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      Taylor Ritchie has hated Christian Roquefeuil ever since they were both interns at the New York fashion company, House of Romano. Taylor is ambitious, talented, and a sociopath who had been nursing a grudge against Christian for years.

      When Christian takes over House of Romano, Taylor sees an opportunity for revenge. With the aid of his boyfriend, he intends to not only destroy the company, but to publicly crush Christian at the same time.

      

      Together, they begin a dangerous game of seduction where the naïve Christian is only a beautiful puppet to be toyed with. 

      

      Mike Hastings is a low-level office drone, stuck on the sidelines while Christian falls deeper and deeper into the web that Taylor has woven for him. With the make-or-break Spring collection on the horizon, it might just be down to a cheap suit in payroll to save Christian from the inevitable crash and burn.

      

      Naked Ambition is a dark and modern M/M retelling of The Emperor’s New Clothes.
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      Taylor Ritchie was up to his elbows in swathes of calico, pins, and tacking thread when Eddie raced into the designers’ room of House of Romano, his platform shoes clattering across the polished cement floor. He sounded like a herd of wildebeest instead of one slightly awkward, glittery gazelle, wearing last season’s colors. Light from the chrome ceiling fixtures bounced off his sequined jacket like the scattershot effect of some laser space battle.

      “Have you heard?” Eddie demanded.

      Taylor plucked a pin out from the seam of his lips and jabbed it into the dummy in front of him. He had come in early so he could work alone, just the way he liked it, and he didn’t enjoy being disturbed. He picked up his scissors, twirling them expertly in his long fingers as he regarded the bolt of fabric that lay partially unrolled on his table. “Heard what?”

      Eddie reached for the remote control on the long table next to the one Taylor was working at, and pointed it toward the screen fixed to the back wall. The TV flickered and a couple of talking heads arguing about politics appeared. It took Taylor a second to notice the words scrolling by in the banner underneath them—Breaking News: Fashion designer Luca Romano dead.

      “Holy shit,” Taylor said, his scissors clattering to the floor. He glimpsed a sliver of his reflection in them: a dark green eye, wide with shock, framed by a curtain of ink-black hair.

      Luca was dead?

      “What happened?” he asked Eddie. “What the hell happened?”

      Eddie shook his head, wide-eyed, his spiked platinum hair a messy halo in the lights.

      Taylor had heard, vaguely through the office grapevine, that Luca was away in Italy. He’d snorted at that—fucking his little toy boy in some Lake Como villa or whatever. But it was only three months until the unveiling of Luca’s latest Spring Collection, and they were supposed to have at least twenty-five discrete pieces by then because Luca was nothing if not an overachiever. Jesus, would House of Romano even survive without him? Luca was a force of nature, a hurricane, and he was only in his late forties, according to his bio—and in his late fifties, according to anyone who’d actually done the math. Taylor couldn’t imagine the world without him, let alone the fashion world. How could he be dead?

      His mind reeled as he thought of the first time he’d met Luca. It was almost six years ago now. Taylor had been in the meeting room upstairs, nervously opening his portfolio in front of Luca Romano. The Luca Romano. He’d been so nervous that he’d thought he would throw up, and he’d been terrified of the reputation Luca had as a brutal perfectionist. Except Luca had been warm, charming, and genuinely interested in Taylor’s designs. He’d offered him a paid internship on the spot, and six years later, under Luca’s guiding hand, Taylor was a design assistant with ambitions of creating his own line for House of Romano.

      And if he’d had other ambitions in regards to Luca, after spending enough time with him that he’d built a thousand different fantasies around the man’s sheer magnetism, well, nobody had to know that. They’d spent a single night together once, and Taylor had felt himself tumbling head over heels in love, but Luca had brushed him off in the morning with a kiss and a smile. It had all seemed so grown-up and casually cosmopolitan that Taylor had been ashamed of his naivety. Of course, Luca had a string of young, eager lovers lining up to fall into his bed every night. Taylor was lucky to have been chosen as one of them, however briefly.

      He bent down and picked up his scissors, the metal cold in his hands.

      “What do you think will happen now?” Eddie asked. He wafted closer to Taylor in a cloud of Creed Aventus that made Taylor’s nose twitch. “I can’t lose this job, Taylor! I refuse to go back to folding blouses in the women’s apparel section of Saks!”

      Yeah, and Taylor refused to go back to fucking Ohio.

      “Listen,” he said in a gentle tone, as much to calm Eddie’s rising panic as his own, “nobody is going to lose their job. Like there must be….” He searched for the right words and failed to find them. “A line of succession or something, right?”

      It didn’t seem too absurd to think of Luca Romano as a king or an emperor, not when Taylor had once thought of him as a god.

      Taylor set his scissors down and gripped the edge of the table.

      “I guess so,” Eddie said, chewing his bottom lip anxiously.

      “Of course there will be someone,” Taylor said, mostly to get Eddie to shut up. Eddie was an intern, a coffee boy, but for some reason he thought that he and Taylor were friends. He was a fucking airhead, and Taylor might have even hated him, if he could have been bothered to expend that much emotional energy on someone as inconsequential as Eddie. “Go and get me a coffee, would you?”

      Eddie’s jaw dropped, his plump, glossy lips falling apart in surprise before he pursed them again. “Oh, okay. You’re one of these work through your feelings kind of guys, I guess.”

      No, Taylor thought, he was one of those fuck off and leave me alone, Eddie kind of guys, but he didn’t say so because he didn’t want his coffee served with spit.

      “It’s just”—Taylor shrugged, and turned his mouth down—“this is a lot to process, you know?”

      Eddie’s expression softened into one of sympathy and understanding. He patted Taylor on the shoulder. “I’ll get you your coffee, babe.”

      Babe? Taylor forced himself not to curl his lip at that. Forced himself to nod and appear vulnerable as Eddie clattered away again.

      He looked up at the screen, and at the ribbon rolling under the talking heads—Luca Romano dead.

      Fuck.

      Taylor dragged his fingers through his hair. Then he took his scissors and gripped them so tightly his knuckles went white; his breath came faster as he stabbed them into the tabletop with a resounding thunk. A chip of wood went skittering to the floor.

      Taylor had worked too hard to lose everything now.

      Fuck you, Luca.

      Taylor hoped he was in hell.
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      The funeral was held at the Holy Cross Church, the red-brick façade looking darker in the icy rain. Ribbons of water twisted down the bricks like bloody tears. It was a cold, bitter November morning, which seemed apt, although Taylor was never prone to sentimentality. As many people were buried on glorious summer days as days like these, after all. The funeral was packed with more celebrities than Luca’s last show, and the paparazzi lined the rain-spattered sidewalk outside the church. Taylor walked in with his head held high, Connor at his side.

      A few cameras flashed as they passed, and why wouldn’t they? Taylor knew he and Connor looked hot together. They were a good-looking couple: Taylor was a little taller, but not tall enough that he couldn’t borrow Connor’s clothes in a pinch, and Connor was more built because he liked to work out. Connor had that clean cut All-American look working for him, while Taylor was a little edgier, a little more subversive. Connor’s hair was brown with natural golden highlights and a conservative business cut, while Taylor’s was dyed black and cut asymmetrically, shaved close on the left side, while on the right side his bangs were long enough to tuck behind his ear when he worked. It was obvious which one of them worked in fashion.

      Inside the church was brighter. Lighting revealed statues of saints in ornate alcoves here and there. Everything was gilt and intricate and overdone—bordering on kitsch in a very Catholic kind of way. Taylor and Connor found a pew in the middle with a few places still vacant.

      “Is that him?” Connor asked in a low murmur as they took their seats.

      Taylor looked up from the ornate Order of Service someone had handed him. “No, that’s one of the models. The little fuck-slut is blond.”

      And then the sea of black parted, and there he was, Christian Roquefeuil. He looked like something one of the Pre-Raphaelites had painted, with those angelic curls, those soulful blue eyes, sharp cheekbones, and that pouty, cock-sucking mouth. He was wearing a form-fitting charcoal Luca Romano suit from this year’s collection, and he looked as mouth-wateringly good as he had the first time Taylor had seen him. Even the circles around his eyes made him deliciously fuckable. He looked pale and fragile enough to break, and Taylor would have very much enjoyed being the one to do it.

      “That’s him,” he whispered to Connor.

      Connor blinked in surprise. “And he’s not a model?”

      Taylor disguised his snort of laughter as a sob, and held his Order of Service up to hide the curl of his mouth.

      Christian Roquefeuil, a model? He had the looks, true, but Christian was a total prude. He’d once blushed when Taylor had told him his shirt would look better with a couple of buttons undone. God, how had Luca even been able to bear sticking his dick in a block of ice like Christian? Maybe that’s what killed him.

      Taylor watched as Christian was escorted up the aisle to the front pew by Abigail Stratton, Luca’s business partner. Abigail didn’t know a damn thing about fashion design, and the frumpy cut of her black dress showed it, but she knew how to run a business. She’d been Luca’s numbers woman for over twenty years. She didn’t look happy about babysitting Christian, but then Abigail never looked happy about anything. And maybe Taylor was reading too much into her stony expression. She was allowed to be unhappy. Her friend was dead, after all.

      Taylor glanced down the pew. Eddie had somehow wormed his way this close to the front, and was already clutching a handkerchief in preparation for what would no doubt by some stellar theatrical tears. He was sitting with some guy wearing glasses and a suit that had clearly been bought from the rack. Taylor thought the guy was from IT, or the mailroom, or payroll, or something boring and unimportant. Mark? Mike? It didn’t matter. Taylor’s lip curled at the sight of the guy’s hair brushing the back of his collar. He couldn’t even get a haircut for today, when there were paps lining the street outside? Some people had no sense of occasion. Even Christian, who looked like he was a heartbeat away from a total fucking breakdown, had styled his hair.

      “He’s hot,” Connor murmured, and for a moment Taylor thought he was talking about the IT guy, before he saw that Connor’s dark gaze was still trained on Christian.

      “He’s a total fucking drag,” he whispered back, rolling his eyes. “God knows what Luca saw in him.”

      Taylor and Christian had started their internships on the same day, both of them aiming at becoming designers. Christian’s designs were dull as dishwater, just like Christian himself. In the beginning, Taylor had been naïve enough to wonder why Christian had even gotten an internship. His work was pedestrian at best, but Luca had said something about Christian having good foundation skills. Taylor, like an idiot, had believed him. Then, after Luca was done with Taylor, he’d moved right on to Christian and it had all made sudden, awful sense. What hadn’t made sense, and what still didn’t, was that Christian hadn’t just been one more fling for Luca. Luca had made him his boyfriend.

      For six fucking years that knowledge had burned in Taylor’s gut. Six fucking years, when everyone knew that Taylor’s designs were better, that Taylor was smarter and more creative, and that Taylor was pushing boundaries that Christian didn’t even see, and Luca had chosen Christian because he was prettier.

      It burned like acid.

      “Careful, lover,” Connor murmured, and Taylor looked down and realized with surprise that he’d torn the cover of his Order of Service, right down the middle of Luca Romano’s handsome, smiling face.

      The funeral was exactly as boring as Taylor had expected it to be, and even the thrill of seeing that polished coffin in front of the altar didn’t last for long. He found himself wishing he could see Christian’s face. Was he crying? Taylor bet he looked even hotter when he cried.

      He shifted on the uncomfortable pew a few times, and Connor put a hand on his thigh. It might have almost been mistaken for a gesture of comfort, except Taylor knew Connor didn’t do those, and the way his fingers were creeping up Taylor’s inseam toward his rapidly stiffening dick? The priest at the front of the church might have been droning on about heavenly rewards, but Taylor was pretty sure there was no reward greater than what Connor’s hand was promising him.

      It felt like fucking hours before they made it back to Connor’s studio apartment in Bed-Stuy, and Taylor was pretty sure they didn’t even lock the door behind them before Connor had him pushed over the small dining table and was ramming his dick up his ass.

      Connor fucked rough. It was the thing Taylor liked most about him. He fucked rough and hard, until there was no room for anything inside Taylor’s head except the desperate need to come. He was bent over the table in Connor’s apartment, the edge digging into his stomach, with Connor’s hand fisted in his black hair, and Connor pounding into him in the way that always made his eyes roll back in his head. Connor didn’t give a fuck if he was hurting Taylor, and Taylor didn’t give a fuck either. He loved it when it hurt. They both did.

      Connor unclenched his fingers from the flesh of Taylor’s flank, hips still pistoning, and curled them around his throat. “You take it so good, Taylor, you fucking whore.”

      Taylor tried to laugh and almost choked on air. “Fuck me harder, you piece of shit.”

      That earned him a stinging slap to his flank before Connor’s hand was back around his throat, gripping hard. “Jesus. You’re so tight.”

      Taylor clenched on Connor’s dick, dragging moans from both of them.

      “So tight,” Connor repeated, his voice rasping. “I wonder if Christian’s this tight. How big was Luca’s dick?”

      Taylor gritted his teeth as a punishing thrust forced him against the edge of the table. “Bigger than yours.”

      Connor twisted his fist in Taylor’s hair, the sting sharp. “Liar.”

      He was right, of course. Connor was always right. Luca’s dick had been more than adequate, but Connor’s was bigger. Also, Luca had never wielded his dick as a weapon, like he wanted it to draw blood.

      “You think he could take me?” Connor demanded, his breath hot against Taylor’s ear. “You think I could make him scream?”

      A shudder of pleasure ran through Taylor’s body at the thought of Christian being fucked by Connor, tears glistening in his eyes because it hurt. Because Taylor would make it hurt.

      “Yeah,” he gasped out. “You’d make him scream. Make him cry like the little bitch he is.”

      The fantasy was intoxicating, even though Taylor knew it would never happen. Christian Roquefeuil was a fucking ice queen, despite opening his legs for Luca for the past six years. Always acting like he was better than everyone else, when he was just as much a whore as the rent boys who stood on dirty street corners, eyes narrowed and hips cocked. If Christian had actually owned it somehow—strutted proudly down the street flashing his jewelry and dropping hundred dollar bills in his wake—then Taylor might have admired him. Instead Christian acted like some nervous virgin and ducked his head whenever someone so much as looked at him. He was a dirty hypocrite, and Taylor hated him. The idea of Connor showing the little whore his place was thrilling.

      Evidently Taylor wasn’t the only one who thought so. Connor gripped his throat tightly enough to cut off Taylor’s air for a few moments and then came with a roar. Panting and heaving, Connor peeled himself away from Taylor’s sweat-slicked body, and Taylor winced as he tugged his cock free.

      “Finish yourself off,” Connor said, like he didn’t really give a fuck either way.

      Taylor would have glared at him, but he loved this part too. He pushed himself up from the table, ignoring the flash of pain in his stomach from getting pounded onto the edge, and wrapped his fingers around his aching cock. Staring at Connor while he brought himself off with a few quick strokes, his entire body throbbed and ached like a bruise.

      Later, as they were sitting on the leather couch eating Singapore noodles with the TV on for background noise, Connor said, “Do you think he’d do it?”

      “Who?” Taylor dug a shrimp out with a chopstick and then swallowed it.

      “Luca Romano’s pretty fuck-slut.”

      Taylor rolled his eyes. “Christian? Fuck, no. He’s a prissy little princess.”

      Connor’s eyes glittered. “Not even with a little incentive?”

      Taylor knew exactly what incentive Connor was talking about. Neither of them were regulars on the party and play scene, but they’d dabbled. Chemsex was fucking amazing—reduced inhibitions, combined with increased stamina and a chemical high—but Christian being into it? The thought was ridiculous.

      Taylor snorted. He leaned forward, and the leather couch squeaked. It was still shiny and new, like everything else in the apartment. The place could have been in the pages of a catalogue if it wasn’t for Connor’s habit of leaving his clothes strewn all over the floor. “Please. As if Christian would ever do anything remotely interesting.”

      Connor smirked. “He really gets under your skin, doesn’t he?”

      Taylor grimaced. “You’re the one who keeps bringing him up.”

      “Because he’s hot as fuck!”

      Taylor jabbed him with a chopstick, and Connor yelped and rubbed his ribs.

      He’d pay for that later.

      He didn’t mind.

      Taylor knew how to give as good as got when the tables were turned, and the best thing about Connor was that they were always turning.
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      Two days after the funeral, Taylor was in the designers’ room at House of Romano working on a jacket for the upcoming Spring Collection, doing his best to ignore Katya and Miguel gossiping in the background, and dreaming about which celebrity he wanted to dress for the Met Gala. Not that any of them had ever heard of him, or ever would if he couldn’t get this fucking jacket to sit right. It had looked good in his sketches, but he couldn’t get the darts to work. It looked less cutting-edge and more dragged out of Mom’s basement where it’s been in storage since her prom in 1989, and Taylor hated it right now.

      He’d felt strangely restless since the news of Luca’s death and the subsequent funeral. If he’d been less sure of himself, he might even call the strange feeling one of loss. And not just loss of Luca, but loss of his own purpose perhaps—what the hell is the point of any of this?—and he had to admit to feeling at least a little loss of direction. Without Luca to glance at, to both envy and emulate, of course he was a little off-kilter. And why wouldn’t he be? The whole company was up in the air. Everyone was talking in whispers, and nobody seemed to know what would happen next. Without Luca at the helm, were they headed for the rocks? Fashion wasn’t like any other business. Fashion needed a name. How quickly would Luca’s fade and leave the company floundering and employees like Taylor adrift? Except, no, that wasn’t going to happen to Taylor. Taylor didn’t need Luca anymore. He didn’t even need House of Romano. He was talented enough to make it anywhere.

      Taylor closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and let the familiar sounds of the designers’ room soothe his ragged nerves. Someone in heels tap-tap-tapped their way to the coffee maker on the far side of the room. He heard the familiar dull thunk of a roll of fabric being set on a table. Someone else’s scissors squeaked as they snipped. There was music playing from the speakers high up on the walls—the classical music that Luca had always liked to play during business hours, because he’d read somewhere that it inspired creativity and productivity. As soon as the clock struck five, someone would switch it over to dance music. That used to be the signal that Luca had left the building for the day and his little mice were free to play. Taylor wondered if that tradition would hold now that Luca was gone for good, or if they’d be stuck listening to someone’s boring-as-fuck toccata forever. So many of Taylor’s days had revolved around Luca, even those where he never saw the man in person.

      He wondered if the men and women in the boardroom were feeling as strangely restless as he was.

      He opened his eyes and blinked down at the fabric in front of him, pinned that fucking dart for the fourth time, and tried to decide if ironing it would help.

      “Have you heard?” Eddie’s screech bounced off the walls and echoed throughout the room.

      Taylor wasn’t the only one who turned to face him.

      Eddie was breathless, red in the face, and clearly loving the drama of whatever the hell he knew. He flapped his hands in front of his face like an old lady with the vapors.

      “Heard what?” Katya asked icily, sitting on her table and crossing her legs so that the heels of her stilettos gleamed menacingly.

      “The new head of the company!” Eddie exclaimed, his mascara-rimmed eyes wide. “It’s Christian! They were married!”

      Taylor’s blood ran cold.
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      Mike Hastings sat in the back of the meeting, ostensibly taking notes for Karl, the manager of payroll. But they both knew that Karl was more than capable of taking his own notes; the best Mike could figure was that people brought underlings to these meetings to feel important. Instead of writing anything down, Mike played hangman with Daichi, Abigail Stratton’s executive assistant. Of the both of them, Daichi was the one who had more reason to actually pay attention, but he seemed to be able to take notes, have relevant documents ready a fraction of a second before Abigail gestured for him, and correctly guess that Mike’s word was askew when Mike was sure he finally had him this time.

      The whole company had been aflutter since Luca Romano’s death but, like Karl said, day-to-day operations, and speculation about them, weren’t any of their department’s business. Payroll didn’t panic because the company was suddenly without the leadership and artistic vision of Luca Romano. Payroll just kept on paying people, the same as always. Karl was very good at what he did. If the zombie apocalypse happened, Mike was sure that people’s paycheck would still land in their bank account right on time. It wasn’t exciting work, and it certainly wasn’t what most people thought of when Mike told them he worked for House of Romano, but it was important to people’s lives that their department got it right every time and on time.

      So this meeting, as far as Mike was concerned, wasn’t really relevant for payroll, just like every other meeting he and Karl had been summoned to in the six months. Still, a meeting like this broke up his otherwise mundane days with a slice of true boredom, which made him look forward to spending the rest of the day locked away in his poky office on the third floor of the building.

      Mike paid the bills by paying the bills, and that was fine with him. He earned enough money to pay the rent on an apartment in Brooklyn he shared with two roommates, and even if it wasn’t the most exciting job in the world, he liked it well enough. He couldn’t see himself here in ten years or anything, but it was good for now.

      He glanced over at Daichi as he drew three dashes on his notebook. Daichi looked up, caught Mike staring, and then flashed him an evil grin.

      Mike was no hangman novice, okay? He knew exactly what Daichi was doing, the bastard. He didn’t have one three-letter word in his head; he had hundreds, and he’d keep changing them as long as he could until he had Mike hanged.

      Mike rolled his eyes, while in the middle of the boardroom Abigail again talked about the terrible, tragic loss of Luca Romano.

      Mike wrote e on his notebook and showed it to Daichi. Daichi shook his head, his eyes sparkling behind his fashionable glasses, and drew a line on his paper.

      Mike rolled his eyes again, and then felt a flash of guilt when he heard the hitch in Abigail’s voice as she said Luca’s name. There were people in this room who hadn’t only known Luca Romano personally, they’d loved him, and suddenly playing hangman twelve feet away while Abigail was clearly still struggling with grief felt very disrespectful.

      Daichi obviously realized the same thing, and he closed his notebook with an apologetic grimace in Mike’s direction.

      Mike nodded to show he understood. He tried to pay attention to what Abigail was saying, but he really didn’t care about projections and brand and synergy, and his focus drifted.

      The meeting room was on the top floor of House of Romano, and rumor had it that only the boardroom itself surpassed it for luxury. Mike couldn’t say he gave a fuck about the massive table in the middle that looked like it belonged in some medieval banquet hall, but he was certainly impressed by the long bureau underneath the windows that was covered in every snack known to mankind, even if half the people in this meeting would rather die than eat a carb. Mike tried not to be too obvious about staring longingly at the food while Abigail spoke.

      Abigail was still talking when the door to the meeting room opened, and then she faltered, and stared at the new arrival. Every head in the place swiveled to do the same.

      Christian Roquefeuil. He was probably the most attractive man Mike had ever seen—and Mike worked in a place that was plastered with photographs of professional models. Christian didn’t look as perfect as them, but somehow that made him more perfect. He wasn’t manufactured, or overly made-up. He somehow seemed too beautiful for the world, while at the same time being a reminder of just how beautiful the world could be. It was difficult to explain—numbers were Mike’s thing, not words—but he knew that he wasn’t the only person who did a double take when they saw Christian Roquefeuil. People looked once and then looked away quickly because staring into the faces of angels was unholy and forbidden to mere mortals. Then they looked twice because they realized they were dumbasses and that angels weren’t real and they needed to drink this guy in while they got the chance. Mike had been there.

      It seemed cruel to stare at him today, though, because his grief was still coming off him in palpable waves. His eyes were rimmed with shadows and there was no color in his face. He looked beaten down and fragile.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said in a soft voice that Mike doubted would carry as far as Abigail. Mike only heard him because he and Daichi were closest to the door. Christian looked very alone as he crossed the floor and took his place at the head of the table, a visible shudder going through him as he sat in Luca’s chair.

      Mike didn’t miss the glances the department heads gave one another. What the hell is he doing here? And he doubted Christian missed them, either, by the way he seemed to shrink into himself.

      Jesus. The poor guy.

      Mike hoped he wasn’t as out of his depth as he appeared.

      Abigail glanced at Christian, and she reached out to pat him on the shoulder in the vaguely disinterested way one might try to comfort a child whose behavior was distracting more than upsetting. She straightened and began to talk again as though she’d already forgotten he was there.

      “At this stage, we’re focusing on the upcoming Spring Collection,” she said. “The Spring Collection is our biggest event of the year, and it’s more important now than ever. With Luca’s loss, Reuben will, of course, take over as Head of Design.”

      Reuben Marcos, a portly, fussy man who always wore bespoke suits and carried a monocle on a chain like the Monopoly man, had worked as Luca Romano’s second-in-charge for years. Now, he steepled his fingers under his plump chin and gave Abigail a grave nod.

      Hell of a way to get a promotion.

      Mike glanced at Christian again and saw that his eyes were shining with tears, jaw quivering a little.

      Mike thought about getting up and fetching him a glass of sparkling mineral water from the bureau, but then swallowed down the impulse. If Christian wanted a water, he could get one himself, and Mike wouldn’t be doing him any favors by coddling the guy, or looking like he was trying to kiss his ass.

      Because for better or worse, Christian was his boss now.

      He was everyone’s boss, and from the glances that traveled between the men and women sitting at the main table, Mike guessed there were a lot of them who hadn’t been happy to discover that.

      Mike looked down at his lap and flipped through his notes. He was payroll and, like Karl said, this was none of his business.

      By the time the meeting let out, Mike was craving lunch. He would have grabbed a snack, but Abigail and a couple of department heads were talking at Christian now, and Mike didn’t want to slink past them to blatantly forage at the bureau. Instead, he left the meeting room with everyone else, and taking the stairs rather than cramming into the elevator, he headed for the lobby.

      Eddie was at the reception desk, chatting animatedly with the young woman behind it.

      “Mike!” he called, a brilliant smile lighting up his pixie face. “You had better not be going to the noodle bar without me!”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Mike said, and held the door open for him.

      Eddie skipped over to meet him, and they braved the cold street together.

      Mike didn’t know Eddie very well, and he got the impression that knowing Eddie was a bit like knowing a butterfly. Whenever Mike thought it had landed somewhere for a second and he had the chance to inspect it closely, it suddenly flittered off into an entirely unexpected direction. Eddie was bright and exuberant, and holding a conversation with him meant exploring at least a hundred unrelated tangents at the same time. He was funny, even if Mike suspected he didn’t intend to be, and Mike liked him a lot. He was short, and wore outrageous heels to compensate, and he had large blue eyes set in a heart-shaped face. He mostly wore his dyed platinum hair in spikes. He looked like he’d fallen out of a manga. Their paths didn’t cross much at work, but Eddie knew everybody—and vice versa—and he’d sat next to Mike at Luca Romano’s funeral.

      “So,” Eddie announced on their way back from the noodle bar, skipping over a crack in the pavement in heels so high Mike was afraid he’d trip and break his neck, “apparently they went and got married in Paris right before the Italy trip. Married in Paris! It’s so romantic!”

      Mike nodded and ate a spring roll. His bag of fried spring rolls never made it far from the noodle bar. They were always the first casualty of his lunch hour.

      Eddie’s face fell. “I mean, and then Luca died, which is just awful, God. It’s like one of those movies where the couple gets married even though one of them is dying of a terminal disease, just so they can have that special day, isn’t it? Except nobody knew Luca was going to drop dead like that.”

      “Heart attack,” Mike said around his fried spring roll. Flakes of pastry spilled like confetti down the front of his shirt, speckling his tie. “Daichi said that Abigail said it was a heart attack.”

      Eddie’s face screwed up. “It’s just so sad. Poor Christian.”

      Mike felt a sudden rush of affection for Eddie. Of all the whispering he’d caught in the corridors and by the water coolers since Luca Romano’s death, this might have been the first time he’d heard someone actually express any sympathy for Christian Roquefeuil. “Do you know Christian?”

      “No.” Eddie screwed up his button nose. “Taylor, he’s one of the designers, said that Christian started as an intern at the same time he did, but then Luca and Christian started dating, and I guess Christian quit? Or didn’t get a job after his internship was over, or whatever. That was, like, years ago, so I don’t really know the full story. Who wants to come to work every day when you’re dating a millionaire, I guess?” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Anyway, I’ve never really met him. Have you?”

      Mike shook his head. “I’ve seen him around a few times, but only from a distance.”

      “Like the sunrise!” Eddie said, a smile brightening him. “If you get any closer, you’d go blind! You know, from staring into the sun.”

      Mike’s mouth twitched into a smile as they split up briefly to get past a woman with a stroller. “It’s a bit like that, isn’t it?”

      “It’s exactly like that. I thought he was one of the models the first time I saw him, but apparently he’s way too self-conscious for that. That’s what Jenna said. That he’s way too self-conscious. If I looked like that, I wouldn’t be self-conscious. I’d be flaunting it wherever I went!” He struck a pose by a light pole. “I mean, I flaunt it anyway, but if I had half of what Christian has, I’d flaunt it even more!”

      Mike laughed. “Yeah, me too, probably.”

