had refused to listen to him, and even though I’d taken notice, the process of saving my company’s ass had taken precedence over the safety of my employees.

      I deserved to be fucking lynched.

      The thought had me clenching my teeth as I dove into work to try and offset my guilt. It didn’t work, of course. Not only had I put my workers in jeopardy, but Micah had paid for my mistakes as a result.

      Micah, who was starting to mean much more to me than he should have after such a short space of time.

      Micah, who I still didn’t have a fucking clue what to do with.

      I felt emotionally crippled by my inaction and the subsequent tragedy that had ensued.

      What Micah was going through right now was my fault. Astley Publishing’s fault. And that was what I couldn’t forgive.

      The board had allowed that predator to stalk the halls of the Tower, to seek out her prey. We’d given her access to—

      My hands balled into tight fists just as my cellphone buzzed. For a second, I ignored it, then when the notification popped up on my screen, I sighed and answered because ignoring calls from Lizzie was never advisable.

      “Devlin, we’ve got a problem.”

      “Music to my ears,” I said dryly, reaching up to rub a hand over my head, and encountering the damn stitches along the way.

      I deserved more than a stapler to the cranium and a black eye for my pains, though.

      Not just for Micah, but for Robert.

      How Lizzie could bear to look at me, to work for me, while staying in the same fucking tower as Rhode was beyond me. The trouble was, apologies meant nothing when action was never taken. I’d already said sorry so many times, all without resolving anything. I was either incredibly lucky that she loved her job, or she simply couldn’t afford to leave. And with her salary, health benefits, and pension, I knew it was that more than anything else.

      Which was less of a punch to the gut and more of a herniated disc—excruciating to accept, devastating to realize.

      “I’m sending you a link. Open it,” she said briskly, but her tone was no different than the thousand other times she’d called me to offset a crisis. Did she loathe me? How could I blame her? Even doing everything I could, the law and legalities had prevented me from doing what was right. “I’ve got Kirkland on it, but the board are already grumbling about an emergency meeting. Nothing concrete yet, but I’d expect to be hauled in tonight.”

      Frowning, I clicked on the link, and what I saw had my already soaring blood pressure shooting into limbo.

      “The lawyers are already on it. It won’t make the print edition,” she soothed before I could say a damn word.

      Astley HEIR ASSAULTS BELOVED NYC SOCIALITE

      If the headline wasn’t atrocious enough, that was nothing to the pictures splashed all over the fucking front page of the website, with, I saw, more promised.

      Rhode was leaning against a wall, peering out of a window, looking more like a woman waiting on her man to come home from war than a bloody ‘beloved’ socialite. She was also covered in bruises—bruises that hadn’t been there when she’d left the Marketing department.

      “It’s make-up,” I rasped, suddenly concerned that, on top of everything else, Lizzie would think me capable of this level of violence against a woman.

      Even if Rhode totally deserved it.

      “I didn’t do that to her. I went to smack her, but the guards pulled her away.”

      She clucked her tongue. “I didn’t think you’d done it anyway. I’ve already grabbed footage from the halls that night, Devlin. I know exactly what happened.” Her tone softened. “How’s he doing?”

      “Badly.” I reached up and plucked my bottom lip. “Even if they have proof, she’s going to spin it, isn’t she? Twist it so that, somehow, I’m the bad guy.”

      “She can try, but we have a bigger PR department.”

      “This isn’t a dick measuring contest,” I argued gruffly, well aware that even if we sued, even if we threw cease and desist letters at websites and bloggers, the content wouldn’t stop spreading.

      It’d go viral.

      Because that’s what shit like this did.

      And the only way to counter it was to go forward and reveal a truth that wasn’t mine to reveal.

      Plucking at my bottom lip as I scrolled through the images, zooming in on some to enhance the bruises on her face and neck, arms and torso which she revealed in a demure camisole she’d never have been seen dead in at work.

      “What’s her game?” I asked softly. “Micah’s pressing charges. It’s not like she can bury that.”

      “Maybe she thinks she can. Maybe she believes she can leverage Micah’s charges with her pulling back from all this bullshit she’s selling.”

      I pondered that, and almost immediately accepted that Rhode was that devious, capable of far worse than just that.

      Legally, the board couldn’t do shit against me when I held fifty-one percent of the company stake. They couldn’t force me to resign, but could request me to take a step back for the sake of the company. A company that mattered to me.

      Astley Publishing was one of the country’s leading publishers of Black and LGBT authors.

      I’d worked hard to make it progressive and diverse, and the prospect of all the positive things I’d achieved being raked through the mud wasn’t about to put me in a good mood, but neither was I going to let that bitch bring me down.

      With her having laid these particular seeds, anything I did just looked like retaliation or a cover up. Neither of which would be helpful in this situation. She’d backed me into a corner by being the one to draw light onto this sorry mess, and no Astley appreciated that.

      As I scrolled through the images, of which there were dozens, scanned through the text, I asked, “Did you send Robert’s computer away like I asked you?”

      “I did,” she confirmed, her voice slightly shaky with nerves.

      I frowned. “Did something go wrong?”

      “No. I, just—it was harder than you can know to let that out of my hands.”

      Pity and resentment warred inside me. Pity for her, for Robert, resentment that Rhode was somehow still winning this war even if she wasn’t working for Astley anymore.

      It was inconceivable to me that she’d come out of this unscathed.

      There was goddamn video footage of her raping Micah—how did she think she could evade that?

      Unless...

      “You’re right. It’s about leverage.” I pursed my lips. “Well, two can play that game.”

      “They can?” was Lizzie’s wary retort.

      “Yeah. Inform the board I’m about to take a six-month sabbatical. That should allow things to die down. By that time, maybe her case will be up in court. If we’re lucky. These things take forever.”

      “Is Micah willing to go all the way?”

      I’d never actually asked him, had just assumed he would. Why wouldn’t he?

      But then, I thought back to that horrendous night where I’d stood in a corner of a room in the clinic, watching as Micah was violated again, but by the law this time.

      Everything he did, had done, had seen, said and touched, was up for question as he was tested and re-tested. All of that going down while he was still high on what Rhode had doped him with.

      He’d been able to speak by the time the specially appointed nurse saw to him, but whether or not he’d been processing was another matter entirely. He’d answered her questions like a robot, all the while he’d broken my fucking heart. Not because of what his answers were, but because he’d been staring at me like I was the only thing keeping him going.

      I swallowed at the thought, then reached up and rubbed at my eyes. Fatigue hit me hard, and I knew that there was a lot of shit I needed to admit to Micah. A lot we needed to discuss.

      The Rhodes had a lot of clout in this city, and that made me question why the cops hadn’t been by to speak with Micah since the night of the attack.

      “Devlin?” Lizzie prompted. “Is Micah willing to go all the way?”

      “I assume so,” was all I said, not wanting to put words in his mouth. How many victims didn’t come forward because to prove what they’d been through was altogether too painful to them than the idea of their rapists walking free?

      I wanted Micah to stand up and have his day in court where he saw that bitch in the dock where she belonged, but he might not want that.

      In the interim, I had millions of dollars at my disposal, and I was about to use my own clout to secure the case against my ex-employee.

      “Lizzie, I’m going to need you to bring Goldman, Berg, and Weiss onto this.”

      “Your personal lawyers? Why?”

      “Because they’ll do a better job than Mandelson,” I said grimly. “He’s grown soft. I’m sorry it took this to realize it, Lizzie.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well, I’m sorry she hurt Micah, Devlin. I never wanted—”

      “I know.”

      “You really care for him, don’t you?” she asked carefully, like she knew she was walking through a field of land mines.

      Until Robert, we’d never discussed her personal life or mine. But ever since, the floodgates had been drawn, and I wasn’t altogether sure I appreciated the new status quo if it meant she could ask me questions like this.

      I grunted, but on the brink of a non-committal answer, I found myself unable to give her that. Maybe because she’d stood by me, maybe because she wasn’t bitter toward me when she rightfully could be, or maybe it was for another reason. One that escaped me right now...

      “I barely know him, Lizzie,” I rasped. “It started out all wrong, and I have no idea where it can even go, but—”

      “But?” She cleared her throat when I stayed silent. “I didn’t realize you were—well, bi. Of all the things I know about you, somehow, it pisses me off that I didn’t know that.”

      I snorted. “You mean, you’re okay with knowing my inseam, but not who helps me out of the pants after they’ve been made for me?”

      “Something like that,” she said with a low laugh.

      I released a breath, and though it felt as if I was about to jump off a diving board into an empty pool, Lizzie, for all her loyalty, deserved to know the truth. Or, at least, some semblance of it, and how I currently felt.

      “He makes me think love exists.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, Devlin.”

      From our various discussions over the years on romance novels, of which Astley Publishing released several dozen a year, she knew I thought love was fiction.

      “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered.

      It sounded like she meant it. “You are?”

      “Yes!” was her grouchy reply. “After all these years of watching you zoom your way through all those bimbettes who only wanted you for your wallet and for your name? Bet your ass I’m happy that you’ve found someone you care about. Does he feel the same way?”

      I thought about our unorthodox beginnings, the roots of which were still fresh because we hadn’t known each other long enough for anything else to truly have a chance to blossom, and I thought about his patience, his kindness, and his humor in the face of the weird reactions I’d had to simply looking at him.

      Star struck would only make sense if Micah was famous.

      But that was how I felt. Just in reverse.

      Struck by a star... not overawed by someone’s fame.

      If I could think such thoughts, bad poetry was evidently in the blood—thank you, Mother. I cleared my throat and simply said, “I hope he does.”
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      He makes me think love exists.

      I hadn’t meant to listen into his conversation. Had only meant to trudge in and take a seat with him as he worked.

      I felt a little like a lost soul right now. Wandering from room to room, drifting about like I was a living ghost. I guessed that fit with the strange memories that kept flooding my mind.

      Of her triumphant smile as she shoved her pussy against my face, coating me in her arousal.

      Of her laughter as she found my cock hard—against my will.

      Of her moans, her pleasure, her joy in doing what she had to me.

      I didn’t think I remembered it, until from the recesses of my mind, the truth had struck, and with it, the ramifications.

      I’d been raped.

      Even as a gay man, even as woke as I thought I was, I just... I didn’t think it could be done, and certainly not this way. Not with a woman. But from what I’d overheard, this wasn’t the first time Rhode had done this, and the company was well aware of her past activity.

      The fact that Rhode had done this before was quite clear to me.

      I could remember the slick smile, the way she’d encouraged me to ‘drink up,’ and that strange excitement about her that had me feeling totally not happy with being the last one left on the Marketing floor.

      It was all practiced.

      She had it down pat.

      Someone else had gone through this. Someone before me. Whose voice hadn’t been heard.

      Would there be another someone else after me? Because my voice wouldn’t be heard?

      The questions plagued me, especially when Devlin said, “I assume so,” in response to Lizzie’s query of, “Is Micah willing to go all the way?”

      Just as I started to think he might persuade me out of it, he talked of bringing in a law firm that had represented previous presidents, that I’d only ever heard about because they were rumored to have a fixer, and I’d been curious when that fixer had been brought up on charges that had miraculously disappeared.

      The conspiracy had flown around on reddit for weeks and, fascinated, I’d read more about Goldman, Berg, and Weiss. Knowing that Devlin was a client shouldn’t come as a surprise. Knowing that he was going to mobilize them for me? Consider me shook.

      When he hung up the phone, his conversation with her blurred in my already shaken head. My brain felt like scrambled eggs looked, even days after the drugging, and I knew I was more emotional than usual because of that, but also because flashbacks were beginning to dog my steps.

      My family had never been all that emotionally available. Stoic, was how I’d describe us. Stilted, maybe? Something that had only worsened when my father had started taking his religion a lot more seriously. My upbringing was probably why I’d been so accepting of Devlin from the start. I was used to robots.

      But he wasn’t an automaton. And neither was I.

      Slipping around the corner, I moved into his office. His attention darted from his computer screen to me. Immediately, he stood. Not to move me out of there, but like he wanted to hover around me. To fix me—make me feel better.

      I wished it were as simple as that.

      “Do you want something to eat?”

      I almost smiled—he was suddenly obsessed with feeding me.

      “I don’t. But thanks.”

      He eyed me warily, then slowly took a seat again. “Are you okay?”

      “What did Lizzie send you?” I queried, not wanting to bullshit as I headed for the sofa opposite his desk and slouched in it. “Something bad?”

      “You heard the conversation?”

      Our gazes clashed and held.

      Slowly, I nodded. “Most of it. The sound wasn’t always great.”

      Instantly, his mouth pinched into a taut pucker. “Christ.” He released a heavy, exhausted sigh and scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “Who’s Robert?” Then, when he didn’t answer again, I peppered, “Why are you going on sabbatical? Are you going to let her take you to court?”

      “Robert was Lizzie’s brother. Lizzie is my EA.”

      I frowned. “I knew that already. Her brother? What does he have to do with this?”

      “He worked for Rhode.”

      While I knew what had happened, it didn’t mean I didn’t want to hear it from his lips. “Go on.”

      His jaw worked as his gaze danced from me to the screen, to his desk, over to the window, to the fireplace and back again. His eyes pretty much pulled some disco moves as he looked anywhere but at me, and as pretty as this office was, with its clean masculine elegance, and sleek lines, it wasn’t that nice.

      Eventually, he grated out, “I hate myself already, and even that isn’t enough.”

      If he’d shown any anger at me, or had blamed me for raking up what was clearly a sore topic, I’d have walked out the door.

      As it was, the hatred was self-aimed and he wasn’t going to shower anyone in the vicinity with acid as he spewed it.

      “What didn’t you do?” That might be an unusual question, but it wasn’t what he’d done that was the issue here. It was what he hadn’t.

      “Enough,” he said simply, as he pushed to his feet, then moved over to the window to stare down at the city.

      “Enough, what?”

      “She did to him what she did to you. When he went to HR to complain, they fobbed him off. Took no action against her. None at all. No one listened to him, so he made us hear him.” He cleared his throat. “He killed himself in his cubicle.”

      “Fuck,” I whispered rawly.

      “That about sums it up.” His nostrils flared. “The second I found out, I acted, but Rhode is... Rhode. I knew, no matter what we hurled at her, she’d sue. The board did as well, and they were more interested in covering up her shit because she’s good at her job. That wasn’t going to happen on my watch, but it took too fucking long.” He reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You got hurt because of me. Someone else might have been hurt because I didn’t do enough to stop her.”

      I didn’t have the patience or energy to let him wallow, so I asked, “Did you do everything you thought you could at the time?”

      He sighed. “I felt like I did, but I spent most of that time being frustrated. I wasn’t getting anywhere, and I’m not used to that.”

      “I can imagine.” He was an Astley. No one dared say ‘no’ to him.

      But it seemed there were other ways of saying that without uttering the word.

      “I should have done more.”

      “Yes, you should, but what’s done is done.”

      “Do you hate me?”

      “Right now, I don’t have the energy to hate Rhode, never mind you.” I blew out a breath. “Do you think my case will be thrown out of court?”

      “What makes you say that? We have blood evidence, the samples taken that night, and video footage, Micah. There’s no way she can worm her way out of this.”

      “I heard you mention leverage on the phone to Lizzie, but that part of the conversation wasn’t really clear. What has she done?”

      His mouth tightened, and at that moment, even though he wore a simple wine-colored sweater, a black tee peeping out at the neckline, black slacks and no shoes, he was every inch the CEO.

      “She’s painting me in a bad light.”

      For the first time, emotion stirred to life inside me. “How?”

      “When I dragged her off you, I flung her against the cubicle. She hurt herself, got bruised. But she’s put about ten tons of fucking make-up on her face and is claiming I beat the shit out of her. Obviously, it’s fucking bollocks, but I have to follow up with it.”

      “Yes, of course,” I confirmed, my mind whirring at the implications of what she’d done. “Why would she think to leverage this over you? She didn’t know about us having any kind of personal connection. Aside from the fact you complained about my workload to her.”

