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    May the best man win…


    Twenty years ago, I was too smart and too poor to be cool. Now I’m laughing my way to the bank—the bank I’m CEO of. Nothing can touch me.


    Except maybe him.


    We met at summer camp. We made out under the stars. Then he stabbed me in the back.


    They say revenge is a dish best served cold. But I’m gonna go with hot.


    Alexander Evangelista is a millionaire with all the trappings: houses all over the world and hot guys lined up whenever he’s in need of some no-strings-attached company. He’s on his way to world domination.


    A CEO in his own right, Cary Bell is competing for a major client with his boyhood crush. He’s never forgiven himself for betraying Alex. But with his professional reputation on the line, he’s going to have to find his inner cutthroat if he wants his new company to succeed.


    Alex isn’t about to let his nemesis steal a client out from under him. It’s time to break Cary’s company—and his heart.
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    For Aly. I told you the next one would be for you!

  


  
    Chapter One


    Cary Bell woke with a start when an alarm went off in his head.


    No, wait, it was just his cell ringing. And seeing as how he’d fallen asleep at his desk with his face resting on the phone, it felt like the ringing was coming from inside his skull. He fumbled for it. It was a FaceTime from Rose, his cousin Marcus’s fiancée. He sighed and accepted the video call, bracing himself for Hurricane Rosie.


    “Happy New Year!” she shouted. Then she squinted at him. “Why do you have a dent in your forehead? Wait. I see a printer in the background. Are you still at work?”


    He rubbed his head. “I fell asleep on top of my phone.” He didn’t answer her second question.


    She furrowed her brow. “I was going to yell at you for not coming to meet us like you promised. But maybe I should yell at you to go home to bed, instead.”


    “I meant to come.” He really had. He’d begged off dinner with his cousin and Rose and their friends, but had planned on meeting them before midnight at Edward’s, their regular watering hole. He’d been working flat-out the past couple of weeks nurturing his fledgling business, but even so, he hadn’t planned to stay past midnight because the turn of this particular year was symbolic, and he had wanted to mark it.


    This was going to be the year he got out from under his uncle’s thumb, took his skills, and parlayed them into something new. Something his. Following the footsteps of his older cousin, Marcus, Cary was in the process of extracting the silver spoon from his mouth and getting on with life on his own terms. He was going to be successful, and this time it would be because he deserved it, not because he was a lucky kid who had everything handed to him.


    It was going to be a great year.


    If he could just get this dent out of his forehead.


    


    Twenty minutes later, Cary was hoisting a Manhattan and clinking glasses with Marcus and Rose and their friends. Better late than never.


    “I got you a client,” Marcus said, pulling him into a corner after everyone had exchanged New Year’s greetings.


    “I have clients,” Cary said. It was true. He’d walked away from his job as manager of the investment firm his great grandfather had founded three generations ago, but he left with a handful of loyal clients who had followed him. He had a staff of two and a small, swish office in a corner of his cousin’s ad agency in Toronto’s prestigious Lakefront Centre. He wasn’t playing in the big leagues yet, but he had a nice pool of capital invested already, and his returns, so far, were stellar. The question was, could he keep it up? Could he truly start over and make something of himself without the Rosemann family name behind him? Could he succeed without the backing of his powerful uncle? He sure as hell hoped so.


    But whether he succeeded or lost everything—he’d sold his house and poured all of his personal wealth into his funds—he was going to do it on his own. He was already letting Marcus give him free office space, and that was enough. He didn’t need his successful cousin handing him clients on a silver platter, too.


    “You have clients, sure,” said Marcus, “but you don’t have Eleanor Southam.”


    Cary fought back against the impulse to press Marcus for more information. Eleanor Southam was the heir to a mining magnate and was a local tastemaker who could probably bring others in with her. Southam would be a coup.


    When he didn’t say anything, Marcus said, “Listen, I of all people support your decision to go out on your own, but no one does everything themselves. Success in business is about networking, leveraging connections. If you don’t realize that, you might as well give up now.”


    “I’m not going to take a huge client because you just hand her to me,” Cary protested, as much as it pained him to do so. But he had to. If this all went belly-up and he lost everything, he needed to make sure he still had his pride to cushion his fall. Because nothing else was going to.


    “We’re doing an ad campaign for her, and she was mentioning she was looking for some new investment avenues,” Marcus said. “So I’m not handing her to you. I just had a conversation with her. This is how rich people stay rich, Cary. They talk to each other.” He shook his head. “For an alleged financial genius, you can be kind of an idiot.”


    Cary sighed. Maybe he was cutting off his nose to spite his face here. “Who is Southam with now?”


    “Dominion’s private wealth management arm.”


    Cary tried not to flinch, but every time he heard Dominion Bank referenced, it was like an invisible hand probing at a wound that never quite healed.


    “So you wouldn’t be taking her from me,” Marcus went on. “You’d be taking her from Dominion—the Goliath to your David, if you like.”


    No, I’d be taking her from Alex.


    And he liked to think that he’d screwed over Alexander Evangelista enough for one lifetime.


    But that was stupid. Alex was the CEO of Dominion Bank, Canada’s largest, oldest, and most prestigious. He wasn’t worried about individual clients on the private wealth side. There were probably half a dozen layers of management between Alex and Eleanor Southam. And in the two decades that had elapsed since Cary and Alex had gone to summer camp together, Alex had become one of the richest, most successful people in the country. There was no way he even remembered what Cary had done to him back then.


    Except Cary knew that was a lie.


    He thought back to all the times he’d seen Alex from afar at parties or industry events in recent years. They never spoke, but Cary felt the freeze. The disdain. Alex was known for being a cool customer, a smooth operator, but his attitude toward Cary was more than that.


    The man was holding a grudge.


    And Cary didn’t blame him.


    Marcus handed him a business card. “I don’t know what your problem is, but here’s Southam’s info. Call her. You’d be an idiot not to.”


    Marcus’s fiancée Rose bounded up dressed to the nines in a yellow sequined mini-dress. He tried to muster a smile. She would be expecting his usual bantering, pain-in-the-butt persona, which, unlike other members of his conservative family, Rose actually seemed to delight in. Everyone else was always telling him to grow up, but not Rose. Or maybe she was just as immature as he was.


    “Who’s an idiot?” Rose asked, slipping her hand into Marcus’s.


    “Cary,” said Marcus without hesitating. “He’s being stubborn for no reason.”


    “I must have learned from the best, cuz,” Cary said, flashing a grin he hoped looked less hollow than it felt and trying to play his role. He turned to Rose. “You look stunning as always. You’d better be careful, or you’ll lure me over to the breeder team.” He pretended to shudder.


    Rose, who normally would have gotten right into it with him, tilted her head. “Don’t be an idiot, Cary.”


    “You don’t even know what this is about,” he argued, feeling petulant—feeling a little like the teenager he had been at Camp Blue Lake, in fact. Maybe his family was right, and he was immature. God knew, he certainly spent enough time reliving the summer he was fifteen years old.


    “It doesn’t matter,” said Rose. “You’re not an idiot, so don’t act like one.”


    Then she smiled her great big smile that practically lit up the room. Cary generally made a point of razzing Rose—she was so very razz-able. But he had no doubt that when she’d exploded into his cousin’s life last summer, Marcus had hit the jackpot.


    So he mustered a smile—a genuine one this time as he kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll try not to.”


    “Happy New Year, Cary,” she said. “It’s gonna be a great one for you. I can just tell.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Four months later


    “You’re going to have to be quick. I have a flight to catch,” Alexander Evangelista said as his assistant ushered Sara Gable, the head of Dominion’s private banking group, into his office for their bi-weekly catch up.


    “I have good news, and I have bad news,” Sara said. “Which do you want first?”


    Alexander did not give a shit which came first.


    Sara must have sensed his impatience, because she sighed and sat down on the other side of his desk. “We lost Eleanor Southam.”


    “It happens,” Alexander said tightly. It did. Clients went elsewhere for all kinds of reasons. It didn’t mean it didn’t irritate the hell out of him, though. And God knew he paid Sara enough to make sure millionaires like Southam stayed happy at Dominion. “Do you know why?” He stood and started loading his briefcase as she spoke. He was hopping a flight to New York for a Knicks game. David, his latest arm-candy, was on a shoot there, and somehow, Alexander had succumbed to the “all work and no play” argument.


    “Apparently she started throwing some cash at a new firm just after the new year,” Sara said. “Now she says she’s moving everything over by the end of the month.”


    Alexander sighed. This wasn’t the way he wanted to start the weekend. “And who’s won her?”


    “Some upstart. Bell Capital. I don’t know it, do you?”


    His briefcase clattered to the floor. Bell Capital? His jaw locked. “Cary Bell?”


    “Oh, that must be it!” Sara exclaimed. “I heard he left Rosemann Investments at the end of last year. He must have started his own company. Well, good for him. To hear it told, he was always the brains behind his uncle’s—”


    “Cary Bell left Rosemann?” Alexander ground out through clenched teeth. “Months ago? Why the hell didn’t anyone tell me?”


    Sara looked at him strangely and said, “I’m not sure. I guess we thought it wasn’t really relevant because…” She trailed off, and he knew what she was thinking. Rosemann Investments, though respected, was more of a boutique firm. Technically, it competed with Dominion’s private wealth management division, but Dominion was a behemoth. What Sara wasn’t saying was that as its CEO, Alexander shouldn’t care about personnel changes at a firm like Rosemann Investments.


    But he cared very much about Cary Bell, as much as he tried not to.


    He sat, mind churning. He’d spent two decades trying not to let Cary Bell affect him. Maddeningly, it never got any easier. “What’s the good news?”


    Sara, clearly a bit thrown by his intensity, swallowed. “Don Liu is moving to Canada. Moving over the management of everything—his private accounts and all his companies.”


    That was good news. Don Liu was the world’s twentieth-richest man, head of a Hong Kong-based empire that included diverse holdings in several different sectors. He had sent his kids to college in Toronto, and word on the street had been that he was thinking of relocating the entire clan. So far, Alexander had put it all down to rumor, but if it was true, and if Dominion could snag even a fraction of Liu’s business, it would be a huge victory.


    “He wants to meet tomorrow,” Sara said. “I’m driving up to his house, but probably at some point you’ll have to wine and dine him.”


    “Who else is he meeting with?”


    “I spoke to his son on the phone, and I tried to probe a bit,” Sara said. “They’re meeting with us and First Canadian, but he also said his father was considering a few smaller outfits.” She paged through her notes. “He mentioned Evergreen and…” She looked up, and he knew.


    To her credit, she gazed at him evenly, showing the balls that reminded him why he had hired her. “Bell Capital.”


    He pressed the intercom button on his phone. “Derek, change of plans. I’m not going to New York.”


    “All right,” his assistant said. “Do you want me to order dinner in, then?”


    “No,” he said. “But call David, will you? Tell him something came up. Maybe send something to his hotel room.” He returned his attention to loading his briefcase. “We’re done here,” he said to Sara. “I’m doing the Liu meeting myself.”


    “Oh, he won’t expect you at this point,” she started, but fell silent when he held up a palm.


    “Send me everything you have as soon as you can. If you need to courier anything, I’ll be at my place.” He left Sara sitting in his office, which was probably a little rude, but, hell, he hadn’t gotten where he was today by worrying about people’s feelings.


    Cary Fucking Bell. He hadn’t been able to avoid seeing him all these years, of course. Avoidance was impossible given that Alexander had risen above his former station so dramatically that he now ran in the same circles as Cary’s old-money family. And they worked in the same industry, though Alexander had more occasion to run into Bart Rosemann, Cary’s uncle and the Rosemann family patriarch. Bart’s father had founded Rosemann Investments, and Bart had been grooming Cary to take over—though word on the street was that although Bart was technically in charge at Rosemann, Cary had always been the actual brains of the operation. Alexander didn’t doubt it. Cary had always been smart.


    The point was, Cary was around. So Alexander had just made sure the bastard knew the score. They didn’t speak, limiting themselves to curt nods when forced into proximity. And, to be honest, Alexander also made sure Cary knew the score in other ways. If he flashed his Rolex a little too overtly—or flashed whatever hot guy was his flavor of the month a little too overtly, or flashed the bank’s last quarter’s financials a little too overtly—it was just to remind Cary of what Alexander had become.


    And, more importantly, to remind himself. Money really could buy happiness. And it could buy other, more important things: respect, security, freedom. Power.


    Alexander Evangelista had made himself into a titan.


    And a titan could tolerate a man like Cary Bell.


    Correction: A titan could tolerate a man like Cary Bell as long as he stayed where he belonged, in his box. In his box that was beneath Alexander’s notice.


    But if that fucking upstart thought he was going to steal clients out from under Dominion? If he thought he was going to use that honeyed mouth of his to sweet talk the twentieth-richest man in the world out from under Alexander?


    Alexander rolled his wrists like he was warming up for a sparring session with his jujitsu master.


    Bring it.


    …


    Cary tried to calm his out-of-control heart as he sat alone in an antique-stuffed, vaulted-ceilinged sitting room in Don Liu’s sprawling mansion in King City north of Toronto. It wasn’t the house that had him wiping sweaty palms on his suit pants, though. He had grown up with wealth and privilege, so he wasn’t intimidated by pools, butlers, and millions of dollars of original art hanging on the wall, although the Liu compound was lavish even by Cary’s standards. No, his unease was rooted in the knowledge that scoring Don Liu as a client would make Bell Capital. Cary wasn’t deluded. He knew it was a long shot to expect the multibillionaire to choose his fledgling wealth management firm over established, big-name banks offering the same services. He had been prepared for it to be tough going when he struck out on his own, to have to painstakingly and gruelingly build his client list, proving himself over and over. But if Liu came on board so early—Cary was only four months in—the success of Bell Capital would be guaranteed.


    He would have proven to his uncle—and everyone—that he had what it took to make it on his own.


    He had arrived five minutes early for his noon appointment, yet it seemed like ages since the housekeeper had deposited him in this anteroom, pointed at a closed door that must be Liu’s office, and said, “Mr. Liu will come get you when he’s ready.”


    Somewhere in the house, a grandfather clock came to life, playing its time-honored tune. When the chimes denoting the hours started, Cary began counting them, though he knew full well a man like Don Liu wouldn’t let his clocks go unwound. The counting served to center him, though, the slow bong, bong, bong like a metronome that steadied his breath. He had this. The Liu family had approached him, he reminded himself. Six, five, four. He was the new kid on the block, yes, but it wasn’t like he was new to the industry. He had a sterling reputation and a track record of returns that spoke for itself. He could be Don Liu’s wild card pick.


    Three, two, one.


    Cary turned to the door, his state of hyper alertness allowing him to sense that the knob was just beginning to turn. He stood and prepared to greet—


    Alex Evangelista.


    Oh, shit.


    Alex smirked. “Well, well, well.”


    “Do you two know each other?” Liu asked, coming to stand next to Alex. “Alexander, this is—”


    “Cary Bell,” Alex finished, extending Cary’s short name on his lips, drawing the three syllables out in a way that stopped just short of being a sneer.


    Alex and Cary had not spoken for twenty years, since that horrible day in the dining hall at camp. Cary had seen him at the odd event, of course, but somehow they never ended up seated next to each other. And in his heart, Cary knew that “somehow” was actually Alex, throwing his weight around to ensure he didn’t have to be near Cary. That was how much Alex hated him.


    So Cary had seen Alex speak, had watched him talk to other people, wry smile flashing and brown eyes twinkling. And in moments of insanity over the years, Cary had Googled and turned up a few YouTube videos of Alex—an interview with him as part of a profile in a national business magazine, a recent clip of him yelling at a paparazzo as the guy tried to get video of Alex and that preternaturally good-looking model he was currently dating.


    The point was, Cary had seen Alex talking from afar, and had heard him talking on video clips, but he hadn’t heard that voice in real time, coming out of that mouth, in forever. Hadn’t matched up the sensations of hearing him and seeing him at the same time.


    So he hadn’t known. He hadn’t known the power Alex Evangelista still held over him. He had told himself, over the years, that the off-the-charts attraction between them at Camp Blue Lake had been the product of teenage hormones crossed with, at least in Cary’s case, the exhilaration of having acted on a same-sex attraction for the first time. They had been fumbling kids, circling around each other for an entire summer, and when they’d finally made out, it had been searing, electric. Cary had been chasing that sensation the rest of his life, even though he knew it was illogical to compare the experiences of a grown man to a lust-addled boy’s first kiss.


    Hearing Alex say his name took him right back there. He could hear the waves lapping and feel the uneven slats of the wooden dock against his back. The skin-prickling sensation of knowing he was inches from Alex Evangelista nearly stole his breath, just as it had then. They had bobbed in the lake, looking up at the sky, counting shooting stars, screwing up their courage to kiss each other. The perfect night.


    Before he’d gone and ruined everything.


    And just like that pitch-black night, as he stood outside Don Liu’s office, Cary had no way to see what was coming and nothing to grab onto once that low, knowing, smooth voice hit him, saying his name like it was a cross between a curse and a benediction.


    “Cary and I go way back,” Alex said, drawing Cary back to the present. His face was as blank as an empty picture frame. Their proximity obviously wasn’t affecting Alex like it was Cary.


    Liu smiled broadly. “Glad to hear it. There’s nothing like a little healthy competition to keep a man on his toes.”


    Cary had to get back in the game here, concentrate on the man in front of him instead of the boy he’d hurt so badly. “I couldn’t agree more.” He turned to Alex. “Nice to see you, Alex,” he said, extending his hand to shake as if touching Alex Evangelista skin to skin was no big deal.


    Alex evaded him, though. He’d been holding a briefcase in one hand, and his coat had been slung over the same arm. But by the time Cary fully extended his arm, the coat had moved to cover Alex’s other hand, and Alex did it all so smoothly that Liu didn’t notice the deflection.


    “It’s Alexander,” Alex said, stressing the second part of his name. He’d always gone by the shorter nickname at camp and was so quintessentially Alex in Cary’s mind, it was jarring to be corrected.