      Despite working for House of Romano, Mike had very little knowledge about fashion, or about the models who sometimes glided through the corridors like exotic creatures. He knew enough to know it was a cutthroat business, and he couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to take their clothes off in front of the cameras. For all Mike said he’d do it if he had the looks, he wondered if he really would. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of so much close scrutiny and judgement, and that was before the magazines even hit the stands. Also, he had a feeling that instead of flourishing under the spotlight, he’d curl up and shrivel. Mike preferred his tiny office and his Excel spreadsheets, to be honest. He knew what he was doing with those.

      “And now, he’s our boss,” Eddie announced. “How weird is that?”

      Mike shrugged. “I mean, things go on just the same, right?”

      Eddie’s eyes grew round. “For you guys, maybe! But, ugh, I don’t know how to describe it. Luca was an inspiration, you know? He’d come into the room, and he’d take a look at a piece, and he could tell you just at a glance what was wrong with it, and how to make it better. Every piece that ever made it to the catwalk was either personally designed by him, or personally approved. And now we don’t have that, and I can tell that even Taylor’s freaking out, and Taylor never freaks out.”

      Mike crunched into another egg roll.

      “And Rueben’s just not the same!” Eddie exclaimed. “Like, he’s amazing and everything. God, did you ever see the gown he designed for the Met Gala in 2014? It had a steel bustier, and it was to die for! But he’s not Luca, you know?”

      Mike wasn’t sure that he did. “I mean, it’ll settle down, right?”

      “I don’t know, I’m just a lowly intern!”

      “Yet somehow you know more about the inner workings of this company than Abigail Stratton herself.”

      Eddie’s peal of delighted laughter carried them all the way back to House of Romano, and they headed for the lunchroom on the second floor to finish their food. The lunchroom was used mostly by administration and office staff. Mike wasn’t convinced that half the creatives actually consumed food. On charitable days Mike thought they probably existed on caffeine fumes and pills. On less charitable days, he decided they simply opened their mouths and sucked in the essences of their struggling victims.

      Mike had heard more than one screaming match in a corridor that in any other workplace would have landed both parties out in the street on their asses. The first time, he’d been about to get up from his desk and race out of his office to prevent what was surely a murder in progress. Instead, Karl had gotten up, walked to the door, and slammed it shut.

      “Goddamn bullshit,” he’d muttered and sat again. “None of our business.”

      Still, Mike couldn’t deny that the creatives fascinated him from what he saw of them. Their world seemed so much more chaotic than his, full of divas and dramas, and yet every few months they somehow got all their shit together and sent a herd of long-legged models down the catwalk wearing what were suddenly the must-have fashions of the season. It was like watching a drunk man suddenly pull a shiny quarter out of his ear, and realizing the intoxication had been an act the whole time, and the man was actually a magician.

      So in the following few days when Mike began to hear rumors of impending doom, he didn’t put much stock in them. The magician always pulled the trick off in the end. It wasn’t until two weeks after Luca Romano’s funeral, when he was swinging by Daichi’s desk to see if he wanted to grab lunch, that he realized maybe this time it was different.

      “Are you”—he squinted at Daichi’s computer screen—“are you updating your resumé on LinkedIn?”

      Daichi gave a guilty start. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Why?”

      Daichi looked around as though he was afraid he’d be overheard, even if it was only Mike with him at his desk in the foyer in front of Abigail Stratton’s office. “Listen, I’ve been hearing some things, and I just want to keep my options open.”

      “In case of what?”

      “Let’s just say that a lot of people don’t think Christian Roquefeuil has it in him to run this company,” Daichi said. “Maybe he does, and maybe he doesn’t, but the Spring Collection is going to be make or break, and if it’s break, then I’d like to get out before the whole ship sinks, you know?”

      Mike raised his eyebrows. “And you heard this from…?”

      “More like overheard,” Daichi said, and glanced at Abigail Stratton’s closed office door.

      Shit.

      Of course, Daichi would be one of the first to know which way the winds were blowing for House of Romano. He was Abigail Stratton’s executive assistant.

      “Are you serious?” Mike asked in an undertone.

      “It’s all right for her,” Daichi said, darting another quick glance at Abigail’s door. “She could leave tomorrow, never get another job, and still never spend all the money this place has made her. But if she’s looking at villas in Tuscany to retire to, then I need to think about what the hell I’m going to do if she goes. Some of us have rent to—” He straightened up suddenly, and plastered a smile on his face. “Mr. Roquefeuil, good afternoon.”

      Mike turned and saw Christian Roquefeuil standing in the doorway. He looked tired and pale and, if possible, the shadows under his eyes were even darker than they had been the last time Mike had seen him at the meeting.

      Daichi ratcheted up his fake smile and grabbed his phone. “Ms. Stratton, I have Mr. Roquefeuil here for you.” He listened for her answer and then replaced the phone. “Please go on through. Can I get you a drink?”

      “No.” Christian’s voice was soft, his gaze sliding to the floor. “Thank you.”

      He let himself into Abigail’s office, and the door snicked shut behind him.

      Daichi sagged back into his chair and shrugged. “You’ll be fine, probably. Even if the whole place folds, you and Karl will be the last to go.” He raised his eyebrows. “Oooh! Unless they go bankrupt and bring in outside administrators, I guess.”

      “Thanks for that,” Mike said dryly. “Very comforting.”

      Daichi looked briefly chastened.

      “I’ve seen the shareholder reports,” Mike said. “Nobody’s going bankrupt.”

      “That’s what everyone says right before they go bankrupt,” Daichi pointed out.

      Mike rolled his eyes. “You’d better not ask me for a reference.”

      “Why would I? You’re a nobody.” Daichi shrugged. “I say that as one nobody to another.”

      “I can’t believe I came up here to see if you wanted to grab coffee. You’re a terrible friend and you cheat at hangman.”

      “Those things are both true,” Daichi said. “And I would murder a puppy for coffee right now. Hold on.” He opened his desk drawer and tugged out his Bluetooth headset. “There, just in case she needs anything. Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Mike couldn’t help glancing at Abigail’s closed office door as they left, wondering what was happening behind it, and if maybe he should be updating his resumé too.
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      The first time that Taylor was forced to watch Christian stumble through a visit to the designers’ floor, he clenched his jaw so hard he almost cracked a tooth. Reuben Marcos, the new head designer, seemed annoyed at having to show Christian around, and why wouldn’t he? Christian hadn’t been talented enough to be hired once he’d finished his internship, he’d obviously picked up nothing from his six years attached like a tick to Luca’s side, and now he was expected to somehow carry all of Luca’s authority when it came to House of Romano? He’d never had the talent to make it as a designer, and suddenly Reuben Marcos, and every designer under him, was expected to listen to his opinions of their work?

      Fuck that. Christian had no business vetting anyone’s designs, let alone Taylor’s. Not when they’d both been interns, and sure as shit not now. Because Taylor had spent the last six years studying and learning and growing as a designer, and Christian had spent them sucking Luca’s dick. He had no fucking right to judge Taylor’s work.

      It was some consolation—but not much—that Christian obviously thought the same thing. He could barely look Taylor in the eye as he inspected the way a dress draped, or how a sneaky dart changed the entire shape of a blouse.

      “This is interesting,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper.

      Taylor raised his eyebrows. “I’m glad you think so.”

      Christian met his gaze, and there was something in his expression that he could hardly believe. It was the look of a man who knew he was drowning, which he clearly fucking was, but at the same time he wanted Taylor to help him. Taylor had barely concealed his contempt of Christian and his mediocre designs back when they were interns. He couldn’t possibly think that he was on his side now?

      Could he?

      And in that moment, Taylor saw an opportunity and grabbed it.

      It was no secret that the entire company from the board members down to the cleaners thought that Christian was destined to fail. Every single board member was probably looking for ways to throw Christian out on his ass, like the little gold-digging whore deserved, but in the meantime, Christian was here. He was friendless, and he and Taylor went way back, didn’t they? Why the fuck shouldn’t Taylor get some payback for all his hard work of the past six years? And maybe even get his revenge while he was at it.

      He stepped closer to Christian so that the small gaggle of assistants following him couldn’t overhear. He curled his fingers around Christian’s wrist and squeezed gently. “You okay?”

      Christian’s head jerked in a nod, but he pressed his mouth into a shaking line.

      No, he wasn’t okay.

      He was drowning.

      “It’s been a while,” Taylor said. “You want to catch up? Talk it out? My boyfriend’s making dinner for me tonight. I’ll give you his address. Meet me there at seven?”

      Christian swallowed, his blue eyes shining with sudden tears. “I….”

      “Come on,” Taylor said, and softened his tone with a smile. “We won’t talk about work, okay? We’ll just catch up. Because you look like you could use a friend, Christian.”

      Christian’s grateful expression made him want to laugh.

      He was drowning, all right, and Taylor had just thrown him a lifeline.

      And next he was going to tighten it around his pretty little throat and pull.
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      Connor had a studio apartment in a gentrified walk-up in Bed-Stuy. It was good-sized by New York standards, which didn’t mean much, and it was still bigger than Taylor’s place. Taylor was there by six, frantically cleaning the place up. Which meant shoving all Connor’s mess under his bed and into the closets.

      “What’s the game plan here, babe?” Connor padded barefoot from the refrigerator around the counter that divided the kitchen from the rest of the living space, and cracked a beer open. He was still wearing his trousers and his shirt, with his tie pulled loose. His brown hair, streaked with gold, was messy as though he’d been running his fingers through it and its careless style matched his cocky grin. It was a good look on him and never failed to make Taylor want to drop to his knees. “First you hate the guy, now you’re inviting him for dinner?”

      “Don’t be obtuse.”

      Connor’s mouth curled into a smile. “Just checking we were on the same page.”

      “He’s so desperate for a friend it’s pathetic.” Taylor plumped a pillow on the couch. “You want to fuck him and make him cry? Well I want to ruin him and make him cry.” He raised his eyebrows thoughtfully. “But first, I want to ruin Luca too.”

      “How do you ruin a dead man?” Connor asked curiously.

      Taylor thought of the upcoming Spring Collection, and how it was the showcase annual event for the House of Romano, right on the cusp of Fashion Week, and always held on Luca Romano’s birthday. He thought of how Christian didn’t have a fucking clue about what was cutting-edge fashion and what belonged on the discount rack at Walmart. He thought of just how much was riding on Christian’s shoulders, and how easy it would be to make him stumble.

      He smiled at Connor, warm delight bubbling through him. In spite of all Taylor’s talent, all his drive and ambition, all of the ways that he would have been better for the man and the future of the company, and Luca had chosen Christian? There was only one answer to Connor’s question.

      “You burn his legacy to ashes.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty, babe,” Connor said, his grin growing.

      Taylor straightened up and flicked his hair out of his eyes before casting a cursory gaze over the apartment. It would do. With Connor’s mess shoved out of sight, the apartment looked airy and modern, full of clean lines and gleaming surfaces. Lights from the street twinkled in the windows, softening the sharpness of the interior with a warm glow. Added to all that, the lamb roast, cooking in the oven, smelled divine.

      Taylor went into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face, and then spritzed with Connor’s cologne. His heart beat faster when a faint knock sounded on the door. He heard Connor’s, “Hey, you must be Christian. Let me take your coat for you.”

      By the time he got outside, Connor was laying the easy-going charm on thick, chatting to Christian as he served up their dinner and carried it over to the table. Taylor joined them, and let Connor draw Christian into conversation.

      Connor had charisma. He was a good-looking guy—Taylor never would have crossed the room to talk to him at the party they’d met at if he hadn’t been—but he wasn’t a head-turner in the same league as Christian. There was something more subtle about Connor than that. There was a cold undercurrent to him that very few people seemed to notice, even though it had snagged Taylor’s interest within the first few minutes of meeting him. Like attracting like, maybe. In a flock of sheep, it took one wolf to spot another. Drag a hundred dollar bill down any street in the Financial District and you’d hook a thousand guys who looked like Connor—white, preppy, wearing a Brooks Brothers suit and a fashionable undercut—but underneath all of that Connor was vicious, a predator. He made Taylor’s heart beat faster with every sympathetic smile he shot in Christian’s direction because Taylor knew what he was really thinking.

      Jesus.

      He was getting hard at the small dining table because of it.

      “It’s been really rough for you lately,” Connor said, reaching out and putting his hand briefly over Christian’s. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Taylor forced himself not to shiver as he remembered Connor pounding into him roughly the day of the funeral, at this very table, and as he remembered Connor wanting to fuck Christian and make him cry.

      Christian looked so pathetic and grateful as his mouth twitched into a sad little smile. “Thank you. It’s been difficult.”

      Taylor watched as Connor’s fingers lingered a fraction too long on the back of Christian’s hand. This little dance was fun, and the anticipation was sweet, but Taylor couldn’t wait until Connor just reached out and took. It would be shocking and cruel and beautiful.

      Connor leaned back in his chair and dug his fork into his Caesar salad. “Taylor said that you’re running the company now. That must be a little overwhelming.” There was nothing but sympathy in his tone, and Christian responded to it willingly, like a flower turning its face toward the sun.

      “It really is.” His blue eyes filled with tears. “I’m not even sure I know what I’m doing.” Then, as though second-guessing what he’d said, Christian cut a worried look at Taylor.

      Taylor smiled. “Hey, anything you say here is confidential. You know I don’t gossip, right?” Mostly because he didn’t give a fuck about anyone he worked with, but it was still the truth. “So if you need to vent about work, vent away.”

      Christian’s wavering smile was both shy and hopeful, and he ducked his head before taking a sip of wine. “Thanks, Taylor.”

      “Just don’t let anyone there push you around,” Taylor said, linking his fingers with Connor’s under the table. “You know what they can be like.”

      Christian looked at him dumbly. “Who?”

      “Oh, you know,” Taylor replied vaguely. “Management, the board members, Abigail, Reuben. All of them.”

      “Have they been….” Christian swallowed and started again. “Have they been talking about me?”

      Taylor waved his hand. “Look, all you have to remember is that Luca left the company to you, right? He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t trust you to make the right decisions.”

      Christian flushed. “No, I mean, I never had the eye that Luca did, or even you. And like… the business side of stuff is way over my head, so I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to let Abigail and Reuben do their thing.”

      Taylor cocked a brow. “Is that what Luca told you?”

      Christian’s expression crumpled. “No. We never talked about it. It was just”—he wiped his eyes—“so sudden.”

      “Aw, hey.” Connor reached out across the table and took Christian’s hand again. “We know it was. But Taylor’s right. Luca wouldn’t have left you the company if he didn’t want you making all the decisions, right?”

      Christian sniffled. “I guess.”

      “And I can help you out with stuff,” Taylor said, anticipation curling in his gut as they waved the bait in front of the stupid shiny fish. He laughed, projecting warmth into the sound. “The fashion side of things, I mean. When it comes to money, I can’t even figure out which cell phone plan is best.” He leaned into Connor’s side. “That’s what Connor’s for.”

      Connor laughed too. He put his arm around Taylor and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Yeah, babe, I’ve got you covered.”

      The look of blatant longing on Christian’s face at their display of saccharine domesticity made Taylor want to laugh for real.

      Christian cleared his throat. “What is it you do, Connor?”

      “I’m a business analyst at Capital World Trust,” Connor said. “It’s a private bank.”

      “Does that mean you’d be able to tell me what shape the business is in?” Christian asked haltingly.

      Connor blinked, as though the idea had never even occurred to him, and then he smiled and shrugged. “I mean, sure. I guess I could take a look if you wanted.”

      And snap went the little fish onto the hook.
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      Dinner with Christian became a regular thing over the next week or two. Christian was clearly feeling isolated at work—even Taylor had heard the rumors that the board was looking for ways to circumvent Luca’s will. Well, that’s what he’d told Eddie at least, and Eddie had dutifully told everyone else. It took less than a day before Taylor heard it repeated back to him as fact. Christian had heard it, too, because that evening he was pale and pinched, a little ice sculpture ready to shatter the moment someone knocked him over.

      “Are you okay?” Taylor asked, leading him over to the couch. “You look upset.”

      Christian sat and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Abigail wants me out.”

      “What?” Taylor reared back and then laughed incredulously. “That’s bullshit. Luca left the company to you. You own, what? Like sixty-something percent of the shares?”

      “I don’t know. Something like that.” Christian blinked at him. “I—I have lawyers, but I don’t really understand what they’re telling me to do. They say—they say I should sell, but I don’t know. I don’t understand any of this.” His eyes filled with tears. “Is Connor here?”

      Taylor sat down beside him and rubbed his back. He imagined what it would feel like to slide his hand around his throat and squeeze, and a thrill of pleasure shuddered through him. He forced a sympathetic smile. “He went out to grab us takeout. He’ll be back soon.”

      “I can’t do this,” Christian said, shaking his head. “Maybe I should just let Abigail buy me out and—”

      “No!” Taylor didn’t need to feign the harshness in that word, but he was careful to soften the rest when Christian flinched. “Christian, babe. The company… it’s not just numbers on a page, you know? House of Romano was Luca’s dream, and he built it up from nothing, and he gave it to you, because he loved you. Not Abigail, and not Reuben, and not the board members or the shareholders or whoever. It was his life’s work, and he gave it to you. What do you think he’d say if he knew you were thinking of selling it?”

      Another flinch, and Taylor had no doubt this one was all guilt.

      “Listen,” Taylor continued, “we’re gonna kill it with the Spring Collection, okay? And you’ll get out there at the end of the show, and the crowd will applaud you, and you’ll make Luca proud.”

      Christian blanched. “Oh, shit.”

      “What?” Taylor kept rubbing his back, getting him used to their closeness. It seemed only fair, given he’d be buried balls deep in the little slut in no time at all. Not that his touches would be anything close to solicitous then. “Oh, I forgot how shy you are. But you have to get up after the show, right? That’s what all head designers do.”

      “I’m not a designer.”

      “Babe,” Taylor said gently, “you’re the owner of House of Romano. It’ll be okay, I promise. We’ll have a few champagnes backstage, a little bit of Dutch courage for the big moment, and you’ll do fine. I’ll even make you an outfit, okay? Something amazing, just for you.”

      “You will?” The look of gratitude on Christian’s face was pathetic.

      Taylor smiled. “Of course! You have to look your best, right? For Luca.”

      Christian nodded, his lower lip wobbling. “Yes.” He drew a deep breath. “For Luca.”

      Their big emotional moment was disrupted by Connor’s arrival, thank fuck, because Taylor had no idea how the hell he was going to keep coddling the little bitch for much longer without either laughing, or slapping him in the face.

      “Hey,” Connor said, letting the apartment door swing shut behind him. “It’s my two favorite guys. I hope you like Chinese food, Christian.”

      Christian nodded and flushed, not quite meeting Connor’s gaze. “I do, thanks.”

      Taylor met Connor’s gaze and raised his eyebrows.

      It looked like Christian had a little crush on Connor. How cute! Shit, this just got better and better. Christian was handing himself to them on a platter, and he was too stupid to realize it.

      They ate on the couch, swapping boxes back and forth to try a little from each one. Christian’s face was flushed with warmth and, Taylor suspected, with the pleasure of being around people who cared for him—or at least people who convincingly pretended to. It was easy to reel him in, though, with funny little anecdotes from their history together, like the first date where everything went wrong, from the zipper in Taylor’s fly breaking after he went to the bathroom mid meal, to Connor leaning in for a goodnight kiss and somehow turning it into a headbutt instead. Stupid rom-com stuff that had never actually happened, but in the telling they made Christian smile, laugh, and steal glances full of bittersweet longing. He was still so beautifully fragile in his grief, and Taylor loved building him up with the knowledge they were going to utterly destroy him.

      He met Connor’s gaze, and felt a rush of love for the man who understood him so well, and who wanted the exact same things as he did. Not because Connor gave a fuck about Luca and the company and Taylor’s complicated history with both of them, but he’d do it anyway because he knew it was important to Taylor, and Connor liked to break pretty things as well. Taylor was so lucky to have found someone like Connor. He didn’t necessarily believe in fate or any of that bullshit, but it was impossible to deny that sometimes the universe got things exactly right. Not only had the universe allowed Taylor and Connor to meet, but it had also put Christian Roquefeuil right in their path.

      Taylor chewed on his lo mein thoughtfully.

      It was almost enough to make a guy believe in God.

      “Can I ask you something, Connor?” Christian almost whispered as they ate.

      “Sure.”

      Christian leaned forward and set his noodle box down. “Would you help me? I—” A flush rose on his perfect face. “I want to run the business, but I wouldn’t know how to do it on my own. But you know all about finances and stuff, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Connor blinked and then raised his eyebrows like he had to take a moment to consider. “I mean, it’s literally what I do. I already told you I could take a look and—”

      “No, I want to hire you,” Christian said, with more forcefulness than Taylor had ever heard from him. How hilarious that he thought this was his idea! “I want to make it official. I want Taylor to be in charge of the creative side, and you to be in charge of the business side.” And then suddenly all his forcefulness vanished again. “I… I can’t do it on my own.”

      Well, he had that right.

      “Yeah,” Connor said. “Of course. We’re your friends, and we’ll help you in any way that we can. I can have a contract drawn up and we’ll make it all official, if that’s what you want.”

      Christian exhaled heavily, as though he was relieved.

      Taylor mirrored Connor’s surprise. “And you want me to be in charge of design?”

      “It’s a lot, I know,” Christian said, his eyes wide. “But you’re so good at what you do, Taylor. We both know you’re better than I ever was.”

      “You’re offering me Reuben’s position,” Taylor clarified.

      Christian nodded. “Reuben… he brushes me off if I try to talk to him.”

      Of course he did. Reuben Marcos was a fantastic designer. What the fuck could Christian do except get in his way?

      Taylor pretended to hesitate. “I—”

      “Don’t be modest,” Christian said quickly, reaching out to take his hand and clasp it. “Please, Taylor. You’re the best designer on the staff! You… you’d do it right for Luca!”

      “I….” Taylor shook his head. “God, of course. Like Connor said, we’re your friends, and that’s what friends do.”

      Christian smiled, tears sliding down his cheeks. They weren’t the sort that Taylor wanted, but he supposed they’d do for now.

      “You know,” Connor said later, hours after they’d sent a blubberingly grateful Christian home and he and Taylor were stretched out naked on the bed together, “for anyone else, that would have been a moment of moral choice.”

      Taylor grimaced. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      The lights from the restaurant across the street made colorful patterns on the ceiling.

      “I’m just saying, you’re head designer at House of Romano, and I’ve suddenly got access to all the bank accounts,” Connor said. “For most people, that would be more than enough.”

      Taylor paused. “Are we seriously talking about this while my dick is shoved up your ass?”

      Connor laughed. “We are, lover. But it’s not enough for us, and do you know why?”

      Taylor dragged his nails down Connor’s back, making him clench hard around his dick. “We’re not most people.”

      Connor shuddered and groaned. “We absolutely are not.”
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      On Wednesday morning Mike’s printer shat itself, so he had to run next door to HR and beg to use theirs, which meant being on the receiving end of one of Lorena’s talks about how they should be a paperless office, and that printing these reports out every week was a waste of money, and how Mike was personally responsible for the destruction of the Amazon rainforest.

      “You do realize that downstairs they’re chopping into very expensive pieces of silk willy-nilly, right?”

      Lorena blinked. “What that got to do with anything?”

      “I’m pretty sure the silkworms don’t willingly vacate their cocoons,” Mike replied. “I love your belt, by the way. Is that crocodile skin?”

      Lorena huffed at him, but at least she shut up about the printer, so Mike took it as a win. He glanced at his watch a few times while the papers spooled out into the tray. At this rate he’d be running late for the staff meeting. While he doubted he’d miss anything vital to his continuing work performance, he knew it was still important to show up and try to look interested, and to remember to nod at the appropriate times. It was a hassle, and Mike could easily think of twenty other things he could be doing that would be more useful to the company, but at least half of being an adult with a real job was unexpected workplace improv, right? And secret hangman.

      Mike gathered up his printouts, flashed a smile at Lorena, and hurried toward the elevator at the end of the hall. He punched the button for the top floor of the building and was surprised when the doors rolled open. He discovered his ride wouldn’t be a solo one.

      Like looking into the sun, Eddie had said that day on the street, and he was right. Christian Roquefeuil was beautiful, and the realization shocked Mike a little every time, as though he’d forgotten exactly how beautiful he was, and had somehow talked himself around in the meantime into thinking his reaction was an exaggeration.

      Pale, and anxious, and beautiful. Christian’s gaze dropped away from Mike as the doors opened.

      Mike stepped inside, hugging his printouts to his chest. “Hi,” he murmured. “Um, fifth floor?” And then he saw the button for the fifth floor was already lit up. “Oh.”

      He shuffled toward the back wall of the elevator, and glanced at Christian again.

      Christian wasn’t alone today. He was in the company of a guy wearing a suit. Mike didn’t recognize him, but he looked like a lawyer, or some sort of Hotshot Business Guy ™. The man’s gaze slid right off Mike, undoubtedly immediately categorizing him as unimportant and dismissing him. Mike might have been offended, but he was pretty sure it was an accurate assessment. Mike was no corporate shark. He was barely even a go-getter. He got out of bed and went to work every day, and frankly that was as far as his ambition took him.

      Mike stole another glance at Christian as the elevator rose. The fifth floor was also the top floor, so the ride didn’t give him as long to steal glances at Christian Roquefeuil as he might have liked.

      House of Romano had been built in a renovated warehouse in the Garment District, with a view of West 34th Street from the fifth floor. The company’s website said that Luca Romano had fallen in love with the building the moment he’d seen it, and with the history of the building, which had housed textile workers since the 1800s. Mike was betting in those days it was less free snacks and Wi-Fi, and more Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, though. Still, the building retained most of its original features, and it was gorgeous.

      Mike wondered if men like Christian, surrounded by wealth and luxury, even noticed things like architecture, or if eventually they just became blind to it. Not entitlement, not exactly. It was shallow as hell, but Mike didn’t want to ascribe entitlement to someone like Christian; he didn’t want to think a man so beautiful could have an ugly soul—but a sort of built-up immunity.

      Hotshot Business Guy™ looked at Mike again, and the corner of his mouth curled up. Yeah, his expression seemed to say, but you’re not even in his orbit, are you, wage slave?

      And wow.

      Because apparently Mike wanted to fantasize that Christian Roquefeuil was both physically and spiritually perfect, but he had no problems ascribing assholery to Hotshot Business Guy™. Maybe because he’d actually met plenty of guys in suits who were total pricks, whereas guys who looked as perfect as Christian were so thin on the ground that Mike had never even seen one before.

      Hotshot Business Guy™ leaned closer to Christian and murmured something in his ear Mike couldn’t hear. He didn’t miss the way that the guy put a solicitous hand on the small of Christian’s back, though.

      And wow again, because was that actual jealousy that spiked through him?

      Mike looked away, swallowing down the ugly feeling. Christian was lightyears out of Mike’s league, the gesture was totally normal and appropriate anyway, and Christian was grieving. What the hell was wrong with him?

      The doors rolled open at the fifth floor, and Mike was incredibly glad to escape the close confines of the elevator. Jesus, he was an asshole.

      He glanced back once, and saw that Christian and Hotshot Business Guy™ were in a quiet conversation, their heads close together. Hotshot Business Guy™ was speaking, and Christian was nodding.

      Mike drew a breath and slipped inside the meeting room.

      Daichi had saved a seat for him, and he detoured past the snacks first. Snacks, sneaky hangman, and a lot of pretending to pay attention.

      Just another boring weekly meeting.

      Or at least it was, right up until Christian rose to his feet, glanced at Hotshot Business Guy™, and then said in a voice that trembled just a fraction, “Abigail, I appreciate everything you’ve done for the company, but your services are no longer required.”

      For a second there was only dead silence as everyone in the room took a collective gasp. And then the noise started, with heads of department all jabbering at once.

      “I really don’t think—” Reuben Marcos began.

      Christian lifted his chin. “You too, Reuben. Thank you for your work, but I’m appointing Taylor Ritchie to your position.”

      Reuben’s mouth fell open, as wide and round as his gold-rimmed monocle.

      Hotshot Business Guy™’s mouth curled in a faint smile. “That will be all for today.”

      “Oh my God,” Daichi whispered from beside Mike, his voice almost lost in the sudden ruckus. “Oh my God!”

      Abigail sat in her seat, stony-faced, as Christian and Hot Shot Business Guy™ left the room. Reuben Marcos fluttered around her like a frantic moth.

      Even Karl, who lived by the motto that everything was none of his business, looked like he’d been slapped.