      “No, but she knows I have a bottomless bank account. Paying you off would be child’s play.” He sneered at the screen. “She isn’t to know that the Astleys have outrun all scandal and gossip.

      “There isn’t a damn thing she can do to hurt me, but I don’t want her hurting you.” He plucked at his bottom lip, absentmindedly playing with it as he casually broke my heart and built it back up again with his words. “I’ve asked for my personal lawyers to get involved. They’ll put pressure on the cops.

      “Once she’s indicted, we’ll head to the UK. I need to spend some time there anyway. Father’s not doing well, and I was only saying to you the other week that the amount of humanity in New York was starting to get annoying—”

      “We’ll head to the UK?” I sputtered, taken aback at yet more casual talk of his affection for me, of where he saw us heading—in this instance, literally.

      The craziest thing of all?

      Nothing had me pulling back. Running away.

      Not one ounce of me wanted to be anything other than here. I might be miserable. I might be lost and hurting, but he was here.

      And I knew, if I let him, he always would be.

      Funny how this situation had let things boil down to black and white.

      I’d thought he’d be ashamed of me, I thought I might become his dirty little secret, what with his father’s insistence that he did his duty. Instead, Devlin was taking it for granted that I’d go with him to England, where, presumably, during that trip, I’d meet his family.

      This was beyond confusing. Delightfully so, but still confusing.

      Was this why I liked him?

      Because he fit no standard pattern?

      He was impossible to predict, and who the hell liked predictability? With his smooth charm that I’d yet to experience firsthand, a cut-glass accent that sent shivers down my spine, that British stiff upper lip that made him surprisingly witty, the disconcerting tendency to feed me foods we’d talked about out of context, and an uncanny ability to look at me once, just once, and I’d get a boner...at least, before.

      No, definitely not predictable.

      This wasn’t insta-love, though.

      For either of us.

      He might go goo-goo when he looked at me, and he might be okay with me sleeping in his bed when I knew his exes had all been tossed out when he was done with them, so I knew I meant something to him, but exactly what was difficult to figure out. Especially when I didn’t understand my own feelings.

      I’d never felt this strange twist of excitement, anticipation, and acceptance before.

      I’d never looked at someone and felt like the world could be going to hell outside these walls, but inside them, my comfort levels weren’t affected.

      I thought back to the rape kit, when he’d stayed in that clinic with me, refusing to leave but agreeing to stay out of the way, stoic to the last, watching as I was violated again in the name of criminal justice just so that I could keep my eyes on him. And, without either of us uttering a word, he’d known that was the only way I could get through the dazed, befuddled moments where I was still drugged but trying to protect my future self.

      Where looking at him was my only means of coping, where thinking of anything else than what was happening was how I survived. To remember the dark room, where my consent hadn’t been something to be stolen from me, to contemplate a gourmet carbonara eaten in a kitchen I knew he rarely used where we’d argued about the Nasdaq.

      Then, I thought about these past few days. How he’d let me come to terms with what had happened without forcing anything on me—be it his opinion, his wisdom, or his presence.

      He’d let me be me. Let me find my new balance, which was, to be frank, something I was still hunting down. But no one had ever done that. Had ever let me be me. Had ever not forced their opinion on me, had ever not let me decide how to move on in my own way.

      Had let me be Micah.

      He didn’t offer trite words of comfort—he was too stiff for that—but he was there when I needed him, which was more than anyone else had done for me.

      So, while I couldn’t classify what I felt as love, I knew if there was some such thing as pre-love, I had that.

      It went deeper than lust.

      I just didn’t know what else to call it, and maybe something like this didn’t need words because it couldn’t be labeled.

      Maybe, something like this was why, on social media, you could classify your relationship as ‘it’s complicated.’

      In response to my spluttered question of, “We’re going to the UK?” Devlin merely pulled a face. “You won’t sound so excited when you meet my father.” He hummed. “Lizzie can look after your fish.”

      Unable to believe he’d remembered my fish, I blinked at him, well aware that while my emotions had just gone through the wringer, he’d been thinking of the trip ahead. A trip where, in his mind, it was a done deal I’d be joining him.

      And while that sounded as if he was making a decision for me, I knew it wasn’t like that.

      For him, it was akin to holding out your hand when you met someone to shake theirs in greeting. Like putting one foot in front of the other to walk.

      To Devlin, it was instinctual that I be there with him when he traveled overseas. Only that made any sense to him, something I instinctively picked up on because if he was questioning things, I knew he’d get stilted again. He’d turn awkward, and would start talking about stocks and shares—his go-to, conversational ‘get out of jail free’ card.

      Instead, he was plotting. His narrowed eyes, the clenched jaw, the way he was staring at the computer, the tension throbbing through him all spoke to one thing: Rhode was going down.

      The craziest thing of all?

      I agreed with him.

      With everything.

      Rhode was going down.

      But more importantly, where he went, I was going.

      Fuck school. Fuck my MBA. Fuck the law. Fuck rape kits. Fuck an uncertain future.

      I’d let Devlin worry about tomorrow for me—I needed to embrace today and he gave me the freedom to do that.
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      It had been too much to hope that our discussion, our plans would make him feel better. But watching his slow decline was torturous.

      Together, we dealt with the ramifications of what happened to him. I was there when he spoke with the police, when he went through what had happened. I was there with the doctor who gave him the test results back—he was clean, thank God—and I was there with the lawyers as I started a ball rolling that should have been set in stone long ago.

      I was screwing Astley Publishing, but I was okay with that.

      We’d made this happen, and it was up to us to fix that. Only trouble was, my board of execs had, in the eyes of the shareholders, fulfilled their duties to the max. That meant making any changes to the running of the company was nigh on close to impossible.

      I tried to prove to him that I was there for him, every step of the way, but he was struggling. And it killed me to see him that way.

      From my desk, I watched him pace the length of the hallway. It was like he was a caged lion or something, but this lion held the key to his cage. He wouldn’t leave the apartment, not even to go to the gym in the complex, and I was tempted to buy a treadmill so that he could use it in here because I felt how stir crazy he was going like I was experiencing it myself.

      Well, I guessed I was experiencing it by myself, because I wasn’t about to leave unless he did, and that had yet to happen. I’d made sure that everyone came here, to him. I wasn’t about to force another trauma on him.

      For whatever reason, he was comfortable here. He hadn’t asked to go back to his apartment once, and from Gian’s descriptions, I couldn’t bloody blame him for being happier in my penthouse.

      In that tiny shoebox, it wasn’t stir crazy he’d have been feeling, just outright lunacy.

      “Micah?” I called out, unable to bear watching him pace much more.

      He didn’t hear me, though, which made me wonder if he had earphones in, but to be on the safe side, I called out again.

      When I still didn’t receive a reply, I frowned and got to my feet. Not even the spinning of the wheels on my desk chair roused him, so when I moved into the hallway and veered into his path, I wasn’t surprised when he nearly walked into me.

      As my hands came up to steady him, his eyes caught mine at long last, but the bewilderment in his, the outright terror, and the sheer devastation within those beautiful moss green orbs that had entranced me from the start was more than I could bear.

      Unable to stop myself, unsure if he wanted this from me, I pressed a kiss to his forehead, letting my arms move around him, letting them hang loosely so he knew I wasn’t forcing him to stand here and take my embrace.

      For a second, he was still, then he pushed into me slightly, before lowering his head to my shoulder.

      I took the weight of it, took the weight of him, just like I wished I could bear the burden of what he was going through.

      God, if I could turn back time—

      Of course, the thought was futile. Not only because I couldn’t control the hands of a clock, but also because nothing would have changed.

      The threat of being sued, of a court case dragging the company’s reputation through the mud, the costs of fighting a woman of Rhode’s stature with precious little evidence? No way in hell would the board have ever gone for her being fired off the cuff.

      Regret filled me, but it was proof enough that the company had to change at a molecular level.

      I was proud of Astley’s ‘progressive’ label by the media, so proud that I cultivated it. Yet, here I was, holding a victim in my arms. I didn’t see him that way, he’d never be simply a victim to me, but to the company? He was more than that.

      He was dangerous.

      And I wouldn’t allow him to take Robert’s path. Would always be here to bring him back from the brink, and not just because he could bring the company to its knees in a way that Rhode could only do through longevity.

      When he burrowed his face in my throat, I felt the wet prickle of his eyelashes, and held him tighter. “I-I can’t... I don’t know what to...” He sighed, impatient with himself and his inability to express what he was feeling. I felt that frustration like it was my own, and I’d have given my left nut to take it from him, to ease his pain. “I don’t know how to be.”

      “Just be you,” I told him softly, happening to see my housekeeper in the corner of my eye as she drifted from the bedroom door into the hall.

      Her startled gaze made me wonder if I was that terrifying, but I didn’t care. I just didn’t want Micah to think someone was witnessing this. He was fragile right now, in need of protection.

      Even from my housekeeper.

      She might have been with me for years, but everyone had a price. I refused for Micah to be fodder to hungry journalists who were desperate to break a story on the developing situation between me and Rhode.

      However, her leaving the bedroom with cleaning products in her hand gave me an idea.

      “I don’t know how to be me,” he whispered miserably. “And I know that makes no sense. It was one thing... one thing. How can I feel so fundamentally changed?”

      The question broke me like nothing else could.

      He was questioning this? Questioning why he couldn’t get over being raped? Not only that, but being drugged?

      The horror of what he’d been through, and in his inability to accept that it was life-changing, made me want to shake him. Which was stupid. The last thing he needed was me trying to make him see sense, so I used words. Words when they’d never been my forte—selling, sure. I could sell shit to a horse farm. But this wasn’t a sales pitch. This was Micah’s life.

      “This thing that you think isn’t fundamentally life changing? Well, if I’d had a knife in my hand when I found her raping you, Micah, I’d have stabbed her. I’d have fucking killed her. So, what you think isn’t all that important enough to feel down about, to be unable to come to terms with, was enough to make me want to commit murder.”

      He tensed. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Don’t I?” I said grimly. “I threw her off you, and though I didn’t hurt her, if I’d been armed, I swear to you now, I would. I almost regret that I didn’t, because she deserves to be suffering like you are.”

      “If you’d done that, then you’d be in a jail cell too.”

      And that would bother him?

      His arms tightened around my waist. “I don’t want you to be anywhere other than here.”

      “I’ve never desired to be elsewhere,” I told him gruffly. Feeling awkward, I patted his back before I whispered, “Can I draw you a bath? Let’s get you to relax, hmm? I have the new first draft from Trevelyan. You could read that while you chill out if you want.”

      He pulled back at that. “You have his next Preacher novel?”

      My lips quirked into a smile at the sight of his first buzz of excitement. “Yes, I do.”

      “I-I don’t want a bath though.” His big green eyes peered into mine like I had all the answers to the world’s problems, and how I wished I did.

      “Why not?”

      His brow puckered. “I don’t like—I don’t want to be naked.”

      “Why?” I queried, for the life of me, unable to figure it out.

      “I just don’t want to look at myself.”

      That this beautiful man could say that to me was enough to blow my mind.

      I refused to let Rhode rob him of his sense of self—the question was, how to help him?

      Stroking my hand over his head, I let out a sigh and murmured, “Maybe you need to speak with someone, Micah? I’ve told you countless times that you’re so beautiful you’re painful to look at—”

      My words triggered a reaction I didn’t anticipate. “You think I’m so fucking beautiful when this body is the reason she could do that to me. She fucked me, Devlin. She fucked me. My dick was hard.”

      “From chemicals!” I retorted, pissed that he was somehow failing to remember that salient piece of information.

      “How can it be beautiful if someone so ugly thought they could use it against me? And it worked!”

      “You’re—” The words ‘being irrational’ were on the tip of my tongue, but I knew if I flung them down at this moment, it would be the verbal equivalent of tossing a gauntlet at his feet.

      I had no desire to argue with him, not when he was well within his rights to be irrational.

      If anyone deserved the freedom to think and do and feel whatever they wanted, it was him.

      So, I raised my hands in surrender, and murmured, “Why don’t you get into bed? I’ll email you the manuscript. You can tell me what you think of it.”

      The light sparked into being in his eyes for a split second, but I knew any joy he’d felt had perished under my mentioning the bath and then trying to make him see himself for what he was—gorgeous.

      If he wanted to think he was ugly, then I’d let him. For the moment.

      I had no experience in how to handle this, and whenever I tried, I fucked up. The only thing I knew how to do was to be there for him. To be there with him.

      If he wanted to shout, he could shout at me—I had broad shoulders, I could take the burden.

      If he wanted to hit me, I’d even take that. Didn’t I deserve that? I felt like I did.

      Until we could leave New York, until the cops said they were done with him, officially, I’d let the status quo rest.

      But when we were in the UK, when we were in London, I’d work harder to bring him out of his shell.

      And if that didn’t work, then, God help me, I had no idea what to do.

      “I’ll bring you some coffee,” I told him, not mentioning that I’d also bring him a sandwich.

      He blinked at me. “Why are you being so kind to me? I-I cheated on you.”

      My eyes flared wide at that, and I reached up to pinch the bridge of my nose. The desire to shake him hit me again, but Christ... he didn’t need me to do that, he just needed me to understand.

      Why did I feel like I was the worst person in the world to be standing here, understanding him?

      I was losing him. Inch by inch, he was fading before me, and if I didn’t stop it soon, it would be too late. Maybe even the trip to the UK would be too late.

      So, I forgot about the coffee, forgot about the sandwich I’d intended on encouraging him to eat, and instead, I grabbed his hand and tucked it in mine before I led him to the bedroom.

      I felt his tension grow with each step that took us nearer to the bed, but I didn’t acknowledge it, just climbed onto the mattress and settled down there. With our fingers still entwined, and with him not bothering to pull them apart, he followed me. Warily, but he was there, at least.

      With a sigh, I rolled onto my side and encouraged him to do the same. Now tucked against me, I murmured, “Micah, many things happened that day, but you cheating on me wasn’t one of them. You were forced. You were drugged. Your will was snatched from you. If I have to tell you that a thousand times, I will.” I kissed the crown of his head. “I will.”

      And though it wasn’t the vow I wanted to tell him, it was all I knew he could handle right now.

      It seemed to work.

      He relaxed in my hold, and for the first time since the rape, he rested. Actually rested. I did too. It might not have been dream-free, and the guilt was still there, but it was the best rest I’d had in a long time.

      That, for the moment, was all I could ask for.
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      With a frown, I watched as my cum drifted in lazy circles down the drain amid the suds from my shampoo. Now that was done, I reached for my cock and scrubbed it hard with the sponge, then rinsed. I did so three times, to the point where it was stinging with how briskly I’d touched it, but only then did it feel clean enough.

      It was stupid to feel dirty when I’d wasted so much soap on it in the weeks since the attack, but no matter what I did, even when I’d made it bleed a few days back, it still felt soiled.

      That pretty much summed up how I felt too.

      Dirty.

      Used.

      The adjectives had me nipping my bottom lip to the point where it stung, and I raised my face to the water, letting it drown me for a second before I heard Devlin call out, “Micah?”

      “Yeah?”

      I saw him hovering in the doorway, but he didn’t come in. Didn’t even look.

      Did I repulse him now?

      I wasn’t sure how I couldn’t, but he seemed to have those same starry eyes when he looked at me. Even if it was dampened with regret and guilt.

      That was, I knew, my biggest fear.

      That he was only putting up with me because of what had happened, but then, I’d remember I was being stupid. No CEO instigated what Devlin had for a man he didn’t give a shit about.

      I had to take comfort in that.

      Harried, he called out, “You’re going to need to hurry it along. We have to get to the airport soon.”

      The situation I found myself in was stressful, emotional warfare wasn’t my strong point, but I had to admit—Devlin before a flight was amusing. Enough to make me smile as I finished cleaning up.

      I was the one with claustrophobia, but he was the one who was so anal with the details it was a joke.

      We had four hours until the flight to London, and you’d think we were running late. I could practically feel the stress throbbing from him.