    “I’ll be in touch,” Mr. Liu said, and then, turning toward Cary, added, “I told Mr. Evangelista, and I’ll tell you, that I won’t be making any decisions right away. My children and I will be considering a variety of scenarios for moving things over. We’re in no hurry.”


    “I would expect no less,” Cary said. “It’s not a decision to make lightly.” He forced himself not to look back as Liu led him into the office. “But I’m confident I can make a compelling case for Bell Capital.”


    “Yes,” said Liu, smiling as he shut the door behind him. “You’re my upstart. I do love an upstart.”


    …


    Alexander had an advantage. He had known Cary would be in that sitting room outside Mr. Liu’s office. Liu didn’t fuck around. He was direct, and Alexander appreciated it. When he’d asked the older man who else he was seeing today, Liu hadn’t hesitated to say that he was meeting Cary just after Alexander left.


    And Alexander knew the black BMW X1 parked on the street at the foot of the house’s long gravel drive was Cary’s. Equal parts sleek and sporty, the car was Cary to a tee. It was tasteful and luxurious, but it didn’t scream stuffy old money. A man could fill a car like that with camping gear—he wondered if Cary was still outdoorsy—or he could take it to meet with a billionaire. It was exactly the kind of car a rich guy who’d turned his back on his family’s wealth would drive.


    Alexander still marveled that at age thirty-five, Cary had walked away from Rosemann Investments. Though Cary’s uncle was the face of the company and was technically in charge, Cary’s time there had to have made him a wealthy man. Well, he’d been born a wealthy man, but he’d proven himself capable of taking the huge advantage life had given him and running with it. Alexander wondered why he was shaking things up now.


    He shook his head. What was he doing? Jesus. You didn’t win a war by humanizing the enemy. So Cary had some balls. That didn’t mean he was going to win the Liu account. Liu would mean hundreds of millions for Dominion over the life of the account, and a nice hefty bonus for Alexander, too, when the board reviewed his performance at the end of the year. So, Alexander vowed, Cary was very decidedly not going to win the Liu account. As Alexander intended to remind him—rather forcefully.


    And here was his chance. Cary, ambling down the long gravel drive from the house, hadn’t caught sight of Alexander yet. Alexander leaned against Cary’s Beemer, watching his nemesis approach. Since he always made a point of avoiding Cary in public, he hadn’t had a chance to really look at the guy in years, to catch more than a sideways glance that was always his cue to leave. Checking him out now, Alexander suspected that Cary was still a sportsman. His slim-cut navy suit showed off a trim waist and broad shoulders. It was more than that, though. He carried himself with a certain grace. He always had, even in the years when everyone else had been bumbling, awkward teenagers whose bodies were changing too fast for them to keep up.


    He still had that same gorgeous mouth, too. Pink and plump, it was like a fucking rosebud. It was soft, too, he knew. He shook his head. He wasn’t strolling down that particular fucked-up memory lane. So he forced himself to continue his assessment of the enemy with ruthless indifference, letting his eyes continue up from that mouth that had always been his Kryptonite. Unlike back then, Cary’s hair was short. He’d always worn it long at camp, shoving it into a ponytail when they were swimming or playing volleyball. But now it was almost military short.


    “What the hell are you still doing here?” he asked as he caught sight of Alexander.


    And there were those striking blue-gray eyes, which had not changed. Despite twenty years of avoiding eye contact, Alexander had not forgotten those eyes, either. Right now they were a swirling mixture of confusion and irritation. Cary had never been able to hide his feelings. The eyes had always given him away. Or so Alexander had thought. But it had turned out he’d been wrong about everything else to do with Cary Bell, so what the hell did he know?


    “Excuse me.” Cary hit a button on his keychain to unlock his car. When Alexander didn’t move, didn’t say anything, just stayed there lounging against the driver’s door with a nonchalance he hated having to fake, Cary said, “Get off my car.”


    Alexander still didn’t move. He was being a prick, but that was okay because he was a prick. “What the hell am I doing here?” he drawled, repeating Cary’s earlier question. “I might ask you the same thing.”


    “What I am doing here is giving an invited presentation to Don Liu about the advantages of moving shitloads of his money under my umbrella.”


    Just hearing Cary speak made Alexander’s jaw clench. “You’re in over your head, kid.”


    “Kid?” Cary echoed, incredulous. “I’m a year younger than you.”


    It took more effort than Alexander would have liked to unlock his jaw. “I’m not a kid,” he said, mocking Cary in a sneery, sing-song voice. “Isn’t that exactly what a kid would say? The kid doth protest too much, methinks.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was in the presence of such a mature, wise elder.”


    “I’m the CEO of fucking Dominion Bank,” Alexander shot back. “And I didn’t get there because of my family.” It was a low blow, but it was designed to sting. Cary didn’t as much as flinch, though, so Alexander kept going. “You can’t be in business four months and expect to get billions handed to you to play with. You’re way out of your league, and you’ll only end up embarrassing yourself.”


    “I guess that’s why Liu just gave me a speech about appreciating upstarts. ‘The power of disruption,’ he called it. Says that’s how he made all his money, by taking calculated risks.” Cary raised his eyebrows. “But thanks so much for your concern. You always were great with the younger kids at camp. Still have that light touch, I see.”


    That fucking entitlement. That presumption. Alexander’s fingers flexed of their own volition. He wanted more than anything to hit Cary, or shove him or…something. Instead, he pushed off Cary’s car and straightened the cuffs of his shirt. Then he flicked a leaf off of his suit lapel, waiting until he was sure his voice wouldn’t shake to say, “You’re not going to win. You should just do us all a favor and take yourself out of the running.” He looked up to meet Cary’s gunmetal blue gaze. Neither man looked away for a long moment. But then Cary grinned, which pissed Alexander off even more. “You’re going down, Bell,” he ground out.


    “I see.” Cary opened his car door and threw his briefcase inside. “That’s why you’re handling a client personally, Mr. ‘I’m the CEO,’ why you stayed an hour after your meeting was over—to wave your dick around and tell me that the big bad bank is going to crush me, the untested new kid on the block. Because you’re not worried at all. Because you’re totally going to win.” He huffed a laugh, and fury surged through Alexander’s limbs. How was it that Cary could still make him feel like the overly earnest, socially awkward kid who tried too goddamned hard?


    Well, at least there was fury this time. Twenty years ago, it had been more like shame, and Alexander would take fury over shame any day. A man could use fury. Fury could be capitalized upon.


    Cary started his car and rolled down the window. “Well, good luck, Evangelista.” There must have been a delay in his car picking up a Bluetooth signal from his phone, because all of a sudden the car was flooded with the jarring, harsh sounds of Nine Inch Nails. Apparently, Cary still liked his music loud and off-putting. Even though it was chilly, early May, Cary didn’t roll up the window. No, he winked at Alexander—he fucking winked—and sped away, spraying gravel and Trent Reznor behind him.


    


    When Alexander got home that night, he poured himself a glass of Barolo and shook off his suit coat, wishing he could shake off the day as easily. He’d gone back to the office after the confrontation with Cary, of course, and carried on with his afternoon, but he hadn’t been able to keep his mind from wandering back to Camp Blue Lake. He was usually extremely mentally disciplined. The jujitsu he’d taken up that summer after coming home from camp and continued to this day had made his body strong, but it had also honed his mind. He could break anything down into steps, like a chess game. That’s what he told the kids’ groups he worked with. The key to success was to think about the playing field in front of you even as you projected several moves ahead. But, he would tell them, under no circumstances should you think about the past. The past didn’t serve you.


    That wasn’t quite right, though, or at least, it wasn’t the whole story. It didn’t serve you to think about the past, that much was true. But Alexander was fully aware that his past had made him who he was. He’d even come to appreciate the past for that reason. If he’d been more of a normal kid—a jock, a popular kid, one of those guys who made their way easily through the world with a smile on their faces—he’d probably be living an unremarkable middle-class life today. He’d be settled down with an unremarkable guy, have two-point-three unremarkable kids, and commute in an unremarkable compact sedan to his unremarkable nine-to-five job every day in an unremarkable suburban office complex. He would have to save up to take the kids to Disney World, set up spreadsheets to figure out the best financing options for his fucking suburban ranch house. His mom would still be waiting tables. He would give her perfume for Christmas, just like he had always done as a kid. A bottle of her favorite, Chanel Number Five, which she wouldn’t buy herself because she saw it as too much of a splurge when there were winter boots for a growing kid to buy. Not that she ever complained. So she had scrimped to buy him the necessities of life, and he had scrimped to buy her a bottle of her favorite perfume once a year.


    No thanks. He preferred his life the way it was today, where he could buy his mother enough Chanel to bathe in. Or he could send her to Paris to buy it directly from the source. He was living his own personal revenge of the nerd, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.


    But it wasn’t only the trappings of success he coveted—he swirled the fine vintage in the crystal glass made specially to showcase the tannic ruby beauty—though he did appreciate the hell out of the trappings. It was knowing he’d had the last laugh. He was the youngest-ever CEO in Dominion’s history. He had the penthouse, the vacation homes, the sweet wheels, and the hot guys on his arm. Everyone who’d hassled him in school and at camp could go fuck themselves.


    The point was, Alexander had a healthy respect for his past and the role it had played in shaping his life.


    He just didn’t, as a rule, think about it.


    Until he couldn’t keep it contained anymore.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Camp Blue Lake


    Twenty years ago


    Alex hated camp, and this summer was no different.


    As he transferred pancakes to a warming dish in preparation for the onslaught of two hundred boys soon to shuffle through the dining hall line-up, he pondered the particulars of his aversion.


    He wasn’t athletic. He had to push himself through swimming drills, and his arrows rarely met their target on the archery range. He was no help in tugs of war. He wasn’t musical, either. Thanks to a completely tin ear, he couldn’t sing for shit. He’d learned his first year here, when he was ten, to mouth the words to campfire songs so as not to set himself up for any more ridicule than necessary.


    And it wasn’t like his mom could afford this place—hence his job as a kitchen aide. The first year, he’d come on a scholarship from an agency that paid for impoverished city kids to attend sleep-away camps. In subsequent years, he’d paid for some of his tuition himself, from his earnings from the part-time job he held during the school year. The rest was made up by the camp in exchange for working, something the camp’s director had come up with once Alex was old enough to help with the grounds crew or in the kitchen. It probably made her feel pretty good about herself. Help the charity case from the concrete jungle to experience the wonders of nature.


    The problem was that the charity case from the concrete jungle was woefully unprepared for mingling with the sons of the region’s richest and most powerful families.


    And it was only getting worse as the years wore on. As ten-year-olds, the differences hadn’t been so stark. But as they grew, it became harder to hide the fact that he didn’t have the right gear. His second-hand shorts were ragged at the start of the summer, his sleeping bag from an Army surplus store, his hiking boots not name-brand.


    And it wasn’t just the class difference. Alex wasn’t a natural outdoorsman. He tried to embrace it was much as possible. He had memorized knots suitable for any occasion, for example. He knew which plants were poisonous. But he wasn’t a good swimmer, never having had the chance to learn properly. His fires went out as often as they roared to life.


    In short, Alex was a nerd, and, just like at school, there was no hiding it. But at least at his school in the city, it wasn’t weird to be poor. There were plenty of kids there worse off than he was. But at camp, he had the double whammy of being the poor kid and the nerd.


    So why the hell, he asked himself, filling a gallon jug with maple syrup, did he keep coming back?


    The doors opened, and the first wave of boys came shuffling in, most of them yawning and wiping sleep from their eyes. He scanned the group for one who wouldn’t be. One who, like him, had risen before dawn.


    One whose very existence answered the question of why Alex kept coming back to camp.


    “Hey, Alex.”


    Cary Bell. Alex arranged his features into what he hoped was a neutral expression and tried not to be too obvious about checking out his friend. Cary’s dark-brown ponytail was still damp from the exertion of his morning run. His skin was a beautiful, flawless expanse that Alex fantasized about touching—unlike the rest of them, teenage acne seemed to have bypassed Cary. And when Cary smiled, which he did often and easily, it lit up his whole face in a way that never failed to make Alex’s heart twist. Alex often had to force himself to stop looking at Cary’s full, pink lips. His eyes just kept going there.


    “Good run this morning?” he asked, digging around in the serving tray for the best-looking pancakes to transfer to Cary’s plate. Cary was a cross-country superstar at his school—he’d won the provincial championship in his distance category last year, in fact. So he had special permission to go for early morning runs since he was preparing for the fall season. That meant he was always among the first people into the dining hall.


    “Nope,” Cary said, still smiling. “My time was crap today. I think last night’s s’mores are still sitting in my belly.”


    “Oh, so you probably don’t want these, then,” Alex teased, pretending he was going to take back Cary’s pancakes with his tongs.


    “No way!” Cary protested, lunging.


    Alex let himself be caught. Worked on keeping his breath even as Cary’s hand made contact with his bare forearm, sending almost painful jolts of electricity shooting all the way up to his shoulder.


    “I’m starving,” Cary said, waiting a beat before removing his hand from Alex’s arm.


    “You’re always starving.”


    It was true, and it wasn’t surprising considering how active Cary was. In addition to the running, he played baseball in the spring. A natural athlete, he won most of the events in the camp’s “Blue Games,” both land-based and water-based. But he wasn’t one of those jocks who couldn’t talk about anything besides sports. There was something about the way Cary moved through the world, with such a sense of ease, that was universally compelling. It bordered on entitlement, and perhaps it would have been less palatable if he’d been less of a nice guy. But that was the thing about Cary Bell. On top of all his talents, he was a nice guy.


    “Bell, you wanna cut short this marathon convo with Kitchen Boy here and move it along?”


    Alex jerked his arm back from where it had remained extended long after Cary had stopped touching him. He was getting sloppy, which was dangerous. Because although Cary Bell was a nice guy, his friend Brooks Martin III was not.


    Cary shot Alex an apologetic look. “See you at programming later?”


    Alex nodded, chastened. He needed to be more careful. If Brooks and the rest of the guys in their year knew that Cary was the reason Alex came to camp, they would crucify him. Alex knew the drill. This wasn’t his downtown school, with its gay-straight alliance and its obviously gay science teacher who always made a point of telling Alex he could talk to him about anything. Nope, here, you shared a cabin with seven other guys, most of them rich, arrogant jerks just looking for a reason to fuck with you. So if the guys talked about the girls at the neighboring camp, you smiled and agreed with their assessments of who was hot and who was not. You kept your eyes unwaveringly on the floor in the communal showers.


    Alex wasn’t exactly out and proud at school—he hadn’t had that “talk” with his science teacher—but his mom and his close friends knew about him. He was out enough. But it couldn’t be like that here. At Camp Blue Lake, you kept certain parts of yourself private. You took the gay part of yourself and shoved it way down inside. It was a matter of survival.


    But in past summers, his feelings for Cary hadn’t been so overtly sexual. When they were younger, they just clicked. As friends. Cary was easy to talk to, shared lots of Alex’s “nerdy” interests. They read the same books and traded them back and forth all summer. They didn’t share the same taste in music, Cary favoring metal that sounded like noise to Alex. But he liked that, because it gave them something to spar about. Whether they were agreeing about books or bickering about music, it was easy to be with Cary. Being around Cary made Alex feel good about himself. Hell, being around him made Alex feel invincible. It was like there was a force field around Cary inexorably pulling Alex in. So he kept coming back to camp, despite all the shit that came with it.


    Except this summer, there was something else happening, too. A casual touch, like with the pancakes just then, practically made him pass out. He replayed each conversation, every glance, in his head before he fell asleep at night. When Cary lent him a book, he obsessed over the idea that his hands were touching pages that Cary had also touched. He wasn’t sure why everything felt so much more intense that summer. The force field was still there, but it felt orders of magnitude more dangerous, like a black hole whose orbit he couldn’t escape if he tried. His senses were full of Cary. Everywhere he turned, there he was. Dressing in the dim light of dawn to go for a run. Lying on the floating dock in the lake, letting the sun dry his drenched skin, a golden Adonis. Sluicing through the water in his canoe, biceps bunching, as if he and the boat were one creature. Sometimes Alex feared he was going to have to go through the whole summer with a half-woody. And there was no relief, no way to take the edge off. Cary slept on the bunk above him, so unless he managed to hit the showers at a time when he was alone—which was rare—he was just shit out of luck.


    Yes, Alex came back to camp every summer to be with Cary Bell. But, somehow, this summer, being with Cary Bell had become indistinguishable from wanting Cary Bell.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    When Cary arrived at the annual Women in Finance Awards on Friday evening, it was to find that Alex had changed his tactics.


    Alex had a reputation for being ruthless. When something wasn’t working business-wise, he jettisoned it. Or, if you could believe the recent profile of him in Report on Business magazine, if “it” was a person, he simply fired “it.” He was unrelenting in pursuit of his goals, everyone said, utterly unsentimental.


    So when Cary strolled into the ballroom at the Four Seasons and saw his name listed as being at the same table as Alex, he could only conclude that Alex had abandoned his longstanding commitment to avoiding Cary at these things. In fact, Cary had to wonder if Alex had engineered it so they were seated at the same table, because he would have thought Dominion Bank would have purchased a whole table. The event was high profile, and everyone in the finance world came out to see and be seen, so Cary had to attend. But he’d only purchased a single ticket. Other than his three measly employees, he was Bell capital.


    Alex was deep in conversation with the woman seated next to him when Cary arrived at the table. It was about half full—the event wasn’t set to begin for another fifteen minutes. Cary walked around the table looking for the place card bearing his name. At precisely the moment he realized he was not only at Alex’s table, but seated right next to him, the man in question looked up from his conversation, finding Cary’s gaze immediately.


    “Cary,” he said, his voice totally devoid of inflection.


    There was a slight pause while Cary waited for something else. An insincere “nice to see you,” maybe, or a “have you met X?” But there was nothing. Just that blank expression and bland recitation of Cary’s name.


    All right. If that’s how it was going to be, two could play this game. He just had to figure out the new rules. “Alex,” Cary said, flattening his tone to match Alex’s.


    “It’s Alexander,” Alex said calmly, as if correcting a child’s pronunciation.