      Daichi rose from his seat, his fingers shaking as he clutched his notebook to his chest, and then bolted from the room as though someone was in pursuit of him. Mike followed him down the hall to the executive bathrooms.

      “Holy fuck,” Daichi gasped, leaning against the tiled wall. “Holy fuck.”

      Mike was worried Daichi was legitimately about to hyperventilate, and there wasn’t a paper bag in sight.

      Daichi was pale and shaking. “I’m going to throw up.”

      Well, he was in the right place for it, but instead of throwing up, Daichi staggered to the sink and splashed water on his face.

      “Did that just happen?” he demanded. “Did that just happen, or am I hallucinating?”

      “It just happened,” Mike said.

      Daichi grabbed a paper towel and wiped his face. “Holy fuck. He just fired Abigail. This is a fucking disaster. Sell your shares. Sell them now.”

      “It’s cute you think I’m rich enough to have shares.”

      That wrung an unwilling smile from Daichi.

      “Do you have shares?” Mike asked curiously.

      “Hell no,” Daichi said, “but if I did, I’d be selling them, because they’re about to be worth less than toilet paper. Not even nice toilet paper, Mike. Public school toilet paper.”

      Mike winced. “Will it really be that bad? I mean, you said yourself she was thinking of leaving.”

      “When the captain of the ship dies, you don’t murder the first mate as well,” Daichi said. “She was thinking of leaving, but not like this. God, I should have known something was up. Christian has refused to take her calls all week, ever since she suggested he consider selling to Abelard.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      Daichi rolled his eyes. “For someone who works here, you really couldn’t know less about fashion, could you?”

      “I really couldn’t,” Mike agreed.

      “Emile Abelard,” Daichi said. “He’s been Luca’s main competitor for years. Anything House of Romano does, Abelard tries to one up, and vice versa. There are entire magazine issues dedicated to their rivalry. Anyway, Abelard offered to buy Christian out and keep House of Romano operating under its own branding and creative team, and everything. Abigail thought it was a good idea, but apparently Christian didn’t.” He blinked rapidly. “I can’t believe he fired her.” He splashed more water onto his face, soaking his shirtfront and tie. “And Reuben. Jesus!”

      Mike nodded. The shockwaves of Christian’s surprise announcement would be reverberating around the building for a long time and, no doubt, they’d be the biggest news in both fashion and business circles since Luca Romano’s death.

      “And who the fuck is this Connor Ellison anyway?” Daichi asked. “Like, making Taylor Ritchie head designer? That’s a creative decision; what the fuck do I know? Maybe he’s better than Reuben, even though Reuben’s worked here twice as long. But you can’t tell me that some random Wall Street asshole is better than Abigail Stratton!”

      Mike was surprised to see Daichi’s eyes were full of tears.

      “Jesus!” Daichi grabbed for a paper towel. Tugging his glasses off, he dabbed at his eyes. “She deserved better than that.”

      For all that Daichi loved to bitch about Abigail and her impossible standards, it was clear that he’d always admired her. For the first time Mike guessed that they might have been friends. It wasn’t such a shocking idea, he supposed. They worked long hours together, and somewhere in that time there must have been room for moments of genuine connection.

      “Hey,” he said, forcing a smile. “She’ll be fine, right? With her Tuscan villa?”

      Daichi nodded. “Of course she will. It’s the disrespect, you know? It might be Luca’s name on the door, but Abigail was with him since the beginning, when he was still nobody. She was his best friend.” He sniffed. “What a fucking mess.”

      “Yeah,” Mike agreed, because what else was there to say? “What a fucking mess.”

      A strange pall fell over House of Romano for the rest of the day, just like the day that Luca had died. Everything seemed quieter, and the silence was heavy. It was as though a heavy fog-like weight lay on the place, and didn’t even begin to dissipate for days.

      It was none of Mike’s business, Karl would have said, and Karl would have been right. Abigail left, and Connor Ellison, Hot Shot Business Guy™, moved into her office on the fifth floor. On the fourth floor, Reuben Marcos packed up his gold-rimmed monocles and then departed. On the third floor, nothing changed for Mike—details of Abigail’s and Reuben’s severance packages, and Connor Ellison’s contract didn’t touch him in payroll. They were handled at a higher level even than Karl. Mike continued running the pay returns of the hourly-wage employees, and sorting through travel expenses and per diems and work-related reimbursements. It wasn’t exciting work, but he liked the little glimpses it gave him of his colleagues’ work lives. How Brian in Media Relations wined and dined a bunch of editors and journalists at an upscale restaurant and ran up a bill of over five thousand dollars in one night. And how, on the other side of that, Lucy from HR shoveled down a meal from Burger King at LAX on a layover.

      Whatever the hell was going on at the board level and above, and with the creatives, it was business as usual everywhere else. The company’s share value might have plummeted after Luca’s death, and again after Abigail and Reuben’s shock departures, but maybe that wasn’t the death knell Daichi thought it was. As far as Mike could tell, Connor Ellison was running things exactly the way Abigail had, and everyone said that Taylor Ritchie was a great designer. This wasn’t a plane crash, right? This was just a bit of turbulence along the way.

      Even Daichi, when Mike met him in the lunchroom a few days after Abigail left, grudgingly admitted that Connor Ellison seemed to have his head screwed on right.

      “He spent the whole week in meetings,” Daichi said, stabbing at his egg salad. “Getting to know everyone, I guess. And like, he’s friendly, but it’s almost like he’s too friendly?”

      Mike raised his eyebrows. “Too friendly?”

      “The guy wears a watch worth more than my car,” Daichi grumbled. “I don’t trust him.”

      Mike laughed.

      “Hey, you guys!” Eddie bounced over to them, setting his lunch down on the table and sitting down. His face was bright, his smile broad. “Guess what?”

      “What?” Mike asked.

      “Taylor said I can design a piece for the Spring Collection!” Eddie exclaimed, his fake lashes fluttering. “How amazing is that?”

      “That’s great,” Mike said.

      “Omigod, it’s so great!” Eddie enthused. “Like, I pitched him this idea of David Bowie’s Starman, right? But like Starman meets the 1930s!”

      Mike blinked. He had no idea how those two ideas were supposed to mesh, but that’s why he wasn’t a creative.

      Daichi wrinkled his nose.

      “And Taylor said it was a great idea!” Eddie said and beamed. “Can you believe it? A model is going to walk down the runway wearing something I designed!”

      “That’s fantastic, Eddie,” Mike said. “Congratulations.”

      “Oh God,” Eddie exclaimed, and covered his mouth to suppress a squeal. “It’s so exciting I just want to throw up every time I think about it!”

      Daichi eyed him suspiciously and tugged his egg salad out of range.

      Mike laughed and went and got another soda.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Mike saw less of Eddie the next week, and guessed he was obsessed with working out his piece for the Spring Collection. He’d even cut back on his social forays through the building, where he used to drop in on everyone and chat. Really, it was a miracle Eddie had ever got any work done at all. Mike hoped that whatever weird fusion of fashion eras he was working on, he was killing it. Still, he missed getting lunch with Eddie, or looking up and seeing him strut through the door like some sort of sparkly exotic creature.

      “You are the straightest gay man I’ve ever met,” Eddie had told Mike once, and he supposed that in Eddie’s experience most of the gay guys at House of Romano tended to land on the more fabulous end of the spectrum. It was a workplace hazard of being surrounded by haute couture, probably. Eddie dressed like the sidewalk was a runway; Mike had worn his ketchup-stained tie two days in a row. Eddie had a skincare routine that was complicated and intricate; Mike shaved in the shower and sometimes forgot to moisturize afterward. Eddie knew how to walk in heels; Mike once sprained his ankle wearing a pair of Converse. They came from very different worlds.

      Daichi also missed more lunches than he attended, and Mike didn’t envy him having to adapt to working with a new boss. However friendly and willing to learn Connor Ellison might have been, and Mike hoped for Daichi’s sake that he was, it was always exhausting having to make that adjustment.

      Mike’s days were a little lonelier than he liked, but he was largely insulated from the fallout of both Abigail Stratton’s and Reuben Marcos’s departures. He and Karl kept working away, same as they always did.

      It was late on a Wednesday afternoon and Karl had already left for the day when Mike looked up to see Eddie in the doorway.

      “Hey,” he said, “what’s up?”

      Eddie slipped inside, closing the door behind him. “Can I get you to look at something?”

      “Sure.” Mike shut down his computer for the day.

      Eddie sighed, and perched on the edge of Mike’s desk. The office was so small that he could swing his legs and easily reach Mike’s desk. His skinny legs were encased in leopard print, and he was wearing glittery silver shoes, but Mike didn’t even blink. That was pretty low-key for Eddie.

      Eddie set a portfolio down on the desk and opened it.

      Mike stared at the sketches in front of him. Yep, that was David Bowie’s Starman for sure, if he’d been strutting his stuff in Casablanca. It was… weird.

      “What do you think?” Eddie asked.

      “Oh,” Mike said, “I’m not really—”

      “It’s awful!” Eddie exclaimed. “It’s just, ugh. It’s a fucking abortion, Mike!”

      “That’s a little harsh,” Mike protested half-heartedly, because yeah, it really was awful. Then again, Mike thought a lot of fashion was just awful, but millions of people seemed to disagree with him.

      “No, it’s terrible,” Eddie said. “The shape is all wrong. It makes my eyeballs want to bleed.”

      “Oh.”

      Eddie huffed out an angry breath. “I showed Jenna, and she called me a talentless hack who’d didn’t even deserve to sell clothes out of the trunk of a stolen car at a flea market. She also said there were five-year-old children in Chinese sweatshops with more skill in their little fingers than I have in my whole body.”

      Mike winced.

      “And she’s right,” Eddie groaned. “It’s fucking terrible, but that’s okay because I’m still trying to work out my style, you know?”

      “Oh, okay,” Mike said, relieved that Eddie wasn’t having a meltdown about the criticism. “Still, that’s not very supportive.”

      “We’re designers, Mike,” Eddie said, rolling his eyes. “We don’t do supportive.”

      “Okay,” Mike said cautiously.

      “The point is, I showed Taylor my design, and you know what he said?”

      Mike shook his head.

      “He said it was genius.” Eddie widened his eyes. “Taylor. Said this. Was genius.”

      Mike frowned. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “The praise is a good thing,” Eddie said, and jabbed his finger at his sketches. “But this here is a mess. Not even a hot mess. Just a plain-fucking mess.”

      “I don’t get it,” Mike said. “All fashion looks like this to me.”

      Eddie rolled his eyes again. “Because you’re a mess too, Mike, no offense. Listen, Taylor wants this on the runway for the Spring Collection. This. For the Spring Collection. Which is one of the opening events of Fashion Week. Fashion Week. It’ll be a fucking disaster!”

      Mike blinked down at the design. “Maybe you’re better than you think,” he said hesitantly.

      Eddie snorted. “The problem here is not that I’m better than I think, trust me!”

      “Then what is it?” Mike asked.

      Eddie sighed and closed his portfolio. “I don’t know, but something’s not right.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it,” Mike said. “Maybe it’s not a great design yet, but Taylor sees something in it that will be amazing, right?”

      Eddie worried his bottom lip between his teeth. “Maybe,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      “Come on,” Mike said. “We’ll walk to the subway together.”

      Eddie sighed and sagged. “Okay.”

      Four hours later Mike was in bed watching Netflix when he got a text message from Eddie telling him Jenna had quit. He wasn’t sure from Eddie’s complicated string of emojis if Eddie thought that was a good thing or not.

      Jesus.

      House of Romano was hemorrhaging people right now.

      Mike wondered how long it would be until the sharks caught the scent of blood and began to circle.
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      Seducing Christian Roquefeuil was a walk in the park. Ever since he had handed over control of House of Romano to Taylor and Connor, he’d been almost pathetically grateful, as though they were doing him some big favor. He really had been drowning under the weight of Luca’s death and his unexpected inheritance, and now he never needed to step foot inside House of Romano again. He would, though, because Taylor and Connor had both decided that at some point they wanted to fuck him over Luca’s desk, in that massive, grand office that had been left untouched since Luca died. What better way to spit on the man’s grave than that? And they’d both decided that Christian would be crying when it happened, one way or another.

      But for now, they were sweet with him—sickeningly sweet.

      Christian visited Connor’s apartment most nights, and they shared a meal and watched a movie, and found a hundred different ways to remind Christian that they were his only real friends. They let him cry on their shoulders about Luca. They kissed his hair and told him that they were there for him and tried not to laugh when that only made him cry some more.

      He’d told Taylor a few nights ago, in a halting voice, that the Fifth Avenue penthouse he’d shared with Luca didn’t feel like home anymore. It had taken all of Taylor’s willpower not to punch the ungrateful little whore in the face right then and there. Instead, he’d drawn him into a hug and told him that they were more than happy to share their home with him, and that he was always welcome here. And Christian had lapped it right up, like the stupid whore he was.

      Tonight they were making chicken cacciatore from a recipe Taylor had found online, and he had told Christian it was one of his and Connor’s favorites. Taylor was chopping the peppers, pretending he actually knew what he was doing, and Christian was sitting on the counter nearby him, a glass of wine in his hand. His face was a little rosy because Taylor had been refilling his glass since he’d arrived over an hour ago.

      They hadn’t talked much about work; they never did. It was enough that Christian believed Taylor and Connor had his best interests at heart, and that firing Abigail Stratton and Reuben Marcos had been a good thing for the company, for Christian, and most importantly, to preserve Luca’s legacy. A few people had quit since Abigail’s departure, but Connor had reassured an anxious Christian it was no big deal. Just like the value of the shares wasn’t a big deal, or the rumblings of discontent from the board members weren’t a big deal, or that having one of their other designers quit wasn’t a big deal. The company was in great shape, and Connor and Taylor were keeping it that way. Nights like this—home-cooked meals and friendship—just reinforced all of that for Christian. Jesus, Luca must have kept him in a gilded cage, he was so naïve.

      “You remembered to defrost the chicken, right?” Connor teased as he wandered into the kitchen. He was barefoot from the shower and only wearing a pair of sweatpants.

      Neither of them missed the way that Christian’s eyes widened as he took in the sight of a stray droplet sliding down the planes of Connor’s beautifully defined chest.

      “Of course,” Taylor said, and pressed a kiss to Connor’s cheek. “Which one of us is the chef, here?”

      Connor laughed and showed him his palms. “That’s all you, babe. You know I could burn water.”

      Taylor hummed happily.

      Connor grabbed a wine glass from the cabinet above the counter and then turned. “Oh, shit. Sorry, Christian.”

      Taylor hid a smirk as he glanced over to look.

      Connor had knocked right into Christian, causing Christian to spill his wine. Somehow Connor had found himself standing between Christian’s legs, his hands on Christian’s thighs to steady himself. Christian’s face was bright red, and his jeans and the bottom of his shirt were wet with wine.

      “I think, um, I think we need to get you out of those jeans,” Connor said, his voice low.

      The air was suddenly heavy.

      “Yeah?” Connor asked, because of course Christian didn’t answer him. He lifted a hand and nudged Christian’s chin gently. “Do you need to get out of your jeans, babe?”

      Christian’s breath shuddered out of him. “Y-yeah.”

      And then they were kissing, Christian leaning forward and Connor sliding his hands through his hair to hold him there. Taylor set the knife down and wiped his hands on his shirt. His dick throbbed just watching them, even though it was so fucking saccharine he wanted to roll his eyes. It wasn’t the kiss that got him hard. It was the capitulation. They were one step closer to wrecking the prissy little slut.

      “I—” Christian pulled back, eyes wide, a look of panicked horror on his perfect face. “Oh God, I’m so sorry, I—”

      Connor didn’t let him continue. He pulled him into another kiss, and this time Taylor moved to join them. They slid Christian off the counter and bracketed him in, and when his beautiful eyes fluttered open again he looked dazed.

      “Is this okay?” he whispered, looking from Taylor to Connor and back again.

      “It’s okay,” Taylor promised him. “You’re our friend, and we love you.”

      “We love you,” Connor echoed.

      Christian blinked and tears slid down his face.

      Taylor leaned in and pressed their mouths together. Christian tasted like something sweeter than blood. He tasted like revenge.

      And now he was theirs.

      Taylor had seen thousands of beautiful people in various states of undress in his years working at House of Romano, but none of them were as beautiful as Christian when Connor drew him out of the kitchen and into the living area of the studio. He led him over to the bed under the window and pressed a kiss to his trembling mouth. Because none of them tried to hide themselves from his gaze the way that Christian did. None of them gasped when a series of buttons popping free exposed a patch of skin. None of them had been Taylor’s to debase, and none of them would have let it happen anyway. Christian was the perfect mix of beauty and shyness, and Taylor ached to humiliate him.

      He crossed to the side of the bed. Outside he could hear traffic and people, the constant ebb and flow of the tide of the city, but it suddenly seemed distant and unreal. Here, in Connor’s apartment, the universe had shrunk to just them and Christian.

      “I haven’t…” Christian began, and then swallowed. His eyes brimmed with tears. “Not since Luca. He was my, my—”

      “Your first?” Taylor asked softly, working at another button on Christian’s shirt.

      Christian nodded, a tear spilling free. “I’ve never done it with anyone else.”

      “Oh, babe.” Connor’s voice was thick with compassion as he slid his arms around Christian from behind, but his eyes sparkled with delight. “It’s okay. Let us show you how much we love you, okay?”

      And then the asshole smirked and winked, while Taylor had to keep his expression sympathetic and earnest, and all the rest of that bullshit.

      Christian drew in a shaky breath and nodded. He squeezed his eyes shut when Taylor slid his shirt off his shoulders.

      “What’s that for?” Taylor asked, leaning forward and brushing a soft kiss against that perfect mouth. “You’re gorgeous.”

      Christian squirmed, and Taylor thrilled at how uncomfortable the compliment made him. It was going to be a total delight to debase the little bitch, and show him exactly what a fuckslut looked like. By the time they were finished with him, he’d be spreading those legs for anyone they told him to, like the dirty little whore he was.

      “Gorgeous,” he whispered, and then pressed his lips to Christian’s cheek to taste his tears.

      Christian flinched, and squirmed again. Taylor looked down to see that Connor was unfastening the fly of his jeans.

      “We love you,” Connor said, pressing a kiss to the side of Christian’s throat at the same moment as he slid a hand into Christian’s jeans. “We love you so much.”

      Christian cried as they carefully unveiled him, like one of those weeping fucking statues ignorant people believed in. And he was a vision, a work of art, an utter miracle. Taylor had half hoped his excruciating shyness came from having a tiny dick, but Christian’s was sadly respectable. It was cut, as picture perfect as the rest of him, and it hung there limply while they kissed him, coddled him, and herded him the rest of the way across the studio toward the bed.

      The idea that Christian wasn’t turned on but was going to let them do this anyway was intoxicating. He really was that pathetic.

      “You’re beautiful,” Connor crooned. “We’re so lucky to have you, Christian.”

      Christian whimpered, his eyes still squeezed shut, and turned his head blindly toward Connor for a kiss.

      Taylor let them tumble onto the bed while he got the lube. Then he watched for a while, grinning broadly at Connor over Christian’s shoulder as Connor slid his hands over Christian’s perfect, trembling body.  Connor held Taylor’s gaze and nodded, so Taylor stripped out of his clothes and climbed onto the bed beside Christian. Drew him into an embrace and kissed him, giving Connor the chance to get naked as well. Then, shuffling up so he could sit against the headboard, Taylor drew Christian close, helping him straddle his lap.

      “Okay?” he murmured, because it was polite to ask even if another kiss stole Christian’s chance to answer him. “Love you.”

      “Love you,” Christian whispered back, his voice cracking as fresh tears slid down his face.

      Yes, Taylor thought. Think of him. Think of Luca and let it hurt.

      “Hey.” Taylor kissed him, tugging gently on his bottom lip with his teeth. “Luca would want you to be happy, babe. It was all he ever wanted.”

      Behind Christian’s back, Connor rolled his eyes and grinned. He tugged his dick a few times before rolling a condom on, and Taylor couldn’t wait to see him splitting the little bitch open, even if they’d both agreed to take it easy on him this first time.

      “Turn around now, babe,” Taylor said. “Lay back against me.”

      Christian made a soft sound of distress and closed his eyes again, but he obeyed. Taylor closed his arms around him, his dick throbbing hard against Christian’s lower back, and pressed a kiss to his temple. Then he hooked his feet around Christian’s ankles and gentled them apart.

      Connor crawled up the space between their legs.

      Kisses and soft words soothed Christian through these fraught moments, even though he jerked in fright as though the sound of Connor snapping the lube open was as loud and stark as a gunshot. Taylor kept his hands moving over Christian’s flawless skin, not giving him a moment to adjust, a moment to gather his thoughts or open his stupid mouth. This was going to happen; they just had to convince Christian the choice was his. Not that they asked. No, because asking meant risking a refusal. Luckily Christian was as easily malleable as Play-Doh, and about as fucking smart too.

      “That’s it,” Connor said as he eased a lubed finger into Christian’s perfect hole. “That makes you feel good, babe.”

      Christian’s brow furrowed for a moment, and Taylor tugged his head back gently and kissed his open mouth before he could voice an objection. Lube and fingers and kisses kept the little whore muddled, but all the sweet encouragement in the world didn’t stop Christian’s spine from arching like a bow when Connor slid home. Taylor groaned when Christian whimpered.

      “Does it hurt, babe?” Connor asked, solicitous as he brushed a sweaty curl off Christian’s forehead.

      Christian whimpered again. “It’s okay,” he said, his voice wavering.

      Taylor laughed silently at the blatant lie. He’d really let them do anything, wouldn’t he?

      Connor took one of Christian’s hands. He curled their fingers together and lifted their arms behind Christian’s head. Pressed their hands back against the headboard.

      Taylor took Christian’s other hand and tugged it gently away from him, giving him nowhere to hide. He splayed Christian out like a pinned butterfly as Connor fucked him. Taylor pinched one of his rosy nipples with his spare hand, and Christian squirmed and made a confused noise.

      Then Connor released Christian’s hand and hitched his legs up. He thrust in deep, and tears squeezed out from behind Christian’s tightly shut eyelids. Taylor wondered if the pain was physical or emotional, and he hoped it was both.

      Christian’s free hand clawed the sheet. His mouth was a thin line, but he didn’t complain. He kept his eyes closed. His dick, Taylor noted with delight, was still soft.

      “God, you’re so good,” Taylor whispered. “So beautiful.”

      Connor finished more quickly than he typically did—something Taylor would needle him about later—and pulled out. His was breathing heavily, his chest gleaming with sweat, and he shot a grin at Taylor before schooling his features again. He leaned over Christian and pressed a kiss to his jaw. “Was that okay, babe?”

      Christian’s eyes fluttered open. “Y-yeah,” he murmured, his gaze sliding away. “It was really good.”

      He was such a bad liar.

      “I love you,” Connor said.

      Connor was a much better liar, and Christian melted at his words. Taylor felt Christian’s body growing heavier as he let go of the tension he was holding. Connor rolled onto his side, and pulled Christian into an embrace. He kissed him again, sliding a hand down his flank.

      “We’re so glad to have you in our life,” he said.

      Taylor reached for a condom and tore one open. He rolled it over his aching dick and smirked at Connor.

      “I’m glad too,” Christian whispered.

      Connor moved his hand down to Christian’s thigh, lifting it and pulling his leg over him—opening that ass for Taylor to plunder.

      Christian turned his head. “What are you—”

      Taylor slid home before Christian could finish the question. Christian was tight and hot, and the whimper he let out was like music. He dropped his head onto the pillow. He was tight now, but that was all he had going for him. Luca Romano might have been his first, but he’d be loose as an old sock by the time Taylor and Connor had finished with him.

      “That’s it, Christian,” Connor murmured, sliding his fingers through Christian’s sweaty curls. “Let Taylor make you feel good.”

      Christian made a thready sound.

      Taylor pulled back and thrust again. He couldn’t believe Luca had chosen this wet fish over him. At least Taylor had his thoughts of revenge to get him over the line. How the fuck had Luca ever managed to come by sticking his dick in this unmoving sack of sand? Taylor thrust, forcing himself not to tighten his grip on Christian’s hip. There would be plenty of time for bruises in the future.

      He rolled his hips, relishing the way that Christian tensed. Little fuckslut must have been tender after taking Connor first. That was okay. He’d get used to it, and if he didn’t, who the fuck cared? The bitch would get exactly as much dick as they decided he would.

      They were going to defile him.

      He thrust again, and Christian let out a shuddering breath as Connor petted and kissed him.

      “Oh, you feel so good,” Taylor lied, pressing a kiss to the back of Christian’s neck. He wondered what it would feel like to bite him there, to dig in with his teeth and then tear. It was the thought of Christian’s blood in his mouth, of Christian howling in pain, that pushed him over the edge. He shuddered as he came. “Oh God, Christian!”

      He pulled out, careful to rub a soothing hand down Christian’s spine as he did.

      Christin drew his legs up, and turned his face into the pillow.

      “Are you tired, sweetheart?” Connor crooned.

      “Yeah,” Christian murmured, his fingers twitching against the sheets.

      “Okay, you have a little sleep,” Connor said. “We’ll wake you for dinner, okay?”

      “Remember, babe,” Taylor said softly, “Luca wouldn’t want you to be sad. He’d be happy that you’ve got people who love you and who cherish you.”

      “Okay,” Christian whispered. He turned his head and blinked up at Taylor. His face was red, and his eyes were full of grateful tears. “Thank you. I love you guys too.”

      Taylor rolled off the bed and stooped to pick up his underwear.

      Connor pulled the comforter up over Christian’s beautiful body, and over that pretty, soft dick that Taylor hoped hadn’t even twitched the entire time they’d fucked him.
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      Christian stayed the night, cuddled up between them like some little child needy for affection. Taylor only enjoyed it because he knew that giving him this meant it would hurt him more when they snatched it away again. Not that they wouldn’t give him anything to dull that pain of course. His mouth twitched. They weren’t animals. No, breaking Christian’s heart was a side effect, a happy coincidence, and he was going to be too fucked up to even know what was happening in the beginning. But for now they’d coddle him, and let him sink just a little further into the fantasy that they loved him and would never hurt him.

      Taylor rose early the next morning and had already finished his coffee by the time Connor trailed out of bed.

      “He still sleeping?” Taylor asked, craning his head to see over to the other side of the studio where the bed was.

      Connor grinned. “Like a sweet little lamb.”

      “Have you heard back from Paul?”

      “He can hook us up,” Connor said. “Also, he says there’s a party next month that looks good.”

      “Hmm.” Taylor grabbed the bacon from the refrigerator. After last night, he and Connor deserved a big breakfast. “You think Christian will be ready for a party?”

      Connor laughed softly. “I think he’ll be ready for whatever we say he’s ready for. He’s going to be a horny little slut by then, lover, don’t worry.”

      “I don’t give a fuck if he’s horny or not,” Taylor said, cocking a brow. He kept his voice a low, vicious whisper, though Christian was an unmoving lump under the comforter. “I just want to see a bunch of guys run a train on that little bitch until he cries.”

      “And this is why I love you,” Connor said, tugging him into a kiss.

      Taylor nipped his lip almost hard enough to draw blood. “Same, asshole.”

      They really were perfect together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          

        

    

    







            Mike

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mike wouldn’t say that he’d been avoiding the top floor of House of Romano ever since Abigail’s sudden departure, but he’d certainly been dropping in on Daichi less and less. Mike was a low-level office drone. He didn’t really have any reason to come to the attention of the new CFO Mr. Ellison, or as Mike still secretly thought of him, Hotshot Business Guy™. Whatever was going on upstairs was, as Karl had drummed into him from the day he’d started, none of Mike’s business. And Mike had developed an office drone’s self-preservation skills of looking busy while doing nothing, and not standing out in a crowd. Still, when he got the email from Daichi one Friday morning begging for a bagel from the street cart that set up outside, Mike couldn’t refuse his friend.

      In the end he bought three bagels. One for him, one for Daichi, and one for Karl, if he would overlook his absence from the office. Karl was always happy to be bribed with bagels, especially when the weather outside was so ball-chillingly miserable that standing in line at the cart was torture.

      Mike dropped Karl’s bagel off and then headed to the elevator.

      The top floor was quiet. It usually was, on nonmeeting days. Luca Romano’s office had been unoccupied since his death, both the meeting room and the boardroom were empty, and Mike doubted anyone was skulking in the executive bathrooms. Daichi and Hotshot Business Guy™ were probably the only people working on this floor today.

      Mike headed for the Daichi’s desk, bagels in hand.