      Because he’d been so patient with me, I tried to be the same with him, even if he’d reminded me twelve times so far that we were flying today.

      I wasn’t sure if he thought the drugs had addled my brain or not, but I wasn’t that nuts that I’d forget I was flying into Heathrow for the first time in my life.

      Visits to Europe had been frequent in my childhood, but mostly, we’d returned to visit family in Sweden, and then had gone down to Germany or France, never Britain.

      I was looking forward to it, and I was pretty sure that during this horrendous waiting period where leaving depended on the cops approving our plans, it had been the only thing getting me through.

      Which was crazy, really.

      I hadn’t had to do much other than allow for the passage of time to tick as it did without anyone’s interference. Devlin did the rest. Well, apart from the conversation I’d had with my dean to delay my MBA studies.

      That had been easier than I thought, but news had spread around New York about what I’d gone through. It was one of the reasons why I didn’t want to leave the apartment. I knew exactly what they’d be thinking.

      How could a woman rape a man?

      Maybe, once upon a time, I might have thought the same thing...

      Because Devlin was stressed, I took a further moment to rinse off before I hurried through getting ready.

      The least he deserved for the past weeks of caring for me was that I didn’t stress him out pre-flight.

      He’d never said if he was nervous about flying or if it was just a quirk of his, and I hadn’t asked.

      It hit me then that I should have asked.

      Brow furrowed as I dragged on my jeans, sneakers, and a baggy jersey sweater that would be comfortable for the flight, I moved out of the bathroom the second I was ready.

      Staring around the bedroom that had become a second home to me, I packed up the last few things I needed while I was onboard, like my USB wires and my iPad, and set everything in the vanity case Devlin had bought me.

      He’d thought of everything. Hadn’t even delegated it to Lizzie, because one night in bed, I’d watched him grumbling over his computer as he looked at luggage.

      I’d never imagined it was for me, but being presented with cases worth fifteen grand for a quick trip across the pond had definitely come as a surprise.

      Even if, I wasn’t ashamed to admit, it was nice to be carrying Louis Vuitton once more.

      Maybe I shouldn’t let him buy me stuff, but it wasn’t as if he’d asked for permission. Devlin didn’t do things like that. He came to a decision then expected everyone to follow through with it.

      In this, I was more than okay with him taking charge.

      I didn’t think I would be okay with that forever, because I wasn’t the kind of guy who always said yes to appease people—I wouldn’t be with Devlin if that were the way of it—but for now, I liked that he was handling everything.

      I needed that.

      Needed him.

      With my small case in hand, I headed into the front hall and placed it with the other luggage. Then, wandering toward the kitchen, I poured myself a bowl of cereal that I quickly ate as I sought Devlin out.

      Not unsurprisingly, he was on his computer, scowling at something or other, and unaware that I was watching him.

      Did he realize that he’d been my rock?

      I hoped he did.

      Those first few days, there’d been a kind of internal wail in my head, one that I couldn’t escape. It made me want to tear through my skin, to get rid of the agony that was behind it, but how could I?

      She hadn’t hurt me.

      Physically, I was fine. It was why I was struggling with mirrors right now. I looked like Micah—I just didn’t feel like him.

      “Thought we were in a hurry,” I told him softly as I spooned up Cheerios.

      “We are.” He cast me a look, pinpointing me exactly which let me know he’d been aware of me the whole time. I hadn’t hovered in the doorway, had moved deeper into the study, toward the back wall of David Hockney photos he had hanging there.

      “Why are you so anal about flying anyway?”

      He shrugged. “Force of habit. Plus, I like the lounges.”

      “You do?” I frowned. “Really?”

      “I have good memories of traveling with Mother and Uncle Forrester. He used to insist we be punctual because she’d take forever otherwise.” His mouth twisted, and I knew he was about to change the subject. “You didn’t get me any?” he complained, pointing at my bowl of cereal.

      My lips twitched. “Don’t lie. You already ate.”

      A twinkle gleamed in his eyes. “I’ll never say no to cereal.”

      “I’ll bet that’s a secret you’ll take to your grave. The mighty Devlin Astley eats Honey Nut Cheerios.”

      “The world can be shocked and awed another time,” he said dryly, before his computer started humming then abruptly turned quiet.

      Moving around his desk, he started out of the office, and retreated to the kitchen where he poured himself a bowl twice the size of mine and proceeded to eat it.

      “I think that’s a mixing bowl.”

      He shook his head. “It’s my cereal bowl.”

      I had to laugh, watching him as he hummed, wondering how I hadn’t figured out that all the cereal in the cupboards was for him. Not me. I’d just never thought Devlin would like the stuff.

      With a body like his, he couldn’t exactly have a sweet tooth.

      I liked that I was wrong.

      There was still so much to learn about each other, but things like these were painless, but a joy to store away.

      “Are you ready for the flight?” he asked, his gaze on the cereal.

      “I’m ready to be in the UK,” I corrected.

      “You are? You’re excited to visit?”

      “You know I am,” I told him softly. “But mostly, I’m just ready to be away from here.” I heaved a sigh. “I don’t think I’ve thanked you enough for these past couple of weeks, Devlin.”

      “You don’t have to,” he muttered gruffly, putting his bowl on the counter in front of him as he stared at me with eyes that I knew held as many battered emotions as mine.

      He was going through a war of his own—I hated that, even if there wasn’t much I could do to resolve it.

      “Yeah, I do.” Unable to stop myself, I moved over to him, and slid my hand behind his neck. “When someone sticks by you, you should never take that for granted. Especially when your whole family has dropped you—I know that nothing can ever be taken as read.”

      I watched as grooves furrowed into his forehead, before he murmured, “You know the guilt I feel is real, Micah.”

      “I do. It’s tangible,” I whispered gruffly.

      “But the worst thing about the whole situation is seeing you spiral down and not being able to help, and knowing that I’m partly to blame.

      “I have the side of me who sees that, and who wants to help. Then, I have this other side of me, the one who stares at you and sighs and turns into a vapid fan boy because you’re so pretty, who just wants to hold you and never let go—”

      My tongue felt too big for my mouth as I quickly inserted, “I like the sound of that.”

      He shook his head. “You think you want that, but you don’t. I’m trying not to overshadow you, trying not to cling—and all of those things are very unusual. I’ve never given a fuck before.” His jaw clenched. “Never wanted to. Everything about you makes me feel like I’m living on a live wire. You’re young. You must want to have fun, and I’m not exactly that.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve always got one foot out of the bloody door, and I know that’s to be accepted in your situation—”

      I knew my eyes were on stalks because it was to be ‘accepted’ that I’d have one foot out of the door?

      Frowning at him, uncertain why he’d think that, when I was the one who should be feeling that way, I pushed myself into him, not stopping until I was flush against him and he had no choice but to hold me.

      When his hands were pressed flat to my back, only then did I sigh, and whisper, “This is the only place in the world I feel safe right now. If you think I’m going anywhere, then you’re the crazy one. Not me.”

      His body practically throbbed with tension, but he released a sharp breath that whistled past my ear. “We’ll get through this. Won’t we?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that.

      How could I?

      I was hoping I’d feel better with a change of scene, was hoping that a different take on things, a trip to somewhere I’d always wanted to visit but hadn’t been able to go would improve my frame of my mind.

      I wasn’t in the habit of making false promises, so I just told him, “I don’t want to be anywhere else but here. Even though I’m kind of stoked about London, I couldn’t do it by myself. If I didn’t have you, I really would lose my mind, Devlin. You’re the only thing keeping me hanging on.”

      “So both of us are worried about the other walking out?”

      “Essentially,” I mumbled.

      “Let’s focus on other things then, hmm?” His voice sounded different. Sure. Confident. Devlin, the businessman. Not, what had he called himself? The fan boy.

      I wasn’t sure how he could still feel that way, but I was grateful for it.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed.

      His hands moved to mine as he pulled back, and he squeezed them before rumbling, “Whatever happens, I’ll get justice for you, Micah.”

      For the first time, my smile felt genuine. “I never doubted that you would.”

      A relieved sigh escaped him, and he beamed a genuine smile back at me. “Okay, then it’s time I showed you England’s green and pleasant land.”

      I arched a brow at him. “Is that a quote?”

      “From a song.” He wafted a hand. “Jerusalem. Never mind.”

      “There’s a song called Jerusalem about the UK?”

      His nose crinkled. “We’re British. We used to think the world revolved around us.”

      “Apparently,” I said dryly, then I reached up and gave him a quick kiss. One that encompassed my gratitude and the need I had for him. “But if you think I’m leaving for the airport four hours ahead of schedule, you’re crazy.”

      His grin was sheepish. “What do you think about leaving three hours ahead instead?”
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      Yawning, I got out of the car, shuffled to the side, and stretched as I waited for the driver to grab our bags and for Micah to climb out behind me.

      Jet lag didn’t usually affect me, but the past few weeks had been more wearisome than I could have expected, seeing as I hadn’t been actively working at the company.

      But dealing with the investigation, handling the bullshit with the press, then finally learning that the bitch had been indicted on a slew of charges, all of it took its toll.

      On Micah especially.

      For myself, I’d been scared that one of the Rhodes’ family would somehow make the evidence disappear. Short of setting an armed guard on the NYPD’s evidence locker, there was nothing I could do aside from wait for the blood tests that came back loaded with Rohypnol and Viagra, and make a thousand copies of the footage of her actually accosting Micah in his cubicle.

      I never wanted to see that footage, but knew it might be required when the court case came around.

      It was no wonder Micah was withdrawn and quiet. For three weeks, I’d lived with his ghost, and when Rhode had been indicted, not even that had lifted much of a smile.

      I was hoping London would be a change of scene. For all he came from wealth, I knew he’d never traveled to the UK, so there’d be some cool things for him to see, and for all that NYC was a wonderful place, I preferred London.

      Always had.

      As I stared up at the Kensington house, a place I visited infrequently thanks to most of my time being spent in the States, I stretched just as two men came darting around the corner.

      One of them I knew quite well as he was an author in our stable. Kurt Jenner’s biggest releases had just been made into a movie, and as a result, Astley Publishing would be ticking over very nicely on sales of his Black Blood novels for the next few years.

      I recognized Sawyer Bennett, simply because Kurt had been outed last year as living in a household of six. It made the French ménage à trois seem rather prudish…

      Pounding the pavement as they were, when Kurt saw me, his cheeks bright pink from exertion, I arched a brow as he flopped over, grunting, “Sawyer, stop.”

      We’d all been neighbors for years, even if I didn’t visit often. I was well aware that the five men had lived together since university, but I’d believed them just to be friends... What went on behind closed doors, eh?

      “Devlin? What the hell are ye doin’ ‘ere?” The braw Scottish accent had my lips twitching into a grin.

      For all that I was at home in the US, this was my rightful place. To hear a thousand accents, a hundred different pitches, to evade the slight monotony of the American voice.

      Considering I’d decided to fall for an American with said tone, it wasn’t like I could avoid it, but it was a pleasant auditory experience nonetheless.

      “I’ve come to visit,” I said wryly.

      Sawyer scowled at me—ever his charming self. “Ye live in New York now, isnae that right?”

      “I do,” I confirmed.

      Kurt, who’d been flopped over trying to catch his breath, stood up long enough to elbow him in the side then flop back over. “I told you about that Rhode bitch and the accusations she was stringing around.”

      “You believed me?”

      Kurt snorted. “I’ve had to deal with Rhode several times... more’s the pity.”

      I frowned. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      He shrugged. “Not my place.”

      Uneasy with that, uneasy with just how many authors might have been insulted by that cow, I muttered, “What’s with the running? I thought you hated it.”

      “He does,” Sawyer said grimly.

      Kurt pulled a face. “You know we’re... involved now?”

      I snorted, then leaned back against the limo before saying, “I’d be terrible at my job if I didn’t, Kurt. It was all the PR department bitched about for months.”

      His smile was sheepish. “Sorry.”

      “Yes, you could have given us a head’s up.”

      “Not that feckin’ easy when the press decide to make your world implode. Wasnae like we had much say in it.” He sneered at me. “Thought ye’d have figured that out in yer current position.”

      I conceded that with a crinkle of my nose, then I tilted slightly when Micah’s head popped out from the doorway. He stared up at Kurt, then rasped, “Are you Kurt Jenner?”

      Kurt shot me a look, and because this was the most interested Micah had been in anything in weeks, I widened my eyes at him, dipping my chin in encouragement to make him speak.

      “I am,” was all Kurt said, the words awkward.

      “This is Micah Nygard,” I introduced, watching as Micah scrambled out of the back of the car. “That’s Kurt and his friend is Sawyer Bennett.”

      Micah’s gaze darted between both men, but his cheeks were flushed, bright pink with excitement.

      To say I felt relieved to behold that level of energy he’d been lacking since the attack, was an understatement. The relief was unreal, to the point where I allowed the limo to take more of my weight, because I hadn’t really known what to do with him.

      I’d resented how little time we’d had together before the attack, because it meant I was incapable of helping him through this. And the entire situation wasn’t aided by the fact that his parents hadn’t called even though news of his situation had to have hit the West Coast, and the friends who’d cast him aside since his coming out hadn’t bothered to get in touch either. Sadie and Rachel had visited a handful of times, but when he’d been sullen and quite unwelcoming, they hadn’t bothered to return even though I knew they wanted to. He’d just seemed uninterested in their presence.

      At those moments, his isolation had revealed itself to me. Most of it imposed upon him by the daring steps he’d taken to be free to live his life how he wanted. When I’d seen the toll of that, what had surprised me the most was that it didn’t make me shy away from things as I might have expected.

      There was no doubt in my mind that I’d stick with him through this—for as long as he let me. There was no doubt in my mind that, when I returned to the UK, he’d be coming with me. There was no doubt in my mind that, when I visited my family, he’d be there too. That I’d introduce him as what he was to me. I just hadn’t decided how to verbalize that yet.

      Mine felt a little too possessive. Especially in his current state.

      Boyfriend? What was I, fifteen?

      Partner? We hadn’t known each other long enough.

      See? Verbalizing was hard.

      Because Micah was evidently star struck, I left him to his gawping and prompted, “The running?” I knew Kurt well enough to know that he wasn’t a runner.

      “I had to get fit for the next book tour,” he said glumly, his cheeks still bright pink from exertion, but his breathing was calmer. “Sawyer’s helping me. When Sascha, she’s my... you know, well, when she had our twins, I had a—”

      “Sympathetic pregnancy,” Sawyer inserted dryly when Kurt hesitated.

      My lips twitched. “Really? I didn’t think that was a thing.”

      “It is. He got a gut and everything,” Sawyer said cheerfully. “The doctor said it’d disappear, only it didnae because most of that gut was feckin’ pretzels. The bastard went through ‘em faster than Sascha went through jelly beans.”

      Kurt glowered at him. “It wasn’t all pretzels.” His tone was harder, revealing his roots as his German accent was stronger now his irritation was bleeding through.

      “Just most of it,” Sawyer teased, smirking at Kurt’s disgruntled glower.

      “I didn’t realize your... wife was pregnant again. I’m sorry, I’d have sent flowers.”

      Kurt wafted a hand. “We kept it as quiet as we were able. You’ll have to visit some time. Come meet her. I think you’d like her.”

      “I’d like that,” I said, surprising myself by meaning it. Any woman who could take on two Nobel-prize winning mathematicians, a quantitative analyst, a criminologist, and an author was a woman I wanted to meet. “I can pop around—”

      Kurt shook his head. “She’s in Surrey. We have an estate there.”

      “Oh Christ, I remember.” My lips quirked. “You really have given the PR department enough work to keep them on their toes for a lifetime.”

      “I’m sure you’ve forgiven me though. Black Blood’s sales are through the roof, are they not?”

      “The movie deal certainly helped swing things,” I agreed. Then, I grinned. “Congrats on the Oscar nominations.”

      “Shut up, Devlin, Christ. He’s already git a big enough head as it is. He dinnae need ye fillin’ it wi’more shite.”