    The rest of the table had grown silent. This would be the appropriate time for Cary to greet the few people he knew and introduce himself to the rest, but he seemed to be having a staring contest with Alex—Cary couldn’t think of him as Alexander—and he wasn’t about to cede it. Nor was Alex, apparently, who gazed at him dispassionately.


    The arrival of an emcee at the head table was what finally did it. As if by silent truce, they both turned their attention to the front of the room, joining in the applause when the emcee introduced the first award recipient. But Cary was still intensely aware of Alex. Sitting next to him reminded Cary of the way they used to walk side by side down the trails at camp, which had been too narrow for two teenaged guys. But Cary hadn’t cared, had crowded into Alex’s space anyway, craving the “accidental” brush of arm against arm. Today, those arms were swathed in shirts and suit coats, but that didn’t make the proximity any less potent. In fact, Alex’s arms might as well have been bare because his black suit and skinny black tie, which made him look like a freaking Armani model, were not having a dampening effect at all. It wouldn’t take much to imagine that suit crumpled on the floor. Cary shifted in his seat as the audience laughed at a joke the first speaker made.


    Cary still remembered the surprising softness of Alex’s lips. That single kiss had stayed with him. Sometimes he feared it had marked him somehow, because although he’d had plenty of great sex, he’d never been able to recapture that butterflies-in-the-stomach feeling Alex had given him at camp. He would try, and sure, the first rush of a new relationship was always fun, but ultimately, he could never make himself stay interested for very long. Hell, that summer of crushing on Alex had, in some ways, been his longest relationship.


    He wondered if Alex’s lips would still be as gentle as they had been back then. Somehow, he thought not.


    Cary’s reverie was interrupted by another round of applause and a server bearing the first course. Alex moved slightly closer to Cary as if to make room for her to place a salad in front of the woman seated on his other side, but just as Cary was about to move, too, to keep a consistent amount of distance between them, Alex leaned in even more, his lips so close to Cary’s ear that he could feel the heat of the other man’s breath.


    “I’ve been thinking about you,” he whispered.


    It was like a jackhammer had taken up residence in Cary’s chest in place of his heart and someone had just flipped the lever to turn it on. “Oh?” he said, raising his eyebrows and praying that Alex, who hadn’t withdrawn even an inch, wouldn’t see the frantic pounding of his pulse in his throat.


    “I don’t think you should drop out of the competition for the Liu account.”


    Well, this was an unexpected development. But what had he thought? That Alex had been thinking of him in any other way? Of course he hadn’t.


    “Because what fun would that be, really?” Alex continued. “Winning by forfeit wouldn’t be nearly as much fun as watching you jump through all those hoops and then destroying you.”


    Cary sucked in a breath. How had he been wondering if Alex’s kiss would still be gentle? Because there was nothing gentle about this man. He was all hard edges and cruel games. Any kindness the boy had possessed had been burnt off, a casualty of Alex’s meteoric rise to wealth and power. Cary had spent twenty years feeling guilty about publicly repudiating Alex so badly at camp. But he could see now that hanging on to that guilt was allowing himself too much agency in the extraordinary story of Alex’s ascent. Alex had always been tremendously capable, so Cary needed to get over himself and stop beating himself up over something that happened so long ago.


    More importantly, he needed to stay in the freaking game. Hadn’t his uncle always berated him for not being ruthless enough, for getting too invested in the life stories of his clients? He had always protested that success in their field didn’t preclude understanding the lives behind their clients’ financial goals, but maybe his uncle was onto something. Alex Evangelista, the most successful person in the room tonight, sure as hell wasn’t getting side-tracked because of feelings.


    All right. Time to stop cowering before the alpha dog. Alex could huff and puff all he liked, but he needed to know that his intimidation tactics weren’t going to work. So Cary affected an unimpressed look and murmured a non-committal, “We’ll see.”


    Alex jerked his head away so hard, Cary was surprised he didn’t give himself whiplash. Just like earlier in the week outside Liu’s place, Alex seemed enraged by Cary’s show of nonchalance. Something to note for the future. He signaled a server. “May I have another glass of wine, please?” He could give a shit about another glass of wine, but he wanted Alex to know he was dismissed. Cary was done being sentimental. He couldn’t afford sentimentality, unless he wanted to go crawling back to his uncle. He’d always been an athlete. He knew how to turn off his emotions and play a game. So that was the key, to think of this as a game. He was in it to win it now.


    For the rest of the dinner, Cary’s senses were heightened, stretched taut by sitting calmly next to a man whose rage was barely contained. Alex was like a tiger pacing in a too-small cage, and Cary was hyper alert to every move the wild beast made. The movement of his Adam’s apple when he swallowed, the swish of his napkin when he moved it from his lap to his plate after the final course. The glance Alex shot at him, so quick it would have gone unnoticed if Cary hadn’t been on such high alert, before shoving his chair back and leaving in the middle of the last speech.


    Was he coming back? It was impossible to know. It was a warm May evening and Cary hadn’t worn a coat over his suit, so probably Alex hadn’t, either. A quick glance at the floor showed no bag, nothing to indicate Alex would return.


    Cary grabbed his briefcase and slid his chair back. He wasn’t going to let Alex’s last impression of him reinforce the charge Alex had previously laid, that Cary was an immature, untried kid who didn’t take things seriously enough.


    And, more important than that, Cary was not losing the Liu account. He’d gone into it thinking it was a great opportunity, but a long shot. Now? Alex would have to pry that account from his cold, dead fingers.


    …


    Coming to a stop in the lobby of the hotel, Alexander pulled out his phone and fired off a text to Sara, whom he’d been sitting next to inside the ballroom, telling her something had come up that required his immediate attention.


    It wasn’t a lie.


    Alexander had been expecting war. War, he could do. That’s why he’d taken the pre-emptive move of having his assistant call ahead to arrange things so Cary was seated next to him at the gala. Stun and disarm—that had been his plan. A time-tested tactic of war.


    He had been prepared for war. He hadn’t been prepared for indifference. The way Cary kept responding to his trash talk with calm, almost amused dismissals had Alexander’s blood pressure skyrocketing. “We’ll see,” Cary had said, like he was humoring a spoiled child. His confidence was unfounded, which made it all the more maddening. It should have made Alexander feel more secure in his position. There was no way Don Liu was going to pick Bell Capital. There was no denying that Cary had a way with money. His previous success was compelling. But in the end, Liu wasn’t just going to hand over billions of dollars to an untried company like Cary’s. To a person like Cary.


    Realizing his breath had grown shallow, he forced slow, measured inhales as he walked toward the parking elevators. He had told himself that his abrupt departure would be destabilizing. He’d imagined Cary saving up things to say to him when the program was over and then having no opportunity to say them when Alexander never came back to his seat. But in truth, he’d had to leave the ballroom because he’d started to feel like he couldn’t breathe. So he wasn’t sure if his departure had been a strategic offensive move or a retreat.


    So, time to stop letting Cary rile him. On with the war.


    “Hold the elevator!” Sticking his arm out to block the closing of the doors was instinctual. The voice had been feminine, and a man didn’t let an elevator door close in a woman’s face. He might be about as attracted to women as he was to a bedpost, but his mother had raised him right.


    “Thanks,” she said, rushing on board and dropping her purse in the process. Dutifully, Alexander stooped to help her gather the spilled contents, so he didn’t realize that another person had slipped on board the elevator—until he heard the voice.


    “Yes, thanks. I thought you were going to get away.”


    You could hear the smirk, which should have been impossible. Alexander stood and handed a rogue pack of gum to the woman who stood between Cary and him. He glanced at the display panel. Five—his level—was lit up, as was three. The elevator clattered to a stop at three. The woman got off. Cary did not.


    Fine. War.


    He opened his mouth to accuse Cary of following him, but the bastard spoke first.


    “I guess I was naive. I thought guys like you competed for clients all the time. Or, you know, guys who work for guys like you. I thought, hey, we’ll all make our cases to Liu, and he’ll choose the company he feels will maximize his profit. May the best man win and all that.”


    Alexander was about to say something about how Cary wasn’t exactly the paragon of sportsmanship, was he, given how badly he’d thrown Alexander under the bus at camp, but he checked himself. He didn’t want Cary to know that he even remembered that day, much less that it still had any power over him. When they reached the fifth level of the garage, Alexander got off, deciding it was better not to acknowledge Cary’s little speech at all. His Ferrari was parked just two spots down from the elevator.


    “But I understand,” Cary continued, following him to the car. “You want war, Evangelista? Okay, then, you got it.”


    Alexander unlocked his car. He’d wondered if it was a little too over the top when he’d bought it, but David had talked him into it. Now he was glad. Nothing like making an exit in a 458 Speciale. He got in, rolled down the window and said, “You’re going to regret the day you decided to go toe to toe with me, Bell. Before this is done, I’ll have you on your knees.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Camp Blue Lake


    Alex and Cary were, as usual, the first ones up, before the counselor who slept in their cabin, even.


    “Hey.”


    Cary looked up from where he was leaning against the side of their cabin, stretching his calves. “Oh, hi,” he said, as if he were surprised. As if he didn’t sit out here and go through his stretching regime extremely thoroughly specifically so he would encounter Alex on his way to work. As if he didn’t peel off his shirt and use it to wipe the sweat from his torso and face, knowing, arrogant jerk that he was, that a lifetime of sports had left him with a pretty decent body.


    As if he weren’t waiting for Alex to say what he always did.


    “Hungry?”


    At the beginning of the summer, Cary used to try to be the first one inside the dining hall in the morning. He always told himself it was because he was genuinely hungry after a run—and he was. “Famished, as usual,” he answered, shoving off the step when Alex gestured for him to follow. But he knew the truth—he’d gotten there first so he could steal a few moments alone with Alex before the other guys arrived. And now, having discovered what time Alex left their cabin to make his shift, Cary was cutting his runs short in order to “run into” him.


    They walked in silence, the gravel on the trail crunching beneath their feet. Alex shivered despite the early morning mugginess. Cary told himself not read anything into it.


    But the truth was, he wanted to read something into it. He just shouldn’t. Couldn’t. It was impossible. Cary spent his whole life modulating his behavior, arranging his appearance, and regulating his speech so that he could hide the truth. Hide who he was.


    He wasn’t going to do it forever. The plan had always been to go away to college and then…change. But now, between his conservative family, his Neanderthal friends, and his old-money prep school, he just…couldn’t. Sometimes he thought it was weak, hiding like this. But other times he thought it was actually the reverse. It took a hell of a lot of strength to do what he did day in and day out. Regardless, the point was that he managed, and as long as he could manage, he was safe.


    Correction: he mostly managed. He’d managed until this summer with Alex.


    He’d always liked Alex Evangelista. Stuck up for him when the aforementioned Neanderthals picked on him. Chosen him for teams even though he was about as athletic as you would expect a computer and chess genius to be. Alex was serious in a way that Cary’s friends from school and the other guys at camp were not. They’d become close, and Cary knew Alex’s quiet, serious demeanor came from the fact that life wasn’t easy for Alex and his single mom. Whereas Cary was planning to swan off to some pricey American liberal arts college and have it fully paid for by his parents, who would have no idea that they were actually funding his coming out far, far from home, Alex was scrimping and saving to attend the local community college, even though he was smart enough to get into Harvard.


    But this summer, something had changed. Cary didn’t seem to be able to limit his interactions with Alex to normal camp activities. It was like he was a junkie. In the sober light of day, he’d resolve to keep a certain amount of distance between them, but then when faced with the prospect of Alex in the flesh, he could not deny himself. Not even little bit. To wit: he’d engineered it so they shared a bunk. Because it had been such a good idea to fall asleep every night listening to that deep breathing from below. He’d signed up for programming class despite the fact that he had no interest in it.


    He couldn’t stay away from Alex Evangelista.


    These mornings were a prime example. But honestly, he wouldn’t give up these mornings for anything. When the camp was silent and empty, when it was just Alex and him, crunching over the gravel, Cary could forget all the bullshit that plagued him the rest of his waking hours. He could just be.


    Cary walked too close to Alex. He knew it. It wasn’t normal for two guys to walk side by side on this trail, which narrowed at spots so much that their shoulders touched. During the day, when the campers went anywhere in a group, they walked single file on the trails that crisscrossed the densely forested grounds. But then there was Alex, tall and lanky, in the dim light of the still-sleeping camp, letting Cary walk right next to him, letting their forearms brush, bringing into sharp relief the contrast between Cary’s smooth skin and Alex’s, which was dusted with the hair bequeathed to him by his Italian ancestors. They were the same, but different. Cary thought of their arms next to each other every night before he fell asleep. He thought about more, to be honest, wondered what it would feel like to have Alex’s arms circle around him, pull him against his chest.


    But then he remembered his life and told himself what he was thinking about was impossible.


    “You must get tired getting up so early every day,” Cary said as they approached the back door to the dining hall.


    “You’re up early, too.”


    “Yep, and I pretty much hate it.” Well, he hated getting up. He didn’t hate being up, not once his run was done, anyway.


    Alex shrugged. “I couldn’t afford to come here if I didn’t work.” Cary was impressed that Alex never tried to hide or downplay his poverty. Most of the guys at camp knew each other from real life. Even if they didn’t attend the same school, they went to the same churches and synagogues; their parents went to each others’ parties. Alex owning the fact that he was different from them seemed like a point of pride, and Cary respected that. “So as much as this gig sucks,” Alex continued, “It’s necessary if I want to come here.”


    “Will you be back next summer?” Cary asked, trying to keep his voice casual. They’d passed the midpoint of the summer, and it was starting to really sink in that their days together were numbered.


    “Yeah.” As Alex pushed open the back door, which led directly into the kitchen, and held it for Cary, Cary thought he detected a hint of a smile.


    “What’s for breakfast?” Cary asked as Alex pulled on an apron and nodded a silent greeting to Jasper, the camp’s head chef, who, inexplicably, hadn’t said anything about Cary arriving unauthorized most mornings, trailing behind Alex.


    “Oatmeal,” Alex said, and Cary groaned. The sticky glop that Jasper called oatmeal wasn’t anyone’s favorite. Alex ducked into a pantry and returned with contraband blueberry muffins and handed two to Cary.


    “Ah! Thanks.”


    “The perks of being friends with an insider,” Alex said.


    Friend. Cary wasn’t really sure if that was the right word. He had a lot of friends, but he wasn’t bumping shoulders accidentally-on-purpose with any of them. Cary and Alex were friendly, sure, but Cary was friendly with everyone. It was part of his thing. For some reason everyone liked him without him particularly trying to make them do so, so he’d always run with it. You could get a long way on charm.


    He sometimes wondered if Alex was out at home. They never talked about it. Never used the words “out” or “gay.” But the way Alex owned up to his poverty made him seem like the kind of guy who didn’t hide who he was. Of course, there was nothing obvious to give it away. He was a bit of a nerd, yes, but Cary didn’t think the other guys picked up on the things he did. They didn’t notice that Alex watched some of the counselors a touch more intensely, or too long, maybe, when they demonstrated a dive. Or that he clammed right up when the other guys started making plans for the mid-summer dance held at the associated girls’ camp across the lake. Still, he wouldn’t be surprised to learn Alex was out at home.


    Cary sometimes speculated that it might, paradoxically, be easier to be out of the closet if you didn’t have a ton of friends. If you didn’t have a firmly entrenched image as the athletic, popular boy that everyone thought was perfect. If you didn’t have a family to disappoint, a family who acted like its legacy to the world was upstanding, unsullied perfection in all things.


    “Put your shirt on, Bell,” Jasper said, and to Alex he said, “We’re doing cinnamon raisin oatmeal today. Grab the raisins, will you?”


    Alex obeyed, disappearing into the pantry


    “Bell,” said Jasper, holding out an apron. “If you’re going to be here every morning, trailing along like Evangelista’s puppy, make yourself useful.”


    Evangelista’s puppy. And here he’d thought their mornings were safe because there was no one around to see them together. He swallowed, willing his pulse to slow. “Sorry, Jasper, I’m not going to make myself useful. I’m going to make myself clean. Shower time.”


    He forced himself to amble out of the kitchen, back to regulating his behavior, slipping on the mantle of the role he played. He felt a little bad that he hadn’t even said good-bye to Alex. He usually lounged around eating, chatting with Alex while Alex worked on getting breakfast set up.


    But Cary had to go. It couldn’t be helped.


    …


    “The Perseids meteor showers should be at their peak later this week.”


    Cary tensed as the other guys glanced at each other in response to Alex’s observation. They were sitting around a campfire. It wasn’t an unreasonable thing to say. You sat at a campfire in the dark, you looked at the sky, you thought about shit like falling stars. If Cary himself had said the same thing, he’d probably be fielding requests to organize a stargazing party.


    But Alex was different.


    He always had been. He wasn’t like everyone else. He was smarter, sure, but also graver. You got the sense that things mattered more to him than they did to everyone else. Cary wasn’t sure why this counted as a negative quality in the eyes of their peers, but it did. And this summer it was more pronounced. Maybe it was that as they all got older, and closer to college, Alex was increasingly worried about paying for it. The next phase of life was going to be a lot harder for him than it was going to be for Cary and the rest of the guys. Or maybe it wasn’t Alex at all; maybe it was that the other guys were different. Harder, meaner. Whatever it was, it was like they were constantly on the lookout for slip-ups, for the appearance of traits they could use to mark Alex as not one of them, and that wasn’t even taking into consideration the whole gay thing, which Cary was pretty sure they hadn’t figured out. But as the summer went on, and they increasingly became vultures, hovering around Alex looking for anything to seize upon, Cary was afraid they would figure it out.


    He was afraid that they would somehow figure it out about him, too.


    “Aww,” said Brooks, one of the leaders of the pack among their tenth-grade cohort, and, frankly, an asshole. “Is wittle Alex gonna go wish on a star?” Cue the laughter from everyone else. “What are you going to wish for?” Brooks goaded. “Enough money so you don’t have to cook our slop every morning like Cinderella?”


    “Nah, I’m going to wish I wasn’t surrounded by dicks,” Alex shot back.


    “Ooooh,” said Brooks. “I’m scared.”


    “Knock it off, Brooks,” Cary said. “For fuck’s sake. Can I just eat this marshmallow in peace?” He looked at Alex across the fire, his olive skin made golden by the licking of the flames.