      Daichi’s desk was in the reception area of the CFO’s office, where he acted as a gatekeeper, presumably preventing anyone who didn’t have a scheduled meeting from barging right in. Mike stepped inside the reception area and noticed several things at once: Daichi wasn’t at his desk, and Christian Roquefeuil was seated on one of the plush-looking armchairs under the window. He looked as surprised to see Mike as Mike was to see him.

      “Um,” said Mike, “Mr. Roquefeuil, good morning.”

      Christian ducked his chin in what might have been a nod of acknowledgement but looked more like an attempt to sink into the armchair and vanish. “Morning.”

      Mike stepped forward and placed one of the bagels on Daichi’s desk. “I was just bringing Daichi a bagel. Sorry to disturb you.”

      Christian glanced at the bagel and then at Mike. “It’s not a problem. I think he’s in with Connor.” It was more words than Mike had ever heard out of him. “Is that from the cart out on the street?”

      “Yeah,” Mike said. “They’re the best. Well, they’re the closest, so that counts for a lot, I guess.”

      He was delighted to see Christian smile slightly.

      “I used to go there for lunch when I started here,” Christian said. “It was all I could afford back then.”

      “Here,” Mike blurted and thrust his bagel toward Christian. “Want to see if they’re still good?”

      Christian flinched back, looking started.

      Idiot, Mike told himself. Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. You just attempted to assault the owner of House of Romano with a bagel. What is wrong with you?

      But then Christian’s mouth quirked in a faint smile, and he reached out and took the bagel, the paper crinkling. “Thanks.” He raised his eyebrows. “I’m not eating your lunch, am I?”

      Mike snatched Daichi’s bagel off his desk. “I’ll buy him another one.”

      Christian broke his bagel apart, popping a small piece into his mouth. He closed his eyes for a moment. “They’re as good as I remember.”

      Mike stood there awkwardly watching him chew.

      “You can wait with me, if you want,” Christian said, a flush rising on his cut-glass cheekbones. “If I’m not keeping you from anything.”

      Mike didn’t know how to answer that, so he sat down in the chair next to Christian’s and picked at his own bagel. “I’m Mike,” he said. “Mike Hastings.”

      “Christian Roquefeuil,” Christian said, as though there wasn’t anyone underneath the roof who didn’t already know that. “Call me Christian.”

      “Nice to meet you, Christian,” Mike said, his heart thumping.

      “You too, Mike.” His smile was shy and beautiful. “Where do you work here?”

      “I’m in payroll,” Mike said.

      Christian tore off another piece of bagel. “Do you like it?”

      Now wasn’t that a loaded question from the owner of the company? So much for Mike’s office drone self-preservation skills. He’d been avoiding running into the new CFO, and now he was chatting with the owner? He was an idiot.

      “It’s good,” he said, hoping he sounded neutral. “The company’s got great benefits.”

      Christian’s smile grew a little. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

      “I mean, you’d remember what it’s like here,” Mike said. “You were a designer, weren’t you?”

      “I was an intern in design,” Christian said, “but I was never very good at it.” He bit his lip, looking almost apologetic, and color rose in his cheeks. “My sketches were good, but when it came to translating them into actual pieces they sort of fell apart. Sometimes literally.”

      Mike laughed. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Christian flashed that shy smile again, his gaze brightening. “Luca always said I should have gone to art school.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Mike asked curiously.

      “I’m not good with people,” Christian said with a shrug. He looked at the floor. “The bravest thing I ever did was come to an interview here, and I threw up for two days straight beforehand just at the thought of it.” He swallowed. “Not many people understand that, but Luca always did.”

      He wasn’t just shy, Mike realized, he was cripplingly shy.

      “I’m really sorry for your loss,” he murmured.

      Christian nodded, his gaze still averted, and a tear slid down his cheek. “It’s better,” he whispered. “I mean, I’m getting better. My friends have been really supportive.”

      “I’m glad,” Mike said. “My mom passed away when I was in high school. It’s not the same thing, I know, but I remember how hard it was. How hard it still is some days. It takes a while to work through it all.”

      Christian nodded and closed his eyes. “Luca loved my paintings.”

      There was so much heartbreak in those four small words that Mike felt his throat ache and his eyes sting.

      “I could….” Christian lifted his gaze. “I could show you some, if you wanted?”

      “Sure,” Mike said.

      He expected Christian to reach for his phone and open up his photographs, but instead Christian stood, wiping salt from his perfectly tailored pants, and said, “They’re down here.”

      Mike followed him outside the reception area and along the wide corridor. Christian paused when he got to the double doors, his hands shaking a little as he held the chrome handles.

      “I wonder if it’s locked,” he murmured and then turned the handles. The doors opened with a snick. Christian pushed them farther apart.

      Holy shit.

      This was Luca Romano’s office.

      There was no small reception area here. Instead, the doors opened straight into the office that almost seemed bigger than Mike’s entire apartment. The far wall was old brick, with the original factory windows, and clearly from a time when factories had been reliant on natural light. The windows were massive and cathedral-like. The entire office was awash in sunlight. The rest of the place was modern, full of chrome, steel, and glass. Mike’s shoes made swishing sounds on the cream carpet as he followed Christian inside.

      The doors swung shut behind them.

      And there, against one white interior wall, was a series of framed watercolors. They were landscapes. They were beautiful. They weren’t photorealistic, but the lack of precise detail was both wistful and evocative. Was it possible to feel nostalgic for a time and place you’d never known? The set of watercolors radiated tranquility and peace.

      “Those are yours?” Mike asked.

      Christian nodded.

      “Holy shit. They’re amazing.”

      Christian’s shy smile faded as he turned and crossed the pristine carpet to Luca’s deck. He trailed his fingers over the wood and then reached for a framed photograph that had been set up so that Luca could glance at it as he’d worked. Christian looked at it for a moment, tears filling his eyes, and then cradled it to his chest. He glanced up and caught Mike looking.

      “We took this last year,” he said. He turned the frame around so that Mike could see it.

      Mike stepped forward to look. It was Luca Romano and Christian, both of them squinting into the sunlight, arms around each other and laughing. Except it wasn’t on some fancy yacht in the Mediterranean, or anything like that. It was—

      “Is that corn?” Mike asked with a laugh.

      Christian smiled through his tears. “He’d never been in a corn maze. I was telling him about them this one time, and he said ‘Caro, what American nonsense is this?’ But a few months later we were in Chicago, and he took the day off and drove me to this corn maze, and we had hot apple cider donuts, and pumpkin pie, and we even watched a pig race.”

      Mike couldn’t even imagine.

      “He said if the paparazzi spotted him, he’d be a laughingstock.” Christian’s smile wavered through his tears. “As if there’d be any paps hanging around a corn maze in Maple Park, Illinois!”

      “Maybe they should,” Mike said, “if celebrities are gonna start going to them.”

      Christian laughed softly and set the framed photograph back on Luca’s desk. “Maybe.”

      Mike looked at the watercolors again. “You’re really talented, Christian.”

      “Thank—”

      The doors swung open again, and Christian fell silent.

      “There you are!” The new CFO swept inside, crossing the floor to Christian. “I wondered where you’d gotten to. Sorry I was running late.”

      “That’s okay,” Christian said.

      Mike noticed the way that Connor Ellison’s arm slid behind Christian and his hand came to rest on Christian’s hip. How he looked at Mike while he did it, as though he was making a statement. A statement or a challenge, Mike couldn’t tell.

      “This is Mike,” Christian said. “He works in payroll. I was showing him my paintings.”

      “Amazing, aren’t they?” Connor said, his gaze never leaving Mike’s face. His tone was light, but there was nothing forgiving in his stare. “I think maybe Mike from payroll has better things he could be doing, isn’t that right, Mike?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ellison,” Mike said.

      There was something off about the guy. He would have been easy enough to hate for his sharp suit, his expensive haircut, his massive salary, and the way he had his hand on Christian, but it was more than that. Wasn’t it? Or maybe Mike’s stupid unrealistic crush on a guy way, way, way out of his league had transformed into stupid petty jealousy.

      Great. Because now not only did the boss know his name—though that had gone better than expected—but so did Connor Ellison, the CFO of House of Romano. And it was pretty clear that he wasn’t going to invite Mike for drinks and dinner anytime soon.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Christian said.

      “You too,” Mike said, and escaped while he could, his bagel still in hand.

      Later, as he huddled in the cold outside the building in the line at the bagel cart with Daichi, he told him what had happened. Daichi, pissed at having to be out in the weather because Mike had given away his bagel, told him exactly what he thought.

      “You do not have a crush on Christian Roquefeuil,” he said. “Are you a fucking idiot? Yes! Yes, you are! That’s an instant career killer, Mike.”

      “I don’t have a career,” Mike said, shoving his hands deeper in his pockets and wishing he’d remembered his gloves. “I have a dead-end job. I mean, maybe if Karl drops dead, I can move up the ladder. Can you even call it a ladder when there’s only two rungs on it?”

      “A career step stool?” Daichi asked.

      “It’s a stretch,” Mike said. “Anyway, I never said I had a crush on him. I just said I ran into him this morning and he showed me his paintings.”

      “You didn’t need to say it. It’s all over your face.”

      Mike sighed. Daichi was probably right. Daichi was usually right about most things. “It’s not like it matters. Firstly I would never act on it because the guy is grieving, and secondly—”

      “He’s so far out of your league that you can’t even see his league from where your league is standing?” Daichi asked, blinking owlishly from behind his glasses.

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      Daichi wrinkled his nose and looked him up and down. “You’re not ugly, I guess.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “No, I mean it’s hard to tell. I’ve seen too many models since working here. My perception has been skewed.” Daichi shrugged, and they shuffled forward in the queue. “You’d scrub up okay, I suppose. If I was gay, I’d probably give you my number.”

      “What makes you think I’d take it?”

      Daichi sniffed. “You’d be lucky to have me.”

      Mike laughed.

      Daichi pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “But seriously? Stay out of Christian’s way. I’m pretty sure there’s something going on between him and Mr. Ellison.”

      Yeah, Mike was pretty sure there was too, and he didn’t like it. Not just because of his stupid crush, but because it was obvious that Christian’s grief was a real and tangible thing, and it didn’t seem like he was in the right mental place to be diving into a relationship so quickly after Luca’s death.

      Mike knew that grief was complicated. After his mom had passed, Mike had been crazy. He’d gone out drinking, partying, and hooking up with guys. It wasn’t that he didn’t miss her, or that he hadn’t loved her—he’d just desperately wanted to feel alive, and when he’d been a dumbass seventeen-year-old fucking random strangers had seemed like the best way to do it. He’d been out of control, even though he hadn’t realized it at the time. And then, four or five weeks later, he’d just… stopped. Like suddenly he didn’t need to do it anymore. After that he’d grieved Mom properly.

      So he wouldn’t judge Christian for falling into bed with someone, if that’s what was happening. He couldn’t judge him for that. But it made him worry because Christian—cripplingly shy Christian—didn’t seem like the sort of guy who would heal that way. And he really hadn’t liked the possessive way that Connor Ellison had slid a hand around him, and challenged Mike with a stare. Christian was a person, not a trophy.

      He couldn’t imagine someone like Connor Ellison taking Christian to a corn maze just to make him laugh. Again though, how much of that was his own prejudice against rich assholes, combined with his jealousy? Maybe the guy was okay.

      Daichi stamped his feet in the cold. “Trust me, you really don’t want to get on Mr. Ellison’s bad side. He’s a fucking shark.”

      Or maybe he wasn’t.

      “What makes you say that?” he asked curiously.

      “Dude, he fired Maria today,” Daichi said. “You know Maria, in Media Relations?”

      Mike shook his head.

      “He told me to bring him the names of the five people who’d taken the most sick leave in the past twelve months,” Daichi said, “and then he called them up to his office one by one, and fired them. Dude, Maria has spent most of the last year getting chemo.”

      “Shit. Does Christian know about this?”

      Daichi made a face. “How the hell would I know?”

      He had a point.

      “Ellison is a total fucking asshole,” Daichi said. “I gave Maria Abigail’s number so at least she’ll get a good reference, but Jesus, I hope he steps in front of a bus. And I hope Maria sues the company for wrongful termination.”

      “Can she do that?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so.” Daichi shrugged. “Just be careful, you know? You don’t want to get on that guy’s radar, that’s for sure, dead-end job or not.”

      “Yeah,” Mike said, digging into his pocket for his wallet as they finally reached the bagel cart. “Thanks for the warning.”
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      On Monday morning Mike arrived at work to find Karl already in the office, tapping away at his computer.

      “You hear?” Karl asked.

      “Hear what?”

      “Half the Media Relations department quit over the weekend because Mr. Ellison fired Maria Gutierrez,” Karl said. “It’s a total shit fight out there today. If you want my advice, stay in here and keep your head down.”

      “I will,” Mike said. He unzipped his coat and hung it on the hook behind the door.

      Did Christian know? Did he have any idea about the upheaval and the unrest that was happening below the fifth floor? Because Mike didn’t know him well, but he couldn’t believe that the guy who’d cried over a picture of him and Luca in a corn maze would callously allow an employee who’d been undergoing chemo to get fired. But then, what did Mike know about Christian really?

      Next to nothing.

      He was beautiful and shy and he painted. So what? That didn’t mean he wasn’t a complete asshole underneath all that. Mike couldn’t picture it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t the case. Maybe Christian had hired a shark like Connor Ellison precisely because he’d wanted him to make the decisions that he had.

      He sat down heavily at his desk and turned his computer on.

      “What are you working on?” he asked Karl.

      “My resumé,” Karl said tightly. “I’ve got an interview at Finch Global next week.”

      “Shit. Are you serious? I thought you said that payroll were always the last ones to go!”

      Karl shrugged. “We might be the last ones to go, but the writing’s on the wall.”

      Mike blinked and looked at his computer screen. Then he opened Chrome and started looking for a new job, just in case Karl was right.
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      Christian was funny as fuck when he was high.

      “Something to loosen you up, babe?” Connor had asked, and handed the shot glass to Christian as he’d walked in the door of the apartment.

      Christian’s gaze had slid over the bottle of vodka on the kitchen counter, and he’d smiled and thrown the shot back in a single swallow.

      “It’s G,” Connor had continued blithely.

      All the color had drained out of Christian’s face. “It’s what?”

      “G,” Connor had said, the corners of his mouth tugging into a smirk. “GHB. You’re gonna love it, babe.”

      One freak out by Christian later—a freak out very much curtailed by the rush of his chemical high—and here they all were.

      Christian was spread out over Connor’s couch like some grandma’s old afghan. He was naked, covered in cum, and ready for more. He was giggling as Connor rubbed the leaking head of his dick all over his face, chasing it with his mouth as though it was a lollipop. And he was hard, unlike the first time they’d fucked him. That was the thing with G. It lowered inhibitions, heightened sensations, and made you horny as fuck for at least a couple of hours. The first time Taylor had tried it, he’d thought he’d never had anything better. These days he liked to enhance his high by smoking a little ice with his G, which made everything a hell of a lot more intense.

      “Baby, baby, baby,” Connor sang as he slid the head of his dick along Christian’s blowjob-bruised bottom lip. He was so off-key that Taylor had no fucking idea what he was trying to sing. Connor had taken some G too, though not as much as they’d given Christian.

      Taylor walked up behind Connor and slapped him on the ass. Connor’s pelvis jerked forward, and the head of his dick slid up the side of Christian’s nose. Christian giggled again.

      “Gonna let me in, little piggy?” Taylor asked, but it wasn’t as though he needed an answer. He took one of Christian’s ankles and lifted it. He put his knee on the couch to brace himself. Then he pushed Christian’s leg back so that Christian could have hugged it if he’d had any control of his motor skills left, and shoved his dick right into that tight, willing ass.

      The angle was awkward, with Christian pushed up against the arm of the couch and Taylor bent like a pretzel to get inside him—one foot anchored on the floor to keep himself from tumbling off the couch—but who cared? Everything was amazing on G. Christian was so hot inside he was almost like a fever, and Taylor could feel his pulse throbbing rapidly around his aching dick, beating as fast as a hummingbird’s wings. And his beautiful skin felt so good, lending itself to Taylor’s touch. Christian was like silk, and Taylor was as reverent now as though he was standing in front of his massive work table at House of Romano, sliding gentle fingers along some new luxurious bolt while he dreamed of taking up the scissors and slicing it apart, listening to the slither of the blades as the threads tore with a whisper.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” he asked, thrusting deep, and Christian moaned in response.

      Jesus. Christian was a gift. Not that he and Connor had waited for him to give himself. No, they’d wanted him, and they’d taken him, and now he was theirs. That was life, wasn’t it? World full of fucking chumps waiting for what they thought they deserved, when it was all there for the taking as long as you had the balls to do it.

      “Open up, greedy little slut,” Connor crooned. He turned Christian’s face toward him, lowered his knees onto the edge of the couch, and shoved the head of his dick past Christian’s lips.

      The angle was all wrong for both of them probably—Taylor would have liked to go much deeper—but the visual sure as fuck worked. Christian was despoiled, lax, nothing more than a thing to fuck into, and he was still so achingly pretty. So pretty and so fucking dumb, his face red and his eyes rolling back as Connor fucked his throat.

      Taylor saw the warning signs first—the way Christian’s throat convulsed as he made gagging sounds, and the way the muscles in his abdomen jittered.

      “He can’t breathe, babe,” he said, cocking his head as he wondered what Connor would do with that information.

      Connor grunted, thrusting deeper and holding himself still for a moment before pulling out.

      Christian drew a wet, panicked breath, his eyes streaming and his hands flapping uselessly at his sides.

      “You’re so good, Christian,” Connor soothed, crouching on the floor beside him and running his hands through his curls. “So good.”

      And Christian relaxed into his touch.

      Stupid fuckslut didn’t even realize how close he’d come to choking to death on cock.

      The thought of it—and Taylor couldn’t imagine a more fitting end to the dirty little whore—made Taylor bellow as he came. Then he pulled out, and sagged onto the floor, laughing, because all of this was just so fucking easy.

      Seducing Christian was like holding him underwater. Every now and then he’d surface, panicking and struggling, and Taylor and Connor would whisper sweet things to him and pull him under again—and he just let it happen. When Christian, still splayed out on the couch, started to sob as he came down from his high, Taylor took him into the shower and they sat there together under the spray of the hot water, and Christian cried.

      “But it felt good, didn’t it, babe?” Taylor asked, a thread of confusion in his tone as though he didn’t understand Christian’s tears.

      “I miss him,” Christian wept. “I miss Luca so much.”

      “Aw, babe, I know,” Taylor said. He rocked Christian back and forth as though he was a child. “I know you do. But he’d want you to be happy, wouldn’t he?”

      Christian tensed, and for the first time Taylor wondered if their continued entreaties to what Luca would have wanted for Christian were enough. Maybe Christian had a brain after all, and he’d finally figured out that perhaps Luca wouldn’t have wanted him spreading his legs when he was barely cold in the ground. Or maybe Christian had a backbone instead, and he’d finally realized that this wasn’t what he wanted. Whatever the case, Taylor needed to quash it.

      He stroked Christian’s cheek. “Grief is a complicated thing, Christian. It’s messy, you know?”

      He couldn’t tell if Christian was still crying, or if it was just water from the shower that caught on his lashes and then slid down his face.

      “Yeah,” Christian whispered.

      “Sometimes, when you’re grieving, you’re desperate to do things that make you feel alive,” Taylor continued. “There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s alright to want to feel alive. And I think that’s what we’ve been doing, don’t you?”

      Christian closed his eyes. His body shook against Taylor’s.

      “And we love you,” Taylor reminded him. “You’re our friend, and we love you. We’d never do anything to hurt you. This is okay. You can be complicated and messy with us, because it’s a process, and we understand.”

      It sounded like total bullshit to Taylor, but Christian opened his eyes again and stared at him like he’d said something truly profound. Yeah, dumb as a fucking rock, this guy.

      “It’s okay?” he asked cautiously.

      “Of course.” Taylor leaned in and kissed him gently. “It’s okay to feel good. It’s okay to want to feel good. There’s nothing to feel guilty about. And if you need a little something extra to get you there, that’s okay too.” He smiled and traced Christian's bottom lip with his thumb. “You can trust us, babe. We love you.”

      And Christian looked so pathetically grateful that it was all Taylor could do not to laugh.

      “You know what we should do?” he asked, as though the idea had just occurred to him. “We should go into work. I can measure you up for a suit, for the Spring Collection.”

      Christian perked up a little at that.

      “Come on, babe,” Taylor said. “Let’s get out of this shower, get dressed, and go and show Connor where the real work at House of Romano gets done.”

      That won a fragile smile from him, and he was easy enough to gently bully out of the shower, into a clean set of clothes, and then into a cab.

      The night security guard looked at them curiously as they bundled in through the front doors, letting a rush of freezing air in with them, and straightened up when he realized exactly who he was looking at.

      They took the elevator to the fourth-floor designers’ room.

      “Feels weird being back here,” Christian whispered, even though it was after hours and there was nobody in the designers’ room anyway.

      Taylor laughed as he flicked the lights on. “The good old days, huh?”

      Christian wrinkled his nose. “I guess.”

      Connor followed them in, hands in his pockets, looking around the place curiously. “This is where the magic happens, is it?”

      “It is.” Taylor hip-checked him. “More magic than numbers!”

      Connor laughed. “Each to their own.”

      “Exactly! So you just sit your hot ass down somewhere, and let me work.” Taylor grabbed Christian by the hand and led him over to his table. It was the cleanest table in the place. Everyone else’s was piled high with crap, but not Taylor’s. Taylor couldn’t abide a mess. “I’m going to make you look amazing, Christian. I always said you should have been a model.”

      Christian was already flushing pink at the compliment. “N-no, I couldn’t have.”

      Of course he couldn’t have. He might be beautiful, but he was about as magnetic as a piece of damp cardboard.

      “Connor, tell him he’s gorgeous!” Taylor said, pecking Christian on the lips.

      “You’re gorgeous, Christian,” Connor said obediently, his smile warm and indulgent. “Both of you are.”

      Christian’s answering smile was soft and sweet.

      “Okay,” Taylor said. “Connor’s going to sit his hot ass down, and you, my gorgeous lover, are going to strip down to your delicates and stand right there so I can get your fit.”

      Christian flushed, but began to unbutton his shirt. He looked anxiously toward the door. “Did you lock it?”

      “There’s nobody else here at this hour,” Taylor said. “Even the cleaners have finished up.”

      Christian let his shirt drop from his shoulders. Then he unfastened his jeans and stepped out of them.

      The suit was mocked up in voile. It looked cheap and shiny as Taylor helped Christian into it.

      “Huh,” Connor said.

      Taylor faced him, hands on his hips. “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “This isn’t the real thing, numbers boy,” Taylor said, and Christian laughed softly. “This is a template. The real thing will blow your mind.”

      “I’m sorry!” Connor looked suitably contrite. “I’m sure it’ll be very nice.”

      “‘Very nice’?” Taylor asked, raising his brows. He rolled his eyes at Christian. “He’s a philistine.” He stepped back and regarded the suit dispassionately. The lines were good, and the fabric clung beautifully to Christian’s ass. It was form fitting without being too tight. He’d still be able to move in it. “Just so you know, babe, you’re going to go commando under this.”

      “What?” Christian screwed up his nose.

      Taylor tutted. “Look what your underwear is doing to the line of it.” He plucked at the leg of Christian’s boxer briefs, the elastic hem clearly visible under the thigh of the suit.

      “Can’t I wear a different pair?”

      “No,” Taylor said. “Absolutely not. The owner of House of Romano can’t go out onto the runway with a visible panty line.” He shuddered. “Can you imagine?”

      Christian looked worried.

      “You’ll be fine, babe,” Taylor assured him. “I’ve never had a wardrobe malfunction in my entire career.”

      Christian nodded anxiously. “I know. I trust you.”

      He shouldn’t have, but Taylor was hardly going to tell him that. Instead he smiled and adjusted the fall of the jacket. “You’re going to look amazing. You’ll be a showstopper, babe.”

      That, at least, was no lie.
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      Taylor and Connor took Christian to his first party the week after they introduced him to G. He was a hit, with his dozy compliance and his cock-sucking mouth, just like they’d known he would be. They left him in the dubious care of a couple of guys, and went and fucked in a spare bedroom. Time melted away, and Taylor came twice before Connor pulled out. He hadn’t even taken anything yet, but he still felt high. Everything was fucking amazing, everything got his blood pumping, and he and Connor were kings of the universe.

      “Want to see a magic trick, lover?” Taylor asked, dancing forward into Connor’s space.

      Connor raised his eyebrows. “What sort of magic trick?”

      “One that Christian can’t know about,” Taylor teased.

      “Christian doesn’t know what fucking day it is,” Connor said with a laugh. “He’s out there getting railed by three different guys right now.”

      Taylor’s laugh bubbled out of him, warm and full of delight.

      They were in Paul’s loft. It was dark, and there was music playing in the other room. The beat pulsed like a heartbeat, and Taylor wanted to dance all night, and fuck all night, and touch the walls and feel them throb like they were alive. He wasn’t even high. He felt like he was riding everyone else’s high maybe, or maybe it was just the sheer joy of knowing Christian was getting bent over and fucked from behind by some stranger that had him bursting at the seams with an energy he could barely contain. He hadn’t felt pure happiness like this for as long as he could remember. It was like he was eight years old again, unwrapping his Christmas presents.

      “Only three guys?” he asked, a smile splitting his face.

      “For now,” Connor said. “Some other guys are coming over later.”

      “Good. I want that little whore to have friction burns tomorrow.”

      Connor laughed and pulled him into a kiss.

      “No, wait! I want to show you my magic trick!”

      Connor rolled his eyes.

      Taylor dug into his back pocket and pulled out the piece of fabric.

      “The fuck is that?”

      “You know how sharkstooth scrim works in the theatre, right?”

      Connor snorted. “Babe, I don’t even know what you just said.”

      The room was dim, so it was perfect. “Get your phone out and put the flashlight on,” Taylor said, and he did the same with his phone. “Okay, so there’s this fabric called sharkstooth scrim—it’s pretty fucking ugly, but they use it for theatre backdrops. When it’s got light in front of it, but it’s black behind it, you can’t see through it, right? But when you raise the lights at the back, suddenly it looks like the scrim has completely disappeared and you can see right through it. Well, this is like scrim, but a fuck of a lot nicer.”

      He turned the flashlight on his phone onto the piece of fabric. The light shone on the midnight blue fabric.

      Connor tilted his head to look.

      “Here’s Christian in his suit,” Taylor said. “Doesn’t he look perfect? He walks out from backstage into the lights, and he looks like a model. But what happens if we turn on the lights behind him as well, and point them right at him?”

      Connor turned his phone’s flashlight onto the fabric, his eyes widening as it seemed to vanish before his eyes. “Holy shit!”

      “Magic,” Taylor said, another laugh bubbling out of him. “Suddenly it’s sheer fucking fabric, and he’ll be standing there in front of hundreds of people, and the entire fucking internet, showing his dick to the whole world!”

      Connor’s smile was brilliant. “You’re a fucking genius.”

      “I am,” Taylor agreed. “You do not want to know how much this cost, trust me!”

      “Lover, as long as you’re billing it to the company, I hope it cost millions.” Connor’s smile grew. “We’re not just burning that place down, we’re salting the fucking earth too.”

      “You’re so fucking good to me,” Taylor said, reaching out and reeling Connor in by the belt loops of his jeans. “I’m gonna suck your dick.”

      “Right here, babe?” Connor asked. He licked a stripe up the side of Taylor’s face. “Wouldn’t it be hotter if you could do it while you watched Luca’s little bitch get fucked?”

      Taylor groaned, his dick throbbing in his underwear. “You say the sweetest things, babe.”

      Connor grinned and led him outside.

      
        
        Christian was a mess, drug-fucked and covered in cum, his eyes rolling in the back of his head as some guy bent him like a pretzel to drive in deep. He was making little noises, like the guy was punching them out of him with each thrust. He’d hurt in the morning; it was glorious.

      

      

      He was even more of a mess a few hours later, so much so that the Uber driver refused to take them until Connor waved a fifty under his nose.

      They barely made it back to Connor’s apartment and got Christian into the shower before he threw up.

      “Gross,” Taylor muttered, as vomit splattered the shower wall and Christian collapsed in a heap on the tiles.

      Connor raised his eyebrows, leaned in, and turned the water on.

      Christian shivered and cried as the cold water hit his bruised and abraded skin. It had been a hell of a night. Taylor was pretty sure Christian’s ass was bleeding, but fuck, did he have to be a complete drama queen about it? Couldn’t he just ride the last of his high like a normal person? They’d given him more G before they left Paul’s because he was already starting to whine like a little bitch.

      “He’d better not OD on us,” Connor said and sighed.