      “I don’t have a big head.” Kurt smirked. “For an Academy-Award nominated screenwriter…”

      Laughing when Sawyer scowled at me, I asked, “What are you doing in London?”

      “Meetings with the producers.” He pulled a face. “We won’t be here for long.”

      “Neither will we,” I said.

      “Just long enough for the story to have blown away?” Sawyer nodded. “Best way. The press are like feckin’ vermin. Cannae get rid ‘er the bastards, and there’s always a smell of shite lingering around after they’ve supposedly fecked off.” He grunted, then slapped Kurt on the shoulder. “Come on. We havnae finished.”

      Kurt scowled at him, then as Sawyer took off, to us, he muttered, “Wouldn’t think the bastard had been at death’s door last year, would you?” He rolled his eyes then shot Micah a smile before he ran about thirty yards down to their house.

      The Astleys had lived on York Crescent in Kensington since its construction. Though we were a duchy, back then, we hadn’t been as wealthy and had been unable to afford a mansion in the capital.

      Instead, we’d had to make do with a twenty-two room terraced house—yes, worthy of anyone’s pity.

      The Crescent was a pleasant enough estate, with only fourteen or so houses to the block. It looked onto a small, gated park which, if memory served, housed a duck pond. At least, it had the last time I’d been here. I didn’t often visit, as this was where my parents lived when they were in London.

      Staring up at my childhood home, I pulled a face at the bad memories of summers spent here, bitter arguments between my father and I over my bad behavior at school. All those arguments had, of course, culminated in my being tossed out for six months.

      Micah wasn’t the only son to have been exiled from his family.

      Pursing my lips at the thought, I turned to him, saw he was peering around as well.

      “You’re a fan of Kurt’s then?” I asked softly, not wanting to jolt him—he was quick to startle. Who the hell could blame him?

      “Yes. Ever since his early works.” He shook his head, a smile dancing on his lips. “I can’t believe I’m going to be staying next door to him.”

      A foreign desire hit me.

      One so startling, I raised my arm and just let it hover there, long enough for Micah to notice. For him to arch a brow at me.

      When I didn’t say anything, he sighed, shuffled toward me, and dipped down so my arm could settle on his shoulders.

      My gulp had him retorting, “I thought we’d got past this?”

      “I’ve just never wanted to hug someone before. Not in public.”

      He shook his head. “What do they do to you in boarding school?”

      “Nothing fun, I can assure you,” I muttered bitterly. “And that’s when you’re popular. It’s even worse if you’re a misfit.”

      “Which you weren’t. You’re too cool to be a misfit.”

      “How you can pick up on that when I act like a dork around you is beyond me,” I said dryly.

      “I consider myself blessed,” was his rueful reply. “But I’ve seen you with other people. You’re charm itself. I can’t imagine you’ve changed much since.”

      My nose crinkled because he was right. “I suppose you really should take it as a compliment.”

      “I do,” he told me simply. “You don’t mess me around with bullshit anymore. That’s all charm is when it boils down to it. BS.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “At first, I thought you were weird, and now I still do, but I’d prefer you like this than to constantly have you licking my ass.”

      I snorted. “And there was me thinking you’d be into that.” It was the first innuendo we’d shared since his attack, so I wasn’t sure how he’d take it. A part of me waited with bated breath, but he just chuckled, turned into me, and after a second’s hesitation, leaned closer and pressed his lips to my jaw.

      “I definitely wouldn’t complain.”

      Because I knew why he’d hesitated, and everything inside me rejected it, I reached up, cupped his chin and held him in place as I bound our lips together.

      It felt so right, so fucking perfect to be in my home country, to stand outside the house that had been a source of a lot of misery throughout my life, and to feel, for the first time in England, happy.

      And that happiness was founded in Micah.

      Dangerous, to be sure, but better than the cold fish I was usually, no?

      As he parted his lips to let me in, a growl escaped me, clicking almost at the base of my throat as I tasted him for the first time in too long. I tipped my head to the side and allowed myself to explore him, to revel in his flavor because it might only have been three weeks, but it felt like a lifetime.

      His hand came up to cup the back of my head, and his fingers dug into my hair, tugging at the dark brown strands to the point of pain. When his hips jerked into me, I felt his erection, but that was when he pulled back, panting. His lips red, his face flushed, but his eyes were wild—and not with arousal.

      “It’s okay,” I hushed him, gently reaching up and pressing the tip of my finger to his bottom lip. “There’s no need to rush things.”

      The wildness faded some, not all of it disappearing but a good chunk of it. His breathing slowed, and the flush whispered away, as he gulped, “Why are you so patient with me?”

      My brows soared. “You’re asking me that? When you’re patient with me and the shit I do? Or don’t as the case may be.”

      He blinked. “That isn’t the same.”

      “Isn’t it?” I pursed my lips which were still tingling from the contact with his. I dropped my gaze to stare at them, feeling everything inside me clench down with regret that he wasn’t ready even as I totally accepted it.

      That was how I knew what I felt for Micah was different than anything I’d ever known before.

      I had patience. I had interest. It was twined together with want, strengthened with desire, but more importantly, there was—

      Christ.

      My heart was in on this, and there was no going back.

      I pushed my forehead against his, and whispered, “We’ll go at your pace, Micah. Always at your pace.”

      He swallowed. “I-It’s difficult.”

      “Of course it is. She took your arousal and used it against you.” I reached up and cupped the back of his neck, holding him to me. “We’ll get there.”

      His eyes fluttered to a close. “When you say that, I almost believe you.”

      “You should.” My mouth quirked up in a smirk. “I’m not in the habit of making promises I can’t keep.”

      “You didn’t make a promise,” he pointed out.

      I simply cocked a brow. “Didn’t I?”
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      The house was insane, mostly because it was so old. I had a feeling that it was furnished with items of furniture that hadn’t been moved in centuries, which was both cool and creepy at the same time.

      I couldn’t imagine never having to buy new things, just because you already had several lifetimes’ worth of furniture in storage. Generation after generation had stocked up on period pieces, making each room worth a small fortune.

      Money was something I’d been raised with, so it wasn’t the casual affluence that took me aback. Just the shocking disregard for history.

      Every room was full of it, and yet, it was treated cavalierly.

      We ate on dishes that had tiny brown creases in the porcelain, the gilt edges as rich as ever on, what appeared to be, a pristine Limoges collection. The utensils were heavy silver, and they were stamped with a hallmark that was beyond illegible, rubbed smooth over time and thousands of meals.

      We slept on a bed that had a canopy, which had sheltered only God knew how many Viscounts from the chill winter—because, even though it was early September, it was surprisingly cold here.

      Beside every fireplace, there was an antique guard. Even the utensils to stoke the fires and clear away the ashes appeared antique.

      The rugs were ancient, rich with color and patterns, that told me these were genuine Persian. Back when Persia had been a country.

      The windows had odd openings, ones Devlin had called a ‘sash.’ They were a bitch to open, a bitch to close, and every time, you almost lost your fingertips because once you managed to get it to move, gravity had them closing with a speed that’d make a guillotine appear slow.

      From the mugs we took coffee in, the armchairs that were stuffed with horse hair, and the walls that were so loaded down with paintings, I wasn’t sure if there was wallpaper or paint behind them, I was so overwhelmed with history that I was enchanted.

      I loved it here.

      Loved leaving the house to head to the small, gated garden. A fence made up of iron ‘spikes’ painted black surrounded it, and the key to get into it was as ancient as the crescent. Inside, there were benches and flowerbeds and a small pond, and I liked sitting out here in the late afternoon, just before it grew cold, after I’d gone for a run around equally ancient streets.

      Which was what I was doing now.

      I’d had no desire to go running in New York in the days that led to our flight, but here? I wanted to explore the area.

      There was an atmosphere I’d never experienced before, and it made me happy. Happy when, I felt like the past three weeks had been one long round of disconcerting worry.

      It seemed incredible to me that I’d only known Devlin for around five weeks now, that I was here because of a chance meeting that should never have led to this. But I was grateful.

      Whether I’d met Devlin or not, Rhode would always have attacked me, and in the aftermath, I’d have been alone.

      All alone.

      No one to care if I ate, if I felt like hell. No one to watch over me. To hold me as I slept.

      Things I’d never have expected from a man like him—one who couldn’t express his feelings, who was more at ease in sharing his emotions with his PA rather than the person he felt them for.

      I knew, instinctively, he was ill-at-ease with affection and public displays of it, yet, upon arriving here two days ago, he’d kissed me out on the street, in front of everyone. And he’d tried to hug me. He’d only stopped because, I knew, he wasn’t sure if that was something men did.

      Was it strange that I questioned that too?

      I’d thought nothing of hugging Chelsea, even if I hadn’t wanted to fuck her. Had thought nothing of pressing my head to her lap if we were sitting outside in the yard on a picnic blanket. We’d held hands, and she’d usually gone shopping at the mall with her fingers slipped into the back pocket of my jeans.

      Devlin and I did none of those things. I grew up in SoCal, so I knew men did stuff like that together when they were in a relationship, but I’d just never envisaged myself being able to do that.

      Hell, I’d never really seen myself in a relationship with a man. The thought had me wincing as I veered around a woman pushing a stroller who was arguing on the phone while slowly walking her kid.

      Being in a relationship was something I’d dreamed of, but it had been relegated to things I never thought would actually happen.

      And that was officially the title of this. A relationship. He cared about me. And I cared about him.

      He’d made countless sacrifices on my behalf. I knew his conscience was raw—that he felt that he’d facilitated Rhode’s attack, and maybe the company had. By letting her remain on the prowl, she’d had access to me, hadn’t she? But fired or not, it didn’t take a predator off the streets. Only the police could do that, and it was the justice system that had failed Robert Llewelyn, not Devlin.

      But that was the burden every sexual assault victim carried, and it was a burden I’d never have imagined carrying myself.

      Certainly not with a woman as my rapist.

      Would I have done as Robert had if Devlin hadn’t found me?

      He hadn’t gone for a rape kit, had just gone to HR to move departments. When they’d refused his request, he’d explained why, and they’d thrown the lack of proof, the lack of criminal charges against him. Hadn’t even started an investigation into it. He’d tried to go to the police, but too much time had passed so his bloodwork had come back clear, and when HR had told them their decision was final, he’d made a final decision too.

      That was a failing, but it wasn’t Devlin’s fault even if he acted as if every minute part of his company’s management was his to personally oversee.

      God, I should never have stopped running. This mad tangle of thoughts, the jumble of them, were only ever allowed to be freed when I ran. It was like letting poison spill free—truly liberating.

      As I rounded the corner that took me back to the Crescent, I headed for the house, not the gated garden. I didn’t want to sit there today, my back buried in green grass that scented different than the stuff back home—I wanted to see Devlin.

      I wanted to tell him he wasn’t to blame.

      I hadn’t done that, and I knew it had to be wearing on him. The crazy thing was that I didn’t blame him. Not even the part of my brain that housed any- and everything irrational laid the fault on him.

      He needed to know that.

      A sports’ car whizzed past, making me jump, even as I twisted around to see who was driving. Devlin said a soccer player lived around here, and that his parents often complained about the noise. Even though I didn’t follow English soccer, I was still curious—that Ferrari? One of my personal favorites.

      Unlocking the front door, I headed in and went straight to his office, but on the way, I heard his voice and Lizzie’s. They were evidently knee-deep in plans so, somewhat disappointed, I hit the brakes and veered away from his study, moving toward the staircase so I could go clean up first.

      The only modern parts of the house were the bathrooms—thank God. They were modern and sleek, like that was the only place that could possibly contain anything that wasn’t two hundred years old without making a legion of Astley ancestors turn in their graves.

      Or tombs.

      I’d bet the Astleys had tombs.

      Because that was pretty neat, and made me wonder about the Cumbrian estate I’d heard Devlin bitching about when he was on the phone with his father, I let my mind wander as I stripped off inside the bathroom and moved over to the shower.

      Since that night, I’d had an issue with looking at myself in the mirror. It was stupid, but things like that often were, weren’t they?

      This body of mine had worked against me.

      My mind had been screaming, raging at Rhode as she fucked me. As she taunted me. Riding me, raping me, forcing me was one thing—technically, three—but when she’d leaned down to whisper in my ear, “You love this. You know you do. You want me,” I’d needed to scream.

      But couldn’t.

      My throat was paralyzed, my voice, my mouth—everything silenced by the drugs she’d given me.

      “Your cock is so hard for me,” she’d crooned.

      “You’re so fucking ready for me, Micah,” she’d purred in my ear. “I know you want me.”

      Saying shit that was so messed up, because it was one thing to be forced, but for her to verbally coerce me felt like she’d been trying to rape my mind. Trying to make me think I was into it. Into her.

      The thought had a frown puckering my brow, and because of it, I forced myself to stop on the way to the shower.

      Staring at myself in the console mirror was harder than it should have been. For the longest while, I just stood there, naked, gleaming with sweat from my run that had dried and turned cold and clammy as I tried to face this, tried to face me. My heart was booming louder than it had been when I was running, and I just felt like I could puke.

      That was one way to avoid the mirror—projectile vomit all over it.

      My nose crinkled, because I’d dealt with enough puke to last me a lifetime when Devlin and I had that stomach flu. But the stupid thought had my chin tipping up, and I finally cast myself a glance.

      Four weeks of avoiding mirrors and reflective surfaces boiled down into a look that lasted a millisecond but that felt like a breakthrough.

      I hadn’t changed.

      Even though I felt different.

      My hair was still dark blond, my eyes were still green. My body was still trim and strong.

      I was the same Micah of always, just inside, everything was mangled.

      Because of her.

      And I knew that belief wouldn’t go away for a long time.

      Devlin had cautiously suggested I speak with a counselor back in New York, but I hadn’t wanted to. He was being kind—not pushing me, even though I knew it was killing him to be passive, to dance around me and my wishes when he wanted to take charge.

      If this situation had done anything, it was to let Devlin break out of his mold. He still had odd moments, like the other day by the car when his arm had hovered there for a good five seconds as he wondered whether he could hug me or not—my lips quirked into a small smile at the memory—but the forceful, charismatic man who ran an international company, dated supermodels for a week before dumping them, and could charm the birds from the trees was there, simmering under the surface again. That he was tempering all that, oddly enough, gave me hope.

      Hope for more.

      Everything about this trip did that.

      And hope was precious. If I hadn’t had Devlin, Rhode would still have done everything she had, but I’d be alone. Instead, he was here. Standing by me. Not tucking me away in the shadows, but bringing me into the light.

      I bit my lip at the thought and cautiously raised my head once more.

      For endless seconds, I stared at myself, seeing the same old Micah of always, but I knew that Devlin was right.

      Just like with our relationship, tucking these feelings into the shadows would do nothing. They needed to be brought into the light.

      I’d meet with a counselor.

      I’d try to bring that old Micah back.

      I deserved that. I deserved to be able to look at myself in the mirror without cringing. And I deserved to not feel this impotent anger that burned away inside me and that kept my lips sealed.

      I deserved more.
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      Showering wasn’t a pleasure anymore. For obvious reasons. I had to handle my dick. A dick that had worked against me.

      Perhaps I was part masochist by making myself clean it so much. Touching it made me feel sick, so I forced myself to endure it three times. I forced myself to jack off too. Only leaving the shower once I’d come.

      I wasn’t turned on. Wasn’t even horny. But I wanted to come. I owned my body and it’d do whatever I fucking wanted.

      So I came.

      Even if it hurt.

      Even if, after, I always wanted to cry.

      But today, I didn’t make myself jack off. I cleaned it once, thoroughly but just the once, and when I stepped outside the shower, I didn’t feel that strange dirtiness that was following me around like a shadow.

      I felt tight inside, roiling still, but not as angry.

      I needed to tell Devlin that I wasn’t mad at him. I needed to think about finding a counselor somewhere—as far as I knew, we were here for a month. Not that long, but long enough for these feelings to fester if I didn’t express them. And, more importantly, I needed to do something for me.