    Cary always stood up for Alex, but he wasn’t sure how long he could keep doing it without them turning on him, too. And, coward that he was, he couldn’t allow that to happen.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    When Alexander got home late Monday night, he found David shooting the breeze with Monty, the night concierge.


    “Hello,” he said, drawing both men’s attention.


    David turned and smiled. “Hey.”


    “Did we have plans?” Alexander asked, hoping he hadn’t messed up. Usually Derek reminded him about social obligations, especially if he knew Alexander was digging in for a long night at the office, as he had been that evening.


    “Nope,” said David. “Just thought I’d pop by. Did you not get my texts?”


    David was, generally speaking, the perfect non-boyfriend. He was gorgeous, but more importantly, he was undemanding. They had fun together when they were both in town. They kept things casual.


    Or so Alexander had thought. But “popping by” unannounced wasn’t casual. It felt a little too much like boyfriend behavior.


    Alexander pulled out his personal phone. Though there was nothing in bank policy mandating that personal business be kept off company phones—especially among senior execs who pretty much worked around the clock—he scrupulously kept his non-bank affairs confined to a separate phone. There were a bunch of texts from David, as well as a missed call from his mother. He hated missing calls from his mom. She’d had a bout of breast cancer fifteen years ago, and though it hadn’t been invasive, and seemed to have been conquered with a lumpectomy and radiation, he couldn’t help feeling like every sneeze portended doom, every call bad news.


    And worse than missing his mom’s call, he had also missed one from Johan Petrusic.


    It wasn’t like him to just forget to look at his phone for an entire day. And how the hell had he forgotten he’d left a message for Johan this morning? He’d been on edge lately, which was stupid because everything was going swimmingly at the bank.


    Which meant he was on edge because of Cary Bell.


    Which was not acceptable.


    “I brought take-out,” David said, holding up bags from McEwan’s, a high-end grocery store not far from Alexander’s building.


    Which also felt a little too presumptuous. “What if I hadn’t come home?” Alexander asked.


    David shrugged. “More for me.”


    Well, shit. It was possible he was overthinking this. He had a goddamned model holding a bag of what was almost certainly his favorite braised short ribs that would be consumed before—or maybe even after—said model blew him.


    “Good-night, Monty,” Alexander said as he and David headed for his elevator—as the only occupant of the top floor of the building, he had his own. He should just give David a key. Or give Monty the authority to take him up. It would make things much easier logistically. But if he was being honest, he didn’t want to give David a key. He wasn’t the sort of person who gave guys keys to his place, and, frankly, he was getting that itchy feeling of being boxed in.


    But what was he going to do about it? Nothing at the moment. Because Alexander had performed a cost-benefit analysis, as he did with pretty much every scenario he encountered. Yes, he could have claimed other plans this evening, and his non-boyfriend would have gotten the message. But that would have meant no braised short ribs. No blow jobs.


    And, worse, it would have meant being alone with his thoughts.


    David made for the kitchen as soon as they entered the condo. Alexander stood in the darkened entryway and listened to the sound of take-out being unwrapped and plates and cutlery being fetched from cupboards and drawers. He’d been thinking of David as a distraction from his out-of-control mind, but there were ways to achieve oblivion that didn’t involve other people, and suddenly, he just wanted to have a drink or several and go to bed. For the purposes of sleeping. In the dark, alone. But even if he could dispense with David, he still had to call Johan back. “I need to make a quick call,” he said, heading for his bedroom on the other end of the condo.


    “Sure,” David called from the kitchen, ever agreeable. “Take your time.”


    Alexander shut the door and turned on his white noise machine before scrolling back through his phone to locate the call from Haywood & Petrusic Investigations. Johan Petrusic was who you used when you needed someone to do some discreet poking around your company. Johan had conducted dozens of investigations inside the bank. He’d uncovered a bout of insider trading. He’d found a ring of white-collar thieves stealing hundreds of thousands of dollars of electronics. All the while, he had reported directly and solely to Alexander and had never breathed a word about his findings. He was paid well enough not to, of course, but beyond that, Alexander trusted him absolutely.


    “Mr. Evangelista?” said Johan, who picked up after one ring even though it was nearly ten o’clock. That was part of why Johan was the best in the business.


    “Johan. I need you to look into someone for me.”


    “Of course. Who is it?”


    Alexander paused. He was going to win Liu on his merits. On Dominion’s merits. He truly believed that. After spending the weekend reliving his confrontation with Cary in the parking garage after the awards gala, he’d called Johan first thing this morning, thinking that a little extra insurance might ease his mind. If there was any dirt to be had on Cary Bell, Johan would find it. But now he wondered what would happen if Johan actually turned anything up. Would it taint his victory somehow?


    He took a deep breath.


    “His name’s Cary Bell.”


    “Which department?” Johan asked. “Can we get your in-house IT on board, or is this fully on the down low?”


    Alexander hesitated before saying, “He doesn’t work at the bank.”


    “Okay,” Johan said. “So what are you after?”


    Alexander walked to the window and looked out over the sparkling high rises of downtown Toronto. He was literally at the top of the city. Did he want to stay that way or not?


    “Anything. Anything that can be used against him.”


    


    “Hey,” said David, as Alexander entered the kitchen. David smiled sheepishly from where he was kneeling and sweeping up broken glass. “I’m sorry. I’m sure this glass cost a fortune. I was just going to pour you some wine.”


    “No problem.” He was actually glad the glass had broken and delayed David, because Alexander had a particular bottle of Barolo in mind to soothe his jangled nerves, whereas David would have just grabbed one at random. He pulled his desired bottle out of his under-counter wine cellar and put back the one David had selected.


    “Aren’t you going to ask me about Paris?” David said, straightening.


    “Were you in Paris?” How long had it been since he’d seen David? He couldn’t quite remember.


    David looked at him quizzically. “No. But they’re booking now for Fashion Week in June.”


    The sentence was delivered in such a way that Alexander surmised he had been told about this before. So he said, “Right. And? How’d you do?” Alexander appreciated clothing in the sense that it was powerful. It sent messages. You could use it to communicate things to people. To be crude about it, clothes could make money. So he dressed very carefully. He was well acquainted with the personal shopper at Holt Renfrew, a woman with impeccable taste who understood the messages he was trying to communicate and steered him accordingly. And though he understood in theory the notion of haute couture as an art form, he had a hard time keeping on top of David’s high-fashion adventures.


    “I booked one show.”


    “Congratulations.”


    “One is not good. Dior isn’t having me back this year, nor is Saint Laurent. The only thing I’m booked for is Rick Owens.”


    Alexander popped the cork on the wine and poured David a glass. Now they would have to talk about the fashion industry for a while. Even though he didn’t really do long-term boyfriends, he did try to make sure he was actually friends with guys he slept with on an ongoing basis. And sometimes that meant listening to shit you didn’t care about. Sighing, he poured himself a generous glass and took a large swallow before asking. “Who is Rick Owens?”


    “Exactly.”


    “So what happened?”


    “Twenty-six happened. I’m getting too old. I am too old.”


    “Well, it’s modeling. You had to know you were going to age out at some point.” He was being unnecessarily gruff. What David wanted right now was a sympathetic ear. He understood that, he just…didn’t want to be that ear. Which made him an asshole, he realized, but this was why he’d given David the “we’re not going to be boyfriends” speech at their second hook up—and why he’d been so pleased when David had whole-heartedly agreed with him.


    “I guess there will always be catalogue work.” David struck an intentionally exaggerated pose. “LL Bean is full of gray-haired dudes putting up tents.” Huffing a self-deprecating laugh, he dished up a plate of food and slid it across the island to Alexander.


    “Or you could do something else.”


    “What? What else could I do, Alexander?”


    Alexander looked up at David’s uncharacteristically sharp tone. He searched his mind for a suggestion. But he didn’t know. Had no idea, really, what David might do, what skills and interests he might be able to leverage into a new career. “I guess you’re lucky in that you don’t need to work.” David was rich. Not as rich as Alexander, but he was comfortable enough. He was smart about money. Not in the way Cary Bell was smart about money, but unlike many who came into riches in their youth, David didn’t live beyond his means, had socked away quite the nest egg, and had benefited from some strategic advice from Alexander.


    “Right,” said David, obviously giving up on waiting for Alexander to answer him. “Let’s eat. I’m sorry I’m being pissy.”


    “No worries,” Alexander said, glad to be done with the conversation.


    David came around to Alexander’s side of the island and rubbed the back of Alexander’s neck. “Whoa. Your neck and shoulders are like rocks.” He increased the pressure. “Bad day?”


    “You could say that.”


    “What happened?”


    Cary Bell happened. He thought of the smell of Cary, of the mint-mixed-with-coffee that had filled his senses when he’d leaned over to speak into Cary’s ear at the awards dinner, or, more accurately, when he’d leaned over to threaten Cary Bell. Alexander shook off David’s hands. “Let’s just eat.”


    “We could.” Undaunted, David put his mouth on the back of Alexander’s neck where his fingers had just been. “Or we could fuck first. Or if you insist on eating dinner, we could multitask.”


    David started to fall to his knees, but Alexander put out a hand to prevent his descent. He planted a quick, dry peck on his lips. “I’m sorry. I’m horrible company tonight.” His earlier fantasy of a dark, silent room exerted itself again, stronger this time. “Can I take a rain check? I really just want to eat and go to sleep.”


    David blinked. Probably because Alexander wasn’t in the habit of refusing sex. “Sure.” He picked up his plate and walked over to the informal den at the back of the kitchen. “I’m going to check on the game, then, if you don’t mind.”


    Alexander did mind. That had been David’s cue to leave. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to be enough a jerk to actually kick him out. He watched David settle in at his sofa, click on the TV, and pull up a saved customized channel list called “David” that he’d created in order to drill down into the specific channels he liked. He looked very much at home.


    All right. Alexander officially had a problem.


    His phone rang. Sara. God. Would this day never end?


    “What is it?” he said, not bothering with a greeting.


    “I just came from drinks with Edwina Campbell.”


    “And?” Alexander took a deep drink of his wine, trying to think if he was supposed to know Edwina Campbell.


    “She’s on the board of Biodentics.” Alexander set down his drink. Biodentics was a Toronto-based startup that Don Liu had purchased a year or so ago, probably in anticipation of his move to town.


    “She had dinner at the Lius’ new place last night, and she reports that Liu’s daughter Linda said her father was surprisingly impressed with Cary Bell.” Sara paused for a moment before continuing. “Those were her words—surprisingly impressed.”


    “God damn it.”


    David looked over from the sofa.


    “What do we do now?” Sara asked.


    We fight dirty, that’s what we do. We wait for Johan to work his magic. “Nothing,” he said. “We keep doing what we’re doing, taking every opportunity to demonstrate to Liu that we’re the best place for him.”


    “I have some new numbers I was going to run past you for the next meeting with Liu. You want me to email them over now?”


    “No. Send them tomorrow.” Alexander was exhausted, and it was only Monday. “Right now I am going to bed.” He hung up and glanced at David, who was still looking at him instead of his basketball game. “To sleep,” Alexander clarified.


    …


    Cary should have been working. Word had gotten out that he’d met with Liu, and that alone had brought a bunch of new clients to his door. And speaking of the billionaire, he needed to do a shitload more prep in order to get a package of requested information to Liu.


    So why, then, was he at Edward’s? Or, more to the point, why had he come here every night since the Women in Finance gala? He was smart enough to know he couldn’t drink his anxieties away. But he had to get out of his head, and nothing was working.


    It was one thing to threaten war with Alex Evangelista, another to actually be in a war with Alex Evangelista. Cary had no clue what he was supposed to be doing. He hadn’t seen his nemesis since the Women in Finance awards gala a week ago. He could only assume that as one of the other people wooing Liu, Alex had another meeting with the billionaire coming up, too. But short of making himself as ready as possible for his, what could Cary do?


    Nothing.


    So why the hell was he so worked up?


    “Hey.”


    It was Marcus, and he was, uncharacteristically, alone. Cary forced himself from his thoughts of Alex and moved his briefcase so his cousin could sit at the stool next to him.


    “What’s up?”


    Cary shrugged because it was impossible to answer that question in a way that made sense.


    “You get that Liu account?”


    Cary appreciated that Marcus was rooting for him, but he so didn’t want to talk about it. “Don’t know yet. He says he’s going to take his time making a decision. His son is still in Hong Kong wrapping up the head office function of one of their bigger companies, and his daughter is doing some set up here. He’s going to wait until he’s back, and the three of them will decide together.”


    “So you wait,” said Marcus.


    “I keep trying to impress him, but essentially, yeah.”


    “So what’s got your undies in a bunch then if not Liu?”


    “I’ll have you know that my undies are smooth as all get-out.” Cary tried to muster a smile. Marcus had always been like a big brother to him. Their mothers were cousins, and they were both only children, so they’d been close growing up. They’d drifted apart in recent years, since Marcus left the family fold to start his ad agency, estranging himself from his father—Cary’s uncle and former boss—in the process. But when Cary had followed in his footsteps and severed his own ties to the Rosemann patriarch and the family’s eponymous company, Marcus stepped right up to fill the big brother role again.


    “Well, you could have fooled me,” Marcus said. “You’re sitting here looking like you’ve got a perma-wedgie, dude.” The bartender arrived, and Marcus ordered a beer for himself and another Manhattan for Cary. When the bartender departed, he turned, grinning. “Ah, wait! Is it man trouble?”


    Cary sighed. Marcus and Cary used to be on the same page about these things. Neither of them really did relationships. Well, Cary tried, but they never stuck, and Marcus lived for the chase. So the result was they were often both on the prowl. It had brought them together, in fact. When they were younger, Marcus had, like everyone else, assumed Cary was straight. But after Cary came out—after that last summer at Camp Blue—Marcus, who was in college by then, hadn’t blinked an eye. He’d gotten none of the “but you’re so athletic” protests from his cousin that he’d had from other members of their family. In fact, Marcus, who was not yet estranged from his father at that point, had smoothed things over with the clan and had invited Cary to crash at his crappy student apartment any time he needed to. And then he and Marcus had picked up right where they left off. That Cary was officially chasing men and not women at that point never mattered to Marcus. And that meant the world to Cary. But they weren’t a demonstrative family, so he showed his appreciation by doing what he always did, giving Marcus shit like the little brother role he filled required him to.


    But things had changed lately. Marcus had met Rose. It wasn’t like she had changed his personality or anything, but his cousin’s days of casual hook ups were done. He was happy—in love—which was pretty damn remarkable if you knew Marcus from before.


    Suddenly, Cary didn’t feel like playing the annoying little brother, didn’t want to answer Marcus’s jests in kind. The truth was bumping up against the jokes he always had at the ready, and for once, he couldn’t bring himself to quash it. It was getting too big, as the truth had a way of doing. “I made a mistake,” he ventured.


    “What else is new?” But then, swiveling to look at Cary, Marcus must have realized that he was serious. “What’s going on?”


    “I know we don’t really talk about shit.” Cary said, backpedaling. It was too weird, to be doing this with Marcus. To be doing this with anyone. What had he been thinking? That they were going to hold hands and sing “Kumbaya?” That wasn’t Marcus. That wasn’t him. He hadn’t even done that at camp.


    “Yeah, and not talking has worked really well for our family, hasn’t it?”


    Cary shrugged. Even though he started it, he was suddenly afraid that if he talked about it, Marcus would somehow have the power to force him to deal with it. He picked up his cocktail and took a long drink, letting the whiskey that was its base burn down his throat.


    “Anyway, we talk. Have you forgotten you’re the one who talked sense into me that day I was prepared to throw away everything with Rose?”


    “Nah. You would have come to your senses eventually. I just gave you a little shove.”


    “You left Rosemann Investments when my father tried pull that stunt and break up Rose and me. You left your career for me.”


    Okay, apparently they were really doing this. Cary looked up from his drink and met his cousin’s eye. “No. I did it for me. You were just the catalyst.”


    Marcus cleared his throat. “Still. It meant everything.”


    Cary rolled his eyes. “Don’t go getting all sentimental on me now, dude.”


    Marcus grinned, and they sat side by side in silence for a few moments before his cousin finally said, “So what about this mistake?”


    Apparently he wasn’t being let off the hook. But that’s what he’d wanted, wasn’t it, when he started this stupid conversation? “It was a long time ago, but it’s back to bite me in the ass now.” He didn’t bother saying that it had never really left. That it never strayed far from his consciousness, as much as he tried to forget, as much as he tried to tell himself that Alex had forgotten. “It happened at camp.”


    “Camp? You mean that summer camp you used to be so obsessed with?”


    “Yeah. You know Alexander Evangelista?”


    “I do. We did some TV spots for Dominion a few years back.” He trailed off. “Wait. Alexander Evangelista is gay, right?”


    Cary nodded. “And he went to Camp Blue Lake, too.”


    Marcus’s eyebrows were going to hit the ceiling if they went any higher. “You and Alexander Evangelista got together at summer camp?” He snickered. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. It’s too funny. Everyone thought you were straight, and you were hooking up with the future CEO of Dominion Bank.”


    “We didn’t hook up,” Cary said, inexplicably defensive. “We just kissed. He was kind of a nerd. The other guys picked on him. I defended him, to a certain point, until…I didn’t.”


    “What the hell does that mean?”


    “I made out with him, and then I threw him under the bus when the other guys started to suspect he was gay, that’s what it means. I humiliated him. Then I never spoke to him again—until now.” Cary raked his fingernails across his scalp in frustration. He always felt like he was talking about someone other than himself when he thought about that summer. He didn’t feel like the kind of guy who would do something like that. But the bitter truth was that he had done it knowingly. Because he was too much of a chickenshit to risk anyone finding out the truth. He hadn’t been brave and self-possessed like Alex.


    He swallowed hard so he could keep going, because now that he’d started, he couldn’t stop until it was all out. “He left early because of me.”


    “Didn’t you come out of the closet that summer after camp?”