      Yeah, that would be a headache they didn’t need.

      Taylor rolled his eyes. “Get the fuck up, Christian. Jesus.”

      Connor snorted and jabbed him in the ribs. “Careful, Tay.”

      Taylor sighed, and forced a sympathetic tone into his voice. “Christian? You okay there, babe?”

      Christian shivered away and didn’t answer.

      “See? He’s fucking out of it still.”

      They left him in the shower until the vomit washed away. When he wasn’t disgusting, they hauled him out, rubbed him down with a towel, and then put him into bed.

      “You think we broke him?” Taylor asked curiously, rolling a joint while Connor undressed.

      Connor squinted at Christian. The lights from the restaurant across the street refracted through the window and painted colors on his perfect face. “Nah, he’ll be fine.”

      They crawled under the comforter with him, bracketing him in while they watched TV and smoked the joint.

      “That was fucking hot, though,” Taylor said through a yawn as the credits on the show rolled some time later. “Bet the little slut’s never been doubled before.”

      Connor laughed softly. “Yeah, he fucking loved it too.”

      ‘Loved’ might have been an exaggeration, but Christian certainly hadn’t complained. He’d moaned like a whore the whole way through. And he’d come as well, so what did he have to complain about? Apart from his torn ass, Taylor supposed. He was looking forward to watching the video that Connor had taken on his phone later. It might have been Christian’s first rodeo, but he’d ridden those dicks like he’d wanted to be a cowboy his whole life.

      “Are we gonna have an issue when he wakes up?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Connor said, and leaned over Christian to kiss him. “I’ve got everything covered, babe.”
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      Mike was starting to dread going into work each morning. He’d always enjoyed working at House of Romano, but there was no denying there was now a sort of a black cloud hanging over the place. He walked in every day past the weird art installation in the lobby and took the elevator up to his floor, not knowing who’d been sacked, or who’d quit since his last time through the doors. The place seemed poisonous now, the air itself toxic. There were whispered conversations in the corridors that trailed off into silence when he passed, and nobody laughed in the lunchroom anymore. Nobody even took the free snacks in the weekly meetings, like they were afraid it was the wrong move to make. Even Karl was increasingly jittery, jolting whenever someone knocked on their office door like he was expecting any minute to be told to clean out his desk and leave the premises.

      “It’s a fucking mess,” Daichi said in a low voice as he and Mike shared an elevator one morning. “Jesus, you think it’s bad down here? It’s fucking carnage on the executive floor! It’s the fucking Hunger Games up there. Everyone’s back-stabbing everyone else to try to save their own sorry asses from the weekly fucking purge.”

      “Does Mr. Ellison even know what he’s doing?” Mike asked, aghast.

      Daichi snorted. “Dude, are you going to tell him? Because everyone who’s tried that has already been fired.”

      “Jesus.”

      “I’m putting my two weeks’ notice in,” Daichi said. “I loved this place, but I can’t work here anymore, man.”

      “Shit, really?” Mike frowned. “I’ll miss you, Daichi.”

      “Yeah.” The doors pinged open on Mike’s floor. “Me too, but I gotta do it.”

      “Of course,” Mike said, stepping out into the foyer. “We’ll catch up for drinks before you go, right?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Daichi smiled at him as the elevator doors rolled shut.

      Mike sighed and headed for his office.

      He spent the morning applying for new jobs and wondering if it was time to leave New York and head back home to Sauk City, Wisconsin. Finally put his degree to use maybe, and get a job as a CPA at Nicholson’s. Dad was always telling him that Mr. Nicholson was asking after him, and would probably offer to hire him. Maybe it was time to find out if that was true. Mike was pretty sure there was nothing in New York he’d really miss apart from the food. You couldn’t get a 3 a.m. shawarma in Sauk City, that was for sure. But rent would be a hell of a lot cheaper.

      He thought of the watercolors in Luca Romano’s office, and the emotions they had evoked in him.

      That—he wanted that. He wanted to be somewhere that Christian might have painted; somewhere he could breathe.

      At lunchtime, Mike went out for a bagel. He was on his way back and waiting for the elevator in the lobby when he heard the crash of something falling, and spun around to see Christian Roquefeuil coming off second best to the art installation by the reception desk. The girl behind the reception desk gasped, and a man in a sharp suit stared. An anxious looking security guard stood back and watched as Christian scrabbled around on his hands and knees, pieces of broken plaster scattered around him.

      Mike shoved his bagel into the pocket of his coat and hurried over to help. “Christian, are you okay?”

      Christian blinked up at him, and—

      Jesus. He was strung out on something. His normally lustrous skin was wan and washed out. There was a bruise on his cheekbone. His hair was lank and greasy. And his eyes… God. His pupils were blown and his gaze was unfocused and dazed.

      “Mike?” he asked in a tremulous voice. He reached a hand up toward Mike and his baggy sleeve slid back, exposing his pale forearm.

      Mike’s stomach clenched when he saw the track marks on the crease of his elbow. He crouched down beside Christian. “What the hell are you doing?”

      And that was no way to talk to his boss, but a part of Mike had already mentally checked out from House of Romano anyway, and the bigger part of him was more concerned about Christian’s welfare than any workplace rank bullshit.

      “What?” Christian’s brow creased. “Did I fall over?”

      Mike reached out and held his wrist, twisting his arm to the light. “What are you doing, Christian?”

      Christian blinked at him as though he didn’t understand the question.

      Behind them, Mike was vaguely aware of the security guard making a call on his radio.

      “It’s none of my business,” Mike said. That’s what Karl would say. “I know it’s none of my business, but how long have you been using drugs?”

      Christian was the rich younger husband of a celebrity fashion designer. For all Mike knew, and admittedly he’d learned it mostly from tabloids, people like Christian took drugs with their cereal each morning. Except they also probably didn’t eat cereal because carbs were the devil. But the rich and the famous, this was what they did, wasn’t it? This was how they lived, until they either died, or someone got them into rehab. And Mike was a nobody. He sure as hell couldn’t tell Christian Roquefeuil how to live his life, even when he was worried it was imploding right in front of him.

      “They make me feel good,” Christian whispered, and a lazy smile tugged at the corners of his perfect mouth. “I don’t feel… sad.”

      “They don’t make you look good,” Mike said softly, his chest suddenly tight. “They make you look like you’re killing yourself.”

      Christian’s smile faded like a ghost, and Mike helped him carefully to his feet in time to see the elevator doors roll open and Connor Ellison striding toward them. Mike dropped his arms to his sides.

      “Christian, what are you doing here?” Mr. Ellison’s gaze fixed on the pair of them, and Mike felt unease flicker through his gut. “The next meeting isn’t until tomorrow.”

      “I missed you,” Christian whispered. He was looking at Mr. Ellison, but he reached out and curled his fingers around Mike’s wrist.

      Mr. Ellison smiled at the security guard and at the girl behind the reception desk. “It’s all under control now, thank you.”

      Mike knew a dismissal when he heard one, but Christian was still holding onto him, and that seemed more important somehow than anything Mr. Ellison said.

      “I can take it from here,” Mr. Ellison said pointedly.

      Mike wavered. “I think he took something.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Ellison said. “We’re dealing with it, aren’t we, Christian? With your doctors?”

      Christian frowned and blinked. “What?”

      “I can take it from here,” Mr. Ellison repeated, and Mike reluctantly tugged his wrist free from Christian’s grasp.

      And then he stood there, in the remains of some ridiculously expensive art installation, and watched Mr. Ellison escort a stumbling Christian into the elevator.

      The doors rolled shut behind them, and Mike stared at the elevator for a long time, worry gnawing at his gut.

      He was distracted for the rest of the day thinking about Christian, and wondering if he was okay or not. He half kept expecting to hear through the office grapevine that an ambulance had been called. It was upsetting. He’d seen such light in Christian’s eyes that day he’d shyly showed Mike his paintings, and it was heartbreaking to think that he was extinguishing it by taking drugs. And Mike knew grief. He knew how awful it was to try to climb out from under the weight of it—and maybe that was the problem. Maybe all this time he’d been projecting, imagining himself in Christian’s shoes, when he really didn’t know Christian at all. He’d made excuses in his head for Christian’s behavior—who cared if he fired Abigail Stratton and Reuben Marcos? That was a corporate decision, and Mike couldn’t pretend to know the ins and outs of why Christian made it. But firing Maria Gutierrez, who took too many sick days when she was on chemo? That was an asshole move, pure and simple. And Mike had tried hard not to think about it precisely because it was an asshole move, and there was no other way to explain it, and no way to reconcile it with who he wanted to believe Christian was.

      He was distracted just before five by Karl’s sudden, “Yes!”

      Mike looked over at him.

      “I got the job,” Karl said. He sagged back in his chair, looking more relieved than excited. “At Finch Global.”

      Shit, that was Karl and Daichi both going. Who did that leave him? Mike thought of Eddie, in his towering platform shoes and weird sparkly clothes. Yeah, he liked Eddie. Still, it wouldn’t be the same around here, that was for sure.

      “That’s great, Karl,” he said. “I’m really happy for you.”

      He was, despite his own worry that he’d have nobody to talk to over lunch anymore. Karl had a family to support, and it wasn’t like job security was a given at House of Romano these days, even for the guys in payroll. Karl had seen the change in the wind, and Mike couldn’t blame him for acting on it.

      “Yeah.” Karl let out a long, slow breath. “It’s just a real shame. I liked this job.”

      “Yeah,” Mike said, because what else was there to say?

      The rest of the day dragged, and Mike worked late because being distracted all day by Christian had meant he’d fucked up half the pay returns by using the wrong codes, and they needed to be into the bank by midnight to get processed the following day. He went down the street and bought a sub for dinner and then let himself back in the office. The security guard at the front desk gave him a wave as he went through.

      The place was dark by the time Mike had finished. Even the cleaners had gone. Mike checked his watch: it was past ten o’clock. At least he’d gotten the amended returns in before they were due, and wouldn’t come in tomorrow to a bunch of angry emails from people asking where their pay was. Everybody ignored the guys in payroll until they fucked up. Karl always said you could tell you were doing your job right when nobody noticed you. It was only when the phone started ringing that you knew there was a problem.

      Mike packed up his messenger bag, slung it over his shoulders, and then switched off the office lights before stepping out into the dark corridor. The lights on the elevator at the end of the hallway drew him like a beacon, except when he reached them, he found himself pressing the button for the higher floors instead of the building lobby.

      “I wonder if it’s locked,” Christian had murmured on the day he’d shown Mike his paintings before pushing Luca Romano’s office doors open and stepping inside.

      Mike wanted to see the paintings again.

      He wanted to see if he could look at them now, knowing what he knew about Christian, and still see something pure and beautiful in them.

      The elevator hummed as he rode it to the top floor of the building.

      It was dark up here too, though there were muted downlights in the wide corridor that managed to make everything look soft and welcoming even though the space was empty.

      At least Mike had assumed it was empty.

      But when he got to Luca Romano’s office, the doors were already ajar, and light spilled out through the gap into the corridor. Mike was ready to turn around and leave, unwilling to disturb whoever was inside, when he heard a low broken groan emanating from inside the office, and the unmistakable sound of skin slapping on skin.

      Against all his better judgement, Mike stepped closer and peered through the gap in the door.

      Jesus Christ.

      Christian was lying back on Luca’s expansive desk, not a shred of clothing on him. One arm was extended over the edge of the desk, showing his pale skin, his delicate wrist, his ugly track marks. His fingers, half curled, jolted and shook every time the guy standing between his legs thrust hard. And fuck, he was thrusting hard.

      Ellison was still wearing his suit jacket, though his pants and underwear were bunched around his knees. He was holding one of Christian’s ankles in one hand. Christian’s other ankle rested on his shoulders. It looked rough, and as Mike watched, Ellison slapped Christian hard on the thigh as he fucked into him.

      Christian moaned again, a broken sound.

      Mike’s heart froze. It looked wrong—it felt wrong—but people were into this stuff, right? Except was Christian? How was Mike supposed to know?

      And then Christian moaned again and his eyes fluttered open, and he smiled up at Ellison.

      Mike wished that was enough to allay his concerns, but he couldn’t help but feel there was something really wrong about this. Maybe it was the fact that Christian was fucking someone else on his dead husband’s desk, while the photograph of him and Luca in a corn maze smiled back at them.

      Ellison’s hips shuddered as he came, and then he pulled out and hitched his pants up. “You’re so good, babe,” he murmured, and Christian’s smile grew. “Make me a drink?”

      For a second Mike didn’t know who he was talking to because Christian didn’t look like he was in any state to do anything, and then his breath caught as another man walked into his narrow frame of vision.

      Taylor Ritchie, the head designer.

      Holy shit.

      This wasn’t just office sex. This was group office sex.

      “Make your own drink,” Taylor said, slapping Ellison on the ass. “It’s my turn for a ride.”

      Mike’s stomach clenched at the man’s cold tone, but Christian laughed, stretching out on the desk like some languid, lazy creature, and then he reached his hand out toward Taylor.

      That settled it, Mike supposed. Whatever was going on here, Christian was consenting and it was none of Mike’s damned business.

      He watched a little longer than he should have past that realization, only flinching back when Christian turned his face toward the door, his gaze settling right where Mike was standing.

      Mike’s heart beat faster and he slipped away.

      He hoped to hell that Christian hadn’t seen him there.
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      Work the next day was weird, and not just because both Karl and Daichi had put in their notices. Mike was unsettled and tired after his late night, and he really, really didn’t want to be here anymore.

      Eddie came by to visit at one point, fluttering into the office like a particularly brilliant butterfly and perching on Karl’s desk while he spoke to Mike. Karl just ignored him and kept tapping away at his keyboard.

      “Have you heard?” Eddie asked breathlessly.

      “Heard what?” Mike asked, wondering who’d quit or been fired now.

      “Emile Abelard offered fifty-six million for the company, and Christian turned him down! Fifty-six million!” He pursed his lips. “Which, okay, I have no idea if that’s a lot of money or not.” He laughed. “I mean, of course it’s a lot of money, but maybe the company is actually worth more than that.”

      Mike had no idea either.

      “It both is and it isn’t,” Karl said, surprising them both by contributing. “Does the company have fifty-six million dollars in assets? Doubtful. But the brand? Luca Romano’s name? That could be worth a hell of a lot more.”

      “Oh!” Eddie raised is eyebrows. “I mean, I guess so.”

      “It’s a gamble,” Karl said. “At the moment, you could argue the brand is worth a lot more than fifty-six million. But after the Spring Collection? Unless Taylor and the rest of you lot can pull it together without Luca, it’ll be worthless.”

      Eddie blinked, and gave a hesitant laugh. “Well, no pressure, right?”

      “Not for me,” Karl said, and began to tap away again.

      Eddie looked worried, and Mike remembered what he’d said about his design.

      “Taylor knows what he’s doing, right?” he asked. “You said he does.”

      “Yeah, he’s a genius,” Eddie said, but the creases on his forehead deepened. “I mean, I think he is. And even if he wasn’t, it’s not like anyone’s going to tell him that now, is it? Because as soon as you do—” He made a swiping gesture against his throat. “You’re gone. Like Jenna.”

      “Jenna quit,” Mike reminded him.

      “Quit, fired, what’s the difference?” Taylor waved his hands. “She’s still gone. Apparently she’s working with Abelard now. I wonder if she’d help me get an internship there.” He chewed his lip. “No, she said my designs made her wish that her intestines could climb up through her throat and wrench her eyeballs back inside her body so she didn’t need to look at them anymore.”

      Mike raised his eyebrows.

      “She was a total bitch,” Eddie said with a long sigh. “God, I miss her!”

      Mike laughed.

      Eddie beamed. “Anyway, I’m only in here gossiping because I keep looking at my design and hating every fucking thing about it! But that’s all part of the process, I think. Well, I hope. Like maybe there’s going to be this point where I look away for a second, and when I look back it’s somehow exactly as perfect as it should be, right?”

      “Maybe,” Mike agreed.

      “I’m only new at this, but I didn’t spend my entire childhood dressing G.I. Joe dolls up in taffeta for nothing!”

      “I’m sure they looked fabulous.”

      Eddie winked. “They were the best dressed battalion on the field, soldier!” He slid off Karl’s desk. “Okay, I’m gonna head back down and see if everything is magically magnificent yet. Toodles!”

      “See you,” Mike said.

      Karl grunted.

      The door swung shut behind Eddie, and Mike tried to remember where he’d been up to in his spreadsheet before the interruption.

      “I’ll bet they don’t have anyone like him at Finch Global,” Karl said, and he sounded a little wistful.

      “Probably not,” Mike agreed.

      “Oh well,” Karl said. “One door closes, and another opens, right? Or something like that.”

      “Something like that,” Mike echoed, and pulled up a listing of rental properties in Sauk City.

      Maybe it was time he took a serious look at leaving New York.
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      When Luca Romano kissed him, Christian had felt as though he’d taken his first breath.

      He wasn’t a fool. He knew Luca had a reputation of sleeping with his interns, with his models, and with the endless parade of pretty young things who caught his eye. Strangely, it was that exact worldliness that made Christian trust him. Luca was upfront about his past from the very beginning. He was unapologetic about it. He liked beautiful people, he’d told Christian over drinks on their first date. He was rich, and he was used to getting what he wanted.

      Christian didn’t expect to fall in love.

      Neither did Luca, but it delighted him.

      “Caro mio, you are my soul’s delight!” Luca told him every morning they woke up together, because it was the truth, but also because he admitted he liked to make Christian blush.

      It was the strangest and most wonderful thing. Christian had never thought he would be comfortable around someone like Luca—effusive, rich, famous—but Luca didn’t mind that he was shy and gauche and awkward. He hardly seemed to notice it. His smile, when Christian was on his arm, could light up whole rooms.

      Christian was never going to be a designer. He knew that by their third date.

      “Pfft,” Luca said, “be a painter, be a gardener, be a busboy! None of that matters to me, tesoro.” He pressed a kiss to Christian’s lips. “Whatever else you are, you are my heart.”

      “They think I’m a gold digger, Luca.”

      “Who cares what anyone thinks? We know the truth.”

      Sometimes Christian looked over the sketches he’d made that had just been good enough to get him his doomed internship. He’d thought once that they were brilliant, that this was his calling. Except when he saw what everyone else could do—Reuben, Taylor, Jenna, and all the other designers and interns—he knew it wasn’t true.

      He remembered the way his high school art teacher had stood behind him, his breath hot on his neck as he’d talked about shape and form and how talented Christian was, and a part of him hated how naïve he’d been back then. The guy had been a sleaze, and Christian hadn’t even realized it at the time. Then again, without that sleazy teacher, Christian never would have worked up the courage to come all the way to New York and show his portfolio to Luca Romano.

      There was a lesson in that, but Christian wasn’t sure what it was. The only thing he was sure of was that it made him glad Luca had never lied to him to get him into bed.

      Christian was never going to be a designer because he just wasn’t good enough, and that was fine. He could be a painter, a gardener, a busboy, and Luca wouldn’t care, because Christian was his heart.

      And Luca was everything Christian had ever hoped for. He was kind and gentle, but at the same time he was everything. Christian had never felt truly alive until he’d met him. Christian had felt stared at before, but never truly seen, not until Luca. And nothing in Luca’s gaze made him want to flinch away and hide. Luca made him feel braver. He made him want to stand taller. Christian might have been Luca’s treasure, but Luca was Christian’s whole world.

      For six years he was Christian’s whole world.

      They married in Paris, and it was beautiful.

      And then, in Italy, Christian was woken late one morning by the frantic cries of the housekeeper and the maids. He’d climbed out of bed, pulling his robe around him, and hurried outside onto the terrace.

      The sunlight gleamed in the pool.

      And Luca….

      There was a dark shape floating facedown on the surface of the water.

      Luca was….

      Luca had been for his early morning swim and his heart had given out.

      And on that sunny morning in a villa by Lake Como, Christian’s entire universe collapsed.

      And after that, it was chaos. Suddenly there was so much to do. So many papers to sign. So many people telling him things. So many different places he had to be, and duties he had to fulfil, and that was even before the funeral. There were lawyers and business managers and priests and PR people, and all Christian wanted to do was curl up in bed until it all went away. Until he could breathe again. How could he breathe without Luca?

      He didn’t understand how the world was still turning, let alone how he was supposed to be a part of it.

      His days were full of people making demands, and just because they made them in gentle tones didn’t mean they weren’t demands. His nights, when he was alone, were both better and worse. Better, because there was nobody in his ear telling him what he needed to do next, and worse because he really was alone. Luca wasn’t there anymore, and nothing made sense.

      Christian had thought that getting through the funeral would be the hardest thing, and it was, right up until it was done and suddenly the rest of his life was stretching out in front of him. He had no idea how to even start thinking about that.

      Their bed didn’t smell like Luca anymore.

      The housekeeper threw away the cheese that only Luca liked.

      His toothbrush vanished from the bathroom.

      Every day another tiny trace of him was erased.

      Christian didn’t want to leave the penthouse—there were paps out front of the building most of the time, waiting to catch a glimpse of him. They hadn’t cared so much when Luca was alive, Christian thought, or maybe it was just that he hadn’t noticed them so much with Luca at his side. He’d assumed the flashing lights and calls were for Luca, not for him. It seemed strange they were interested in him now that Luca was gone. Christian wasn’t anyone. He hadn’t created a fashion empire from nothing.

      But then he realized: he was a gold digger, wasn’t he? Luca had been wrong. It did matter what other people thought. And Christian was famous now, or was that notorious?

      He hated it.

      Abigail had always been cordial to Christian. She was Luca’s good friend, but she had never warmed to Christian.

      “Her heart is a spreadsheet, caro,” Luca had told him once, laughing. “She doesn’t know what it’s like to be in love.”

      It wasn’t just that, though. Abigail didn’t respect Christian, not as Luca’s partner and certainly not as his successor.

      Christian didn’t blame her. Nobody knew more acutely than Abigail how ill-suited Christian was to take over House of Romano, except maybe Christian himself. When Abigail first suggested buying him out, and started talking about how the best thing would be to sell to Emile Abelard, he’d promised her he’d think about it, and then went home and cried because Luca would have wanted them to work together. But Abigail clearly didn’t.

      Christian went through the motions.

      He woke every morning, showered and shaved, and styled his hair the way Luca had liked. Then he chose a suit from his closet—the suits Luca had made for him at one time—and called a car to take him to House of Romano. He tried. He went to meetings, feeling sick when he sat in Luca’s chair, and feeling sicker when he realized he had no idea what anybody was talking about, and he tried to understand what each department did, and how everything worked. He’d been an intern here once, so it shouldn’t have been so difficult, but it was, and there was nobody he could ask for help.

      He went home each night and dreamed of falling asleep and never waking up again.

      And then, one day, he saw a familiar face in the designers’ room, and Taylor Ritchie reached out and curled his warm fingers around his wrist, and asked, “You okay?”

      Nobody had asked him that since Luca died, and it was all Christian could do not to break down in tears in the middle of the room. Taylor was a glimpse of sunlight in the darkness, and Christian turned his face toward him gratefully.

      And then Taylor asked if he wanted to eat dinner with him and his boyfriend.

      It wasn’t like breathing for the first time again, not quite, but for the first time in weeks Christian felt his lungs loosening and the heavy weight lifting off his chest.

      Maybe he’d be okay after all.

      Falling in love with Taylor and Connor didn’t feel like it had with Luca. They were his friends, but that was okay. They said that was okay. This was a different sort of love. This wasn’t the sort of love where it felt like he was plummeting breathless over a cliff face; this was like sliding into a warm lake. It was quieter and safer than falling in love with Luca had been. Falling in love with Luca had been terrifying because Christian had been afraid that Luca would break his heart—he couldn’t really want Christian, could he? Not really? And Luca had broken his heart, he supposed, though not in the way he had expected.

      Taylor and Connor were both so handsome, and both in very different ways. Secretly, Christian had been intimidated by Taylor when they’ve interned together, because of his sharp features and his even sharper hairstyles. Christian never would have dared wear the sort of clothes that Taylor did, or have his hair dyed and cut the same way, but Taylor carried himself with such confidence. So did Connor, in a different way, in his suits and his ties and his high-polished shoes. They looked so different, the stunning designer with the asymmetrical inky-black hair and the handsome businessman in his impeccable suits, but at the same time they fit together perfectly.

      Christian didn’t envy what they had, because he’d had it once too. He mourned it. It was so easy to fall into their love when they offered it to him.

      Luca had been a kind and generous lover, and after he died Christian ached to feel loved again, to feel wanted and cherished, and even just to come. The first time he slept with Taylor and Connor he hadn’t come. He hadn’t even gotten hard, but that was okay, because it hadn’t been about that. It had felt good enough to be close to someone again, to feel touches and kisses and to be held, and be told that he was loved. The first time they made love, Christian thought it was his soul that needed it more than body. Both Taylor and Connor were so kind to him, and so understanding.

      After that, it was like he felt free to feel good again or something. He loved them, as friends, and it was like they always said: it was okay to feel good. Luca would want him to feel good.

      And maybe he should have been angry about Connor giving him the GHB, but he wasn’t. He trusted Connor and Taylor to know what he needed, and he’d been a little embarrassed that they knew he hadn’t been turned on that first time. Of course they wanted him to enjoy it, and that was where the GHB came in. They were helping him. They were his friends. They loved him.

      And the sex on G was amazing. Everything else just floated away—all his fears and his heartbreak and his loneliness. His body was reduced to nothing but electrical impulses, from the buzz of someone’s touch against his skin, to sparks in his bloodstream, to a hundred different flickering sensations that built to explosive orgasms that arced through him like powerful volts and left him crying out and shuddering.

      He didn’t want to come down from that. Didn’t want to sink into that dark place he’d been before Taylor and Connor had saved him.

      He didn’t like that he cried afterward, his grief clawing at him all over again, only this time with guilt along for the ride.

      The next time Connor offered him some G, he drank it down, so that he could be in that place again where he felt good. Taylor said he didn’t have to feel guilty about wanting to feel good, and he was right.

      And Luca….

      Luca had always hated it when he was upset.
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      Something was wrong.

      There was a guy’s face looming over him, and a guy’s dick in his ass, but Christian didn’t know the guy.

      Something was wrong, and he tried to push at him.

      “No, no, no,” Connor crooned in his ear. “You like it, babe.”

      Christian blinked up at him, trying to make sense of what was happening, but it only came to him in flashes.

      The rasp of a lighter.

      Connor’s sharp smile.

      A glass pipe sliding into his field of vision, and some swirling smoke that tasted like burning plastic when it hit the back of his throat.

      And then he was floating again, and he could feel electrons and atoms bouncing against his cell walls, sparking whenever they collided. He could feel the volts buzzing in his bloodstream, and his skin crackling with electricity. He could feel the guy’s dick plowing into him, lighting him up with every thrust, and Connor was right—he liked it.

      Connor was always right.

      Christian lost hours, and then days, but what did that matter when his hours and days had been so lonely and filled with misery? Sometimes he blinked himself awake in Connor and Taylor’s bed, and sometimes on couches and mattresses in places he didn’t remember, and sometimes in the bottom of the shower, his body hurting dully in ways it never had before, but Connor always had something to make it go away again.

      Christian hadn’t done drugs before—he’d barely even been drunk—so he wasn’t always sure what it was he was taking, except Connor and Taylor were taking it too, so it was okay. The drugs made him feel good.

      Sometimes he still went into the office and dozed during the meetings while Connor took charge. He knew there was stuff he should be listening to, and knew from the way people looked at him with narrow eyes and thin mouths that they could tell he was fucked up, but he didn’t care.

      He didn’t care about anything.

      He did what Connor said he should in the meetings. Nodded and agreed when Connor looked to him. Told the room full of pinched, hostile faces that Connor was acting on his behalf. It was easy, and it made Connor happy, and Christian didn’t have to worry about all of that business stuff anymore.

      He didn’t have to worry about anything.

      Being empty this way was like being free.

      Most days he felt like he was adrift on some endless ocean, but he didn’t have to be scared, because Connor and Taylor were watching him, making sure he didn’t float away entirely. They were doing everything, and Christian was simply… floating. They were the only ones who understood how he felt. They were the only ones who cared. They didn’t demand things from him that he couldn’t give. They knew what he needed.

      If Christian couldn’t have Luca, then at least he could have this warm, happy oblivion.
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      Something was wrong.

      He was on the floor, and something was broken, but Mike was there. Mike, who’d liked his paintings and been kind to him. Mike was holding his arm and asking him what he was doing, and Christian didn’t know what he meant, but then Connor was there too, talking about doctors or something, and drawing him away from the mess in the lobby.