      Me.

      With the towel tucked around my waist, I headed into the connecting bedroom. Devlin had told me that, once upon a time, it had been a dressing room, which like most things in this house, fascinated the hell out of me.

      The third floor housed the Duke and Duchess’ quarters. The second was where we were—the heir’s apartment. The dressing room was the bridge between the Viscount’s bedroom and his Viscountess. I’d half-expected him to put me in there, but he hadn’t.

      We shared his bed.

      A bed that was ancient.

      In a room that was too.

      The wallpaper was printed silk. It had small birds on it and the duck egg blue had faded to a kind of cyan. There were no marks on it that indicated, once upon a time, he’d put posters up as a teenager. There was a chandelier above the bed, and the curtains that shrouded the four-poster were embroidered and just as ancient as everything else in here.

      I’d say the Astleys were poor and couldn’t afford anything else, but it was clear to me that everything was perfectly preserved, even if they used it—care was taken, maintenance a priority, and with as many members of staff as they had, it made sense how they could keep this place like a living museum.

      Still, the bedroom was indicative to me of how strange Devlin’s life must have been as a child.

      Stuck between the past and present like this wasn’t healthy, even if, to me, it was cool now.

      A glance around the room upon entering it revealed Devlin had come up. He was on the bed, legs crossed at the ankle where his bare feet were on display, his phone in his hands.

      Everything about him made me hard. I’d been fighting that arousal, but seeing him there, so at ease amid this splendid grandeur, the past and present knocking heads as he used a phone and wore a slickly tailored suit that was at war with everything ancient in here, my cock just reacted.

      He didn’t notice, and I was kind of pissed that he didn’t.

      “Good run?” he asked, his tone lazy, his focus not veering from his phone.

      “Yeah, I feel better,” was all I said as I let the towel fall to the floor, and allowed my hand to fall to my cock.

      I hadn’t gotten off in the shower, but that had been all punishment.

      This was all pleasure.

      A grunt escaped me as I gathered some pre-cum and used it to lube my hand before sliding back down, and squeezing the base of the shaft. With a few quick strokes, I knew I could come, which was such a stark contrast to what I’d been doing in the shower where it was almost painful maintaining an erection, never mind climaxing.

      The sensation was wonderful. Honest. Clean. It made me feel that way too.

      The relieved sigh that escaped me had him lowering his phone and darting his gaze over to me.

      When he saw me, his eyes flared wide and he jerked up onto his elbows, staring at me for a second before, thickly, whispering, “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I rasped.

      He moved slowly off the bed, pausing at its side as he reached over and fiddled with a cufflink, first the right, then the left, which he twisted around to tuck onto the nightstand. Then he proceeded to unbutton his shirt, tugging the tails out at the back, and baring his naked torso to me. He slid his belt out of the loops, let it drop to the floor with a faint rattle of the buckle, before he went to work on his fly.

      All while I jerked off.

      Watching him strip himself down.

      Watching as he toed out of his pants and kicked them aside.

      As naked as me, his hand went to his dick, and he mirrored me.

      Stroking his cock at the same pace as me, lazily, and watching me as I watched him.

      “I wonder if you know how beautiful you are,” he told me simply, but for all his tone was that, his voice was gruff, and the words hit me hard.

      “I’m not beautiful,” I rumbled back, my hand pausing in its actions.

      “You are. To me. Everything about you. At first, it was your face. I was like a giddy teenager, facing their first crush. But now? Your strength amazes me. Everything about you does.”

      My erection started to die. “I’m not strong.”

      He arched a brow. “Are you, or are you not, pressing charges?”

      “That doesn’t make me strong.”

      “Robert Llewelyn didn’t. He didn’t go to the cops until it was too late. You did.”

      “You made me.” I frowned at him. “You were there, with me, the whole time.”

      “So you did it for me? I didn’t make you sign that witness statement.”

      I blinked at him. “You took me to the hospital and started the rape kit.”

      “You didn’t have to go through with it.”

      “The police—you called them in.”

      “But you didn’t have to talk with them.”

      “You brought the lawyer in to explain what would happen now that she’s been charged.”

      “You didn’t have to listen.”

      “Stop answering me! I just went along with what you wanted, dammit,” I snarled at him, suddenly angry again when my anger had died.

      But he was calm. So fucking calm that I wanted to slap him. “You did what was best for you. I just put things into motion, and you could have stopped them in a flash. I wouldn’t have made you do anything.”

      My hands furled into fists at my sides. “You did that out of guilt,” I snapped.

      “Yes, and shame,” he agreed immediately, so immediately it soothed something inside me which was annoying because I didn’t want to be soothed. “You were hurt because of me. Were forced, because of me.” His voice was thick again, and his eyes were drowning in misery. “I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

      “You’re not God.” Letting one hand relax, I reached up and rubbed it over my still damp face. I’d intended to have this conversation with him today, but hadn’t anticipated that it would be in anger.

      And before he’d opened his mouth, I’d wanted to fuck.

      I didn’t want to talk about this now.

      I just...

      Christ, I didn’t know what I wanted at this moment, but I saw his pain, and couldn’t allow him to suffer.

      “I don’t blame you,” I said, grunting after I got the words out.

      “You don’t have to. I blame myself.”

      “If you’re going to all this effort with me out of guilt, then just fuck off, Devlin. I don’t need that from you,” I snarled, glowering like I hated him when that was the last thing I felt for him. “If you brought me here for that, then you can arrange for a flight back to the States—”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, and for the first time, I knew I’d pricked his temper. “I brought you here because I’m here. We already discussed this.”

      “There’s plenty we haven’t discussed,” I grated out.

      His answer was a shrug.

      Brow furrowing, I snapped, “Don’t go quiet on me now, Devlin. I get that I make you tongue tied, but you need to get over it. You’re a fucking CEO, and you have thousands of members of staff around the world. I can’t be the reason you fumble over your words.”

      His temper died so swiftly it gave me whiplash, then he just smiled at me. “One day, you’ll understand why you were the only person who’d ever make me fumble over my words, but that’s okay. We have plenty of time.”

      I scowled at him. “What are you talking about?”

      He didn’t reply.

      Or, he did, just not verbally.

      Swallowing nervously as he strode forward, as confident as he claimed he wasn’t, self-assured though he said he wasn’t around me, and dropped to his knees.

      My entire being tensed as he pressed a kiss to the tip of my dick, before he opened his lips and started to tongue my glans, tasting my pre-cum with a moan as he began tracing my length, getting me wet with his spit. Soft groans escaped him like he was pleasuring himself and not me, and I could feel the quiver in my muscles as he gifted me this—himself.

      Jaw clenching again, I tipped my head back when it was too painful to watch him, too agonizing to behold, too goddamn beautiful that it was the best eye-fuck going, then his hand grabbed my balls and he squeezed them in his palm.

      A hiss escaped me as he timed that gentle squeeze with hard sucks, pulling motions that made my cock hard again, that made me feel as if my cum was boiling away inside me.

      Al-fucking-ready.

      I groaned, unable to contain it as my hands slid down to his hair. I ran my fingers through it, cupping his nape tightly, uncaring if it hurt him, just needing him to carry on. I fucked his face, but he somehow fucked me back. I didn’t get it, didn’t need to understand to feel the exquisite pleasure of being inside this man.

      But... shit.

      This wasn’t what I needed today.

      I needed more.

      Panting as, with a particularly hard suck that had my eyes rolling back in my head, I managed to grate out, “Get back on the bed, Devlin.”

      He ignored me—of course—content to swallow me down like I was a fucking Slurpee, but I dragged him off me, wanting to whine with every inch that was revealed to the cold light of day when my cock was quite happy where it was.

      “Bed. Now,” I growled, still panting hard as I watched those smoky eyes of his darken as he looked at me.

      Smoothly, he got to his feet, then he fell back onto the bed. I’d expected him to bend over it, but he didn’t. He propped his feet on the edge of the mattress, then he let his knees fall apart.

      In porn, I’d always thought this was the most vulnerable of positions, and it was something we’d never done together. That he was gifting me this, now, felt important. But my brain was too wild to really think about it. Instead, I stormed over to the nightstand and pulled out some lube from the drawer.

      With it in my fist, I twisted to face him and it was my turn to drop to my knees. I buried my face in his ass, licking and tonguing the rosette, loving his groans of excitement and pleasure, needing more of it, needing more of him. I gave him me just like he was about to do—give me all of him.

      As I tormented him, I poured some lube into my palm and gripped my dick, rubbing it everywhere until I was slick with it. I carried on until my hips were jerking with the need to fuck, and I jumped up, rubbing my fingers over his pucker, sliding them in as I squirted more lube everywhere before I tossed the bottle on the covers.

      Pressing my dick to his ass, I watched as he swallowed me whole. My cock a reddish purple, his there, his balls tight and hard, his shaft throbbing against his muscled abdomen.

      It was a visual smorgasbord that he gave me, because when I was inside him, I could see every inch of him, feel it, and want more.

      I grabbed one leg and pressed it to the bed, then raised the other, lifting it so that his calf rested against my chest.

      The slight fur on his leg was a sensory delight against the side of my face when I rested it there, and with my spare hand, I reached down and grabbed his cock, slicking it up with the lube on my palm and his pre-cum which leaked copiously from his dick, making a mess on his stomach.

      Again, the visuals—just, fuck.

      Neither of us were particularly hairy, but Devlin had a little more on his chest thanks to his coloring. He was so beautiful at that moment, his eyes on mine, fixed there like we were superglued together. I almost wished we were.

      As my cock found its home again, I had no thoughts of pain, or of confusion, or bewildering drug-induced fear.

      I only saw him and felt him.

      He was all I needed. All I wanted.

      Tears wet my eyes, but I moved past it. Past the emotional onto the physical.

      Slowly, I made love with him. Preferring to be tender now instead of rough like before.

      I jacked him off as I began to rock my hips, slowly gifting us both one another, taking us up the peak to a pleasure I just knew we’d only ever find together.

      His cock throbbed in my hand, his ass clenching down against me every time I rubbed his prostate until I had no alternative but to move faster, to take more, to give more. His grunts were like music to my ears, his hard breathing chimed with my own, my groans added to the symphony, his cries of ecstasy were like an aria in the middle of an opera.

      He tensed up, and that was all the warning I had as his cock spurted cum onto his abs. Hard and fast, thick and wet, it poured out of him, agonized groans spilling free from him at the same time as his head rocked back, throat arching, sinews clearly visible as the pleasure of the moment was clearly painful for him.

      As he came back down, his ass clenching around me rhythmically, his eyelids were almost closed as he watched me, and that was why I’d held off from coming.

      For this.

      I knew he loved this shit, knew it and wanted him to be happy with me, to give him everything he craved.

      My fingers dabbed his cum like it was finger-paint, and I swirled it around his upper abdomen, moving it up to his pecs, before I loomed over him, my cock pushing in so deep he let out a sharp cry, and I started to lap up his seed.

      He groaned, long and low, his hands coming up to grab my hair, to hold it taut in his grip, to maneuver me around.

      Between us, his cock hardened again, and though I smiled, he rasped, “I’m too fucking old to be this hard again.”

      I snorted, unable to help myself, and carried on lapping, tasting him, tasting the only cum I ever wanted to taste again for the rest of my fucking life.

      I didn’t care that he was my first. I just wanted him to be my only.

      His hands dug into my hair, to the point of pain, and I knew why. He guided me higher, not stopping until my lips surged over his throat and up to his.

      As our mouths collided, his cock sandwiched between us, I made love to him.

      Rocking and thrusting, slowly and carefully, taking him higher once more because I needed that, I needed him.

      When his hips began jerking, his cock twitching, I knew he was close, and thank God for that, because so was I.

      He swallowed my cry just as I swallowed his, our lips devouring the other’s agonized sounds of bliss as we both came, simultaneously, wrapped up in one another, entangled in his arms as much as he was entangled in mine.

      Knotted together.

      Tied.

      God, I wanted forever with this man. Forever and a day.

      But I didn’t tell him that, just sighed into his mouth before pulling back and pushing my forehead onto his.

      Still wrapped up in him, the words I wanted to tell him unable to pour free, I whispered, “What the fuck am I supposed to do with you?”

      And he laughed.

      I knew why.

      Because he felt the same.

      So I smiled, feeling his confusion and his love even if neither of us was ready to say it yet, and settled into him. Knowing I’d sleep and that he would too.

      Right now? That was all I wanted.

      Him.
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      I woke up to a lot of banging.

      Not the good kind either.

      Not Micah’s lips wrapped around my cock or anything like that. Just a lot of moving about downstairs.

      I frowned at the noises, and gave Micah a kiss when he moaned, “What the fuck are they doing down there?”

      “Servants are supposed to be seen and not heard,” I said grimly, “unless the Duke and Duchess make an appearance.”

      He tensed. “Your parents are here?”

      I grunted. “I think so. That’s the only reason for all the noise.”

      We were still wrapped around each other, arms and legs all tangled up and I bitterly resented having to move when I was so fucking comfortable in a bedroom that had housed more misery than happiness.

      Nothing about this house made me happy, but having Micah in it, watching him finger a tchotchke here and there, answering his questions about a tapestry or a painting, it made my heart feel full.

      I might hate my heritage, but it was clear that he was fascinated by it so maybe it was worth something after all.

      Pursing my lips at the thought, I made use of them and brushed them over his brow again before I started to pull free of our embrace.

      A jaw-cracking yawn escaped me as I picked up my trousers and started to step into them, just as I heard my father’s booming voice declare, “Where’s my heir?”

      “Jesus, he calls you that? Like a nickname?”

      “Consider it a family joke,” I grumbled.

      “Funny. Not.” He sniffed, then, “Aren’t you going to shower?” he asked warily, his eyes on me as I proceeded to pick up my shirt and button it up again.

      “Nope.” I even popped the ‘P.’

      Bending over the bed, I gave him another kiss, then pulled back. I hesitated for a second, unsure of what to tell him. To brace himself? To hide in here?

      I had no real idea what to say. So I didn’t bother. He was a grown-assed man, he’d make his own decisions. I wasn’t about to tell him what to do.

      With a final kiss, I stormed toward the door.

      “Devlin?” he called out as I pulled it open.

      “Yes, Micah?”

      “What—?”

      I cut him a look. “Whatever you choose to do, is fine with me.”

      Then I left him, pissed as I heard Father’s barked orders.

      I should have known that he wouldn’t let me have more than a few days to find my feet in the UK again. The bastard always had to push.

      It was easy to feel like the teenager I’d been when we’d last shared this house.

      Before he’d tossed me out on my arse, shipping me off to my uncle in the States to finish off my education when I’d been expelled from Eton for ‘misbehaving.’ Of course, that had involved a sheep, the principal’s Rolls Royce, and a lot of black paint, but that was neither here nor there.

      It didn’t matter to Father that it hadn’t been me, but a friend, Augustus—yes, that was his name, the poor bastard—who’d been behind the prank.

      A dirty shirt covered in black paint had been found in my room, so I’d been the one to take the blame. Of course, it had been planted. And I hadn’t snitched either.

      Secrets—they were a stock in trade of old Etonians.

      Gus had made me a small fortune on short-selling stocks by way of apology when he soared up the ranks of his father’s hedge fund company. I considered that enough of an apology for my ass being, metaphorically, reamed.

      Still, I stomped down the stairs much as I had stomped as a seventeen-year-old, a year before graduation, only this time, my shoulders weren’t hunched as I came face to face with my bear of a father. If anything, I was the one scowling and growling as I took in the chaos before me.

      The front hall was a large space, forty by forty feet, and it was jam-packed with cases and luggage. My mother stood in the middle of it all, in her element as, like a conductor, she encouraged this particular orchestra into some semblance of order.

      Sporting a pair of slim-fitting jeans and a tight blouse, some Converse trainers too, she looked about twenty years younger than she was. Her bright red hair was tinted, but not vulgarly so, and her face was pristinely made up so that any guy my age who saw her going, would be pleased to see her coming as well.