    Marcus was surprisingly good at putting the pieces together. “Yeah.” Cary sighed. He and Marcus had never talked about anything related to Cary’s coming out, or being gay at all. Because Marcus had just fallen in line with the acceptance, it had never come up. “I felt like such a complete asshole the rest of the summer there…without him. I was scared shitless to tell everyone, but after having hidden all summer, when I came home, suddenly, I just…”


    “Couldn’t hide it anymore.”


    Cary nodded, embarrassed that he sounded like he was still fifteen. Normally, he never let this kind of emotional melodrama get to him. “If I’d had any balls at all, I would have owned what happened. I would have come out at camp that summer. But instead I just waited until I got home, and I never went back to camp.”


    “You were a kid. You made a mistake.” When Cary didn’t respond—he didn’t know how to respond to such sympathy from his cousin—Marcus clapped him on the back. “Have you seen Alexander Evangelista lately? He’s the poster boy for rich and successful. He’s in the financial pages with his business triumphs and in the society pages because he’s dating a supermodel or some shit. If it makes you feel any better, he probably doesn’t even remember what happened.”


    “Oh, he remembers.”


    “So apologize, if it’s really eating at you that much.”


    “I can’t.” Cary downed the rest of his drink in one gulp. “He’s also competing for Don Liu.”


    Marcus whistled. “Ah, I see. The plot thickens.”


    “Yeah,” Cary said.


    “But still. Just talk to him. Clear the air on the personal stuff.”


    “I can’t. He, uh, declared war on me.”


    Marcus looked confused. “And what did you say?”


    Cary let his head fall forward and hit the bar with a soft thud. “I declared war on him right back.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Camp Blue Lake


    Cary could tell that Alex was awake. He wasn’t making any noise. If anything, it was the lack of noise from the bunk below that gave him away. Alex was normally a restless sleeper, sighing and turning over frequently. Cary lay there as the minutes passed agonizingly slowly. Every now and then, he hit the button to light up the travel alarm clock he had in bed with him to check the barely moving time.


    Finally, some movement from below, and a glance at the clock confirmed that it was nearly two. He sat up in bed, drawing Alex’s attention. He shook his head and laid a finger against his lips, though it was probably too dark for his bunkmate to see either gesture. He stayed sitting up in his bed until Alex had left the cabin, reasoning that if Alex’s departure, though it had been utterly silent, had awakened anyone, he’d give them a minute to fall back asleep before he followed. The bunk belonging to Brad, the counselor who slept in their cabin, was empty, but they still had to be careful.


    Alex was waiting for him at the fork in the trail system where one branch split off toward the lake. As soon as Alex spied him, he took off down one of the trail’s branches, and Cary had to jog to catch up. He should just walk behind Alex like a normal person instead of doing his usual thing where he crowded his friend. The dark would make it extra hard to walk side by side. But as he approached, Alex moved aside automatically, making room for him. As if it was their thing. It was a good thing it was dark because Cary’s cheeks heated with pleasure. They didn’t speak, just walked, the crunching of the gravel the only sound and the beam of Alex’s flashlight the only thing Cary could see in the dark, dark night.


    When they approached the point where the trail would emerge from the woods onto the beach, Alex turned off his flashlight and held out an arm to stop Cary’s progress. Cary jumped at the sensation of a mouth so close to his ear. “I heard Jasper talking to some of the counselors about the meteor shower. I think they’re watching it from the roof of the dining hall, but we need to make sure there’s no one here.” The dining hall had a flat roof that functioned as the de facto counselors’ lounge, and Cary doubted that anyone else had made the three-quarter-mile trek to the lake, but he craned his eyes, trying in vain to see into the blackness ahead of them.


    “I think it’s clear,” Alex whispered.


    “Come on,” Cary said, pressing ahead of Alex, propelled by the exhilaration of having escaped the physical confines of their cabin, and with it, the other guys and the increasingly oppressive norms of camp society. Transgression. That was the word that came to Cary’s mind. He shivered and, having reached the edge of the water, looked up. “Holy shit, there’s one.”


    Every twenty seconds or so, a meteor streaked across the inky sky. He’d never seen anything like it.


    Alex, head tilted back, said, “I wish there were a way to get to an open field or something, to see the whole sky.”


    It was true. They were on the shore, and the tree line obscured a fair portion of the sky. An idea hit him. Why the hell not? He was feeling brave. “Maybe there is.” He stripped off his shirt and started walking toward the water.


    “What are you doing?”


    “It’s a warm night.” Before he could lose his nerve, he waded into the shallows, then kept going until he was submerged up to his waist. He didn’t look back to see if Alex was following, just started swimming toward the floating dock thirty feet out in the lake. He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the gentle sluicing of the water behind him signaling that Alex had gotten into the water, too. Knowing that he wasn’t making himself completely ridiculous emboldened him, and he slowed down so Alex could catch up.


    “This is kind of ridiculous,” Alex said, using the very word Cary had just been thinking as he breast stroked up and then started treading water next to Cary, who couldn’t help barking a delighted laugh. It felt like Alex could see inside his head, like maybe this weird, magical night had changed the laws of physics so that everything was inside out. Maybe when he’d taken his shirt off, he’d bared not his body, or not only his body, but made something else visible, too, something deeper.


    “Hey,” Cary said, propelling himself through the water again, “your wish is my command. The view is going to be great from here.” When they reached the dock, he found the algae-slimed ladder with his feet and hoisted himself up, shivering as the air, which was cooler than the water, hit his skin. He moved aside to leave room for Alex to come up and lay down on his back. “Whoa. You’re going to thank me when you see this.”


    From Cary’s vantage point, Alex looked like a sea god as he hoisted himself up on the ladder and stood above Cary, water raining down from a wet body painted silver by the light of the half moon. He paused for a moment, then came to lie next to Cary, leaving only inches between them. It was hard for Cary to make himself look away. But there was a sky full of shooting stars above them. They watched the celestial show for a few moments.


    “You’re supposed to wish on falling stars,” Alex said, his voice raspy as it punctured the silence. “But it seems kind of pointless in this context, doesn’t it?” He gestured upward.


    “Pointless how?” Cary asked.


    “Well, I think the idea is that a falling star is such a rare thing that when you do see one, you get to make a wish on it. Like a four-leaf clover. You don’t come across shooting stars or four-leaf clovers every day.”


    Cary didn’t like the idea of wishes not counting on a night like this, when the sky seemed like it was literally erupting with possibility. “I don’t know. You could also look at it like this: Shooting stars are rare. So it’s even rarer to see hundreds of them in the same night. Maybe that just, like, magnifies the power of your wish.” God. He was an idiot. He turned his head to look at Alex, whom he could just make out in the blackness. “That sounded less lame in my head,” he said, hoping to save himself with self-deprecation.


    Alex turned his head, too. “Not lame.” After a momentary pause, he rolled all the way onto his side. “What would you wish for?”


    Their faces were inches apart, and Cary was seized with the wild idea that instead of answering, he could show Alex what he wished for. It would be so easy.


    Cary had kissed girls before. Two of them, to be precise. Because that was what you did when you, for example, asked a girl to the ninth-grade formal. You picked her up and gave her a corsage. You listened to her parents issue warnings about curfews that were laced with unspoken warnings that were unnecessary in your case—their daughter was safer with you than anyone knew. Then you brought her home and kissed her on her porch.


    And then when she started getting ideas the next week in school, that you were her boyfriend, you broke up with her.


    It was easy. Like being in a play. You performed your role, and when the run was over, you put away your costume and went back to being your real self. Or if not your real self, you went back to playing a more familiar role.


    This was not like that. If he kissed Alex, he had no idea what the morning would bring. It wasn’t like he could avoid him—they were bunk-mates, for God’s sake. Never mind that they were surrounded by semi-hostile guys who didn’t need to know Cary’s business and certainly didn’t need any more ammo when it came to Alex.


    Cary’s lungs had stopped working. He couldn’t get a full breath in. But somehow, he knew that the only way to ease the pressure on his chest was, paradoxically, to just do it, all the reasons he shouldn’t be damned. “I would wish for this,” he whispered, and then he did it.


    And as cliché at it was, suddenly those stars in the sky were nothing. The universe could throw its most spectacular show at them, and it was nothing. Because he was kissing Alex Evangelista, and Alex Evangelista was kissing him back.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Fucking charades.


    Alexander had gotten pretty good at rich-people pursuits. He had developed a decent game of golf, as stupid as he found the game, and he could hold his own in a tennis match. If you wanted to run in moneyed circles, you had to play their games—literally.


    Somebody needed to tell Don Liu that charades was not a rich-person game.


    Alexander glanced around at the assembly. The Lius had invited representatives from all four firms that were competing for their business up to King City for a “games day.” Alexander had assumed that was going to mean croquet and martinis, but, no. Apparently it meant trying to get Marcy Halloran, the CEO of Evergreen Capital, to guess that the ridiculous movements he was making with his hands were meant to signify Farrah Fawcett’s hair and not the royal wave.


    “A day of friendly competition,” Mr. Liu had called it. Well, friendly or not, Alexander hated losing. Marcy was a business genius, but when it came to charades, she was nothing but dead weight.


    The timer went off, and before he could tell her what he’d been acting out, Cary said, “Charlie’s Angels, right?”


    “Right,” Alexander confirmed. Cary got all his clues. Why couldn’t his actual partner?


    “Oh, of course!” Marcy said. “I’m so bad at this!”


    The play moved to Cary and Linda, Don’s daughter. Alexander reminded himself of his goal for the day. When he did “social” stuff like this with colleagues, clients, or potential clients, he always set small goals for himself. Today’s had been to meet and get a sense of Linda Liu, who was one of the VPs in her father’s empire, and, from the looks of things, a trusted deputy. It was clear that her father respected her, and he would probably take her advice into consideration when it came to deciding where to put their money.


    Cary was acting out a five-word clue. Unlike Alexander, he seemed completely at ease playing this ridiculous, undignified game. But that had always been Cary, hadn’t it? He was at home in any situation, no matter how fancy or lowbrow.


    “Ring!” Linda shouted when Cary used one finger to approximate a band around the other. “The fifth word is ring.”


    The Lord of the Rings.


    Just like Cary knew his clue, Alexander knew Cary’s. They had traded the books in that series back and forth that last summer at camp and had spent many a morning talking about the world of Tolkien.


    Cary was trying to act out the word “Lord” by holding his arms out like he was Jesus on the cross. Alexander snorted before he could stop himself, drawing Cary’s attention. Cary responded by lolling his head back and sticking out his tongue. Alexander outright laughed this time. He couldn’t help it—Cary was hamming it up, and the clue was so obvious. He hoped the Lius weren’t devout Christians.


    Cary had moved on to making the Catholic sign of the cross when the timer ran out. Linda and Marcy looked bewildered, and Cary gestured to Alexander, who said, “Lord of the Rings.”


    Linda nodded, still looking a bit confused. “I never saw that.”


    “It’s a series of books,” Alexander and Cary said at the same time.


    “Well, it’s a movie, too,” said Aaron Nelson, the head of private wealth at First Canadian.


    “Shall we move on to something else?” Linda asked.


    “Yes!” Again, he and Cary spoke simultaneously. Alexander raised his eyebrows and turned to his nemesis, who responded with a quick wink. That wink made him angry. If Cary thought they were in some kind of secret cahoots, he was dead wrong. He schooled his face. He was done laughing at Cary’s jokes, no matter how stupidly funny they were.


    “How about Cranium?” Linda said, pulling out a board game and setting it up without waiting for any of her guests to agree.


    “We love Cranium,” Mr. Liu said. “Shall we shuffle the teams?”


    Given today’s goal, Alexander was about to suggest that he and Linda team up, but Marcy said, “Linda, let’s join forces, show these guys how it’s done.”


    “Yes!” Linda agreed. “Woman power!”


    Liu moved over to sit by Aaron.


    And Cary—damn him—moved over to sit next to Alexander.


    …


    They were killing it.


    Cary had never played Cranium before. It was kind of a hybrid trivia-Pictionary-charades thing, along with some clay so you could sculpt clues for your partner to try to guess.


    Alex got every single trivia question put to him right. Cary knew many of them, but he didn’t even try to answer, just let Alex keep answering. It was likely unwise. He should probably be demonstrating that he was smart. But, really, was knowing what was the first music video ever played on MTV going to make a difference in whether he got the Liu account? And watching Alex just…know everything was, he had to admit, totally hot. There was something about the other man’s utter competence that was addicting.


    And any time one of them had to draw or sculpt a clue, the other came up with the answer in seconds. They were so in tune, it was like they had ESP or something.


    Their only downfall was the stupid “Sensosketch” cards, where the person doing the drawing had to do it with his eyes closed. That turned out to be not their forte, so much so that after a series of missed clues in that category, the next time Alex drew one, he stood up, took off the linen suit coat he’d been wearing, and cracked his knuckles before sitting back down and looking at the card.


    “They’re terrible at these!” Linda said, elbowing Alex. He didn’t notice because he was so fixated on thinking about his strategy, but Cary did. Was it his imagination, or was Linda kind of…overly charmed by Alex? Not that he blamed her. The man’s single-minded concentration was compelling. It was easy to fall into the trap of imagining that single-minded concentration directed…elsewhere.


    “You ready?” Alex asked, and when Cary nodded, Alex put on his blindfold.


    “Uh….spoon?” Cary guessed, trying to make sense of the drawing emerging. “No. Ladle. No! Um…” Alex was stabbing the top of the paper vehemently with his pencil. “Top?”


    Alex kept shaking his head but also making those jerky moments to the top of the paper.


    “Not top?” Cary asked, puzzled. “Bottom?”


    As soon as it was out of his mouth, he cracked up, and Alex swallowed a guffaw. It was weird to see Alex trying to suppress laughter. Cary was overcome with the need to make him actually laugh. Out loud. He’d done so while they were playing charades, and he wanted to do it again. He looked around the room, and no one else seemed to be catching the gay double entendre of his answers. “Well, you are wearing a blindfold,” he said, injecting his voice with studied innocence. “Are you sure it’s not ‘bottom?’”


    Cary wanted to pump his fist in victory when Alex threw back his head and laughed unreservedly. The timer went off. Alex pulled off his blindfold and shook his head at Cary, but he was still smiling. “It was slam dunk.”


    Cary made a face and tilted his head to look at the drawing again. “Oh, so the ladle is actually a basketball hoop.” He glanced at Alex. God damn, the man was criminally attractive when he laughed. “I was so sure it was top,” he added. He shouldn’t have said it—shouldn’t have poked the beast—but he couldn’t help it.


    Alex stopped laughing immediately, and something sparked in his eyes as he whipped his gaze to Cary’s, something hot and possessive that made Cary shiver. Then he licked his lips a little, and Cary was a goner. He had to pull the game box onto his lap to hide his arousal. He began cleaning up the pieces.


    “Am I missing something?” Linda said, her brow furrowed.


    “No,” said Alex, the heat draining from his expression as he turned to Linda. Cary felt the chill settle around them. It was just like when he’d seen Alex at social events all these years—there was an iciness emanating from him that he seemed to be able to switch on at will, like a force field. Cary wanted to turn it off, to get back the smiling, laughing Alex—or, if he was being honest with himself, he wanted to get back the predator who could give him a boner with merely a look. He wanted it more than anything.


    But, no, that wasn’t right. What he wanted more than anything was to win the Lius’ business. The fact that he had to stop and remind himself why he was here was not good. Not good at all.


    “You’re not missing anything,” Alex said to Linda, replacing his previous, genuine smile with a more calculated one. “Have we had about enough of this game? Let’s move onto something else where you and I can be partners. I haven’t had the pleasure yet, but I’d like to.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Alexander awoke to pounding on his door. That was, generally, not a thing that happened, given that he lived in a penthouse with a dedicated elevator. His first thought was that something had happened to his mom. But he’d spoken to her before bed, and she’d been fine. He worried about his mom out of proportion, he knew. It’s just that it had always been them against the world.


    He glanced at the bed. It was empty. David had been over, and the last thing Alex remembered was parting ways with his non-boyfriend in the den around ten o’clock. David had settled in to watch a basketball game, but Alexander had begged off. He hadn’t been able to shake the image of Cary from earlier in the day, looking at him with those damned baby blues and saying, with faux-innocence, ‘I was so sure it was top.’” Alexander had been sporting a half woody since leaving the Lius’ house, and for some damned reason, he hadn’t wanted David to touch him. So he’d just taken himself and his poor dick to bed.


    The pounding continued. Alexander sighed and pulled on a pair of underwear. David had probably run out for a smoke, which he sometimes did when he thought he wouldn’t get caught. Alexander abhorred smoking. He didn’t even allow it on his balconies. So David pretended he didn’t do it, and Alexander pretended he didn’t know that David sometimes pilfered his key, disappeared for a while, and then made a beeline for the bathroom to brush his teeth when he got back.


    But the secret smoking wasn’t enough? David had to lose his goddamned key now, too?


    Staggering toward the door and blinking against the lights he turned on as he went, he paused to stick his head into the kitchen to check the time on the microwave’s display. It was only midnight, but it felt much later. He’d been dead asleep.


    The pounding continued.


    “All right!” he snapped. “Give me a second.” He’d had about enough of this shit. David wasn’t his boyfriend, so Alexander hadn’t presumed to try to control his behavior, but enough with the smoking. It was disgusting, and it showed a lack of self-control.


    Ready to make his thoughts on the matter known, he swung open the door.


    And was blindsided by Cary Bell, leaning against the wall in the small vestibule between Alexander’s elevator and his front door in jeans and a black leather jacket, looking like fucking James Dean paying a house call.


    They stared at each other for several seconds, before Cary pushed off the wall and came to stand at his full height, which put him exactly eye to eye with Alexander. After another few moments of silence, Alexander’s dick stirred, which made him angry as hell.


    They both spoke at the same time, Alexander saying, “How did you get up here?” and Cary saying, “I came to apologize.”


    The simultaneous attempt at speaking sent them both back into silence. But it wasn’t truly silence. Alexander could hear his blood pounding and Cary’s rapid breathing. Apologize? That was the last thing in the world Alexander had expected, and it had him reeling. A glance at the other man’s heaving chest confirmed that he was as unsettled as Alexander. He lifted his eyes to Cary’s face, only to find that his midnight visitor was checking him out, and not very subtly. Alexander, who was wearing only his underwear, straightened his spine. He might have been scrawnier than Cary the athlete back at camp, but he’d bet next quarter’s returns that with his disciplined jujitsu and lifting routine of the past two decades, he’d caught up.