      “Clumsy bitch,” he laughed in Christian’s ear as the elevator took them upstairs, and Christian laughed too because Connor sounded happy.

      A part of him knew he would have been mortified once to knock things over, to do something wrong, to be the center of attention like that, but none of that mattered now. That part of Christian was gone, and it was the most useless part of him, so who cared?

      Christian drifted, and Connor steered him where he needed to go.

      He saw his paintings again that night, after waking up on the couch in Connor’s office and stumbling down the hall. Taylor was there, sharp-eyed and smiling, and so was Connor. They were always there.

      Christian shuffled along the floor, trying to tell them about the paintings. Trying to find the words to explain what they’d once meant—how Luca had loved them, and said he should go to art school. How Christian could see tiny faults in them, but Luca had framed them anyway, and hung them here in his office. How they were like Christian himself: vague impressions of a completed scene, but when you looked closer there was no substance to them. Little dots fracturing the canvas.

      Christian had always been nothing more than little dots too, loosely held together by other people’s perception of him. Pretty to glance at, but less than met the eye, all his faults apparent once someone really stared.

      Luca had never thought he was perfect, just that he was perfect for him. Luca had seen his faults and loved him all the same. Luca had loved him so much he’d taken real art off his walls and put Christian’s paintings up instead.

      And just like that, sharp grief stabbed through Christian’s cocoon and shattered his oblivion into a million pieces.

      He fell to his knees in front of Luca’s desk, struggling for breath as grief and guilt and shame broke over him.

      “The fuck is this?” Taylor asked, and his voice was cold, like a stranger’s. “I thought we were past this bullshit.”

      Christian didn’t understand.

      “Have you got anything in your office??” Taylor asked Connor. “Go and get him something. I want to fuck his ass, not listen to him bitch and moan about how fucking sad he is.”

      Christian wanted to be sick. He stared up at Taylor, tears flooding his vision. “Wh-what…?”

      “Wh-what?” Taylor parroted with an ugly sneer. He rolled his eyes. “What, what, what? Shut the fuck up, you tedious little bitch.”

      Christian tried to struggle to his feet, and Taylor pushed him down again, his hand holding the back of his neck.

      “Stay down, you stupid slut.”

      The blood roared in Christian’s skull. He grasped for understanding, and failed to catch it. He didn’t know why Taylor was saying things like this, because Taylor loved him. He’d said he loved him.

      And then Connor was back, and Christian choked out a sob as Connor wrenched his head back by the hair and shoved the lip of a glass against his mouth. Taylor pinched his nostrils shut.

      The GHB tasted bitter as he swallowed it down.

      “What are you doing?” he asked through his tears. “What are you doing to me?”

      He wasn’t floating, he realized, he was sinking.

      He sobbed again. He wanted Luca. He wanted his friends back, not these two men who somehow stood in their place. His gaze fixed on the paintings on the wall, and suddenly he heard a soft, warm voice in his memory. “These are yours? Holy shit. They’re amazing.”

      He wanted Mike.

      And then the want was gone, as quickly as it had appeared, and everything else washed away with it as the tide of the drug swept over him.

      “There he is,” Connor said, a broad smile spreading over his handsome face as he held Christian’s jaw and peered into his eyes. “There’s our little fuckslut.”

      Christian laughed at his obvious delight.

      Later—maybe minutes, maybe hours, Christian could no longer tell, and it no longer mattered—he turned his head as Taylor fucked him on Luca’s desk, and imagined that he saw Mike standing there, checking to see if he was okay.

      It felt good.

      Christian closed his eyes as moaned as Taylor thrust into him.

      Everything felt good.
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      If there had ever been a moment for quiet reflection, Taylor thought, then this was it.

      He sat on Connor’s couch, a glass of wine in his hand and his bare feet resting on the coffee table, listening to the sounds of the city in the background. Traffic, and shouts, and the ubiquitous wail of sirens rising and falling in the background.

      The week before the unveiling of the Spring Collection was hectic. Even faking it was somehow hectic. Taylor had been working sixteen-hour days at House of Romano, yelling at designers, at photographers, at the lighting guys, at the Media Relations team. Hell, he’d even yelled at the caterers, and everyone knew nobody ate in the week before Fashion Week anyway. The designers were too busy working and the models were too busy panicking about whether or not in a few days they’d be able to fit into a size zero with room to spare.

      Taylor leaned back, closing his eyes.

      The week had been insane. Taylor knew that at least three of his remaining designers and Eddie the intern had noticed that a large percentage of the designs he’d dumped on the team at the last moment were basically last season’s lines from Abelard. But of course Christian had smiled and nodded and said how wonderful everything was—the G helped a lot with that attitude—and Taylor had stood back, arms folded across his chest, and silently dared anyone to say anything.

      Turned out they all liked their paychecks too much to say anything.

      Taylor had wanted to laugh. He’d wondered if he could have killed someone right there on the floor—just grabbed a pair of scissors and rammed them in some guy’s throat—and if they would have watched that in silence too. How far was too far? Surely they could all see what was happening now. Taylor might have gotten rid of his closest rivals like Jenna, but even the remaining dregs had to know what last season’s Abelard designs looked like, right? Taylor thought he’d seen it in their faces, but nobody had spoken up. Everyone had been too scared that with one signal from Taylor, Christian would fire them on the spot.

      So how far was too far? Taylor opened his eyes and stared at the black TV screen. He and Connor were steering House of Romano into a freefall, and everyone had to know it by now. Were they just hanging in for their paychecks, or was it something more than that? Were the people they had left just inveterate cowards too afraid to stand up to them? Or were they too stupid to realize how disastrous the crash was going to be? It was amazing how far a group of people would let themselves be pushed.

      Taylor sipped his wine and listened to the muffled noises from the bed—the slap of flesh on flesh, and a rising whine that told him either Christian wanted more, or he didn’t want it at all. That sound could still make Taylor’s skin prickle with heady anticipation.

      He looked over at where Connor was fucking Christian, pulling confused little whimpers out of him with every rough thrust, and smiled.

      So, quiet reflection.

      Ever since he was a kid Taylor had wanted to be a fashion designer. He’d wanted to have something in a show for New York Fashion Week. He’d wanted a celebrity to wear something outrageous and amazing he’d made for them and drop his name on the red carpet at the Met Gala. This wasn’t how he’d imagined any of his dreams coming true. He wasn’t sure if his vision had twisted somewhere along the way, or if it had cleared instead.

      This was clarity, wasn’t it? It felt like clarity. Luca Romano, a man Taylor had idolized long before he’d fallen into bed with him, had cheated Taylor out of what he was owed—it should have been Taylor by his side, his apprentice and lover and heir—but Luca had overlooked him. If Taylor could have dug up his grave and pissed on his remains he would have, but destroying his legacy would have to suffice.

      And destroying Christian.

      Funny the way things worked out. Taylor was happier now than he’d ever been. He had Connor, and Connor was worth a million Luca Romanos, but that didn’t mean that the sting of Luca choosing Christian over him had ever lessened. And why should it have? Fuck Luca. Taylor Ritchie was no man’s second best. He never had been, and he never would be. What the fuck was so special about Christian that Luca had decided to stop bed hopping and settle down? How had Luca fucking dared to see something in that shallow little talentless nobody when he hadn’t seen anything in Taylor?

      He reached for the remote control and turned the TV on. He flicked through the channels until he found a nature documentary where a couple of lions were ripping apart a gazelle.

      No, Taylor had no regrets using the annual Spring Collection to destroy House of Romano, and Luca Romano’s legacy. His mouth curled into a smile as he heard a bitten-off sob coming from the bed—he had no regrets at all about ruining Christian Roquefeuil either.

      On the TV, a lion lifted its blood-soaked muzzle and stared into the camera.

      Taylor’s smile grew.

      In two days, this would all be over.
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      By Monday morning, the transformation of the lobby was well underway. Taylor had always loved watching it happen; every drop cloth and paint can was a part of the chrysalis, and every buzz of a drill was the whirr of a new insect’s translucent wings. There was a sort of a magic in the ugliness of a transformation, and in the potential of a space given over to workmen. Taylor felt a hum of anticipation as he looked around the ground floor of House of Romano. There was something about the sheer naked potential of an empty space, or of an uncut bolt of fabric, that had always made Taylor itch to create. The lobby desk was the only thing that remained as the space was transformed into a runway, and that would be moved into the basement by the end of the week.

      This had been one of Luca’s traditions. Instead of hiring space elsewhere, he’d always held his Spring fashion shows at House of Romano itself, and he’d always held them on his birthday. It was a little inconvenient, and possibly even cost more than renting a space set up for the purpose, but Taylor felt that it was important to honor Luca’s traditions, more so now than ever when he was intending to use them to destroy the man’s legacy.

      He leaned against the reception desk and watched as a man climbed some scaffolding to fix a light array to the ceiling. The man flicked on a spotlight to test it, and Taylor squinted and turned his face away as the man became a silhouette.

      And that was when it hit him: the scrim wouldn’t work. Well, it would, but not in the way that Taylor needed it to work. The light might pass through the fabric, but it wouldn’t pass through Christian’s body. Christian, on the catwalk, would be basically a silhouette too, his body reduced to a dark shape that showed his form, but didn’t expose him in the way that Taylor wanted.

      The corners of his mouth turned down as he pondered.

      Maybe….

      Was there a way to get him to walk out onto the stage naked? A way to humiliate him in front of the entire world? Because Taylor had no doubt that every media channel would broadcast it. It was just the sort of scandal that would reach way beyond the fashion world, and it would do it in minutes. There’d be no stopping it once it happened. No putting that genie back in the lamp. And the reputable media would use pixels, of course, but the internet?

      Taylor grinned.

      Christian’s shame would be enshrined forever on the internet. It didn’t matter whatever else he ever did in his life. He’d always be Luca Romano’s worthless little whore, who got naked on a runway and was so drug-fucked he didn’t even realize.

      Taylor and Connor could make it happen. Christian already relied on them so much to tell him what to do, and crucially, to tell him how to feel when he was high. God knows they’d gentled him through some shit before, and promised him everything was okay and he felt good, even when his body was sending him frantic signals that should have told him that was a lie.

      It had been funny at first, but now it was kind of pathetic, and Taylor couldn’t summon up any emotion at all for Christian except a constant low burn of contempt that simmered away in his gut. Christian was pathetic and pitiful and boring, and he deserved to be punished for that alone.

      Taylor checked his phone when it buzzed. It was Eddie, who was as pathetic as Christian in his own way. He was freaking out about his jacket design for the show, which Taylor supposed at least showed he had a modicum of talent. He knew enough to worry that his design was fucking god-awful, which was more than Taylor could say for most of the rest of the designers.

      Although….

      He composed a reassuring text and sent it back to Eddie while he thought.

      He really wasn’t sure now how much people were buying the lie that Taylor was doing something amazing and revolutionary here, or if they were just cowards too scared to speak up and point out what should have been the obvious truth. And Connor, he knew, was experiencing that same heady uncertainty upstairs with his staff there. It was exhilarating to stare into someone’s face and blatantly lie, and to realize exactly what power you held over them. Sycophants were a delight, not because they were toadies, but because they were trapped like insects and knew it. Taylor and Connor might have been breaking Christian, but in less obvious ways they were breaking every remaining employee of House of Romano as well, and it was intoxicating. Taylor had never chased a high quite like this one before.

      He took another look at the transformation of the ground floor, and then he headed for the elevators, tucking his phone back into his pocket. He hit the button for the top floor, and waited for the elevator to arrive. He rode it in silence to the top floor.

      There was a girl sitting behind the desk in front of Connor’s office. She was new. She probably wouldn’t even have time to draw her first paycheck by the time the company collapsed.

      He smiled at her. “Taylor Ritchie,” he said. “I’m here to see Connor Ellison."

      “Do you have an appointment?” the girl asked him.

      “No.” Taylor adjusted the cuff on his shirt. “I’m the head designer. I’m also his boyfriend.”

      “Oh!” The girl waved him through.

      Taylor pushed open the door to Connor’s office.

      Connor was reclining in his chair, his feet on his desk, messing around on his phone. Across the wide expanse of floor, with views to die for, Christian lay on the couch. He looked thin and fragile. His eyes were closed, his hair falling around his face. One arm dangled toward the floor. The skin on the underside of his wrist was pale and marked with purple bruises that Taylor couldn’t remember inflicting. Then again, maybe he hadn’t. The last few weeks had been rough as hell on the little bitch.

      “Hey, lover,” Connor said, a smile spreading across his handsome face. “How’s everything downstairs?”

      “They’re getting set up for the show,” Taylor said. “And everyone in design is freaking the fuck out, but nobody’s brave enough to tell me to my face.”

      Connor’s smile grew. “Sounds like the boardroom.”

      Taylor moved forward and sat on the edge of his desk. “Does it worry you how easy this all is?”

      “No.” Connor set his phone down. “Babe, it’s meant to be easy. For every one of the fuckers at the top of the ladder, it is this easy, all the time. This is exactly how it is if you’re born rich and daddy leaves you the company. You can run it into the fucking ground, and nobody will tell you not to.” His expression softened. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      “Of course not!” Taylor scoffed. “I just thought it’d be harder.”

      “That’s because you work for a living.”

      “I’m not having second thoughts,” Taylor said after a while. “Not exactly. But I’m disappointed, I guess. I thought Luca was smarter than he was. I spent a lot of years idolizing him. I thought he was a genius.”

      “He was an idiot,” Connor said. “He left his company to that worthless little hole over there, instead of to Abigail Stratton. He could have set up the board to run it. He could have left instructions for it to be sold. He could have done a hundred different things that would have ensured his legacy lived on, but instead he signed everything over to his little cum dumpster. Fuck Luca. You think if we hadn’t come along that Christian would somehow be keeping this place afloat? No way. He’d just be sinking slower, that’s all.”

      Taylor smiled. “I know. All we’re doing is putting him out of his misery earlier.”

      “Right?” Connor’s smile sharpened. “It’s a mercy killing.”

      Taylor liked the sound of that.

      He scooted off Connor’s desk and crossed the room to the couch. Feeling oddly generous, he slid onto the couch and tugged Christian’s head onto his lap. Carded his fingers through those beautiful curls, and watched his flicking eyelids.

      “He really is beautiful,” he said at last.

      “He is,” Connor agreed easily. “Like some Ming vase or something. Pretty to look at, but….”

      “An empty vessel,” Taylor said, mouth curling up.

      “Exactly.”

      Taylor rubbed his thumb along Christian’s bottom lip, enjoying the drag and reliving the memory of the last time he’d shoved his dick down the little whore’s throat. He was surprised to find that his feelings were somehow softening toward Christian as he stared down at him now, when only moments before in the lobby he’d thought he deserved to be punished. Perhaps it was nothing but the knowledge that they’d be done with him soon. He and Connor had poured so many of their fantasies into Christian, and breaking him had been a total delight of the senses. It was only natural to regret that they were approaching the end, he supposed. He wondered idly what he and Connor would find to fill their days with in the future, or if their memories of Christian would remain sharp enough to satisfy them. No doubt there would be other boys in their future, but Taylor couldn’t imagine finding one they loved and hated in the same degree as Christian Roquefeuil. He had been perfect.

      Christian’s eyes fluttered open and he gazed up at Taylor.

      “There he is,” Taylor said, and slid his fingers along the sharp edge of Christian’s perfect jaw. “Hey, baby.”

      Christian showed him a dozy smile.

      “Little slutty baby,” Taylor crooned. “Little fuckslut. Wow, Luca wasn’t even cold in the ground when you were spreading your legs for a bunch of guys to run a train on you, was he?”

      Christian blinked up at him.

      “You’ve had more dicks in you than Luca’s got maggots, haven’t you?”

      Christian’s eyes closed again.

      Taylor snorted and continued to card his hair. “He’s so fucked up I can’t even insult him anymore.”

      Connor laughed.

      Taylor slid his hand down Christian’s front, tugging the buttons of his shirt open and letting the fabric fall back to reveal his torso.

      “He was so stupidly shy,” he said. “Like, he’d blush if he saw some model’s tits, can you imagine? The fuck did he ever think he was doing in fashion? Jesus, you can’t walk more than a few feet backstage at a show without getting someone’s tits or ass in your face. And here’s this little uptight bitch, all red and blushing.”

      “You wanted to fuck him back then too,” Connor said. There was no judgement in his tone—there never was. Another reason Taylor loved him.

      “Everyone wanted to fuck him,” Taylor said. He slid his hand down Christian’s pants and tugged his limp dick. He grinned broadly. “And now everyone has.”

      All his life Taylor had wanted to create, and it turned out that his masterpiece was going to be destruction. There was probably something profound in that, maybe even a lesson, or at least something that someone with a more philosophical bent would have pondered for a while, but Taylor wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it. He thought back to the wildlife documentary he’d watched the night before. Did the lions lose any sleep over the gazelles? Of course not, and he and Connor were predators, just like nature had made them.

      Perhaps the better philosophical question was whether or not destruction was a type of creation as well. Taylor liked to think that it was.

      He twisted elflocks into Christian’s curls. He might even brush them out later if he was feeling generous.

      “What do you think he’s dreaming of?” he asked, looking across to Connor.

      Connor raised his eyebrows. “You think there’s anything at all going on in that empty skull?”

      Taylor thought of the paintings on Luca’s office wall. “Well, nothing significant.”

      Pretty little paintings for a pretty little bitch.

      “The scrim won’t work, by the way,” he said. And then, in response to Connor’s blank look, “The fabric for his suit.”

      “It won’t?”

      “No, but I have a better idea.” He stroked Christian’s abdomen. “I want to send him out onto the runway totally naked.”

      Connor raised his eyebrows.

      “So I need you to figure out exactly how high he’s got to be to make that happen,” Taylor said.

      Connor shook his head. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. Don’t bail on me now, babe.”

      “I wouldn’t fucking dream of it,” Connor said. “I just don’t know if it’ll work.”

      “It’ll work,” Taylor said, without any doubt in the world.

      Christian had been susceptible enough to suggestion and pressure when he’d been sober. High, and there was nothing so far that Taylor and Connor had been unable to overwrite on that pathetic, malleable brain of his. How many times had he been whimpering in pain before they promised him that he liked it? How many times had he panicked because he was being fucked by strangers before they told him that it was okay, and that he wanted it? Christian’s strange shyness went bone deep, but Taylor had watched him get fucked by a room full of guys. If they could make him do that, they could sure as hell make him walk down a runway naked. Because Christian loved them, and he trusted them, and he let their words, like magic, create his world for him. He was unfired clay in their hands, and they could shape him any way they wanted.

      And they would.

      They would shape him, and push him into the fire, and then shatter him into a million jagged pieces, like the empty vessel he was.

      Taylor leaned down and pressed his mouth to Christian’s forehead.

      There was art in such beautiful destruction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          

        

    

    







            Mike

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The show wasn’t until Wednesday, but the tension in the air at House of Romano was thick enough to cut with a knife by Monday. Mike kept his distance from the creatives, all of whom seemed even more high-strung than usual, if such a thing was possible. Mike assumed that some of them were levelheaded and reasonable, on the balance of probabilities alone, but maybe those guys kept a lower profile because right now shit was wild on the lower levels of the building. The craziness that was usually more or less contained to the designers had spilled out into the Media Relations and promo people, and Mike had an idea that if Daichi had still been working there, he’d be reporting the same thing from the executive floor.

      The show was a big deal. It was a big deal every year, but this year it was bigger than ever. Even Mike, who didn’t follow fashion industry news at all, had seen headlines speculating that House of Romano was doomed to fail without Luca Romano at the helm, and without Reuben Marcos as head designer. Maybe it was even true; he had no idea. All haute couture looked pretty ridiculous to him. He had no idea how you were supposed to tell what was good and what was terrible. It seemed completely arbitrary to him, but what the hell did he know?

      Mike’s little office suddenly seemed expansive without Karl there to fill half the space. There was no real uptick in Mike’s workload: the system was pretty much automated, and it was just a matter of inputting data. Mike had a few more tricky travel expenses to deal with—those had been Karl’s specialty—but nothing that caused him any real hassle. He and Karl had hardly been overworked as a two-man operation. There wasn’t that much slack to pick up. Karl hadn’t been much of a conversationalist, either, so Mike hadn’t expected to miss him so acutely. It was just weird, he supposed, working for hours without listening to the accompaniment of Karl tapping on his keyboard too and sometimes humming a few bars of whatever song was stuck in his head.

      Mike typed out his resignation before lunch on Monday, giving his two weeks’ notice. He was done with House of Romano, and done with New York too. He loved the city, but it ate up every cent he earned. It might be nice to go back to Sauk City and actually have some money in his bank account at the end of every month. And it would definitely be nice to breathe some fresh air again, unpolluted by the stench of the city—garbage and exhaust fumes. There were parts of the city he loved, parts he would miss forever, but he was tired of the pace of it. Maybe he’d always been a country mouse at heart.

      The more he committed to the idea of leaving New York, the more Mike found he was excited by it.

      It was those damn paintings on Luca Romano’s wall, he thought, making him so nostalgic. Except it had been something else as well that had invoked a sense of longing in him that day, something it was better to not think about. It had been the light in Christian Roquefeuil’s eyes when he’d showed them to him. Christian might have been the worst thing to ever happen to House of Romano, but the light in his eyes that day had been beautiful.

      Mike wasn’t enough of a fool to believe in any of the things he’d read into Christian’s expression that day, not for real, not with what he now knew, but the fantasy had been nice while it lasted.

      Life in New York, he supposed, had been good to him, but now it was time for something more… genuine? Mike didn’t know if that was the right word. He just wanted to live somewhere where he could take a deep breath.

      Mike worked through lunch, only heading out to get a sub from the place down the street and returning to eat it at his desk. He shot off an email to Daichi, letting him know he was quitting House of Romano too, and seeing if he wanted to catch up sometime in the week before Mike left the city for good. Then he sent one to Eddie, asking the same thing. He didn’t get a reply, but less than twenty minutes later Eddie was bursting through his office door as though he’d thought Mike was packing up to leave today.

      “Omigod!” He flung himself dramatically into Karl’s old chair, and it rolled about a foot away. Eddie grabbed the edge of the desk and pulled himself back in. “You’re quitting?” he screeched.

      “How much caffeine have you had?” Mike asked mildly.

      “So much,” Eddie said, his fake eyelashes fluttering wildly. “And yet, at the same time, nowhere near enough.” He grinned at Mike’s concern. “Please, this whole place is powered entirely on coke and tears at this point. I’m actually one of the responsible ones.”

      Mike didn’t know if he was joking or not, and discovered that he didn’t want to know. He picked at his sub instead and said, “Yeah, I’m quitting. I put in my notice this morning.”

      Eddie’s face fell. “Who am I going to harass now?”

      Normally Mike would have laughed the question off in a heartbeat, but there was no ignoring the fact that there were a lot of empty offices around House of Romano now. The cafeteria, which had once been full at this hour of the day, was like a ghost town now.

      “You’ll always find someone to harass,” he offered at last.

      Eddie held his gaze for a moment, his customary effusiveness faltering and revealing, just for a moment, a somber expression behind his glitter and contouring. Then he quirked his mouth back into its customary smile. “Of course I will! Provided there’s anyone even left after Wednesday’s show! I can’t be the only one thinking that on Thursday morning this place will look like a postapocalyptic wasteland, complete with fires burning in trash cans.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Mike asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Oh god, it’s so bad,” Eddie said, lowering his voice. “And I don’t just mean the jacket I’m designing. I, like, breached six million company policies by taking photographs of some of the line and sending them to Jenna—she’s with Abelard now—and it’s a disaster!”

      Mike’s stomach dropped. “Shit, Eddie, you can’t do that! They could fire you on the spot!”

      Eddie snorted. “Mike, they’re firing everyone on the spot!”

      “Okay, so they could fire you and then sue the fuck out of you!”

      “I have like thirty-eight dollars in my bank account,” Eddie said, waving his hand like it didn’t matter. “Anyway, the point is, I was right. These designs that are supposed to usher in a new era for House of Romano? They’re all last season’s Abelard, but somehow even uglier. Like, I don’t even know what’s the worse crime here. Stealing, stealing something from last season, or stealing something so unattractive.”

      Mike frowned, confused. “But Taylor Richie is a great designer. Everyone says that.”

      “I know, right?” Eddie batted his outrageous lashes. “Maybe he’s cracked under the pressure or something!”

      He looked oddly delighted at the idea, but Eddie had always thrived on chaos.

      “So what about you?” Mike asked him. “If the place is really circling the drain, what are you going to do?”

      Eddie hummed for a moment. “You know, a few weeks ago I would have sworn there was nothing worse than losing my internship here, but now I’m wondering if I’ll just scrub it off my resumé and pretend I worked at a cat shelter for a few months instead.” He shrugged. “And I could always beg Jenna for something at Abelard.”

      “I thought you hated each other.”

      “Oh, we do,” Eddie said with a grin. “She’ll probably get me a job in the mail room just to like spit in my face that I’m not a designer, and come by and mock me every day, but at least it’s a foot in the door, right?”

      “Sure,” Mike agreed, but he saw how Eddie’s grin wavered uncertainly. “Hey, do you want to come and get a drink with me and Daichi tonight?”

      Eddie blinked at him. “Mike, you’re the straightest gay man I know. I don’t think we frequent the same bars, if you know what I mean.”

      Mike raised his eyebrows.

      “Tell me,” Eddie said, pursing his lips, “will there be a football game playing on a big screen TV at the bar you’re going to?”

      “Um, probably.”

      “Then count me out, bean sprout,” Eddie said, rising to his feet and adjusting the fall of the shimmery cravat-thing that was looped around his throat. “But tell Daichi I said hi, and that if he ever wants to explore his sexuality he’s got my number!”

      Mike snorted. “I’ll let him know.”

      Eddie, his grin now perfectly back in place, waggled his fingers in farewell and sashayed out the door.
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      The bar was playing the game on a big screen TV that night, but Mike and Daichi didn’t pay it any attention. They grabbed a booth and ordered wings and beer, and Mike watched Daichi’s jaw drop as he told him what Eddie had said earlier that day. Not the stuff about exploring his sexuality; Mike wasn’t sure Daichi, or his wife, needed to find out about that.

      “I mean, I don’t know anything about fashion,” Daichi said, “but Taylor’s good. Luca always said so.”

      “That’s what everyone says.” Mike bit into a wing, and then wiped his greasy fingers on a napkin. “If he’s such a genius, why is he copying someone else’s designs?”

      Daichi wrinkled his nose. “Corporate espionage?”

      “What?”

      “No, think about it.” Daichi straightened up in his seat. “What if someone is paying him to tank House of Romano’s value, so someone else can pick it up for cheap? What if he’s been working for Abelard this whole time?”

      “I think if he was working for Abelard, he wouldn’t be copying Abelard’s designs too,” Mike said. “Wouldn’t that be too obvious? Maybe Eddie’s right. Maybe he’s just cracked under the pressure.”

      Not that Mike had seen any signs of it in the few glimpses he’d caught of Taylor Ritchie around the place. Taylor was one of the men who always looked completely on top of everything. Looks could be deceiving, though.

      “Taylor? Cracking under pressure?” Daichi snorted. “Well, there’s a first time for everything, I guess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just, sometimes Abigail would drag me along to some of the shows,” Daichi said. “Have you ever been backstage at a show? It’s insanity back there. Like literal insanity. Screaming and crying and fainting, the whole works, and I’m not even talking about the models, even though half those guys haven’t eaten a carb since puberty. It’s a mess. It’s like watching Wall Street floor traders, where everyone is yelling and waving, and fuck knows what’s going on because they all speak this secret language that nobody else understands. Somehow at the end of the day, everything works. That’s what a show’s like. You’d swear half these people shouldn’t be let out without adult supervision, but under all the chaos they all know exactly what they’re doing. You could set your clock for Reuben Marcos’s scheduled meltdown. Hell, I even saw Luca lose his shit a few times before shows when it looked like everything was going to hell. But Taylor never even blinked.” He shook his head. “Taylor Ritchie is cold as ice, Mike. Cold as ice.”

      Mike sipped his beer. “Well, there’s something going on with him. And with Connor Ellison too.”

      “Now he’s a fucking snake,” Daichi said, growing animated again. “No, he makes snakes look good! Fuck only knows why Christian hired him.”

      “Oh, I know that,” Mike said. “They’re sleeping together.”

      “Mr. Ellison and Christian? No way! No, Ellison and Taylor are a couple.”

      “Yeah, and they’re both sleeping with Christian,” Mike said, unable to keep the bitterness out of his tone.