      Why she’d never been enough for Father, I’d never know. She was beautiful. Gorgeous. Yet he’d never stopped cheating on her for as long as I’d been alive.

      She looked to be in the fit of health, which I was glad for, because Father looked terrible. He was slouched on an antique side chair, watching as staff brought cases in. His shoulders were hunched, his back rounded, and his skin was gray and sickly as Hendry, his ever present valet, danced attendance on him which he wafted away with an irritable scowl.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I growled under my breath, annoyed to see his face light up with joy when his head whipped around to look at me.

      Mother’s did as well, her eyes bright with delight as she skipped around the boxes, her arms open wide to encompass me in a hug.

      How hard she squeezed was the next surprise. I knew I could count on one hand the number of hugs either parent had ever given me, so I murmured in her ear, “Relieved to be back in London, Mother?”

      “You’ve no idea!” she crooned with a wide grin that had me shaking my head as I laughed.

      “You’re as incorrigible as ever.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “No, just not ready to molder away in Cumbria. It’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but every day there is like a living death.” She shuddered as she reached up to pat my chin, tilting my head this way and that as my father grumbled:

      “Let the boy alone, Clarice. I want to see him too!”

      That was news to me.

      Although, he’d definitely been different since the diagnosis, and this was the first time I’d seen him in person for two years.

      “Be kind,” Mother whispered. “He’s been in pain all day.”

      I scowled at her. “What are you doing here?”

      She grinned at me like she was about to share a joke. “You won’t like it.”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Father groused.

      “Oh, do be quiet, Harold,” Mother retorted, before she pinched my cheek and murmured, “I’m quite looking forward to the show.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, before I headed down the stairs toward my father. The sheer number of boxes was indicative of one thing—they were moving back here.

      Permanently.

      Which meant I had to move out, because no way in fuck could I live with either of them again.

      Jesus, I hadn’t lived with them permanently since I was a child—I wasn’t about to break the habit now.

      “Devlin, my boy,” he declared—like it was a declaration, “it’s bloody good to see you!” His nose crinkled. “I’d get up but the legs aren’t cooperating.”

      My mind whirled with plans as I murmured, “No, you shouldn’t have traveled so hard.”

      He sighed. “Clarice was right. My plan to die up there was a stupid one.”

      “That you planned to die at all was stupidity itself,” Mother intoned like Astleys could cheat death itself.

      I had to laugh though. “Plan on living forever?”

      “You bet I am,” was her cheerful retort. “When Harold dies, I know my quality of life will improve immeasurably. I intend on haunting you for a good three decades, Devlin.”

      “Something to look forward to, I’m sure,” I said wryly.

      “Charming,” Father grumbled. “I am here, you know?”

      “Oh, I know, but I don’t think you’ll be living for long, not when you tell Devlin who’s also coming to stay.”

      I twisted around to glare at him, discomforted to see he was pulling at his collar like it was too tight. Wearing his usual tailored trousers, and a sweater over a custom-fit shirt, he looked the same as always save for his pesky coloring and leaner appearance. He had the same wild hair as I did, but his was gray now, not a lock missing though, and he wore a beard that covered his lips it was that bushy.

      The wilds of Cumbria had nothing to his beard.

      “What have you done?” I snapped, hands falling to my hips as I glowered down at him.

      “Well, her father was only telling me the other day how she missed you,” he sputtered.

      “Who?” I growled.

      “Catherine Fairweather,” Mother sang out, cackling when I tensed.

      “Are you crazy?” I boomed, just as loud as Father, because I’d inherited his pipes. “You invited that insane bitch to come and stay?”

      “You didn’t think she was insane at the time—”

      I shoved aside his sputtering, “She was good in bed, Father. That was the best of it. But as for the rest, Jesus Christ.” I slid my hand through my hair, agitated to the last, before I growled, “Cancel the visit. Tell her not to come.”

      “Can’t do that, dear boy,” Father grumbled. “She’s all excited. We can’t disappoint a lady.”

      “And you need your goddamn heir and his spare?” My nostrils flared as I rumbled, “Don’t worry, Father, the second she lands at the front doorstep, I’ll send her away. Don’t worry about offending her father, I’ll do it for you.”

      “You’ll do nothing of the sort! You and she will make a brilliant match—”

      “We won’t,” I snapped, and even as the tangled web of the Astley lineage clutched at me, I felt Micah cutting through them all, forcing through them like he was a cleaner armed with a feather duster. “I’ve already made my decision about who I’ll be spending the rest of my life with, and it isn’t Crazy Catherine Fairweather!”

      His eyes glittered. “You’re engaged?”

      I scowled at him. “No. I’m not. But I’m with someone.”

      “Is she here?” Mother cried, her hands fluttering around like butterflies as she peered around like my imaginary girlfriend would fly into the hall.

      “In my room.” I looked up at the staircase, half expecting to find Micah watching me, but he wasn’t.

      Which meant he’d chosen to stay in my bedchamber.

      And who could blame him?

      I’d made him no real promises.

      He probably was sneaking into the room my Viscountess should use, about to play the role of a lifetime as my ‘friend’ from work.

      The thought had anguish soaring through me, because I could only imagine how he was feeling, and I was the direct cause of that. Even when I’d told him that he could do what he wanted, it could have been misinterpreted. Why hadn’t I just said that I loved him? Told him that I felt no shame in introducing him to my parents?

      My heart in shreds, I started toward the staircase, intent on bringing him down, but Father grabbed my hand. “Is she an American? It’ll dilute the lines, boy, but I can deal with that. Do you need the family emeralds from the vault? I can arrange for that immediately—”

      Jaw tense, everything inside me wanting to scream, I snapped, “I highly doubt my partner will want to wear the family emeralds—” Although I knew, point blank, Micah would look fabulous in green.

      “Not want to wear the family emeralds?” Mother repeated. “Is she mad? Oh God, you’ve got a tree-hugger, haven’t you?” she wailed.

      “Not a Vegan?” Father groused.

      “No, I haven’t. And no, not a Vegan,” I retorted, irritably, like that’d be the end of the world. My hands furled into fists at my sides as I sought patience and failed to find it. Blowing out a breath, I murmured, “His name is Micah.”

      For a second, there was silence in the hall.

      The staff, the chauffeur, Hendry, not one of them said a word, none of them even dared to breathe as I recognized that this was not the best place to come out to my parents. Not when the front door was wide open and anyone could overhear me, but I didn’t care.

      Didn’t give a fuck.

      I just wanted them to stop talking about heirs and family jewels and— Fuck. I just needed them to shut up.

      It worked.

      My mother’s eyes were round, and Father looked on the verge of apoplexy as he rasped, “Did you say ‘his?’”

      “He did,” Mother confirmed. “His name.” She frowned. “Isn’t Mika a girl’s name?”

      “I suppose it might be,” I retorted. “But Micah is most definitely not a girl.”

      Her mouth formed a perfect circle before she whispered, “Is he in fashion? I’ve always wanted a gay friend in fashion. They’re always so perfectly on trend.”

      “Am I in fashion?” I growled, wondering why I was surprised that she’d think of herself at a time like this.

      “Well, no, darling, but you’re not gay, are you?” She beamed a smile at me. “You’re one of those—” She wafted her hand again. “You know, those inbetweeners. What do you call it? Bisexual?”

      “Bisexual? My son is not bisexual!” Father growled.

      “I am,” I ground out, glaring at him.

      “You’re not.” He grabbed my hand. “What about the line?”

      “Goddamn the bloody line,” I snarled, pulling my fingers from his. “I don’t care about the fucking Astleys. I never have and never will.”

      “How can you say that? It’s your duty!”

      “My duty is to myself. Your wife just told you she’ll be happy when you’re dead and that she’ll live a longer life once you’re gone—do you think I want a life like that? Fucking other women behind her back, well aware she’s fucking anything in a pair of trousers to get back at me? Do you think I want to snipe at her over breakfast, and have a child I don’t know and don’t care about because I’ve done my damn duty? NO!” I shouted. “I don’t want that. I want him.” I tipped my chin up, then a slight movement caught my attention.

      He was there.

      Listening.

      A soft, frightened, wary smile on his face, but his eyes were incandescent.

      With joy.

      I’d done that.

      Me.

      My throat felt thick as I raised a hand. “Micah, darling?”

      “Yes, Devlin?” he rasped.

      “Come and meet my parents.”
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      “Are you aware, Harold, of how boring you are?”

      My eyes flared wide at the insult, but it appeared to roll like water off a duck’s back when Harold merely ignored Clarice to boom, “I need more claret.”

      “I need an Australian firefighter in my bedroom,” was her retort, “but we both know neither the claret nor the firefighter would be good for either of us.”

      A tic started flickering in Devlin’s jaw, but it was the way his hands tensed around the cutlery that had me really on edge.

      I could easily see Devlin hurling the damn thing at his dad, which was a blood bath none of us needed to witness.

      “Are you supposed to drink with your treatment?” I asked quietly, trying not to get involved but pretty sure the atmosphere around the table couldn’t take another bout of Harold’s pomposity.

      “Not exactly doing much, is it? A man needs his pleasures.” Harold squinted at me, before he raised a hand and jabbed a finger in the air—pointed at me. “You’re American.”

      My lips twitched at the statement. “I am.”

      He hummed, but eyed me warily. “Americans and the nobility never do well together.”

      Clarice grumbled, “This isn’t the 1900s.”

      “No? Look at that girl, pretty one.” He clicked his fingers. “You know the one. American.”

      “That doesn’t exactly narrow it down,” Devlin ground out.

      “The one Prince Harry married. Look at them now, living in Alaska.”

      My eyes widened. “I doubt they’re living in Alaska. I think it’s California.”

      “Either bloody way, it isn’t England, is it?” Harold rumbled. “I suppose you know that when I pop my clogs and dance my way off this mortal coil—”

      “A day we’re all looking forward to,” Clarice said sweetly, and to which Harold ignored her.

      “—Devlin’s place will be here. In the UK.”

      My lips twisted into a smile. “I think that’s something I can handle. Especially if it’s London.”

      Clarice released a whispery sigh as she concurred, “This is the best city in the world, Micah. Far better than New York. Steam everywhere, you know. Not good for the hair or the skin.”

      Steam?

      I cut Devlin a look, but he just rolled his eyes and chewed on his steak like it was a piece of old leather.

      “No, it doesn’t sound good for the hair or the skin, Clarice.”

      She nodded. “London has its issues with air pollution, but God, I’d deal with it to be here.” She clapped her hands together. “So good to be home. His Highness over there insisted that we while away his last days in Cumbria of all places. Don’t get me wrong, Micah, it’s a beautiful area, but the last thing I want to see are sheep shagging.”

      I tensed and shot Devlin another glance. “Does that mean what I think it does?”

      “Where did you see sheep shagging?” Harold grumbled. “The estate isn’t on a farm!”

      “I heard something fishy going on out there. I looked. Horrific sight. All that green—isn’t natural, I tell you,” she retorted, despite the fact there was nothing more natural than all that green she was talking about. “Then there was the tinkling.”

      Devlin heaved a sigh. “What tinkling, Mother?”

      “You know, from the cow bells.” Her brow puckered into a scowl. “It was like a timpani band or something.”

      “I was there just as long as you and I didn’t see a cow with a bell or a sheep fucking another sheep!”

      “Don’t sheep mate with rams?” I queried.

      “Don’t encourage them,” Devlin muttered grimly. “I think both of you need to learn what Wikipedia is.”

      “Ignore her, Devlin. It’s a beautiful place. Just beautiful.”

      “It’s frigid.”

      “Just like you,” Harold slipped in.

      “Only with you,” Clarice retorted, her smile as sweet as taffy.

      “Enough!” Devlin boomed all of a sudden, his hands slapping against the table as he surged to his feet. “I didn’t come home to listen to the pair of you bicker like I’m eight again. Jesus Christ.”

      “Don’t mind him, Micah,” Clarice soothed. “He always did have a temper.”

      “Only when I’m living with my parents again,” he snarled. “Kurt left for Surrey yesterday. I’m going to ask him if we can stay there, and if we can’t, we’ll be moving to Claridges!”

      The disappointment on both their faces was clear, as was the fact that bickering was as much a language to them as German was.

      “Funny business next door,” Harold said uneasily. “Five men and one woman—”

      “Lucky lady,” Clarice declared. “I like her. Sascha’s always been sweet whenever I’ve seen her. And that boy of theirs, so beautiful.”

      I grabbed Devlin’s hand and, squeezing his fingers, murmured, “It would be a shame to leave. I’m really enjoying getting to know your parents.”

      His eyes flared wide as he stared down at me, and I could literally hear him thinking, ‘What’s to enjoy?’ But truly, it wasn’t a lie.

      They were both so different than my own mother and father, neither of them having found much of an issue in the fact that I was a man—Harold’s primary problem was that I didn’t have ovaries, first, and that I was American, second. As for Clarice, she seemed to think I worked for Vogue or something, and had taken to wandering into a room with the magazine in hand and asking if I thought she’d suit an outfit.

      It was sweet.

      Even with missing ovaries, Harold hadn’t been cruel.

      And I knew cruel.

      Devlin, did he but know it, did he but realize it, was lucky.

      I didn’t want him to miss out on that, not when his folks were a lot older than mine, and when his father was so clearly sick. Harold had a wheelchair he refused to use, and instead of a walking stick, he propped himself up on a man called Hendry, who was a little like his PA, but more like his valet.

      Yes, he had a valet.

      No, it wasn’t 1900–just like Clarice had declared.

      But apparently sensing my earnestness, Devlin grumbled under his breath, “Then let’s just hope Kurt won’t mind us staying next door. I’m too old to be living with my parents.”

      “Never too old, son,” Harold said placidly, glowering at his water as if that would turn it into wine.

      “No, but,” Clarice inserted with a shudder, “I remember having to live with your parents. Dear God, you’re right, Devlin. Get out of here before we drive you mad.”

      I snorted. “That bad, were they?”

      “Oh, for certain. His father was obsessed with my periods. Honestly, he knew my cycle better than I did. And even after Devlin was born, he’d ask me the most intrusive questions.”

      Harold scowled. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Because, as per usual, you didn’t bloody listen,” she snapped.

      “None of his business if you’re bleeding,” he grumbled, then, he turned to Devlin. “You know, you’re lucky. You won’t have to deal with that.”

      “I thought it was an issue that Micah didn’t possess the appropriate equipment,” was Devlin’s snarled response.

      “Well, Hendry says there are ways and means nowadays. I told him to Google it.”

      “Jesus,” Devlin muttered, reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose, a movement that came more and more frequently as the meal continued, until I felt sure that his thumbs were glued to it.

      By the time we made it upstairs, Devlin’s face was bright red and stormy with emotion, and I didn’t really blame him.

      Dinner time with his parents was hardly restful.

      “We can eat out tomorrow,” I told him the second the door was closed and he leaned against it like he was a soldier who’d just made it back from war.

      “We’d better,” he replied grimly, “or I won’t be held responsible for my actions.”

      My lips twitched. “You did look a little handy with that knife.”

      “I usually get stabby around them both. I forgot how irritating they are when they’re together.”

      “You don’t usually see them as a pair?”

      “Before he got sick, Father rarely left the UK, and though Mother’s obsessed with London, she treated me to dazzling visits from time to time in New York.” He rolled his eyes. “She’s incorrigible, but one can deal with her when she’s on her own.”

      “One can, can one?” I mocked with a laugh. “The royal ‘one.’”

      “I told you to stop watching ‘The Crown,’” he muttered, dragging out his cellphone.

      “It’s addictive,” I countered.

      “I’ve met the Queen. Trust me, she isn’t that cheerful,” he grumbled, then, his eyes twinkled as he looked up at me. “Stick around and you’ll get to meet her when one of them gets married. There’s always an Astley at a royal wedding.”

      Mouth gaping, I muttered, “No way!”

      “Yes way. Unfortunately,” he grimaced. “Mother hates the damn things, so it’ll be down to me and you.”