    He watched Cary’s eyes slide over his boxers. There was no mistaking what was going on there because the partial erection he’d been battling since he’d left Cary at Liu’s house had escalated to the full meal deal. He was tempted to say that Cary had woken him up, but he bit his tongue. He didn’t need an excuse. He was allowed to have a boner in his own house, for fuck’s sake.


    Slowly, so slowly, his gaze feeling so much like a physical caress that the skin on Alexander’s chest started to prickle, Cary raised his eyes to meet Alexander’s. Alexander had been expecting one of his nemesis’s trademark smirks, raised eyebrows that suggested bemusement, since that seemed to be Cary’s attitude toward everything. He expected him to somehow twist the apology into a prank. But no. All he saw in those eyes was heat. Those blue-gray irises were usually the epitome of cool. But not now. No, right now they were nearly subsumed by dilated pupils the color of night.


    Alexander tried to think what came next, but his brain was full of tar, even as his limbs were on high alert and his senses heightened.


    Cary shook his head, as if to clear it. It had the effect of wiping that dazed expression off his face. Alexander could swear he saw the heat leaving Cary’s expression. One corner of his visitor’s mouth turned up. No. He didn’t want that fucking holier-than-thou, punk-ass smirk. Not here. Not while he was standing in the doorway of his condo in his underwear, harder than steel.


    Cary unzipped his leather jacket, revealing a worn white T-shirt. Alexander had forgotten how well Cary did casual. Then Cary shoved his hands in his jean pockets, perfecting his Rebel Without a Cause look. Alexander lifted his gaze back up to Cary’s face. The proto-smirk was a little more advanced, as if it were emerging in slow motion. Again, the thought that filled his head was, simply, no.


    He grabbed the jacket, the slide of the old, soft leather over his fingers torture for his over-tuned senses. He wasn’t sure if relief lay in feeling less or feeling more. But he didn’t care, because his only mission was to stop that fucking smirk in its tracks.


    So he yanked, hard, crashing his mouth down on Cary’s and swallowing his visitor’s gasp of shock. The last time they’d kissed had been a surprise, too, but this time he was in the driver’s seat.


    Maybe. He’d intended to be, anyway, but when Cary didn’t pull away, didn’t even hesitate as he opened his mouth under Alexander’s onslaught, Alexander was no longer so sure. Because if you were in the driver’s seat, that meant you should be able to stop at will, right? There should be a goddamned brake pedal associated with the driver’s seat. Even if you didn’t plan to use it, you should be able to.


    The awful truth was that he couldn’t stop. He let go of the jacket and palmed Cary’s face, angling Cary’s head back and plunging his tongue into the hot velvet of his mouth. It was just like the last time—the first time. He couldn’t get enough. But also not like last time because now they were men. Cary took everything Alexander could dish out, his lips hungrily pressing against Alexander’s, and his tongue meeting every lick, every thrust.


    Hands still on Cary’s face, Alexander pushed his head back even farther, deepening the angle so he could sweep his tongue even more intimately into Cary’s mouth. He was rewarded with a ragged moan as Cary sagged against his chest. The drag of leather against his bare chest turned the fire inside him into an inferno. Not wanting to stop touching Cary’s face entirely, he wrapped one arm around him, hoisted him up, and propelled him backward until his back hit the wall just outside the door of Alexander’s condo. When Cary slid his hands across Alexander’s bare chest and on around so they were chest to chest, their bodies flush, Alexander lost his mind. He slammed his hips against Cary’s. They were so perfectly matched in height and proportions that this put his cock, covered only in the thin cotton of his boxers, directly in line with Cary’s, which was straining against its thick denim constraints.


    Cary let go of Alexander, and Alexander growled before he realized it was only because Cary needed his hands to undo the buttons of his fly. So he seized the moment to press his mouth to Cary’s neck. There it was still, that combination of mint and coffee. How could a guy smelling like Starbucks and Doublemint gum be so fucking irresistible? And then Cary was back, grabbing Alexander’s hand and shoving it into his crotch. Alexander didn’t need any encouragement because nothing else mattered. Nothing mattered except that this never, never stop.


    “Ahem.”


    Cary’s head shot up. He had nowhere to go, Alexander having backed him up against the wall and caged him in, but the recoil was unmistakable. He was looking at something over Alexander’s shoulder.


    Confused, Alexander turned. Correction: he was looking at someone over Alexander’s shoulder. “Fuck,” Alexander muttered under his breath.


    “Indeed,” said David. “By all means, though, don’t let me stop you.”


    There was nothing to say. Well, there was nothing to say that could be said while he was standing outside his front door going at it with a guy who looked like an extra from Grease. In the last few minutes, he’d managed to totally forget about David, who, it turned out, had not run out for a clandestine smoke.


    David ran a hand through his tousled hair. “I fell asleep on the sofa in the den.”


    Alexander cleared his throat and stepped away from Cary. “Uh, Cary Bell, this is David Tinsdale.” As he came back to himself—as he came back to his fucking senses now that Cary’s mouth was a safe distance away—he realized that having had their little grope-fest interrupted by a sleepy-looking model was not the worst thing in the world. Because where would it have ended otherwise? Nowhere good.


    Cary had gone pale. “I should go.” He turned toward the elevator but stumbled a bit. Without even thinking about it, Alexander reached out to stabilize him, but Cary pulled away like Alexander had burned him. Cary pounded the elevator call button, and the doors opened right away—one of the perks of having your own elevator. He got in and looked at Alexander, his eyes impossible to read. They weren’t their usual cool pools of amusement, but all the heat that had flooded them earlier was gone, too. They were blank, really, to match a face that was utterly expressionless. They stayed latched on Alexander’s until the elevator door shut between them. It didn’t seem possible that such an inferno should end so unceremoniously.


    Behind him, David said, “I should go, too.” He said it with conviction, which Alexander respected. He wasn’t asking a question; he was making a statement.


    “I’m sorry,” Alexander said. “You probably should.” He sighed. “Not because of that guy, though.” David raised his eyebrows. “I just…don’t like things to get too…”


    “Yeah,” said David. “I know.” He walked back into the condo, and Alexander followed. “I tried to be cool with that. I was cool with that. And maybe I’m having a fucking quarter-life crisis because of the career stuff or something, but the truth is, I want more. And I don’t think I should have to settle.”


    “You shouldn’t. I’m sorry,” Alexander said again. Objectively speaking, David was stunning. Ripped, slightly tanned, and in possession of sharp cheekbones and perfectly symmetrical features, he was a Greek god come to life. But Alexander felt nothing. It was like looking at a marble statue of a Greek god rather than a flesh and blood version. Alexander’s eyes were probably as empty as Cary’s had been just now.


    “Can I just say one thing?” David asked.


    “Of course.”


    His soon-to-be-ex non-boyfriend hoisted his bag on his shoulder. “You could be really great if you’d just let yourself.”


    I am great, he wanted to protest. He had everything he could possibly want. He was at the top of his game.


    “You could be happy if you let yourself,” David added, laying his hand on Alexander’s cheek for a moment before pulling away.


    That was too far. Who was David to say what would make Alexander happy? He was happy. “That’s two things,” he said.


    David just smiled. “Well, here’s a third thing. You never kissed me like that.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Camp Blue Lake


    Alex had waited as long as he could for Cary to come back from his run before setting out for the dining hall. He could only dawdle outside their cabin for so long before he had to stop being so pathetic and hit the road for his shift. Scrambled eggs for two-hundred hungry boys and assorted counselors wasn’t going to make itself.


    And, more to the point, if Cary didn’t want to talk to him, there was nothing Alex could do about it.


    Everything in him resisted that conclusion, though. Two nights ago on the lake, everything had been so…perfect. He struggled to understand how two people could be so intimate and then, the next day…nothing. When they had finally pulled away from one another, from their heated kissing, it had been as if by mutual, silent assent. Alex knew they couldn’t just have sex on the floating raft on Blue Lake, as much as part of him might have wanted to. He was the nerd, the scholar. He’d paid attention in sex ed. They didn’t have condoms, and besides, he knew he wasn’t ready. So although he’d rolled onto his back with a killer boner tenting his shorts, he’d never been happier. Except maybe a second later when Cary had followed him, not to continue to the kiss, merely to roll onto his side and rest his head on Alex’s chest. Alex hadn’t known such flat-out exhilaration was possible in this world. It was dark enough that Cary couldn’t see him grinning up at the lightshow above them, couldn’t see how his arms shook as they snaked around Cary as he snuggled even closer to Alex.


    But Cary, with his head directly on Alex’s bare chest, could, no doubt, feel the out-of-control pounding of Alex’s heart.


    But he didn’t care. He wanted Cary to know that his foolish heart beat for him.


    Still. It wasn’t like he was so naive he thought they would spend the rest of camp holding hands and making googly eyes at each other.


    But he had sort of thought, as they walked through the woods back to the cabins, that things had definitively changed between them. That if Cary’s heart contained even a fraction of the happiness and relief and lust and everything that Alex’s did, the rest of the summer would make all the bullshit of Alex’s years at camp more than worth it.


    When Cary hadn’t gone running that next morning, Alex had been disappointed, but he’d chalked it up to exhaustion. They’d gotten back to the cabin at three a.m., and Cary usually rose at five for his runs. Alex didn’t have any choice—he had to drag his tired ass into work—but Cary could probably skip a run without it having a big impact on his training. He hadn’t seen Cary the rest of the day, but he tried not to obsess about it. They often went a whole day without seeing each other, especially on days when their programming class didn’t meet.


    But today. The second morning. Cary had gotten up at his usual time. Alex had heard him. Had lifted his head, tuning his ears to the sound of Cary dressing in the dark, straining to make it out against the deep breathing and light snoring of the other guys. What had he been waiting for? Surely nothing so overt as a hand on his shoulder. But some kind of acknowledgment. A look, maybe. Something that said, “We have a connection.”


    But Cary hadn’t looked. Hadn’t given any sign that he sensed Alex’s presence at all.


    And now he wasn’t here.


    He shoved aside the unease. He knew shit all about relationships, but he was pretty sure that being clingy and insecure was not the way to a guy’s heart. He could be cool. Except something in his heart resisted. No. I can’t be cool. That was the whole fucking problem. He never could be, and this thing with Cary was not likely to be the event that started him down the path to cool.


    He was forced to set aside his angst-ing, though, when he got to the dining hall. He was fifteen minutes late, and Jasper was in a tizzy. The other morning workers shot him dirty looks as he put on an apron. He didn’t blame them. Jasper’s kitchen was a well-oiled machine. Lots of things depended on other things, and everyone had a job. If you weren’t there to do yours, it had a domino effect. So he grabbed a bowl and set himself to cracking eggs. The repetition was almost meditative. He must have cracked twenty-dozen eggs, passing bowls of a dozen of them at a time on down the line, when Jasper interrupted. Feeling calmer than he had all morning, he set about following Jasper’s order to shuttle vats of jelly and butter out to the self-service toasters that sat on a station in the middle of the dining room.


    A bunch of guys were lined up there—there was always more demand for toast than toasters to meet it. Alex was shielded by the line at one toaster when he heard some guys milling around the other one talking.


    “Up early canoodling with Kitchen Boy this morning, Bell?” Alex recognized the voice as that preppy jerk Brooks


    “Uh, nope, just a long run as usual,” Cary said. “Canoodling’s not really my thing.”


    Alex’s mind flashed back to the way Cary had rolled over and curled into his chest on the dock.


    “So when the two of you left in the middle of the night two nights ago, you’re saying there was no canoodling involved?” said another voice.


    “Yeah,” Brooks sneered. “I’m pretty sure that in addition to being a huge nerd and a sad-ass charity case, Cinderella Boy is a big fucking fag. You’d better be careful, Bell, or it will wear off on you, if it hasn’t already.”


    Alex couldn’t hear what Cary was saying. All he could hear was his own heartbeat like thunder. He tried to slow his breathing. Cary had never thrown him under the bus before. To the contrary, Cary was usually the one telling Brooks and his henchmen to knock it off when they got all up in Alex’s face. Because whatever else was or was not going on between them, Cary was a good guy.


    But no one had ever called him a fag before. They picked on him for lots of things, but so far, he’d thought he’d been successful in hiding his sexuality.


    “Can you imagine?” said another sneering voice. “What if all this time we’ve been sharing a cabin with a couple of fags?”


    Then one of the Neanderthals started up with the chant, “Cary and Kitchen Boy sitting in a tree…”


    “Which one of you takes it in the ass?” Brooks said through laughter. “My money’s on Kitchen Boy, but hell, maybe you’ll surprise us, Bell.”


    Enough. Alex’s face burned, but his stock couldn’t possibly fall any lower at this camp and he wasn’t about to stand by and let those jerks turn on Cary. Alex knew what it was like to be an outcast. Whatever else happened, he didn’t want that for Cary.


    So he pushed through the line of guys acting as a de facto border between him and Brooks and his crew. “Shut up, assholes.”


    The assholes in question turned as one. Cary turned. As soon as he met Alex’s eyes—the first time they’d looked directly at each other since two nights ago—Alex knew he had made a mistake.


    But there was no taking it back. There he was, holding a vat of butter and a vat of strawberry jelly, his future at this godforsaken camp—no, his future in life—hanging in the balance.


    “What about it?” Brooks taunted Cary. “Maybe you can use some of that butter to grease up Kitchen Boy’s dick before he fucks your ass?”


    Tears prickled behind Alex’s eyelids, but damned if he would let them see him cry. He was no prude, but hearing Brooks speak so crudely shocked him. The worst thing was that Brooks and his henchmen had taken something beautiful, a night of a thousand falling stars where anything was possible, and made it seem tawdry, crude.


    No, the worst thing was what happened next.


    Cary looked at him and said, “I think maybe you have me confused with someone else, Brooks. Kitchen Boy and I hardly know each other.”


    Alex should have known it was the wrong thing to do, but he took a step toward Cary, extending a hand as if to remind him, “Yes, we do know each other.” As if a failure of memory was the only thing that had prompted those cruel words.


    Cary reared back in an exaggerated fashion and raised his hands as if protecting himself. “Dude, I know you have a big gay crush on me, but back the fuck off.” When the other boys started laughing, Cary joined them.


    Alex blinked. He was afraid for a moment that he wouldn’t be able to stop the tears. But then they just…went away. Dried up. Everything in him dried up, in fact. All the suppleness, all the resilience that had gotten him this far being the poor, nerdy, queer kid just hardened up like clay in a kiln. In the space of a breath, he became brittle.


    But it was better than crying. He could work with brittle. Brittle could get things done. Brittle could propel his legs forward in space. He could see now, with stunning clarity, that brittle was a way to be in the world. Maybe brittle had been what was missing.


    So he did the only thing he could do, which was to calmly set down the butter and jelly, take off his apron, and walk out of the dining hall. He didn’t look at Cary, and he didn’t look back.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Alexander hadn’t realized how much David used to text him until he stopped. His personal phone, which was lying on his desk as he worked late into the evening, had been utterly silent for four days.


    He thought of calling David. Part of him wanted to call.


    Well, that wasn’t it so much as part of him wanted to get laid. He’d always tried to walk the fine line between “random hook ups” and “boyfriends” territory with the men in his life. He had no philosophical objection to Grindr, but he liked to be comfortable and in control of a situation. He didn’t want strangers in his condo, but he also didn’t have time to run all over town playing games.


    But he also most decidedly didn’t want a boyfriend. His friend Barbara, a Dominion board member who’d elbowed her way into his personal life, was always trying to psychoanalyze him on the topic, sure that there had been some traumatic event in his past that had hardened his heart. One day, he’d stop deflecting and tell her the truth: there had been. But although such a confession might get Barbara off his back, it would also open a whole new line of questioning. Barbara was like a dog with a bone when she wanted something. The tough-as-nails society-wife-turned-lawyer never took no for an answer, which was what made her an excellent board member. She would fall into hysterics over the prospect that he was closing himself off to the possibility of love, resigning himself to a lifetime alone.


    What he would never be able to make her understand was that he wanted it that way. Yes there had been a traumatic inciting event—that day in the dining hall at camp. Yes, it had been awful in the moment. But he was actually glad it had happened. It had made him who he was, and he liked who he was. He had conquered the world because of the brittleness he’d embraced that day. That he was incapable of giving his heart to a man was a side effect, but not one that bothered him in the least.


    But damn, he was horny. And he blamed Cary Bell. That searing kiss in the hallway the other night had kept him up the rest of the fucking night, and he was still thinking about it.


    Still, he couldn’t call David. Even if Alexander was incapable of romantic feelings, of crushes, he understood, intellectually, that these things existed in the world for most people. And he liked David. David deserved to get what he wanted, not to be led on.


    Sighing, he grabbed his phone and opened Grindr. Ruthless, he tapped on and then rejected half a dozen profiles that had initially looked promising. Maybe he was a snob, but he had standards. He wanted a professional. He wanted someone athletic. He wanted someone with blue-gray eyes.


    What the fuck?


    Where had that come from? Who the hell cared about eye color?


    Disgusted with himself, he dropped the phone on his desk.


    Then it rang, startling the hell out of him.


    He harbored a momentary, irrational thought that it was Cary, but that was impossible. Very few people had his personal number, and Cary was most decidedly not one of them.


    He clamored to pick up the phone and see the display. Johan.


    Right. He closed his eyes for a moment and thought back to that moment at camp. That moment before he’d become brittle, when he could still feel everything. When things like love and betrayal still had meaning.


    He answered the call. “Johan?”


    “Mr. Evangelista, good evening. I’ve got something on your man.”


    He’s not my man, Alexander wanted to protest.


    “It’s probably not what you were thinking of,” Johan went on. “It’s more of an HR issue. That’s why it took me so long to get back to you. I dug deep, and I honestly couldn’t find any evidence of financial impropriety. Nowhere. Rosemann Investments is squeaky clean in that sense.”