      Daichi blinked at him. “Are you serious? Because that sounds like office gossip to me.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “Holy shit.” Daichi snorted. “Well, it makes even less sense now, doesn’t it? Taylor’s hardly likely to be deliberately tanking House of Romano if it means selling out his own boyfriends, right?”

      “Yeah.” Mike shook his head. “None of it makes sense. Anyway, it’s none of my business since I gave my notice. In a little over two weeks I’ll be back in Sauk City, hopefully not regretting all my life choices.”

      “Have you got a job lined up?”

      “Not yet. I have a few leads, so I’m not too worried. Worse comes to worst, I’ll move into my dad’s place for a while, but I don’t think it’ll come to that.”

      “Man, I hope not,” Daichi said. “You don’t think you’ll get restless living in a small town again?”

      “I don’t think so,” Mike said. “I love the city, but at the same time I don’t see my future here.” He shrugged. “We’ll see how it works out.”

      “Yeah.” Daichi smiled and nodded at the bar. “You want another beer?”

      “Oh, hell yes.”

      Another beer became another three or four, and three hours later they were both way too drunk for a Monday night. They stood on a street corner a few blocks away from the bar, having been lured away from their quest to stumble to the subway by the idea of shawarma. A dollop of tahini sauce dropped out of the bottom of Mike’s wrapper and landed on the toe of his shoe as he ate.

      “So,” Daichi said around a mouthful, his eyes wide, “you saw them all together? You saw them?”

      “Yes,” said Mike, swaying a little on his feet. “Kind of. Like, Ellison and Taylor? They were taking turns with Christian. So I guess they’re all together.”

      “Oh, tag team!” Daichi snickered. “Oh man, like how does that even happen? Were you being a creeper?”

      “No! I wanted to look at the paintings in Luca’s office, and I thought it’d be empty!”

      “That’s even weirder,” Daichi mumbled. “Was it hot?”

      “Aren’t you straight?”

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t have eyes, dude,” Daichi said, and Mike wondered if maybe Eddie hadn’t been barking up the wrong tree at all when he’d told Mike to get Daichi to call him. “Like, I’m pretty sure you don’t have to be gay to admit that Christian Roquefeuil is one of the most attractive people on the planet. I mean, it’s like he doesn’t have any personality at all, so nature overcompensated and made him stupidly beautiful.”

      “He…” Mike frowned as he tried to drunkenly parse Daichi’s words. “He has a personality.” He thought of the paintings, and of Christian’s smile—and his tears—when he talked about Luca and the corn maze. “He’s shy, I think? I don’t know. That’s what I thought at first.”

      He’d thought Christian was shy, and then he’d seen him laid out on Luca’s desk. He’d thought Christian was kind, until the ax had started to fall on so many of his colleagues. He’d seen Christian’s beauty and somehow filled in the blanks in his personality with it, because he’d been too naïve to think that someone so beautiful could be hiding any ugliness on the inside. And yet, even now, knowing what he knew about Christian, Mike was still confused. He still felt like he was staring at the splotches on one of Christian’s paintings, and that the whole picture hadn’t come into focus yet. Or maybe he was just overthinking it. Fuck if he knew anymore.

      “Abigail never liked him,” Daichi said. “Of course, Abigail doesn’t like anyone. It’s kind of her thing. I always felt sorry for Christian because it was obvious he tried to get her to warm to him, but if there’s one thing Abigail hates more than regular people, it’s people who try too hard.”

      “See?” Mike threw up his hand, sending bits of shawarma flying. “What if he’s just shy and nice but people don’t see that?”

      Daichi snorted. “Then he’s in the wrong fucking industry. Also, nice people don’t fire their employees for taking sick days for chemotherapy.” He narrowed his eyes at Mike. “Why are you so hung up on him anyway? You’ve got a crush on him, don’t you?”

      “I have no idea,” Mike said. “I really don’t. I just don’t like not being able to figure out how I feel about all this, I guess. Whenever I’ve convinced myself he’s just another asshole in a city full of assholes, I’ll get a glimpse that maybe he’s not. It’s confusing.”

      “Yeah, that’s because even assholes aren’t one dimensional,” Daichi said. “People are messy as hell, Mike. Life is messy as hell! Forget New York assholes, and go and find yourself a sweet, uncomplicated country boy who wants twelve dogs and a bunch of babies!”

      “What if I don’t want twelve dogs and a bunch of babies?”

      “You do.” Daichi poked him in the chest. “You are definitely a twelve dogs and a bunch of babies kind of guy, Mike.”

      “I am?”

      “Without a doubt,” Daichi said.

      “You’re really profound tonight,” Mike said with a grin.

      “No, we just both really drank a lot,” Daichi said. He balled up his shawarma wrapper, looked around helplessly for a trash can, and then shoved his wrapper in the pocket of his coat despite the fact the street was already littered with trash.

      For some reason it made Mike laugh.

      He was going to miss Daichi.

      They continued down the street toward the subway.
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      “Baby, baby, baby,” Connor sang under his breath as Christian stared up at him, dazed. “You still in there, baby?”

      Taylor yawned and stretched, reaching out to turn the bedside lamp on so that he could get a better look at where their bodies were joined. It was so hot watching Connor fuck Christian, especially when Christian barely knew what was going on.

      “Big day today, baby,” Connor said, brushing his mouth against Christian’s in an approximation of a kiss. “You’re going to be amazing.”

      Taylor felt a laugh bubbling out of him. Maybe he should have been nervous—so much was riding on this—but Christian had been totally compliant for the last few days. Connor kept him doped up enough to be happy, and they both plied him with enough love and affection that he didn’t question a thing.

      Last night when the pizza had been delivered, a naked Christian had shuffled to the door to collect it, not even registering the look of shock on the pizza guy’s face. If he’d done that without even a twinge of doubt, Taylor saw no reason they couldn’t get him to step out onto a runway.

      Taylor slid a hand down Connor’s ass, and reached between his legs so he could feel where his dick, slick and hot, was pushing into Christian.

      “Do you think there’s a God?” he asked suddenly.

      The muscles in Connor’s ass flexed. “Way to put me off my stroke, babe.”

      Taylor laughed and tugged Connor’s balls. “I really hope there is, you know? A God, and angels, and a heaven where Luca Romano is sitting looking down on us, and he can see everything we’re doing to destroy his memory.”

      Christian flinched suddenly, his body spasming and eyes rolling back in his head, and then he jerked. Vomit bubbled from between his lips.

      “Shit!” Connor pulled out. He tugged Christian over on his side. “Shit!”

      Taylor’s blood ran cold. No. They were so close.

      “Hit him,” Connor said, scooping his fingers into Christian’s mouth with a grimace and then pulling them out and shaking them. Vomit spattered the pillow and the sheets. “Hit him on the back!”

      Taylor obeyed, and a moment later Christian began to cough, sucking in ugly wet-sounding breaths.

      “Hey, there you are,” Connor said, rubbing his knuckles against Christian’s cheek. “You’re okay. You’re okay, right?”

      Christian sniffled and moaned, drool and vomit leaking out of his wet mouth onto the sheet. His wide eyes rolled in his skull.

      “He’s okay,” Connor decided, patting his cheek. “I’m gonna get him in the shower. Do you mind changing the bed?”

      Minutes later, bundling the sheets together as he listened to the sound of the shower running, Taylor decided that while it might have been fun to believe in God, he was definitely glad he didn’t believe in omens.

      If Christian was going to die, he could at least do the decent thing and wait until tomorrow when it didn’t matter anymore.

      Taylor shoved the sheets in a trash bag. Fuck washing them. It wasn’t like they’d be coming back to the apartment after today anyway. They were heading straight for LaGuardia after the show. He dumped the trash bag in the disposal in the hallway, and then went back into the apartment,

      Christian was as pretty as a spun glass angel as he lay on the couch, wet from the shower, his head on Connor’s lap. Connor was combing his fingers through Christian’s damp curls. Taylor had a million things to do, and no time to do them, but he stopped to roll his eyes at Connor’s ridiculous display of affection, even though he knew he’d been guilty of the same when it came to the little bitch.

      “Babe,” Connor said, when Taylor’s phone rang. “Don’t answer that. Take a break, okay?”

      “But there’s so much to—” And then he realized that no, there wasn’t. Who gave a fuck if something went wrong? Nobody was going to care if the models walked in the wrong order, or the make-up artists were too fucked up to draw eyeliner on straight, or even if someone had a wardrobe malfunction right in the middle of the show. Nobody was even going to notice once the whole world got an eyeful of what they had planned for Christian.

      So Taylor took a breath and went down onto his knees in front of the couch. He learned over Christian’s face and pressed a kiss to his slack mouth. “Feeling better, baby?”

      “Hi,” Christian whispered, raising a shaking hand to touch the side of Taylor’s face. He brushed his twitching fingers through Taylor’s inky-black bangs, his gaze losing focus. “Hi.”

      “Aw, you’re so pretty,” Taylor said, a smile tugging at his lips. He kissed him again, this time a loud exaggerated smack to the forehead. “You’re going to be so amazing this afternoon, aren’t you? You’re going to go out onto the runway and do Luca proud, aren’t you?”

      Christian nodded, even though Taylor was fairly certain he had no idea what he was asking him.

      Taylor smiled and stroked his hair, his fingers tangling with Connor’s. “Christian, you might be the most fun we’ve ever had.”

      Christian smiled faintly at the praise.

      “Half an hour,” Taylor said, looking up at Connor. “Half an hour before we have to leave.” He felt a lick of heat in his gut. “What can we do to kill the time for half an hour, lover?”

      Connor laughed.
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      They walked into House of Romano like they owned the world, flanking a dazed and smiling Christian. The ground level looked amazing: the runway that had been assembled overnight was chrome, and it gleamed and shone. Rows of chairs flanked it. Catering staff bustled around, using the fire stairs and the freight elevator to bring everything down from the floor above, where they set up each time. The building wasn’t ideal for hosting shows, but Luca had always insisted on it. He liked to think of himself as an artisan as much as an artist, and he had loved the idea that a piece was created and sold entirely under one roof. It was a strange affectation that made him seem more charming somehow, more genius, and added another layer to his myth. Taylor had often wondered if that had been the real reason Luca had done it, or if he’d actually believed that artisanal bullshit. It didn’t matter now.

      Taylor looked at his watch as they made their way to the elevators. The show was due to start in an hour. In about half that, their guests—and the press—would start to arrive.

      It was going to be an abject disaster for House of Romano, and Taylor’s greatest moment of triumph. In a few hours he and Connor would be settling into the first class cabin on a one-way trip to Rome—because why not start in Rome?—and Christian would be….

      Well, who the fuck cared where Christian would be? It wasn’t Taylor’s problem. But he certainly wouldn’t have the wealth of House of Romano to fall back on, because after the show the company would be worth next to nothing. And as for the penthouse that Luca had also left the little fuck slut? Taylor liked to imagine Christian would have to sell that once he sobered up because chances were he was about to get his ass sued to hell and back by Emile Abelard, and probably a fair few of the employees he’d signed off on firing over the last few weeks. At least some of them must have gone straight to the lawyers, right?

      A smile tugged at Taylor’s lips as they headed for the elevators.

      He hadn’t been this excited for a show in years, so he supposed he at least had Christian and Luca to thank for that. He felt reinvigorated, as though these past weeks had been the first time he’d truly been awake in his entire life. As though everything that had come before this had only been sleepwalking. He saw that same vitality, that same spark, in Connor’s eyes when they gazed at one another.

      His heart swelled with love for the one man who had always understood him, and who supported him, and who encouraged him to take what he deserved. Without Connor, he might still have been drifting through life, his occasional bursts of anger destined never to be fueled into anything meaningful, anything powerful. Connor had given him the world.

      The elevator doors slid open and they stepped inside.

      Taylor got one more look at the transformed foyer as the doors slid shut, just as the giant screen above the catwalk flickered into life and elegant lettering appeared. Rebirth: A Collection by Christian Roquefeuil for House of Romano.

      He leaned back against the wall of the elevator and smiled.

      He helped Connor get Christian piled onto the couch in Connor’s office and then pecked Connor on the cheek and headed back downstairs. It was a hive of activity already.

      A restless energy prickled under Taylor’s skin, as electric as any drug. He moved through the narrow backstage area, though the makeup stations and racks of clothes for quick changes, and the assistants with clipboards and microphone headsets.

      He checked his watch. Five minutes until the show began.

      He could hear the sounds of the growing crowd from the other side of the curtains. It was a few hundred people only. Small and intimate, just how Luca had always liked it. But when those few hundred people were made up of industry giants, magazine editors, the press and celebrities, everything they reported here would be magnified exponentially. It would be so loud that it would echo for years.

      People approached him with their tiny, frantic crises, eyes wide and hands wringing, and Taylor waved them away again.

      “It’s fine,” he said between smiles. “Everything’s fine. It’s going to be a great show!”

      The lights dimmed.

      Taylor pushed his way toward the freight elevator as the music started.

      In twenty minutes this entire thing would be over, and the reputation of House of Romano would be in tatters. And Luca’s legacy, all thanks to his stupid little whore, would be ruined.

      God, he was going to fuck Connor’s brains out tonight for giving him this.

      Someone gripped his arm suddenly and tugged him back. Taylor spun around.

      “Taylor! My jacket!” Eddie looked like he was on the verge of tears. “It’s terrible! I can’t—what are we doing here? This is a disaster!”

      “It’s fine,” Taylor said. “It’s going to be fine.”

      “No, it’s not!” Eddie made a strange keening sound as the music shifted and somewhere out of their sight, the first model began to walk. “It’s not just my jacket! Taylor! Those designs! They’re—they’re the same as last season from Abelard!”

      Well, this was interesting. Eddie had a better eye than Taylor had expected, and a sliver of backbone as well.

      “Excuse me?” he asked. “They’re what?”

      “The designs! They’re Abelard’s!” Eddie exclaimed, and then he clapped his hands over his mouth.

      “Even if that was true,” Taylor said, “then don’t you think it’s a little late to tell me now?”

      Eddie dropped his hands, and then his jaw. “I—I—”

      “Listen.” Taylor painted on a smile. “No offense, Eddie, but you’re just an intern, aren’t you? You don’t have my eye for this. You have a lot of potential, but you’re inexperienced.”

      Someone jostled past them in the gloom of the makeshift backstage area, heels clattering, murmuring an apology.

      Eddie blinked at Taylor, and for a second Taylor thought he’d back down, but then Eddie’s brow creased. “Taylor, I sent them to Jenna, and she agreed with me.”

      “You stupid little bitch,” Taylor said, though he barely cared enough to put any sting in the words at all. “You’re fired.”

      Eddie flinched back. “What?”

      “You’re fired,” Taylor said. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      Eddie blinked at him again, his mouth opening and closing like he really had no idea what was going on. “Taylor, you need to call off the show! Pull the fire alarm or something!”

      Taylor laughed and it felt so good. Christ, Eddie was stupid. “Eddie, what the fuck do you not understand about the words you’re fired? Get the hell out of here before I call security and have them throw you out.”

      Eddie gasped.

      Taylor rolled his eyes and then turned on his heel and continued on toward the freight elevator.

      Taylor jabbed the button and the doors rolled open. He stepped inside, and turned around to see that Eddie was standing there, frozen in shock.

      Taylor shook his head and snorted.

      The elevator doors closed again. Taylor pressed the button for the fifth floor, and then leaned back against the wall as the elevator shuddered upwards. The freight elevator opened at the other end of the floor than the regular elevator, so Taylor had to walk past Luca’s office to get to Connor’s. Then he stopped and turned back. He pushed the doors open, almost expecting to see Luca sitting behind his expensive, stylish desk.

      “Hell of a show today,” he said to the empty air. “I wish you were here to see it, you ungrateful piece of shit.”

      He laughed at the way he found himself listening for an answer. He stepped forward and looked at the framed photograph on Luca’s desk. Luca’s arm was around Christian. Luca’s handsome face smiled out at the world.

      “I could have given you everything,” Taylor told him. He curled his lip. “And you chose that instead.”

      Downstairs, the show was progressing. Taylor wished there was some way to see the faces of the audience members. These people weren’t just fashionistas, they were industry experts. How long would it take them to realize what Eddie had? Just to be sure, of course, Taylor had made sure that Emile Abelard himself had been invited to the show. He’d wanted the man to have a front row seat as his stolen designs were paraded up and down in front of him, all of it under Christian’s name.

      Jesus. Just about the only original piece in the collection was Eddie’s jacket, and it was fucking hideous.

      Taylor laughed, almost breathless with delight.

      Everything had been so easy.

      He checked his watch and, almost regretfully, left Luca’s office for the last time. He trailed his fingers along the wall as he walked down the corridor, each long touch a slow farewell. He’d thought he was happy here at first, even after Luca’s rejection, but the past few weeks had shown him what true happiness was. True happiness hadn’t been working within these walls—it had been tearing them down.

      He passed the empty desk at the reception area of Connor’s office. Everyone was downstairs watching the show, even the lackeys from the mail room were probably crowded in at the back somewhere, like dirty little mice. He opened Connor’s door and smiled when he saw that Connor was getting one last ride out of their little trick pony.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” he drawled, as Connor fucked Christian over his desk. Christian looked high as hell, his pupils dilated, his mouth hanging open, his brain even emptier than usual.

      “Babe,” Connor said, and slapped Christian on the ass, “pretty sure nothing could stop me.” And then he shuddered and came.

      Christian barely twitched as Connor pulled out, but his mouth pulled into a dozy smile as he saw Taylor watching.

      “Hey, Christian,” Taylor said, “you feeling good, baby slut?”

      Christian made a noise that might have been assent, if Taylor could have been bothered to actually listen.

      “Ten minutes,” Taylor said, tapping his watch.

      Connor began to dress. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

      Taylor crossed to the desk and hauled Christian up. He was wobbly on his feet, but he could walk a few steps, which was all they needed him to do. “You ready, Christian? You going to get out there on the catwalk and make Luca proud?”

      Christian made a small, confused noise.

      “You look so good, baby,” Taylor said, and pressed a peck to his cheek. “In your shiny new suit I made for you. Don’t you think so, Connor?”

      “Yeah,” Connor said, grinning broadly. “Your suit is gorgeous, babe.”

      Christian stared down at himself, his jerking fingers tracing a line across his naked abdomen.

      “Silk is my favorite, too,” Taylor said. He laughed brightly at the look of vague confusion on Christian’s vacant face. “It really suits you, Christian.”

      Christian smiled hesitantly.

      Connor grabbed something from his desk drawer, and tossed it toward Taylor. Taylor caught it on instinct: a Sharpie. He grinned and uncapped it.

      “Just a couple of last-minute adjustments, okay?” he murmured, turning Christian so that he faced away from him and offered him the blank canvas of his back.

      Christian shivered as the nib of the Sharpie slid across his skin.

      Taylor’s hand shook as he scrawled the words across Christian’s back, and not from nerves, but from the sort of body-tightening pleasure he usually only got before an orgasm. But it was more than that too. This moment here might have been the closest thing Taylor had ever experienced to holy rapture. It was almost overwhelming, as though his body was too small to contain this sudden rush of joy. His eyes stung with tears when he blinked.

      “I love you,” he said, his voice rasping, and Christian made a small, happy sound.

      Taylor wasn’t even looking at him, though. He was looking straight past him at Connor.

      “I love you too, babe,” Connor said. He buttoned up his suit jacket and adjusted his tie. He smiled, sharp and bright. “Now let’s go and make Luca Romano even more famous.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          

        

    

    







            Mike

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mike supposed that with his last day at House of Romano fast approaching, he should at least take an hour away from the spreadsheets and sneak down for a look at the show, right? Apparently it was something of a House of Romano tradition for everyone to crowd in and watch from the back—keeping a respectful distance from the chairs with the invited guests, of course. No need for them to rub shoulders with salaried workers. While Mike didn’t know a thing about fashion, he had to admit he was curious, and not just because of his months working at House of Romano. A part of him was curious as to whether or not it was going to be the total disaster that Eddie had predicted, or if Eddie, most likely, was being a drama queen about everything. Part of him might even catch a glimpse of Christian Roquefeuil again, like a little kid staring up at the night sky hoping to spot a shooting star.

      The show wasn’t until the afternoon, so Mike stuck to his office, inputting pay returns and travel expenses and special penalty rates for overtime. He’d splurged last night on takeout, so he didn’t have to leave the office for lunch. Which was a relief, honestly, because he didn’t have anyone to eat with anymore. Daichi was gone, Eddie would be far too busy today, and Mike didn’t have the energy or inclination to make small talk with co-workers who in a week’s time would be former co-workers. He was turning into Karl, he thought with a grin: a hermit who holed up in his office, glared at anyone who knocked on the door, and shuddered whenever he heard the words ‘team player’ or ‘workplace synergy’. Mike still had no idea what workplace synergy was, and no desire to ever find out. He bet he’d never need to know when he was working at Nicholson’s in Sauk City.

      The show started at 3:00 p.m., so Mike closed his computer down at 2.45 p.m. and headed automatically toward the elevators, only to see the sign taped up that said staff were to use the freight elevator off the fire stairs for the rest of the day. Mike guessed they didn’t want the main elevator doors opening and disgorging the common people in plain sight. Or maybe he was just being an asshole, and they didn’t want to draw attention away from the catwalk during the show.

      He headed to the other end of the hallway. Most of the other offices appeared to be empty already. That was okay. Mike didn’t mind getting stuck at the very back.

      The fire doors burst open as Mike approached them, and Eddie stumbled into the hallway. He was gasping for breath, waving a gaudy garment around, and his mascara had run as though he’d been crying.

      “Mike! I just got fired!”

      “What?” Mike caught him by the upper arms. “For what?”

      Eddie lifted his chin. “Well, probably corporate espionage, technically.” His voice was rough, and his glare was intense. If he’d been crying, they’d been angry tears. He pulled back and waved his hand. “But there is something really fucked up going on here, Mike! I need Daichi’s number!”

      “What for?”

      “Because he’ll have Abigail’s!” Eddie exclaimed. “And Abigail will know what to do!”

      “Abigail doesn’t work here anymore,” Mike reminded him.

      “Mike,” Eddie said, “this is big, okay? I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but it’s big, and I think they did it on purpose!”

      “Who?” Mike asked, more confused than before.

      “Taylor!” Eddie exclaimed. “Taylor and Christian! This show isn’t just bad it’s going to kill this company! Kill it dead, Mike, and I’m not even kidding! I told Taylor that the designs were Abelard’s, and he knew! He already knew.” He blinked. “Like, of course he fucking did, because he bleeds fashion, but this isn’t just like a subconscious fuck-up or anything, like he saw a design he liked and then he forgot about it, and then six months later finds out he’s accidentally ripped off Fendi or Chanel or something. This is intentional!”

      “Why would he do that?” Mike asked, shaking his head. “Why would he ruin his own career?”

      “I don’t know! But it’s true!” Eddie stamped his foot so hard that the platinum spikes of his hair jiggled. “Also, if you can give me Daichi’s number ASAP that would be great, since I don’t really want to hang around until security throws me out!”

      Mike pulled his phone out, his head still swimming, and gave him Daichi’s number.

      Eddie shoved his ugly jacket in Mike’s arms while he put the number in his phone. Then he was gone again, his platform shoes clattering in the stairwell. Mike was left holding the ugly jacket.

      What was it Eddie had called it? Bowie’s Starman meets the 1930s? Mike was no expert, but he was pretty sure that whatever Eddie had been aiming for, he’d missed.

      He headed down the stairs—Eddie had already vanished like the improbable puckish creature he was—and found himself in the transformed foyer of House of Romano.

      From here—the narrow corridor roped off from the backstage area—everything was dark and loud. Yellow electrical tape pointed the way to the front of the runway where the rest of the staff would be gathered around the walls watching both the show and the audience. To Mike’s right, there was a gap in the rope barrier that appeared to lead into a dark little labyrinth of clothes racks and makeup stations, inhabited by models and designers and teams of cosmologists, and people rushing around with headsets, clipboards, and narrow flashlights. Pools of startlingly bright light revealed angular faces being dabbed at and painted and powdered. Mike caught a glimpse of a model’s naked back before she was zipped into a glittering formfitting sheath of a dress.

      Light blazed from the other side of the runway, and music thumped and blared. A man in a headset lined up models in the order in which they were to walk; from the other side of what Mike presumed was the entrance to the runway, a woman in a matching headset held her hand out to help long-legged, light-dazzled models back down the steps into the darkness.

      Mike wondered if there was anyone he should return Eddie’s jacket to. He slung it over the rope and began to make his way toward the front of the stage.

      And behind him, the freight doors rolled open.

      Mike’s blood froze.

      Taylor Ritchie stood on one side of Christian, and Connor Ellison stood on the other side.

      And Christian was completely naked.

      Like looking at the sun, Eddie had joked once, and it was true.

      But he was naked.

      Mike was frozen with shock as Taylor and Connor led Christian forward. From behind the rope, there was suddenly no movement. Models, designers, production assistants, everyone just stood and watched.

      It was shock, Mike thought, or maybe it was something else as well. Maybe it was fear. Because nobody moved as Taylor and Connor maneuvered Christian through the gap in the rope into the backstage area. A woman in a headset took a step forward and then stopped.

      The light from a makeup station illuminated Christian’s skin, and Mike saw the words scrawled on his chest.

      Slut.

      Whore.

      Cum Dumpster.

      Mike had no idea what the fuck was going on.

      “You’ll be great, babe,” Taylor said in a lull from the music. “It’s what Luca would want.” And then he turned and stared at the people watching. “Doesn’t Christian look just amazing in his fancy new suit? Wouldn’t Luca be so proud?”

      It was the most vile and disgusting thing Mike had ever heard because there was so much malice behind it. And he suddenly saw, in that moment, exactly what was going on here. He didn’t understand it, but he saw it clearly: Taylor and Connor hated Christian, and they wanted to hurt him.

      Mike waited for one of the headset-wearers to step in, and still nobody moved.

      And maybe they were thinking of their jobs, or their paychecks, and every other employee who’d been fired on the spot over the past few weeks for absolutely nothing at all, or maybe they were all as frozen in shock as Mike had been a second ago, but nobody moved.

      Nobody except Mike.

      He stepped over the rope, grabbing Eddie’s ugly jacket on the way.

      “Hey!” he called. “What the fuck are you doing to him? He’s naked!”

      And just like that, the spell was broken.

      It was the bystander effect, Mike thought. Once someone stepped in, others did too.

      A guy with a headset bustled forward, blocking the steps to the catwalk. A model went dashing for a security guard, and Mike pulled Christian away from Taylor and Connor, and tugged the jacket around his shoulders. It fell to his thighs.

      “Don’t you touch him!” Mike said, when Taylor tried to grab Christian’s wrist. “What the hell is going on here? Seriously, what the hell is going on?”

      He slung an arm around Christian’s shoulders.

      Connor Ellison took Taylor’s hand and pulled him away. Mike stared at them as they faded into the darkness of the backstage area and disappeared from his sight.

      Christian mumbled something in Mike’s awkward embrace.

      “What the hell?” Mike asked again, but nobody answered the question.

      Mike figured that, like him, they also had no fucking idea.
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      “It was all very dramatic!” Eddie exclaimed later.

      It hadn’t been though, and maybe that was what was most chilling about it. A bunch of people had stood there silently watching as those two assholes had led Christian toward utter humiliation and ruin, and nobody had tried to stop them. If Mike hadn’t been there—or if he hadn’t already put his resignation in—would anyone else have stood up to Taylor and Connor? His chest ached with stress just from thinking about it.

      He glanced at the empty runway and shuddered at the thought of what might have happened.

      The show was over; the canapes were cold and the champagne was warm, and already the headlines were talking about the disaster of a show. Eddie was right—House of Romano was ruined. But at least Christian had been saved the final indignity they’d planned for him. He wondered if that would be any consolation at all.

      “What a total fucking shitshow,” Abigail Stratton exclaimed, hands on her hips as she glared at the runway.

      Daichi nodded as he stood at her side, typing furiously on his tablet. He was wearing his gym gear. Mike had no idea why he’d come, except maybe it was enough that Abigail had expected him to.

      A small dark man was still seated in the front row, with a tiny entourage behind him. Emile Abelard, Eddie had informed Mike. The man whose rivalry with House of Romano was the stuff of legends, and who’d just seen all his stolen designs paraded down the runway in front of him. His expression was impossible to read behind his unnecessary sunglasses.

      “They must have been planning it from the start!” Eddie exclaimed, helping himself to a cold canape. “Can you imagine? God, who knew Taylor was so mean?” He chewed thoughtfully. “Well, I knew he was mean—all designers are mean, it’s in their DNA—but I thought he was just like regular mean, not an actual fucking monster.” He shuddered.