      Like a real couple.

      Going to weddings.

      I knew he didn’t realize it, but that floored me. Totally. Floored. Me.

      Not the fact that it was a royal wedding which, I knew, was absolutely crazy, but the way he said it. So blasé.

      We were that now.

      I mean, I’d known that. Truly, I had. But it just came as a shock.

      I was his plus one.

      A Viscount’s plus one, no less.

      And when Harold did dance off this mortal coil as he’d phrased it, Devlin would be a Duke.

      My eyes flared wide and for the first time, I understood why he could stare at me like I was Harry Styles.

      “What is it?” he asked, frowning at me over his cell.

      “Nothing,” I retorted, shaking my head as I moved over to the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      “Kurt?” I heard him say from the bedroom. “Mate, please, can you help me? My parents moved down from Cumbria, and if I stay with them a moment longer, I’ll kill them. I just know it. Save your publisher, the man who’s paying for all your PR, and let me stay at your place?”

      I laughed a little around the toothbrush, amused at his plea because it was heartfelt.

      Devlin wouldn’t hurt a fly—well, I made no promises about Rhode, but she was less than a fly, wasn’t she? Flies had a proper place in the ecosystem. Rhode didn’t, so she didn’t count. But he truly sounded on the edge, and they’d only been home two days.

      What would happen when we’d been here two weeks?

      “You’re a lifesaver, Kurt!” Devlin boomed, making me wonder if he knew just how like his father he sounded. He looked like him too—now probably wasn’t the time to reveal that fact to him. “Seriously, patricide was going to be a real threat.” He laughed. “I really appreciate it. Thanks, Kurt.”

      As he made his farewell, he moved to the bathroom where he stood staring at me in the mirror.

      “I heard.”

      He rubbed his hands together after he dumped his cell in his pocket. “Life is normal next door. They have furniture that wasn’t stuffed with horse hair and a kitchen without an Aga.” He shuddered. “Let’s pack now.”

      I laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Clarice! Where’s Hendry?” Harold boomed, sounding as if he was right outside our bedroom.

      His eyes were wild when they caught mine in the mirror. “No, I’m bloody not!”
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      “This seems stupid.”

      “You need to relax more. When was the last time you looked up at the sky and just stared at the clouds?”

      I frowned. “Is that a thing?”

      “Were you ever a kid, Devlin?” he queried dryly.

      “I don’t think so. Astleys are never children. We’re not allowed to be.”

      He heaved a sigh. “I’m not sure if you’re joking or not, but that’s really sad.”

      “It is sad,” I confirmed, “but, it’s the truth. We pop out fully grown, you know? At least, I think so. Mother’s told me several times I ruined her vagina.”

      He snorted out a laugh, then leaned up on his elbow to stare down at me. “Why is that something I can totally hear Clarice saying?”

      Wryly, I replied, “Because she’s told me it several times over the course of my life?”

      His nose crinkled. “Maybe you were fully grown?”

      “I think so too. Diapers are so undignified.”

      “I’m not sure they are when you’re a baby.”

      “Ah, but I wasn’t a baby. I was an Astley baby.” My lips twitched when he rolled his eyes. “Anyway, what am I looking for?”

      “Shapes in the clouds.”

      I scowled past him to the unusually blue expanse overhead. There weren’t many clouds in the sky, but what was there were cotton-wool like concoctions.

      I doubted it would rain, but it was the end of a crappy English summer—the threat of rain was as constant as the threat of Hannibal Lecter being a cannibal.

      “Why?”

      “It’s relaxing.”

      Was it?

      Really?

      We were in the gated garden opposite the Crescent, after having gone for a run together. Now staying in Kurt’s home, I’d admit that my stress levels were down as I no longer had to interact with my parents constantly. That was enough for an Olympic marathon runner’s blood pressure to go on the blink.

      Not having lived with them both for a very long time, and now being an adult with choices, I was glad that Kurt had let us stay next door because Claridges was in the heart of the city and when I wasn’t sharing a roof with them, I quite liked popping in for tea with Mother in the afternoon, and discussing business with Father in his office before supper.

      Maybe I was getting maudlin, or maybe Micah really had given the Tin Man a heart, because spending time with them was a pleasure—so long as they weren’t together, and I could close two front doors between us at night.

      Grimacing at the thought, I let out a yawn.

      “It’s working,” Micah confirmed. “You’re relaxing.”

      “Am I?” I asked sleepily. “I think it’s more that you kept me out past three last night.”

      He laughed. “You’re getting old if that’s late.” His hand slipped over my belly. “Nothing about you is old, Devlin.”

      He certainly made me feel like I was twenty-two, even if the activities he was interested in were more fitting for a fifty-year-old.

      We hadn’t gone to any of the gay clubs that London was renowned for, even though I’d suggested it. He was young, hadn’t had much opportunity to explore that scene, but he wasn’t interested. It might have been because of Rhode or simply because it wasn’t his way—with his past, I had a feeling it was the latter.

      Instead, we’d gone to the West End several times, visited Buckingham Palace thanks to his new obsession with that Netflix show—and if ever I deserved a reward for the Most Patient Partner ever, it was for visiting that hive. We’d gone for several meals to spectacular restaurants, and had generally been enjoying ourselves.

      This, I thought with satisfaction, was dating.

      “Devlin?”

      “Pretend he’s not here,” I muttered to Micah, upon hearing my father’s call.

      He snorted. “He knows all.”

      “He will if you don’t shut up,” I grumbled.

      “I know you’re in the garden,” Father yelled. “I wish to speak with you.”

      Heaving a sigh, I muttered, “I only spoke to him an hour ago.”

      “Must be important then,” Micah said with a laugh as he jumped to his feet seeming to possess more energy than I had in my pinkie finger, and leaned down to haul me up.

      I’d never imagined that he’d take their side against mine, but for whatever God-awful reason, Micah liked them. Actually liked my parents.

      I was still flabbergasted by the prospect, but seeing Mother and him together, her peppering him for advice on this year’s Winter collection—she was nothing if not a cliché—and him being patient with her was actually pretty sweet. Last night, I’d seen him reading up on all this stuff so that he could advise her properly.

      I knew why—why wouldn’t he cling to her when his own mother hadn’t even called him since the Rhode situation?

      Mother wasn’t being kind to him because of that, but I’d told her the sordid details, and had watched as a militant gleam appeared in her eyes. The next thing I’d known, they were taking brunch together most days, and she’d even invited him to the greasy spoon she used as inspiration for her poems. Next, she’d be taking him to Ascot.

      Heaving a sigh now I was on my feet, I peered over the fence and saw Father leaning against the front door to Kurt’s place.

      “The whole point of moving there was to avoid him.”

      Micah just chuckled.

      Gaze clashing with Father, I scowled. “You could have waited,” I groused at him as I crossed the road and let him lean on me while Micah dashed to the front door and unlocked it.

      Heaving him up the stairs was a revelation of just how thin he was getting, but also, how out of breath such simple exercise weighed on him.

      The thought hurt, enough to rob me of my breath too, so I didn’t chide him anymore, just guided him into the back room where there was a more comfortable lounge. Plunking him on the sofa, I turned around and saw Micah was in the doorway, two bottles in his hand that he tossed to me. He pointed upstairs, and I nodded, unsurprised that he was making himself scarce.

      I gave the water to Father, and cracked open the orange juice and took a deep sip as I plunked my ass on the coffee table to avoid dirtying the cream sofa.

      “What’s wrong, Father? Couldn’t it wait until later?”

      He grimaced. “I—”

      “What?”

      “I just got off the phone with Dr. Harvester.”

      Tension filled me. “Bad news?”

      His smile was dry. “It’s all bad at my age, Devlin. But in this instance, there was some light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Oh?” Hope filled me. “What is it?” I asked eagerly.

      “Do you think your mother really means it when she says she’s looking forward to me dying?”

      “Probably, you know her. Then, you’ll die and she’ll wear widow’s weeds for the rest of her life.”

      Father heaved a sigh. “Well, that settles it, then. I can’t let her wear black just yet. You know it makes her look drawn. She wouldn’t like that. Your mother—” He wafted a hand. “—like a butterfly, you know. Never did suit black.”

      Though I was curious, I agreed, “No. She doesn’t. And she is like a butterfly.”

      His nose crinkled. “Never meant to hurt her.”

      “Why did you, then?”

      “Just in my nature,” he said with a grunt before he took a sip of water and squeezed the bottle so it crackled. “Then it derailed, and we were engaged in a thirty-year battle of tit for tat.” His eyes drifted to mine. “Harvester says there’s a radical therapy in the US. Costs a fortune, of course—”

      “What doesn’t when it’s radical?” I said ruefully.

      “True, true. Thirty percent chance it’ll work.” His already gaunt cheek was sucked in some more as he gnawed on it. “Not good odds.”

      “Better than the hundred percent chance of death now though, hmm?” I countered.

      He wagged the bottle at me. “True, dear boy, true.”

      “Plus there’s the issue of Mother having to wear black.”

      “Far more important,” he concurred with a hum. “I’ll tell Harvester to get things started. Should take a while for the paperwork, you know.”

      “Can’t take that long,” I pointed out softly. “You already look like death warmed up.”

      His nose crinkled. “You’ve grown decidedly frank in your old age, Devlin.”

      My lips twitched. “I suppose I get that from you.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Want me to help you next door?” I asked. “Next time, just call and I’ll come over.”

      He wafted a hand. “Wanted to speak with you anyway.”

      “About?”

      “Saw you and Micah go running off together this afternoon.” His mouth firmed into a line. “You were laughing. Don’t think I’ve heard you laugh like that ever.”

      I blinked. “He makes me happy.”

      “Can see that,” he agreed. “Made me happy to hear it though, to watch you together.” Awkwardly, he shifted on the seat, before he murmured, “Chase that happiness, son. Too much bitterness in the world. Don’t let yourself end up like your mother and I. Fools to the last.”

      “You could have changed things—”

      He cleared his throat, and for a second, his eyes were fixed on mine before he dropped them to his lap. “Not if—”

      “Not if, what?” I groused.

      “Not if I had other inclinations.”

      My eyes flared wide as the ramifications of those six words hit home.

      Was he telling me he was gay?

      I blinked at him some more, then rasped, “No, that would change things.”

      “Clarice never understood. How could she? Bitter, very bitter, you know?”

      A million memories cascaded into being, and through them all, the sight of Father with Hendry was one that resonated.

      “Hendry?” I choked out.

      He cleared his throat again. “Loved him for forty years. Met him that last year I was in the army. Left the regiment with me.”

      “He’s been your servant all this time!”

      “All we could have together.” Uneasily, he patted the sofa cushion at his side. “Better than nothing.”

      “The women? They were a front?”

      He shrugged.

      “Mother knew? Or was she bitter because of the cheating?”

      “We never talked about it. She led her life, and I led mine.”

      “I-I...”

      It was official.

      Now, two people had robbed me of speech.

      Micah and my father.

      “Just wanted to tell you, Devlin, that I think you’re very brave.” He coughed. “Glad times are different for you.” Then, his gaze turned to mine for the first time, and he murmured, “You could always have a surrogate.”

      And like that, he popped the bubble.

      Just as I knew, he always would. But for the first time in my life, I didn’t resent him for it.

      Couldn’t resent him for it.

      A life led tangled in a lie was no life at all...

      So, because I was insane, or because he’d pushed me off the edge, I said the only thing I could:

      “I’ll think about it.”
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          Two weeks later

        

      

    

    
      As we strode toward the car, I peered at a moody coastline that I appreciated more than I could say.

      The past two weeks had been interesting to say the least. I loved London, and knew that if Devlin wanted to move back here, I’d be more than willing. The city itself was incredible, and I loved the house, even if we hadn’t stayed there for more than four days.

      The salty sea air brought with it the tang of Devlin’s aftershave, and as he lifted his arm to cup my shoulders, I moved into him as he leaned back against his Jaguar.

      “You like Port Isaac, don’t you?” I asked him softly.

      “We have property nearby. I used to spend summers here sometimes. Lots of good memories.”

      My lips twitched. “You just made a good memory for me. I can’t believe you had Kyrian Trevelyan fly in just so I could meet him.” I shook my head. “Especially now everyone’s all over him.”

      “I told him you were pivotal to making Twisted Love the success it was.” He shrugged. “Plus, I saw how happy it made you to meet Kurt when we first arrived.”

      “So the plan to cheer me up is to let me meet all my favorite writers?” I grinned. “Serena Akeroyd’s a Brit. I wonder if you can arrange a meeting with her.”

      “I didn’t know you liked smut.” He arched a brow. “The things we learn.”

      I grinned at him. “Indeed,” I mocked, using his cut-glass British accent against him, “the things we learn.” I reached over and tugged on his lapel. “Please be advised that I’ll knee you in the balls if you call that kind of thing smut again.”

      His lips twisted. “Advice taken and put into practice.”

      “Smart move.” I frowned. “Didn’t you like Twisted Love?”

      He shrugged. “Not my thing.”

      “Funny that, considering you’re a romantic in your own way.” I laughed when his eyes bulged.

      “Me?”

      I nodded. “I did say in your own way.”

      He still stared at me like I’d gone crazy—but maybe I had. For him. “Do you like the Classics?” he asked, his desire to change the subject coming across loud and clear.

      “Why? Going to dig up Charles Dickens so I can meet him too?”

      He snorted. “If memory serves, she lives in Yorkshire. Close to where the Bronte sisters were born.” He pursed his lips. “Top Withins is where Emily Bronte set the Earnshaw family house in Wuthering Heights.”

      Interest sparked in me. “Really?”

      He hummed. “If you want to meet her, I’m sure it can be arranged, and we can visit there as well.”

      His easy compliance, his eagerness to make me happy, had me sighing as I burrowed my face into his throat. Coming to the UK had been an amazing idea.

      I’d left New York feeling oddly isolated, trapped inside myself, and that goddamn claustrophobia rearing its ugly head because I felt as if I was the small space. No room to move, to breathe.

      A few sessions with a counselor had told me it wasn’t for me, but it didn’t mean I wouldn’t try again when we were back in the States.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, knowing that even if what happened with Rhode remained a dark blot in my memory, this time here, with him, a time of utter acceptance, would always outweigh it.

      “For what?”

      “Wanting to give me the world.”

      He laughed. “The world is easy when your bank account is deep enough.”

      I hummed. “I know that. How couldn’t I?”

      He reached for my chin, cupping my cheeks before he pressed our mouths together. I sighed into his kiss, loving it and loving him as he whispered, “My heart isn’t easy. It doesn’t fit in a bank account. And for the longest time, it was in cold storage.” His smile was shaky. “It’s only right that the man who made it beat again gets all his heart desires.”

      “And what if I said that all I want is you?”

      His lips brushed mine again. “I’d say that can be arranged as well.”

      “Good.” I pressed my forehead against his as the salty breeze whipped at us, making our coats flap around, dampening our jeans and boots. “I-I think I love you, Devlin.”

      He rocked his head from side to side. “Only think? I know I love you, Micah.” His grin was quick. “I’m more patient than I was before. I can wait for you to know how you feel.”

      I slipped my arms around his waist. “Would you do one thing for me?”

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Meet my family? I know I said—”

      He tensed, but pressed a finger to my lips to stop me rattling on. “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.” I released a sigh as I stared deeply into his eyes. “I have a feeling I’m going to spend forever with you, Devlin.”

      “Forever can be arranged too.”

      I smiled. “Good.”
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      Three weeks later

      In comparison to the UK, California was boiling hot, and because my British body had become accustomed to the damp of home, it was miserable. Which meant I was grouchy.

      Even after sleeping off the jet lag in a five star hotel, I was grumpy, which was saying a lot.

      I’d woken up with Micah’s lips around my cock, and I was still in a mood, but I knew that was probably forecasting how bad today was going to go.

      It wasn’t just the weather, but the upcoming meeting.