    Because Cary Bell is a good guy, a part of him said. He quashed that part.


    “I don’t know what your…aim is,” Johan said. “But I thought this might be useful.”


    Alexander’s aim was to bring Cary Bell to his knees and win the Liu account. So he steeled himself. Sure, he’d fantasized about insider trading or something similarly juicy, but he would take what he could get. “Let’s have it.”


    “Sexual harassment.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Settled out of court, but only on the eve of a trial, with a gag rule. But there was a case brought against him by an employee—a male employee. My sources are saying the plaintiff alleged that Bell propositioned him and wouldn’t take no for an answer, and that those propositions escalated until the plaintiff was forced to take a stress leave.”


    It wasn’t true. Cary wasn’t the type. But it didn’t really matter if it was true, did it? “Any idea who the accuser was?”


    “Nope. The judge granted him the anonymity routinely given to victims of sexual assault.”


    “And that was it on Bell? Nothing else?”


    “Nada.”


    Alexander walked over to his window, which looked south, out across the very southern part of downtown and further over Lake Ontario. “This would be a matter of public record, then, would it not? The case, if not the identity of the accuser?”


    “Yep. It doesn’t seem that your man has a high enough profile that the media got interested—it was just your garden variety sexual harassment case. But sure, it would be in the court’s records.”


    “Could you get a copy of whatever is publicly available?”


    “Sure thing.”


    Alexander hesitated. And in the space of his indecision a phrase floated into his brain.


    Kitchen Boy and I hardly know each other.


    Alexander cleared his throat. “And could you see that whatever you find gets sent—on the down low—to the office of a man named Don Liu?”


    There was a beat of silence on the line. Alexander knew Johan’s MO was that he dug up the info his clients wanted, and that was it. What they did with it was up to them. Even though he spent much of his time mucking about in the underworld, he had a code of sorts. He would find the info, but he wouldn’t act on it. But the bank had given Johan a shit ton of business in the last few years. So Alexander let the silence extend a little longer.


    “I could,” said Johan, and Alexander breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Liu has recently moved—”


    “I know where to find Liu,” Johan interrupted.


    Of course he did. Johan knew everyone. Normally, Alexander hated being interrupted, but he allowed it because he knew he’d asked Johan for something way out of his comfort zone, and clearly the guy wanted off the phone.


    “Thanks, Johan. Send your invoice to my home address.”


    After he disconnected the call, Alexander was confronted by the still-open but useless Grindr app on his phone.


    “Fuck!” he whispered into his empty office.


    Then he laughed, bitterly. Because he couldn’t fuck. That was his problem. Cary Bell had somehow seen to that, hadn’t he?


    So he said it again, louder this time, because why not? He sure as hell wasn’t doing it.


    “Fuck.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Party time. As Cary stood on Don Liu’s porch Saturday afternoon, he rotated his head around like a boxer preparing for a fight. After several meetings and that surreal Cranium experience, he was still in the game. Liu had eliminated First Canadian, informing Cary, Alex, and Marcy that they were still in the running and inviting them to a party at his house.


    Cary accepted a glass of wine from a server who greeted him at the threshold of a great room filled with guests in cocktail attire. He scanned the room looking for one guest in particular. There was no point in even trying to be subtle about it, was there, given how fervently they’d been attempting to suck each other’s faces off exactly a week ago today?


    Cary didn’t know whether he should still try to apologize for camp. Maybe going over to Alex’s in the first place had been a mistake. Ruthless people didn’t apologize. Successful people didn’t apologize. His uncle sure as hell never had. He’d be laughing at him right now for even considering it. You didn’t start a company and will it into life by being soft. He knew that, but after their joking games day—after the way Alex had turned so coldly away from him that day—Cary hadn’t been able to stop thinking about doing what Marcus had suggested and trying to make amends.


    But if he’d been worried that he’d made Alex feel bad all those years ago, possibly even broken his heart, clearly he needn’t have, what with the appearance of the sleepy, disheveled model who had obviously been in Alex’s bed even as Cary had been about to blow a load in his pants merely from kissing Alex. It would have been totally humiliating if it hadn’t been so clear that Alex, model boyfriend aside, had been as into it as Cary had. At least in the heat of the moment.


    The problem was the heat of the moment was by definition transitory. Not real. In real life, a person had to work and go to parties and generally comport oneself as if one was entirely in control of one’s emotional life and in possession of sound judgment.


    “You never answered my question.”


    Case in point. That voice, from behind, low in his ear, was a jolt to his system. It reminded him, paradoxically, of how much they had not talked last time, of hands and mouths and bodies moving silently, purposefully, with no need for language.


    “And what question would that be?” he parried, without turning around.


    Alex came around to face him, and though it should have been impossible, he was even more gorgeous in his signature slim, perfectly tailored suit than he had been in his underwear. “How did you get up to my condo last Saturday night?”


    “I have my ways.” That sounded better than the truth, which was that there had been no one at the concierge station and what looked like a fob for the elevator lying on the empty desk, so Cary had impulsively conducted a little petty crime. And that he hadn’t expected it to work—that he’d been as surprised as Alex when Alex’s condo door had swung open and put them face to face.


    “How did you even know where I lived?”


    “My friend Dax Harris used to have a place in your building.” Dax had sold his condo a few months ago, and he and his girlfriend Amy split their time between Dax’s house on the Toronto Island and Amy’s condo on the mainland.


    “The software guy?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Nice guy.”


    Hearing Alex call someone “nice” was strange. The grown-up Alex didn’t seem like the kind of guy who registered such a bland emotion. “Yeah, I’ve only recently met him, but…” Wait. Was he having a normal conversation with Alex Evangelista about something as mundane as a mutual acquaintance? Weren’t they in a war or…something?


    “I suppose you know him through your cousin. Don’t their companies both have offices in the Lakefront Centre?”


    Cary nodded, wary. “Yeah, I’m there, too.” He braced himself for something. An explosion, maybe, or at least a sneer. Surely bringing up the topic of his office would remind Alex of how much he hated Cary.


    “Ah, if it isn’t my two leading contenders.” Don Liu clasped Cary on the back and then shook hands with both men.


    “What happened to Evergreen Capital?” Alex asked the question that had immediately come to Cary’s mind when Liu called them the leading contenders. Cary had known that First Canadian was out of the running, but this was the first he’d heard about Evergreen.


    “I’ve further winnowed the list,” said Mr. Liu, leading them farther into the crowded room. “You’re the last men standing.”


    Cary glanced at Alex, but the pronouncement seemed to have no effect on him.


    “You mentioned that you two go way back,” Mr. Liu said, “but I don’t think you ever said how you knew each other.”


    “We went to summer camp together as kids,” Alex said without hesitating.


    There’s also the part where we made out in his hallway last week.


    Mr. Liu laughed. “Well, that wasn’t what I expected. Outdoorsmen, are you?”


    “Not anymore,” Alex said.


    “Not enough time, I suppose,” Mr. Liu said.


    “It’s more that I lost my taste for it,” Alex said, talking to Liu but looking at Cary. He didn’t seem as angry as Cary would have expected. Was it possible that their insane make-out session had smoothed things over?


    Alex’s look turned into an icy glare.


    Apparently not. No smoothing going on there. Alex’s apparent civility earlier had probably just been an act, a strategy. Like at the gala, when Alex had arranged it so they were seated next to each other. Should Cary try to apologize again? Finish what he’d started?


    The truth was he did want to finish what they’d started, and he wasn’t talking about the apology.


    “If you’ll excuse me,” said Mr. Liu, “I must greet some other guests.” He echoed both men’s good-byes and left them standing staring at each other.


    More silence. Cary shifted uncomfortably, unable to stop his mind from returning to last Saturday, where they’d also stood and stared at each other in silence—before Alex had pounced on him. God, this was going to be hard. If he couldn’t even stand and look at a fully clothed Alex in public without his dick stirring, how was he going to get through this party, much less this war? Because they were still at war, right? He should say something. He opened his mouth to do just that, not to apologize exactly, but to suggest that maybe they call a truce, but before he could get a word out, Alex turned and walked away.


    …


    “Alexander!”


    Alexander stifled a groan and turned in the middle of putting on his coat. He had almost escaped. He had put his time in, gotten face time with Liu and turned on the charm with Linda, who had been all over him with questions and compliments. It had been a little much, actually, but he’d invited it, hadn’t he, since he’d been so solicitous of her at the games day?


    Regardless, he was jumpy, getting that caged-in feeling he hated. All he wanted to do now was go home to a blessedly empty condo, pour a glass of wine, and take a long, hot shower.


    His mind flashed back again, as it had been doing so frequently the past week, to the image of a leather jacket. To the feel of said leather jacket sliding over his bare chest.


    Maybe he would make that shower a cold one.


    “Alexander, wait!”


    He forced a smile. “Barbara.” They were in the crowded entryway of Liu’s house, where a traffic jam of guests coming and going created a din.


    “Not so fast, I need to speak to you,” she chirped, giving him no choice but to halt his progress. The thing about their weird relationship was that at any given time, you never knew if you were getting Friend Barbara or Dominion Board Member Barbara. And since he reported to the board, Board Member Barbara was technically Boss Barbara. She beckoned him, and, resignedly, he followed her through the house and out a pair of French doors that led from the kitchen to a patio with a pool. Leave it to Barbara to have the whole place scoped out. It was a chilly May and too early in the season for the pool to have been opened, so they had the patio to themselves. The cool air was a relief. He wasn’t usually bothered by parties and social interactions. Hadn’t been for years and years. But ever since he’d spoken with Cary, he’d been counting the moments until he could get out of this one.


    Barbara steered him to a corner of the patio. “I understand the bank is courting Don Liu.”


    Crap. It was Board Member Barbara. And how the hell had she found out? He’d instructed Sara to keep it on the down low. They were going to win, but it was better to hit the board with a huge and unexpected piece of good news than to have them riding him about it as the process unfolded.


    He bowed his head, not wanting to show his frustration. “We are.”


    She waited until he looked up to say, “You should have told me. I can help.”


    He didn’t want to win the account because Barbara worked her social connections. He wanted to win it because he was the goddamned best. But, a little voice in his head piped up, if he won, it wouldn’t be because it had been a fair fight. So many times he’d almost called Johan, told him to call off mailing Liu the court document. There was just no way Cary had done it. He wasn’t a predator. But then Alexander would stop with his hands poised over his phone and tell himself that all he was doing was sharing information that was already public. He would tell himself that Cary’s appearance at his house, his bullshit apology, had all been designed to shake him. It was all warfare. And then he would put down the phone.


    “Linda Liu seems to have taken a shine to you,” Barbara said.


    He nodded. “She runs some of her father’s companies. And she has his ear.”


    “Does she know you’re gay?”


    He shrugged. “It’s common knowledge.” He’d wondered the same thing himself in there, but it wasn’t like he was going to start making “in case you’re attracted to me—not that I’m assuming you’re attracted to me—you should know I’m into guys” speeches to Don Liu’s daughter.


    “The board will want you to do everything in your power to get Liu,” Barbara said.


    “Jesus, I’m not playing straight, Barbara,” he snapped.


    She shook her hand and waved her hands around in front of her face. “I know. It was a foolish idea. I dismissed it as soon as it came out of my mouth. But you need to understand how high the stakes are. Your successful courting of Liu will reflect well on you when it’s performance review time.”


    It almost sounded like a threat, like she was implying that his job might be in trouble if he didn’t win the account. Forget the fact that the bank had done nothing but thrive and post stellar returns under his leadership. “Are we done?” he asked, trying to keep the anger out of his tone. Barbara didn’t deserve his anger. This wasn’t personal. It was just business.


    “No.”


    He sighed and leaned against a deck post, settling in for more strong-arming by the board via Barbara.


    “I also understand that you broke up with your model boyfriend?”


    And quickly enough to give him whiplash, Board Member Barbara had transformed into Friend Barbara. “He wasn’t my boyfriend. We weren’t dating, per se.”


    “Well, I for one would love to ‘not date’ a model.” She made quotation marks with her fingers.


    He sighed. “How did you hear?” Though why was he even asking? Barbara knew everyone in this damned city. She was the poster child for the term “well-connected.”


    “I ran into the poor dear at Edwina Campbell’s garden party.”


    Ah. Alexander couldn’t help but smile at that. David had been hinting about wanting Alexander to go to that high-society party with him. Maybe it was heartless, but he took a kind of smug satisfaction in not having had to.


    “Is it true?” Barbara asked.


    “Well, since we were never really together, I’m not sure you can precisely call it breaking up.”


    Barbara waved her hand dismissively. “Not together, my ass. Looks like a duck…”


    “We spent time together, sure, but—”


    “Well,” she interrupted. “That’s what he called it. ‘Broken up.’ In fact, I think his exact phrase was “Alexander dumped me Saturday night.”


    Alexander waited for the rest of it. Surely if David had been that chatty with Barbara, he had told her the rest, trotted out the story of his midnight visitor. When she said nothing, merely stood there with her hands on her hips and her eyebrows raised, he said, “He was crowding me. I’ve told you that. I told him that from the beginning. I’m not looking for a boyfriend.”


    “What are you looking for, then?”


    Another one of those goddamned visions of a black leather jacket flashed into his mind. He didn’t answer.


    “Well, apparently not that nice boy. That nice, criminally attractive boy.” Barbara shook her head and tsked, but she patted him on the arm as she did so. “It’s a good thing you’re better at banking than your social life. Still, though, I’d like to know what you think you’re holding out for. The second coming?” Laughing at her own joke and giving him a final tsk, she turned and headed for the house.


    Alexander sighed.


    And Cary Bell stepped out from behind a tree.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Aww fuck.


    There was no way to spin what Cary had heard in any way that didn’t make it seem like Alexander had dumped David because of what happened with Cary.


    But damned if he wasn’t going to try.


    “He had made a customized channel list on my TV,” Alexander said.


    “Excuse me?”


    “I don’t like people getting too presumptuous. I don’t like people in my space.” Alexander mentally replayed his conversation with Barbara. Though he hated that Cary had probably heard Barbara telling him how invested the board was in the outcome of the Liu situation, he consoled himself that nothing truly proprietary had been said. He wondered what Cary was doing out here. Hiding? That’s what Alexander had been doing, but here he was face to face with the man he’d been trying to escape.


    “You don’t like it when other people exert agency, is what you mean,” Cary said, raising his eyebrows and taking a step closer.


    “No, I mean exactly what I said: I don’t like other people in my space.”


    “Like this?” He took another step. “You don’t like it when you’re not in control, do you, Alex?”


    Jesus. Maybe there was some truth to those sexual harassment allegations. Not that Alexander felt harassed. But this aggression-bordering-on-belligerence was a side of Cary he hadn’t seen before. “The name is Alexander.”


    Cary took another step. Alexander would be damned before he’d take a step back, though. He planted his feet, even if it did prove Cary’s point. What was wrong with wanting to be in control of your own life? It had served him pretty well thus far. “What do you want, Bell? I was just getting ready to leave.”


    Cary didn’t answer right away, just stared, his mouth a grim, unforgiving line. When he finally spoke, what he said took Alexander’s breath away. “Honestly? I want to finish what we started last weekend.”


    The astonishing proposition was so at odds with Cary’s forbidding expression that it would have been funny—if it weren’t so hot. But the impulse to laugh was obliterated by the jerking of Alexander’s cock, by the fact that every hair on his body stood on end, like they were all leaning toward the suggestion, as if they could somehow propel him forward as they screamed, “Yes.” But his higher mind, the part that was into concepts like self-preservation, hesitated.


    Until Cary licked his lips. Alexander remembered what those lips had felt like parting beneath his own, opening so fully and readily and hungrily. Those lips that had haunted him for so many years. He wasn’t sure that Cary wasn’t playing him, but he was confident that Cary’s reaction last weekend had been genuine. You couldn’t fake that kind of desire. He cleared his throat. “If we…did that, it wouldn’t mean anything.”


    “Of course not.” Cary agreed so quickly that Alexander felt a little foolish for even implying he might think the contrary. Then Cary flashed him an evil grin. “We’re at war, right? All I’m suggesting is a temporary suspension of hostilities.”


    Alexander waited a beat before saying, “Your place.” He meant it about not wanting people in his space. He wasn’t making that mistake again, at least not this soon after David.


    “Follow me.”


    And eff him if Alexander didn’t then do exactly what Cary told him, following him around to the back of the pool. Cary tried the back gate, but it was locked. The only way out was going to be through the house, and Cary apparently didn’t like that option because he rattled the lock in frustration. Alexander didn’t either. The party was stifling, and they were likely to get pulled into conversations. They might have to see Liu, which would be the human equivalent of a hundred cold showers, so surely would it remind them why this was a terrible idea.


    Alexander moved next to Cary to look at the gate, which was secured shut with a flimsy, rusty padlock. Cary rattled it again. “I guess we’ll have to go through—”


    No.


    If they went back through the house, Alexander wouldn’t be able to continue suspending his disbelief enough to actually go through with this.


    So he pushed Cary aside, retracted his leg and kicked—a hard, swift blow that was rewarded with the breaking of the lock.


    Cary inhaled sharply and glanced at Alexander. Alexander merely opened the gate and gestured to Cary to precede him.


    They covered the large estate quickly and in silence, bypassing the valet stand outside the front door and continuing to the open field where the guests’ cars were parked. They passed Cary’s BMW first. He paused with his hand on the door and turned to look at Alexander. The heat was back in his eyes, and he was smiling a little proto-smile, like he had a secret. Alexander almost groaned right then and there as a rogue thought exploded across his consciousness. That mouth will be your undoing. Again.


    “Three-fifty Kendall Avenue, main floor,” Cary said, still smiling, giving no sign that he felt any of the turmoil that was roiling around in Alexander’s chest.


    Alexander nodded. It was a long drive back to the city from the Lius’ bucolic country spread. A long time to think, to come to his senses and realize why this was the worst plan in the world.


    He needed to do something to prevent that from happening.


    So he grabbed Cary’s wrist and pulled him against his chest. “Will you do something for me?” He was surprised at how raspy his voice was. He shouldn’t have been—it merely sounded like he felt, which was on the verge of losing control.