      Abigail sat down beside Emile Abelard. “What can we do to make this right, Emile?”

      The man didn’t answer.

      Jesus.

      What a mess.

      Mike moved over to a table of champagne glasses and selected what he hoped was a clean one. He poured himself a little warm champagne and swallowed it down. Eddie moved with him, tottering on his platforms.

      He really didn’t care what happened to House of Romano. He thought of Christian instead, and of how small and pale he’d looked when the paramedics had loaded him into an ambulance. Abigail had said something about a private facility and, “It’s what Luca would have wanted,” but she’d said it with her mouth turned down at the corners, as though she personally would have preferred to tip him into the East River and forget he ever existed.

      The sour taste in Mike’s mouth had nothing to do with the champagne.

      “So the company is really toast, huh?” he asked.

      Eddie made a face. “I think so, but how the hell would I know? Do I look like a businessman to you, Mike?”

      Mike snorted. “I guess not.”

      “Having said that,” Eddie said, “if it is toast, they probably won’t be able to sue me for corporate espionage, right?”

      “Do I look like a lawyer to you?”

      Eddie looked him up and down, his lips pursed. “Maybe. Like the sort of cheap public defender they give you if you go on a meth binge and waggle your dick at people on the subway while screaming about how the Pope laid eggs in your brain.”

      Mike blinked. “That’s very specific.”

      “There’s this guy at my subway station,” Eddie said with a shrug.

      “There are some things I’m going to miss about New York,” Mike said, “but that’s probably not one of them.”

      Eddie grinned and fluttered his false eyelashes. “You’ll miss me, won’t you, Mikey?”

      “Like sunlight, Eddie, like sunlight.” But the words were hollow. Mike was still grappling to understand what he’d seen here today. How the hell could someone do that to another person? To Christian?

      Mike wasn’t sure what drew him upstairs, but Daichi found him an hour or so later, standing in front of the paintings in Luca’s office.

      “Hey,” Daichi said.

      Mike glanced over at him. “So you’re working with Abigail again?”

      Daichi wrinkled his nose and his glasses shifted. “Maybe? Who the hell knows what’s going on right now?”

      “Sure as fuck not me.” Mike smiled ruefully. “I don’t know shit about this world. I’ve been here for almost a year and I still don’t know what corporate synergy is.”

      Daichi stood beside him and they gazed at the paintings for a while. “I can’t believe they were going to send him onto the runway naked.”

      Mike felt a low burn of anger and revulsion in his gut.

      “And with those words on him. Who would do that to another person?” Daichi’s breath escaped him in a low whoosh. “Like I knew Ellison was a shark, but, Jesus.” He snorted. “And it turns out you were right about Christian, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t know.” Mike shook his head. “I don’t even know what I ever thought. That was part of the problem.”

      Daichi hummed. “These are actually pretty good. He painted them?”

      “Yeah.” The more Mike looked at them, the more he saw. Careful hidden strokes that suggested light and movement and depth. That was the trick with impressionism, maybe; it looked easy at first, almost childishly simple, but there was such precision hidden underneath all that, such complexity. “Whatever happens here, can you see that Christian gets them back?”

      Daichi nodded. “I’ll make sure Abigail knows.” He pursed his lips for a moment. “She never liked him, you know, but she’s Abigail. The only person she actually ever liked was Luca. She’s this icy exterior, and underneath that she’s this icy interior, and so everyone thinks she’s just this horrible person. I think she’s actually just as bad with people as Christian is, but maybe in a different way.” He shrugged. “Maybe that was what made Luca really special. Maybe it wasn’t the talent or the fashion or the celebrity. Maybe it was that he could get close to people nobody else can.”

      Mike’s chest ached.

      “I think you’ve got a bit of that in you too,” Daichi said suddenly.

      “Me?”

      Daichi snorted. “Before you started here, do you think that guys like me and Eddie ate lunch together?” He flashed a teasing smile at Mike. “Don’t get me wrong. You have absolutely zero of Luca Romano’s charm and charisma, but you do that same thing he does. You see everyone. That’s pretty rare, I think.”

      “I am the most antisocial person I know,” Mike said, raising his eyebrows.

      “No, you tell yourself you are, but you’re really not.” Daichi elbowed him. “Now stop fishing.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      Daichi’s smile grew.

      Mike studied the paintings a moment longer, and then turned and crossed to Luca’s desk. He picked up the framed photograph of Luca and Christian smiling in the corn maze. They both looked so happy. With everything else stripped away—the celebrity and the penthouse and the money and all that had gone with it—they’d ultimately been just two men in love. Mike was so sorry that it had ended the way it had.

      “And this,” he said, holding the photograph out to Daichi.

      Daichi took it and studied it for a moment.

      “If you’d heard him talk about it,” Mike said, and then shook his head and swallowed against the lump in his throat. “He didn’t care about anything else, you know? Just Luca.”

      Christian had never been what people assumed.

      And Mike had tried not to make any assumptions, but he wasn’t sure he’d succeeded. He wasn’t sure even now how he saw Christian Roquefeuil, except, like one of his paintings, that he was sure there was more depth and complexity than first met the eye.

      Because wasn’t that true of everyone?
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      Christian sat in the shaded gazebo and stared out at the gardens. Dappled coins on sunlight lay on the grass underneath the trees. Faint breezes murmured through the leaves. A bee bounced drunkenly from flower to flower. Christian tried his hardest to be in this moment and to stay in this moment, and to not think. He tried that every day, and he failed every day. He wished that people would forget him, so that maybe he could forget himself as well, but even now there was always someone wanting something.

      There were so many lawyers in the aftermath that in many ways it felt as though Luca had died all over again. Christian appreciated that Abigail was there to help him, or to at least help Luca, even though her assessing gaze made him want to curl up and die. It wasn’t the only thing that made him want to curl up and die, of course, but it did tend to be the most immediate.

      Christian had gladly signed the papers giving her back financial control of House of Romano, though from his understanding there wasn’t much left to salvage.

      His fault.

      He’d thought they were his friends and that they’d loved him.

      He kept that to himself, even from the therapists at the hospital, because he wasn’t ready to be that… naked.

      “I trusted them,” he said, which seemed a little less pathetic than I loved them.

      He didn’t know where Taylor and Connor were. They hadn’t done anything illegal, so as far as he knew nobody was looking for them. Christian had put them in charge, and there was no law against destroying everything on purpose. Even the multiple lawsuits for wrongful dismissal were against the company and not them. Christian thought that maybe there had been some illegalities—he had occasional flashes of doing things that made his skin crawl, not for the acts themselves but because the other men involved had been laughing strangers—but he buried those memories with the rest of his guilt.

      Again, his fault.

      If he hadn’t been so stupid. If he hadn’t been so weak and needy and desperate.

      There was a therapist at the hospital who jabbed at him a little harder than the rest, who tried to make him say aloud that it hadn’t been his fault, but Christian didn’t believe that. She told him that a lot of people blamed themselves after traumatic events, but Christian didn’t think he could unpeel that single layer of blame and cast it off like shedding a skin and feel somehow lighter for it. He’d always been like this. He’d always been shy, anxious, and cripplingly aware of his faults. If he’d been a different sort of person, it wouldn’t have happened, so how could be believe that he wasn’t at least in some part to blame?

      “I’m on to you,” the therapist had told him, fake-sternly. “I’m on to you and your lack of self-esteem, Christian! I’m going to teach you how to build yourself up again!”

      And Christian had thought, from what?

      He had always been less than met the eye.

      He hated detoxing down to his bones. Until then, he hadn’t been aware of how dependent he’d become on GHB. He hated his mood swings and his nausea and his fevers and his cramps. He hated the person he was when he was in withdrawal because he had always hated to be noticed and to cause trouble, and now it seemed all he did was inconvenience people.

      The hospital was upstate. It was quiet, restful, and exclusive. Christian had never felt more alone in his life.

      He watched the bee move to yet another flower and tried not to think of the past few months, but at the same time he couldn’t stop dwelling on everything he’d done wrong. He’d fallen apart when he’d lost Luca. Taylor and Connor hadn’t broken him; they’d feasted on his remains. It was the flashes of happy memories that hurt the most: kissing and cuddling with Taylor and Connor, making dinner with them, watching movies on their couch. It had all been a lie, and that seemed worse somehow than if they’d actually made him walk the runway, naked, with those words scrawled on his skin.

      At least they’d been the truth.

      He found himself thinking a little of Mike, the guy from payroll who’d shared his bagel and let him talk about Luca and the paintings, and that day in the corn maze. And those memories hurt a little, too, because Mike had seen him at his worst, hadn’t he? Christian couldn’t be sure he could trust his memory, but he thought Mike had seen him once in Luca’s office, when Taylor and Connor had been… had been… anyway, he’d definitely been there at the end, at the show. He’d seen it. According to Abigail, he’d been the one who’d stopped it. Christian didn’t remember much at all about the day of the show, and he was glad.

      Abigail visited once a week, though the visits were about business rather than any particular concern for Christian’s welfare. Her heart is a spreadsheet, Luca had said once, and Christian knew she must hate him.

      Christian glanced over toward the buildings. An orderly was headed his way. Not that they looked like orderlies here. They looked like spa attendants instead because rich people couldn’t be sick, or something.

      “Christian,” the guy said, a sunny smile on his face. “Ms. Stratton is here to see you.”

      Christian swallowed down his humiliation and rose to his feet. He followed the orderly back inside.

      Abigail was waiting in his room—more a suite than any hospital room Christian had ever seen before, with its separate living room and bedroom and bathroom—and sat down with papers for him to sign. There were two men with her. One was Emile Abelard, and the other one, Christian thought, was her executive assistant.

      “This is how it’s going to be,” Abigail said, and Christian nodded. “Emile is going to take over House of Romano, which will include reaching private settlements for any outstanding lawsuits. House of Romano will remain its own line, with its own branding, but it will be wholly owned by Abelard. You will no longer have any relationship with House of Romano, do you understand?”

      Christian nodded, clenching his shaking hands in his lap, and tried not to cry at how much he’d failed Luca.

      He glanced at Emile Abelard and then to Abigail’s assistant who stood watching by the door.

      “The shareholders will be paid out, except for you. You get nothing from this sale,” Abigail said. “The remaining board members have taken my advice and are in full support of the takeover, because it’s this or bankruptcy, and we would all prefer for Luca’s name to survive.”

      Hot tears stung his eyes.

      “If we’d done this when I first suggested it, you would have received millions,” Abigail said matter-of-factly.

      Christian didn’t care about the money. He never had.

      Emile Abelard removed his sunglasses. “Luca was my rival,” he said at last in his softly accented voice, “but he was also my friend. I will treat his label with respect.”

      Christian nodded again, and Abigail’s assistant laid a stack of legal documents on the table, with sticky tabs where he had to sign.

      The process felt interminable, and his hand shook.

      Emile Abelard got up at one point and went and stood at the window. He stared at the gardens for a while before turning his gaze back into the room. His attention was snagged by the ugly jacket sleeve caught hanging out of Christian’s wardrobe. It had been what he’d been wearing the day of the show. It stood out like a sore thumb when compared to his new selection of soft T-shirts and track pants.

      Abelard opened the door to inspect it.

      “We spin the whole show disaster as a publicity stunt,” Abigail said. “We tell everyone we were playing up the rivalry, hoping they’d take the bait, when actually we were signalling that Abelard was taking over House of Romano. What was it you called it, Daichi?”

      “An example of corporate synergy,” Daichi said, and for some reason hid a smile.

      Abigail huffed out a breath.

      Christian bent over the table again, each shaking curl of his signature severing his last ties with House of Romano.

      “You still have the penthouse,” Abigail said, and Christian wondered if he imagined the slight softening of her tone. “As soon as you’re out of here, you should seek a financial advisor. God knows you need one.”

      “H-how—” He shut his mouth again before the question was out.

      How do I know who to trust?

      Abigail held her hand up, and her assistant, Daichi, moved forward and slipped a business card into her hand.

      Abigail slid it across the table.

      It was for a financial consultant.

      Christian set his pen down and picked the card up. He couldn’t look her in the eye, not after everything he’d done. To her, and to Luca. “Thank you.”

      “This is—” Abelard shook the jacket out. “This is absurd! Why can’t I look away? This wasn’t one of Luca’s designs, surely?”

      “I don’t know where that came from,” Christian said, his face heating.

      Daichi cleared his throat. “Eddie Diaz. One of House of Romano’s former interns.”

      Abelard held the jacket up to the light. “It’s a monstrosity, but it draws the eye, yes?” He curled his lip. “Good Lord.”

      “I can get you his number, if you’d like, sir,” Daichi said.

      “There is something here,” Abelard said, jabbing at the fabric. “I don’t know what it is yet, but there’s something!”

      Daichi ducked his head, a smile curling his mouth.

      “Well, then,” Abigail said, bundling the signed papers together. She nodded sharply, and then she rose to her feet.

      Christian couldn’t look at her as she walked away.

      “Five minutes, Daichi,” she said as she left.

      “This jacket, may I have it?” Abelard asked.

      Christian nodded. “Please.”

      When he looked up, the suite was empty, but the door was still open. A moment later, Daichi reappeared, lugging three bubble-wrapped paintings.

      “These are yours, I think,” he said, sounding almost apologetic as he leaned them against the wall.

      Christian’s heart caught in his throat as he recognized them.

      “Mike said you’d want them back,” Daichi said.

      “Mike said that?” Christian rose and went to run his hand along the top of the frames, the bubble wrap crinkling under his hesitant touch. “Is he still working there?”

      “He went back to his one-horse town in….” His brow creased. “I want to say Iowa, but—no! Wisconsin. He’s an accountant now, in some tiny little town in Wisconsin that nobody’s ever heard of.”

      Christian’s chest filled with warmth, and with envy, because that sounded just perfect to him.

      “Listen,” Daichi said. “He was really worried about you, for a while. He still is, I think. I stuck his phone number and email on the back of one of the paintings, if you ever want to contact him and let him know how you’re doing. I know he’d appreciate that.”

      Christian froze at the thought of speaking to Mike again, because Mike had cared, and that made everything seem so much worse.

      “Oh,” Daichi said and opened his coat. “And this as well.”

      He set the framed photograph of the corn maze on the table, and then put his hand on Christian’s shoulder. He squeezed gently as Christian began to cry all over again for Luca, and for how Christian had tarnished every beautiful moment they’d ever shared.
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      Christian was eight weeks into his rehab when he asked for paint and brushes and a canvas. From then on he spent most days in the grounds, sitting in the shade of the trees and painting the gardens. He remembered how much he’d loved to paint, and how Luca had loved to watch him. He remembered the nights they’d spent working in silence together, a bottle of wine shared between them, as Christian worked on a canvas and Luca worked in a sketchbook. Luca was the true artist, of course, but painting had given Christian so much pleasure, and he’d never been afraid of having Luca watch him while he did it.

      He painted in private now, cringing even when his therapist strode out to talk to him.

      “I can’t give you confidence, Christian,” she said one afternoon, sitting beside him as he worked. “But I can tell you that you’re very talented, and hope that you take that onboard.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m nothing special.”

      “Why do you think talent has to be special?” she asked him. Her forehead creased. “You’re doing what thousands of people can’t, Christian. Just because thousands of other people can, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be proud of it.”

      “Luca… Luca was special.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “And so are you,” she told him, gesturing at his painting. “So is this.”

      He shrugged and wished she’d leave him alone.

      She didn’t though, so he was forced to sit there and paint, while she watched him and saw every tiny mistake he made.

      Christian was ten weeks into his rehab when they told him he was done. He didn’t feel ready—he’d never felt ready for anything in his life—but he nodded and packed his things and let them call a car for him.

      New York seemed colder than it ever had before, even though it was spring now.

      The penthouse had never felt like Christian’s and now all he could feel was the vacuum Luca’s death had left behind. He loved Luca, but the penthouse was a mausoleum. Without Luca in it, it would never again feel like a home. Christian had made happy memories here once, memories that were the most precious thing in the world to him, but being here, existing in this place without Luca, where every memory was a new wound instead of a comfort, was too hard. Christian retreated to one of the guest bedrooms and slept there. He couldn’t bear sleep in the main bedroom they’d once shared. Without Luca, it all hurt too much.

      He laughed sometimes when he thought of how his therapist had told him that these were the days and weeks where resisting his addiction would be hardest. It would be like losing Luca all over again because grief was a process—one Christian had tried to circumvent with drug use, and now he was back at the beginning. And he laughed sometimes because it should have been easy to go back to drugs—he had the urge, and he had the money—but Christian didn’t know any drug dealers. He didn’t even have any friends who might be able to set him up. He’d never had any friends; too shy, too scared, too deficient in some deep, pathological way to ever even make eye contact, let alone open a conversation with a stranger. He spoke to the housekeeper when she came, but only if he couldn’t avoid it. He spoke to the guy who delivered groceries. Nobody else reached out. He had a few short emails from Abigail, and he answered them promptly and politely, but the thought of being in the same room as her again, feeling the weight of her gaze, made him anxious.

      He tried to paint, but he’d never had the same eye for cityscapes that he did landscapes.

      He’d been out of the hospital for four months when he remembered what Daichi had told him: Mike’s email and phone number was stuck to the back of one of the paintings. Christian tore the bubble wrap off them and found the sticky note, and then set it beside his laptop where it stayed another week before he could look at it again.

      He wanted to thank Mike, but at the same time he was terrified of the humiliation of having to look his own actions in the face. But it was because he was so ashamed that he knew he had to do it. Mike had saved everything from becoming so much worse.

      And so, one night after practising the breathing exercises they’d taught him at the hospital, he opened his laptop and sent Mike an email. It took him over an hour to compose a few short sentences, and he had to hold his breath and squeeze his eyes shut as he sent it.

      The next morning, when he checked his email there was a response waiting for him:

      Hi, Christian

      I’m really glad to hear from you. I hope you’re doing ok. Are you still painting?

      Mike

      Christian felt a wave of sudden relief, almost destructive in its power, crash over him. It didn’t sound like Mike hated him, or was laughing at him, or even pitying him, and even though Christian believed he deserved all those things, he was both grateful and guilty that Mike wasn’t forcing them on him. Christian read the email again.

      Are you still painting?

      He didn’t have to answer, but… he wanted to.

      Mike was safe—he’d already proven that—and distance made him even safer. Talking with someone via email was much easier to do than talking face-to-face, or over the phone. Talking over email gave Christian a chance to get it right before he replied, or at least to not get it as wrong as he might otherwise.

      He remembered the way Mike had listened that time in Luca’s office, when Christian had talked to him about his paintings, and about the day Luca had taken him to the corn maze. There had been nothing condescending in Mike’s smile. There’d been a hint of something that might even have been nostalgia. Whatever it had been, Christian was pretty sure that Mike was no stranger to corn mazes himself. Mike understood what he’d been trying to convey with his clumsy words, even though he was sure he’d said it badly.

      His hand shook against his keyboard.

      Hadn’t he thought the same thing about Taylor and Connor? That they’d understood? That they’d been his friends?

      Except Mike was a thousand miles away in Wisconsin. Mike was safe, and Christian was in control here.

      I’m terrible at cityscapes, he wrote back in a burst of bravado. I like painting nature more, but there isn’t a lot of that around here.

      And just like that they fell into an email exchange. Mike told Christian about Sauk City, and sometimes sent photographs he’d taken of trees and the river. There didn’t appear to be anything special about Sauk City at all, but it looked nice. It looked safe and quiet.

      They didn’t talk about House of Romano, though they sometimes talked about Luca. Christian’s grief was still an open wound, but it helped to have someone to talk to about Luca, so that the memories became something beautiful by sharing them instead of locking them in and letting them fester.

      And somehow, very slowly, Christian discovered when he went to sleep at night that he was looking forward to opening his eyes again in the morning.

      It had been a long time.
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      Mike woke up at 6:00 a.m. because Arlo, his three-year-old shaggy rescue of largely indeterminate background, nosed him in the face to let him know he needed to go into the backyard. They’d only recently moved from an apartment to the house, and Arlo had been very quick to adapt to the luxury of his own backyard. He gave Mike judging looks whenever the door was closed.

      “Okay, okay,” Mike mumbled, heading to the kitchen to open the door. The house was old and the floorboards creaked with every step. Mike stood in the doorway and shivered in the sharp morning air while Arlo darted outside. It was barely fall, but already the mornings were getting cold.

      Mike left the kitchen door open while he went back upstairs and shaved and showered for work. He had an early start today because Mr. Nicholson—“Call me Bob!”—was letting him leave around three o’clock instead of at the usual quitting time.

      He dressed and then went downstairs and ate toast with peanut butter for breakfast. It wouldn’t keep him going until lunch, but Mike knew Jeannie would bring something in. She was Bob’s wife, who worked as his office manager, and every Friday she brought in homemade cakes and cookies.

      At 6:45 Mike leashed Arlo, and they set off on the four-block walk to work.

      Nicholson’s Accounting and Financial Management was in a renovated postwar house just off Phillips Boulevard. Mike was the youngest member of staff by a long shot; Bob and Jeannie were both talking about retirement, and Ian, the other CPA on staff, wasn’t too many years behind them. It made for a relaxed working environment, one in which Mike spent the days dealing with clients, and Arlo spent the days napping under Jeannie’s desk and waking up occasionally hoping for treats.

      Sometimes the hustle and pace of life in New York felt like a crazy dream.

      When he arrived at the office, Mike let himself in, let Arlo off his leash, and then went and made a coffee to start the day. He worked in silence for a few hours until Jeannie and Bob arrived, followed shortly afterward by Ian. 

      It didn’t take long for Jeannie to poke her head around Mike’s office door. “Did you want coffee, Mike?” 

      “Already had one, thanks.” 

      “Okay. Well, there are cookies in the kitchen.” Jeannie’s smile was bright and mischievous. “Today’s the big day, isn’t it?” 

      “I have no idea what you mean,” Mike lied. “Totally normal right here. It’s boring, even. Normal and boring, and there’s nothing to see here at all.” 

      Her peal of laughter lingered in the doorway after she’d gone. 

      Mike let out a slow breath and tried his hardest to concentrate on his reports.

      He and Christian had been emailing and texting back and forth for about twelve months now, and talking on the phone occasionally—though Christian clearly wasn’t as comfortable doing that—and a while back Mike had suggested that he visit Sauk City to get away from New York. To his surprise, Christian had agreed.

      And now Mike was nervous as hell.

      He had been intrigued with Christian, he supposed, from the moment he saw him. Christian had been a beautiful puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out, and of course the truth had been so much worse than anything he’d imagined. But in the past twelve months they’d become friends. They shared their hopes, dreams, and fears. And now, Mike thought, there was something more between them. Something that felt a lot like potential and anticipation, and a fluttering low in his stomach when he opened an email from Christian. Daichi might have joked a year ago that Mike had a crush on Christian, but it was more than that now. Now Mike knew Christian, and he had very slowly fallen in love with him.

      It had been gradual and sweet, and Mike was almost certain that Christian felt the same way. Mike would never push him; Christian was still grieving Luca, and grieving what had happened to him in the aftermath of Luca’s death—

      They’d only started talking about that recently.

      “What I did was—”

      “No,” Mike had said firmly. “Not what you did. What was done to you.”

      —and Mike didn’t know if he was ready for a relationship or not. That was what this week might reveal, he supposed. He’d invited Christian as a friend, but they’d both been dancing around being something more for weeks now. Mike figured that since Christian had still agreed to come and visit him that the idea held at least some appeal for him.

      Mike would never push him, though.

      He smiled to himself and looked at his watch.

      Christian was worth waiting for.

      Mike concentrated on work as best he could, trying not to stare at his watch every few minutes. The day seemed to drag, though really it was only a few hours later that Jeannie bustled into Mike’s office, looking positively flustered.

      “He’s here,” she said, lowering her voice and pressing her hand to her bosom. “And, goodness, you never said he was so gorgeous!”

      “I wasn’t sure I had the words,” Mike said.

      “Oh, honey, there aren’t words enough, are there?” Jeannie’s eyes sparkled. “Now, go on and get out of here! Don’t keep him waiting!”

      Mike laughed, grabbed his messenger bag, and then headed for the small lobby.

      It hit him the same way it always did: Christian was beautiful. Especially now, especially today, crouching down beside Jeannie’s desk as he petted Arlo. He was wearing faded jeans and a green hoodie, and his hair was messy from travel. He looked up as Mike entered the lobby and smiled hesitantly. Even now he looked as though he could have stepped out of the pages of a glossy spread in a fashion magazine. But that wasn’t why Mike’s breath caught.

      Christian didn’t just look beautiful, he looked healthy. He wasn’t just skin and bones anymore. His skin had a lustre to it, and there were no longer shadow-dark bruises under his eyes. He didn’t look as though grief and drugs had carved pieces out of him anymore. He looked present, real, not like some ghostly creature constantly teetering on the brink of fading away into nothing.

      “Hi!” The greeting came out of Mike’s mouth in a rush of air.

      Christian rose to his feet, his fingers still tangled in Arlo’s shaggy ruff. He dropped his gaze and then raised it again. “Hi.”

      And fuck it.

      Mike stepped forward and hugged him.

      For a moment Christian held himself stiffly, but then his arms came around Mike and he leaned into the hug. He smelled of fading aftershave and stale plane air.

      Mike released him. “It’s great to see you.”

      Christian’s cheeks were pink. His smile was still shy, but less hesitant than before. “You too.”

      “Let me grab Arlo’s leash and we’ll get out of here,” Mike said. “We’ll take your stuff to my place, then we can go for a walk along the river if you want, and pick up some takeout.”

      Christian’s smile widened. “Okay, that sounds great.”
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      Sauk City might not have been a balm to most people, but over the next few days Mike could see Christian opening up a little more. He smiled and talked more, and he played with Arlo, and he was comfortable in Mike’s spaces. On the fourth day, they went to the river and Mike threw a stick for Arlo while Christian painted.

      Mike sometimes thought of the Christian that people thought they knew in New York, the one the tabloids pieced together—a spoiled, arrogant, gold-digging Fifth Avenue Boy King. None of them would recognize him now, mud on his shoes and paint on the cuffs of his hoodie, the wind whipping his hair in all directions. He was still as lovely as he ever was, but this was no ethereal, untouchable beauty. Christian was clearly a part of the world, all the way down the dog hair stuck to his jeans.

      They walked back to the house together when it got dark, shoulders bumping.

      “I like it here,” Christian said as they were chopping vegetables for dinner.

      Mike felt warmth expand in his cheat. “I like having you here.”

      Later, Mike taught Christian how to play Rivals for Catan. They sat together on Mike’s sagging couch and talked as they played, about Christian’s childhood, and about Luca, and Mike wondered if he should have felt jealous of a dead man. He didn’t, though, because Luca had loved Christian, and Mike was glad Christian had been loved that wholly. And maybe Luca had given Christian more than a man like Mike ever could—the first-class plane tickets, the holidays in Italian villas, the clothes that cost as much as Mike earned in a year—but that stuff didn’t matter, not to Christian. Christian had fallen in love with Luca the man, not Luca the millionaire. And he liked it here in Sauk City too.

      “I wanted to thank you,” Christian said, fiddling with the cards in his hand. His gaze slid away from Mike’s. “For being there for me. When it happened, and this past year as well.”

      Mike set his cards down. He reached out and took Christian’s hand. “You’re my friend, Christian. I didn’t want you to feel like you were alone.”

      Christian’s shaking fingers tightened in his and then he leaned toward Mike.

      Mike’s breath caught in his throat. He felt dizzy with a rush of emotion too complicated to pick apart—anticipation, desire, love, relief, joy, and even fear. Not enough, though, to stop this. He lifted his hand and held it against Christian’s cheek as Christian leaned closer.

      Mike’s eyes stung and he sucked in a shaking breath. His chest was tight.

      Christian’s mouth brushed against his, soft, sweet, and almost chaste, but at the same time earth shattering, as though the universe itself had shaken.

      Christian leaned back, eyes wide, but his gaze holding Mike’s. “Is this okay?”

      “More than,” Mike said, his voice rasping.

      When Christian Roquefeuil kissed him, Mike felt as though he’d taken his first breath.

      He smiled and then leaned in to breathe again.
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      Thank you so much for reading Naked Ambition. I hope that you enjoyed it. I would very much appreciate it if you could take a few moments to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads, or on your social media platform of choice.

      

      To connect with me on social media, you can find me here:

      
        
        Website

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Goodreads

        Bookbub

        Twitter

      

      

      She also has a Facebook group where you’ll be kept in the loop with updates on releases, have a chance to win prizes, and probably see lots of lots of pictures of her dog and cats. You can find it here: Lisa Henry’s Hangout.
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