      I had to be strong for Micah’s sake, but after what he’d told me about his coming out, the lengths he’d gone to to protect himself, I couldn’t imagine this day ending with anything other than my knocking the bastard who called himself Micah’s dad out.

      The drive to the house took place in silence.

      City and Colour played on Micah’s playlist, and I thought it was fitting that the track, ‘Coming Home’ throbbed through the speakers as he veered out of Portola Valley and to the hills where he’d been raised.

      We passed a half-dozen homes, each tucked away amid trees and sheltered to give the owners privacy, but the drive we stopped at was the largest of them all. Palm trees popped up everywhere, shielding any view of the main house from the road.

      A small stand was at the side, just in front of the gates, and Micah pressed a button on it.

      “Who is it?”

      Micah sighed. “It’s Micah.”

      There was a hesitation—I practically felt it coming through across the speaker.

      “George, I’ll take the blame.”

      The gates rolled inward.

      “Who’s George?”

      “He’s my dad’s assistant,” was the wooden retort as we drove up a pleasant drive that was reminiscent of a day trip into a jungle with the mass of flora that overtook the yard.

      In the middle of it was a colonial house with bright blue shutters that was painted a blinding white. It was only two stories, but wide—the windows were all French doors, all leading out onto an upper or lower verandah that snaked around the house, and there were over twelve sets of doors on each floor.

      "You grew up here?" At his nod, I said, “Must have felt like an adventure."

      A ghost of a smile whispered across his lips. "It did. I had a treehouse over there." He pointed into the chaotic tangle of trees. "I loved it."

      "I'll bet." I eyed him, aware he was under stress and not entirely sure why he was putting himself through this. But I'd be there for him, with him as we maneuvered this next obstacle together. That was all I could do, and it was, I knew, all he needed from me.

      To be there.

      Well, I was.

      I always would be too.

      As he pulled up to the house, switching off the engine, we just sat there.

      Him staring up at it, me watching him and wondering what he was going to do.

      Nothing about this felt like the right move, but it was his choice. His decision. And I'd stand by him.

      His hands tightened around the wheel as he murmured, "You know that counselor I saw in London?"

      He'd gone three times, but after the third, he'd returned home angry. I hadn't pressed, knowing he'd tell me in good time...

      "Yes."

      "It was strange. She wanted to talk about everything but the rape." His brow puckered. "It made me think about stuff that I didn't really want to."

      "What like?"

      "Random things, really. I called Cassandra, you know, Rhode's EA?"

      Surprised, I asked, "Why?"

      "I wanted to know why she was a bitch to me."

      Snickering a little, I queried, "Did she tell you why?"

      "She said she was sorry." He cut me a look. "I didn't expect that. I just felt I deserved to know why she was so horrible to me."

      "What was her reason?"

      "She said she was stressed. Remember I told you how she kept disappearing to the restroom all the time?"

      "You thought she was pregnant," I confirmed.

      "Yeah, I did. She isn't. She just went to the bathroom to cry."

      My eyes flared wide. "Jesus."

      He nodded. "Rhode made her so unhappy that she had to keep escaping to cry." His brow puckered. "Isn't that horrible?"

      "It is." My jaw worked as I thought about all the changes I'd be forcing on HR when I returned to Astley Publishing. It was quite clear to me that we'd been letting down our employees for a long time. Only fuck knew what else was being brushed under the carpet. "Did you feel better for knowing why she was that way to you?"

      "No. It made me feel worse. Rhode did a lot of damage to a lot of people. It made me think about how many toxic people I know who are just like her."

      Warily, I eyed the house. "Your dad?"

      He nodded. "That's why we're here. I want to see him one last time before I cut him out for good."

      "Okay," I said slowly, still not sure if that was the best idea.

      "You don't think it's wise?" Micah asked.

      "Not really, but we'll do whatever you need."

      His lips twitched, a smile forming for the first time today. "Who'd have thought you could be so supportive when, that first time I went to your place, all you could do was talk about soup, fruit, and the Stock Exchange?"

      I grumbled, "I'm never going to live that down, am I?"

      "Nope," he agreed, and I had to laugh because he sounded so fucking cheerful that I was left with no alternative.

      Though I didn't want to upset him, I was curious. "I thought you loved your dad?" I asked.

      "I do. I did. But it was only with distance that I saw how he controlled Mom. Like, she wasn't religious when I was a kid. She only went to church because of him, because she thought it would help save her marriage." His brow puckered. "I wonder if it was worth it."

      "Would she still be with him if it wasn't?"

      "I guess not."

      I cleared my throat. "You haven't heard from her, either? Not since—"

      He shook his head. "No. Not since that last time."

      "Maybe she agrees with him?"

      "Maybe she does." He reached up and plucked his bottom lip. "I never liked leaving home. I was always happy to be with Mom, and every year, Dad made me go to Summer Camp. I hated it, but I had to pretend to love it because that's what you do, right?"

      "Fake it 'til you make it," I agreed.

      He nodded. "So, this one year, we started to learn how to use canoes. This prick, a kid called Joseph, he really didn't like me. I don't know why, but he just didn't. He tipped over my canoe and he and his cronies held me under the water. I managed to get out of the harness but I bobbed under water for a while, using the little air trap to breathe because I knew they'd just push me back under again."

      "Jesus," I breathed.

      "It was bad. Their parents were called in, mine were too. I wanted to go home—"

      "Of course you did."

      "Dad wouldn't let me. Said it was a character building exercise."

      "Fuck."

      He hummed. "I only remembered that when I talked to that counselor." His brow puckered. "I've hated small spaces ever since. The water too. Swimming was always hell for me. But being in elevators was even worse. I remembered the canoe thing, just not what Dad said afterward."

      "I really want to break his nose."

      Micah cut me a look. "You want to break my dad's nose?" At my growl of assent, he snickered. "I'd love to see that."

      "Then shift your arse," I retorted, "we're at the right place for the shit to hit the fan."

      His smile died as he reached out and covered my hand with his. "Neither of them called even though they had to have heard about Rhode."

      I bit the inside of my cheek as anger pummeled me. "I know."

      "They were quite happy to throw me to the wolves, because they knew I would never be granted Financial Aid."

      "I know."

      He blinked. "They don't deserve me."

      "No," I agreed softly. "They don't."

      His smile blossomed out of nowhere, and though I expected him to unfasten his seatbelt and to get out of the car, he didn't.

      Instead, he turned on the ignition, pressed the button that let the roof retract, and put the car into drive. For a second, I could have sworn he was about to drive into the front of the house, but he didn't. He went close, though. Close enough for me to jerk in surprise, before he pulled into reverse and started the ride back to the hotel.

      “Are you sure you want to leave without seeing them?” I asked, noticing the gates were wide open, as if George was waiting for us to leave.

      “I’m positive,” he confirmed, then, when we were outside the drive, and the gates pulled inward, he braked, and leaned over the center console.

      Knowing what he was doing, I pushed into him, and pressing my lips to his, I let him own this moment as he kissed me. Gently.

      With love.

      With feeling.

      All in full view of the cameras that were mounted onto the walls either side of the drive.

      “You’re the only family I need,” he whispered, and those words, more than anything else, resonated with me.

      I pressed my hand to his knee as he started the car again, and laughed when he raised his arm and flipped the bird at the gate before he got us the hell out of there.
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      Two years later

      “Goddamn bitch,” Devlin snarled, and I watched him, storming from one side of the room to the other, his rage spewing from his pores as he moved. Jesus, the man was like poetry in motion.

      For a second, I was more interested in that than why he was angry.

      Two years with him, and I still felt like he could snatch the air from my lungs. I knew he felt the same too, because, every now and then, he’d look at me and sigh.

      I knew how the Mona Lisa felt, but I didn’t mind being treated like a world class painting when he’d break that sigh, move into me, and would kiss me like today was our last day.

      Life was good.

      Even if this was a little blip on the radar.

      I’d finally earned my MBA, and Devlin had accepted that he could take a step back without the company floundering—that meant he only worked sixty hours a week now and not eighty.

      I considered it a major win.

      On top of that, Devlin had decided that the only way Astley Publishing was going to sit up and evolve from this was—and I still couldn’t quite get over it—for me to sue them.

      That case I’d won, and my bank account now bulged but it wouldn’t for long. I’d already donated five million to foundations that gave back to people who were exactly like me—waiting on a justice system that would always fail them.

      As a result of the civil suit which I’d won eighteen months ago, Astley Publishing had gone through a major revamp, with the executives being fired, and the HR department being made to go through training to ensure what had happened with Rhode and Robert Llewelyn could never, and would never, go down again. On top of that, more staff had been hired to offset the too-long working hours that made each day a struggle, and encouraged antagonistic behavior between employees.

      All those changes were because of me.

      He’d worked hard for me.

      But we’d lost this, and I knew it would hit him worse than it would me, simply because he cared so much.

      “We knew it was a possibility,” I told him softly.

      His face screwed up with his disgust. “Goddamn jury tampering, evidence fixing—and we were the ones accused of falsifying that video footage! I swear, I’ll sue the state. This isn’t the end of it.”

      “Her rep is like mud. No one will hire her,” I tried to comfort him.

      But there was little comfort to be found because today’s ‘Not Guilty’ saw a sexual predator roaming the streets once more. Nothing about that was right or just.

      “Like she’s short on cash. Her family just bought this case for her,” he snarled, shoving his hands through his hair like he could tug it out at the roots.

      A movement in the doorway caught my attention, but I quickly shooed my hands at her as Clarice popped her head around the door to see what was happening.

      She pulled a face, but retreated quickly—who could blame her? Devlin in a temper was a ferocious thing to behold. Sexy too. Well, it was if you weren’t related to him.

      Clarice and Harold had been staying with us while he underwent some radical therapy. I wasn’t certain if Harold was holding on simply to make sure he’d live long enough for us to get a surrogate, or if he was just as stubborn as Devlin promised all Astleys were.

      Either way, his temper was already volatile as a result of their staying with us. It didn’t matter that they had one end of our home in the Hamptons and we had the other—Devlin required a city between them.

      I wasn’t even sure if that was enough, because while we’d taken to staying at the Park Avenue apartment to stop him from strangling his father, the threat of madness still lingered in his eyes when Harold stayed here with us on his treatment days and spoke about his favorite subject—heirs and spares.

      It was getting to be a bit like a terrible song on repeat, but for whatever reason, I could tune it out where Devlin just couldn’t.

      “Devlin?” I asked softly, touched that he was so angry, loving him for his bitterness on my behalf.

      He scowled at me. “It isn’t fucking fair. I knew I should have bribed the judge. She clearly did.”

      “We’ll work something out.”

      “What? Tell me how we can make this better.

      “Poor Lizzie, Robert’s poor family. Christ. How they’re going to deal with this is beyond me. Their settlement was more blood money. Not the justice I promised them.” Yes, he’d instigated a suit on the Llewelyn family’s behalf too. Not just for me.

      How couldn’t I love this man when it was so fucking easy?

      He rubbed his brow, his shoulders wriggling in that way I knew meant a migraine was incoming, and spying that, I got to my feet so I could go and rub them for him.

      Grabbing his hand, I dragged him over to the desk chair that he’d nearly hurled across the room when he’d gotten the call about the jury’s verdict. I’d chosen not to be in court today, because I’d had a feeling it would go this way and it wouldn’t have done my mental health any good to see that smug smile I still endured in my nightmares.

      Even though he could have gone without me, and I wouldn’t have stopped him, he’d chosen to be with me instead. I knew I loved him more for that too.

      As he plunked himself down in his chair, I shoved him over the office floor until he was back at his desk, then I started to rub his shoulders.

      Pressing a kiss to his head, I murmured, “She’ll slip up. Someone else will get hurt. And we’ll make sure that when that happens, we’re backing their case.”

      “We shouldn’t have to do that. The fucking law and order in this country is a joke.”

      “You and I both know how hard it is for sexual assault victims to find justice,” I soothed, well aware that I should be the one raging and he should be the one calming me down.

      But that was his love for me.

      He took my pain, owned it, and in that mix, it trebled in size until it was larger than Rhode Island.

      His hands tightened into balled fists. “I hate it.”

      Leaning down, I rested my chin on his head. “I hate it too. We should hate it.”

      “It isn’t fair,” he raged again.

      “No, it isn’t.” I sighed. “Devlin?”

      “What?” he snarled.

      “Will you marry me?”

      He froze, then twisted his head up to look at me. “You’re asking me now?” he spluttered. “After this?”

      My lips twitched as he whirled around fast enough to almost collide with me but I jumped back in the nick of time.

      “I love you,” I said with a shrug.

      “So? You loved me yesterday,” he grumbled. “Couldn’t you have thought of a better time to ask me to marry you? I mean, the answer’s yes, but timing, Micah. Timing. For God’s sake, didn’t they teach you anything in that MBA?”

      I grinned at him. “They taught me plenty.”

      And he knew that, because though it was from the ground up, I was back at Astley Publishing, just in the PR department this time.

      People could have hated me for suing the company, but mostly they were just grateful to have more staff around. And, I thought, a lot of the staff were very happy to see Rhode get fired. She’d made a lot of enemies along the way—and here was me hoping she’d make a lot more that would keep her busy and out of our path.

      “But marriage proposals are supposed to be spontaneous,” I informed him. “This is spontaneous.”

      “Not after a jury’s verdict comes in,” he retorted with a huff, and he looked so cute, all growly and pissed that I leaned over and kissed him.

      Like usual, the kiss worked wonders.

      And not for the first time since his parents had come to stay, I resented that open office door...
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      Roofagra is as much of a ‘thing’ as Roofies are.

      I hate, hate, hate that these drugs exist, and I hate that what Micah goes through is something so many people have to go through on a daily basis. To add insult to injury, so often, like Micah and Robert, sexual assault survivors find no justice.

      To those who have endured, my love to you.

      And to those of you like Micah, whose parents reject them:

      
        
          [image: Love Knows No Gender]
        

      

      WE love YOU and are so PROUD of you for being true to yourself. May you find your Devlin. <3

      To fans who recognized a certain Kurt Jenner and a Sawyer Bennett, well… I hope you enjoyed the Easter egg! :D

      If you don’t know who they are, they’re characters from the Quintessence collection. :) It’s a complete trilogy that starts here: www.books2read.com/TheQuintessenceCollection

      And finally, forgive me the hubris of being one of Micah’s favorite authors. LOL. My mum suggested it, and I couldn’t resist. :P

      Much love to you all, and thank you for your support. If you enjoyed THE INTERN, would you please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon? It would mean the world to me.

      Thank you. <3

      Serena

      xoxo
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        Don’t forget to grab your free e-Book!

        Secrets & Lies is now free!

      

        

      
        Meg’s love life was missing a spark until she discovered her need to be dominated. When her fiancé shared the same kink, she thought all her birthdays had come at once, and then she came to learn their relationship was one big fat lie.

      

        

      
        Gabe has loved Meg for years, watching her from afar, and always wishing he’d been the one to date her first and not his brother. When he has the chance to have Meg in his bed—even better, tied to it—it’s an opportunity he can’t refuse.

      

        

      
        With disastrous consequences.

      

        

      
        Can Gabe make Meg realize she’s the one woman he’s always wanted? But once secrets and lies have wormed their way into a relationship, is it impossible to establish the firm base of trust needed between lovers, and more importantly, between sub and Sir…?

      

        

      
        This story features orgasm control in a BDSM setting.

        Secrets & Lies is now free!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect with Serena

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For the latest updates, be sure to check out my website!

        But if you’d like to hang out with me and get to know me better, then I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or you can always PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.
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      I'm a romance novelaholic and I won't touch a book unless I know there's a happy ending. This addiction is what made me craft stories that suit my voracious need for raunchy romance. I love twists and unexpected turns, and my novels all contain sexy guys, dark humor, and hot AF love scenes.

      

      I write MF, menage, and reverse harem (also known as why choose romance,) in both contemporary and paranormal. Some of my stories are darker than others, but I can promise you one thing, you will always get the happy ending your heart needs!
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