    Cary nodded, and his cheeks flushed. Good. Finally an outward sign that Alexander had gotten to him.


    “Turn off your goddamned music for the drive home.”


    Cary must not have appreciated the directive, because he pulled back against Alexander’s grip.


    “Why the hell do you care what I listen to in the car by myself?”


    “Because I want you to concentrate—no distractions. I want you to spend the whole drive thinking about what I’m going to do to you. I want you to be ready for me.”


    Cary raised his eyebrows, but he stopped trying to free his wrist from Alexander’s grasp. “And what are you going to do to me?”


    “Everything.”


    …


    When Cary pulled his car into the driveway forty-five minutes later with his cock aching so badly he thought it might fall off, he turned his music way up. He turned it up enough so that Alex—his brain still refused to add the “ander” to the name—who had arrived just ahead of Cary and was waiting on the porch, would be sure to hear it.


    Yep. Alex turned and scowled as Cary pulled past him to park in the drive, keeping an eye on Alex as he jogged down the steps and came toward the car. Cary would have thought he was going to open the door for him, all gentleman-like, except for the fact that he looked supremely pissed.


    Good. Cary needed to appear in control. Obviously, Alex was getting to him—he wouldn’t have propositioned him otherwise, would be? But there was no need to let Alex know how much. How much the idea of Alex’s hands all over him had him practically drowning in desire.


    He could only hope it was mutual. He didn’t flatter himself that the whole thing about dumping the model boyfriend had anything to do with him. Cary was pretty sure Alex did whatever he wanted whenever he wanted, damn the consequences. The way he’d talked to that Dominion board member back at the party was a prime example. Cary did flatter himself, though, that the heat in Alex’s eyes was genuine. That the urgency with which he’d kicked open Liu’s gate meant that he wanted Cary as much as Cary wanted him. They were about to have meaningless sex, sure, but Cary was pretty sure it was going to be spectacular meaningless sex. He just needed to remember that they were still at war, and that he had as much power here as Alex did.


    So, in service of that aim, he paused a little too long with the door open so Alex could get a proper earful of Metallica.


    “Turn that shit off.” An annoyed Alex reached into the car as if he were going to cut the engine.


    Cary relished a surge of triumph that almost made him want to pump his fist at having gotten a rise out of Alex so easily. It was like pushing Marcus’s buttons, except…not at all like pushing Marcus’s buttons. “Don’t touch my car,” Cary said, turning the keys himself and avoiding eye contact as he brushed past Alex and walked up the porch steps.


    As Alex followed him into the entryway, Cary wondered if Alex had ever hooked up with someone in such a humble abode before. Cary had sold his house when he started the new company, wanting to free up as much cash as possible to get it started. Renting suited him right now, and he had grown quite fond the nearly two-hundred-year-old house whose main floor one-bedroom apartment he called home. But though it was nice enough, it was certainly a far cry from the luxury Alex would be accustomed to.


    He didn’t have to ponder the question for very long, though, because before they even got inside, while he was unlocking the door to his apartment, Alex pushed up against him. Not overly aggressively, but enough that Cary could feel his erection against his ass.


    “I thought you didn’t like people in your space,” he said, unlocking the door but not moving. It took everything in him to just stand there, to tamp down the onslaught of desire that made him want to climb Alex like a tree.


    “That’s true.” Alex’s cock pulsed and Cary bit the insides of his cheeks to prevent himself from making any noise. “But I have absolutely no problem getting in other people’s spaces.” Cary let his head fall back. The effort of holding it up was, suddenly, too much. He couldn’t hold his head up and keep himself from moaning at the same time, and right now, in the name of maintaining some dignity, he was concentrating on the “not moaning” part.


    Alex lowered his mouth to Cary’s exposed throat. When his lips made contact, it was a jolting wake-up call. Cary jerked away and pushed open the door, which put some distance between them. He couldn’t let Alex drive this whole encounter.


    Resolved, Cary pushed open the door, which led directly into his small living room. He didn’t bother turning on any lights. It wasn’t like this was a date. Or a seduction. It was a temporary ceasefire, which didn’t require mood lighting. Turning the tables on Alex in an echo of what Alex had done to him last time, Cary turned and pressed him back against the door, sliding his hands inside Alex’s suit jacket and pushing it over and off his shoulders and arms. The jacket dispensed with, he moved directly to the tie, undoing the double Windsor knot with hands he willed not to shake. Unlike last time, they didn’t kiss. Alex just watched him as he stood passively, letting Cary slip his shirt buttons from their holes.


    Cary took a shuddering sigh when Alex was bared from the waist up. He lifted his hands to stroke that magnificent chest, was so single-mindedly focused on it, in fact, that he didn’t notice Alex’s hands come up until they had grabbed his wrists.


    “Ah, ah, ah.” Alex said, his voice rolling like warm honey through the empty, dark apartment.


    Cary tried to free himself. He needed to touch Alex’s skin. The compulsion was just as strong as it had been the other night. Just as strong as it had been that night twenty years ago on the lake. Stronger.


    “While I fully endorse the concept of nudity here, I don’t think I should be the only one to do it this time,” Alex said.


    Raising his eyebrows at the unexpectedly playful tone, Cary took a step back, waiting for Alex to do his worst. But nothing happened.


    Alex nodded. “Go on.”


    Cary shrugged out of his jacket. He’d lost his tie in the car, so he started right in on his buttons. But after he was halfway down, he realized what was happening. God damn Alex. He stopped undressing and took a step back. It was all about control for Alex. He might genuinely want to see Cary naked, as he’d said, but he wasn’t going to be the one to make it happen. Cary was beginning to understand the man Alex had become. To express desire now would make him feel weak. He wanted Cary to want him more than he wanted Cary.


    Well, fuck that.


    He started buttoning the shirt back up.


    This time, when Alex’s hands circled around his wrists again, he was ready. He stopped working his buttons back into their holes, but he didn’t lower his hands, just stood there gazing at Alex, his balls aching and his cock hard as a rock. After a few seconds of the standoff, he allowed his gaze to drop, just for an instant, before lifting it back up to meet Alex’s eyes again. But it was enough to validate his theory that Alex was as turned on as he was. The tenting in his guest’s pants didn’t lie. Cary pulled back ever so slightly and said, simply, “Pity.”


    It worked. Alex lunged, grabbing him by the shoulders and turning them both a hundred and eighty degrees so Cary’s back was to the door. He hadn’t wanted to be in the same position as last time, had wanted to be more hunter than prey, but hell, if this is what it took to get Alex to break his nonchalance and fucking act, he figured he was still coming out ahead. But when Alex reached out and grabbed one side of Cary’s shirt in each hand and ripped, causing the buttons on his shirt to scatter, hitting the hardwood floor at their feet with series of pings, Cary wasn’t sure anymore.


    But he stopped caring because—holy God—Alex didn’t stop with his shirt. He took a moment to run his hands over Cary’s chest, causing goosebumps to rise on flesh that had, a moment ago, been overheated, then went straight for the pants buttons. There was no intermediary step—no cupping of Cary through his pants, no press of their hips together through their clothing, like last time. It was as if once he’d decided that undressing was what was happening, he wasn’t stopping until the job was done.


    Cary had no problem with that. Or almost no problem. As Alex shoved Cary’s boxers down and tapped his leg, prompting him to lift it up so he could step out of them, Cary entertained a fleeting thought of how pliable he was being, despite his earlier vow to maintain some dominance. But as Alex slid his hands back up, one on each side of Cary’s outer legs, lightly gliding up, up, over his thighs and hips and coming around and parting so one grabbed an ass cheek and the other slid around to cup his balls, he could no longer hold on to that thought. “Fuck, yeah,” he groaned as Alex wrapped a hand around his dick, squeezing only lightly, experimentally pumping a few times. Cary heard Alex’s breath hitch and he bucked into Alex’s hand, chasing more pressure, needing more pressure. But then Alex pulled away, starting to work on his own pants, and Cary thought that he’d been wrong a moment ago when he’d thought he needed more pressure. What he really needed was Alex’s cock. Like, right now. So he moved to help, shoving the unbuttoned pants and the boxers underneath them down in one fluid motion. And Oh My God.


    Cary was a dick man. He was an equal opportunity dick lover. He could write his own Dr. Seuss book about them. Because he liked them here, there, and everywhere. He liked them in his hand. He liked them in his mouth. Though he wasn’t going there today with Alex, he liked them other places, too.


    And he appreciated them all. Big, small, fat, thin, cut, uncut. Didn’t matter. They were all beautiful.


    But this one. Oh, this one. Like its owner, it was beautiful. Not porn-star huge, but plenty sizable, maybe six inches long, slightly fatter than average, and uncut. It was surrounded by a thatch of dark hair that had been trimmed but not shaved.


    And it possessed the most important quality in a dick—it was straining toward him.


    He knew he should be gentle, at least to start, but he couldn’t help it. He wanted. He pulled Alex to him so their cocks were touching between them and wrapped a hand around both, rubbing them together and being rewarded by the sound of a ragged inhale. Alex grabbed his ass and ground their hips together as he lowered his mouth to Cary’s. With a jolt, Cary realized they still hadn’t kissed yet. They’d moved straight to stripping. Alex plunged his tongue into Cary’s mouth, like last time, stroking him so deep it felt like he was trying to crawl inside Cary’s body.


    “What were you doing on the patio at Liu’s?” he growled, sweeping his tongue even deeper.


    “Trying to hide,” Cary answered immediately, unable to lie.


    “From me?”


    “Yes.”


    “I don’t like you hiding from me.”


    Oh, shit. He was going to come. Like a teenager who couldn’t keep himself under control, he was going to cause this to end before it had even begun. He broke the kiss and shifted so he was holding only Alex’s dick, removing his own from the situation for the moment. A drop of pre-cum leaked out of Alex’s slit. “I’ve thought about this since—” He checked himself. Mentioning that night would be a surefire mood killer. But it was true. Alex had been his first kiss. His first crush. As they had kissed and fumbled against each other on that dock, both of them wearing only wet shorts, Cary had felt Alex’s hardness. He had thought about it obsessively afterward, lust mixed with guilt. And, in his heart, he’d never stopped wondering what it would be like to be with Alex Evangelista. But, shit, he didn’t need to tell Alex any of that.


    “Since when?” Alex prompted, his voice gruff. When Cary had pulled away, Alex had followed him, licking and kissing his throat, a determined assault that was making Cary’s legs feel week. “Since you broke into my house?” His stubble grazed the sensitive skin of Cary’s chest as he took a nipple into his mouth and bit down gently.


    Cary’s hips surged forward of their own volition. “Since camp,” he panted, because for a moment of temporary insanity, he wanted the war to be off. Not just suspended, but over. Though it was probably unwise, he wanted Alex to know that he had thought about him over the years. As if that might somehow make up for what he had done. “Since the meteor shower.”


    Alex paused in his wicked ministrations, but only for a moment. Then he worked his way back up to Cary’s neck, kissing and sucking so fervently that Cary feared he would leave a mark. But when he took Cary’s earlobe into his mouth, Cary stopped caring. He cried out when Alex released the earlobe only a second later.


    “So you’ve thought about my cock for twenty years, have you?” Alex rasped, dragging his mouth around to the front of Cary’s throat.


    Cary tangled his fingers in Alex’s hair, which fell in waves a few inches past his ears—long by the conservative standards of the banking industry.


    “Can you be more specific? Because a more thorough recounting of your thoughts could provide us with some helpful direction here.” When Cary didn’t answer immediately, Alex nuzzled him harder on the neck. “Did you think about it inside you?”


    God, Alex didn’t mince words, did he? Cary’s hole clenched at the suggestive question. Of course he had. But that was off that table tonight. He wasn’t handing over that much power, at least not yet.


    When Cary didn’t answer, Alex moved on. “Did you think of it in your mouth?”


    As soon as the wicked question was out of Alex’s mouth, it was all Cary could think about. Taking that beautiful cock into his mouth. Cupping those heavy balls while he relaxed his throat to take more of Alex in. Cary groaned.


    Alex must have interpreted that groan as the assent it was because he growled, “Then what are you waiting for?”


    Cary’s mouth was watering. His tongue was itching. Now that the idea had been planted, he had to have it. He gave a fleeting thought for being slow and seductive, for foreplay, but then he thought about Alex literally ripping his shirt off and figured they were beyond that. So he sank to his knees and let his senses fill with the scent of musky man. He ran his tongue lightly up and down the shaft a few times before taking Alex deep into his mouth, relishing Alex’s muffled curse as he did so. He kept things loose and light at first, teasing as he bobbed up and down, pausing at the top of each stroke to swirl his tongue over the head.


    Alex was resting his hands on Cary’s head. Unlike Alex’s, his hair was too short for fingers to run through it. But Alex’s fingers were flexing, their pads pressing into Cary’s scalp like the sweetest torture. Cary tightened his lips, applying a little more suction at the same time that he deepened his stroke, willing his throat to relax as he took more of Alex in.


    “Fuck!” This time Alex’s curse echoed across the dark apartment as he began rocking his hips. Cary’s balls grew heavy as pressure gathered. Two decades of wondering, and he had never imagined this. It had never been like this before. Never this good. He could lose himself in this forever. The feeling of being filled—filled by Alex Evangelista. It made him feel invincible. Powerful.


    “I told you…” Alex rasped, his voice hanging by a thread.


    Cary had to concentrate to make sense of what Alex was saying above the rush of his own blood and the unbearably sexy suctioning sound of Alex’s cock, working in and out of his mouth, magnified somehow so it sounded like a raging river. He was going to come, right now, and he was pretty sure Alex was, too.


    Alex spoke again, finishing his sentence this time. “I told you I’d have you on your knees before this was done.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Alexander’s first thought was that that had been an asshole move, even for him, a documented asshole. His second thought was why the fuck hadn’t he waited until after he’d come to say it?


    Because Cary immediately released him, moving away from Alexander’s dick so fast it might as well have been a rattlesnake. As Cary disappeared into the dark apartment without a word, not even bothering to kick Alexander out, Alexander wondered if some part of him had said it because he wanted Cary to stop. But that was ridiculous. As evidenced by the wickedest case of blue balls in the history of the universe.


    And by the absurd desire to go after Cary.


    He tamped that shit right down, though, and went in search of his clothes. He had to untangle his pants legs from Cary’s. It was like even their clothing couldn’t stay away from each other. What was it with that guy? Alexander had never had a blow job like that before, and he had had a lot of blow jobs. It had been, objectively, an excellent blow job. But it was more than that. With each stroke, Alexander had heard Cary’s phrase echoing louder and louder in his mind. At camp. Since the meteor shower. The knowledge that Cary had thought of him—at all, much less sexually—in the two decades since they’d been boys was…unsettling.


    Even more unsettling? The fact that he didn’t know what the fuck he was supposed to do now. He’d been trying to maintain dominance throughout this encounter, to remind Cary who was the titan and who was the upstart in this scenario. But as he’d been about to blow his load, wracked with a pleasure more intense than any he had ever known, a pleasure he would have done anything to hold on to, it was pretty fucking obvious who had power over whom.


    …


    The worst part, Cary thought as he quickly dressed in sweats and a T-shirt after the aborted blowjob, was that he had walked right into Alex’s trap. Or kneeled right into it. His face heated just thinking about it, and he wasn’t sure if it was mortification or lust that was the culprit.


    Goddammit. He’d dressed quickly, but for what? He sat on the edge of his bed and buried his head in his hands. He had no idea if Alex was still out there. He had no idea if he wanted Alex to still be out there. Probably he had left, had brushed his hands together having scored a major victory in this war that was about Liu and yet not about Liu and run home to his penthouse. Maybe he’d made up with the model. Or ordered up a new one.


    The worst part was that, this Liu stuff aside, and as angry as Cary was, in his heart, he knew he deserved it. If Alex was punishing him, he was justified.


    He had to apologize. Once and for all. Decisively. Not because he thought Alex needed to hear it. Clearly, Alex hated him. Cary wasn’t flattering himself that that incident so many years ago was formative. It hadn’t made Alex the way he was. Alex was too strong. Alex made himself. So the impulse to apologize was an entirely selfish one. Maybe he was weak, immature, and too soft. Maybe everyone had been right all along. Because Cary needed to hear himself say the words. He couldn’t control what impact they would have, but this had been eating at him for twenty years.


    The door to his bedroom opened slowly. A dark figure appeared in the doorway, almost indistinguishable from the darkness surrounding him because Cary hadn’t turned on any lights in the apartment.


    Well, shit. Here was his chance being handed to him on a silver platter. Or a platter of darkness, but still.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Cary jumped, because he hadn’t been the only one talking. They’d both spoken the same words at the same time, just like at games day. He reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, casting the room in a warm glow. Alex had gotten dressed, too, which was more disappointing than it should have been.


    “That was an asshole thing to say,” Alex said, staring straight at Cary. “I’m sorry. When I issued that threat, I didn’t mean it like that. I wasn’t planning this.”


    Cary blinked. He couldn’t have been more surprised if Alex had dropped to one knee and proposed marriage. There was none of the hemming and hawing or refusal to make eye contact that some people were plagued with when they had to say difficult things. Not that he would have expected dissembling from Alex. Alex did everything with a decisive single-mindedness, which was probably why their little interlude just now had been so hot. It was more the backing down that shocked Cary. He didn’t get the sense that Alex did that—ever. “I’m sorry, too. That day at camp…” Unlike Alex, Cary had to struggle to get the words out. He took a deep breath. “That was the worst thing I ever did. I took what we had—what we could have had—and threw it away. Worse, I humiliated you.”


    Alex stared at him silently for a few moments, but they felt like hours. His face betrayed nothing when he finally spoke. “What we had was a kiss. It wasn’t like we pledged our eternal devotion and fidelity.”


    Right. More evidence that Alex, though he might be holding a grudge, wasn’t as affected by Cary’s snub as Cary had always feared. “I know. I just wanted you to hear me say that it was a dick move, and I knew it.”


    “Then why did you do it?”


    Because I wasn’t as strong as you. But he couldn’t say that. Because to say that might imply that he still wasn’t, that he knew he was going to lose the Liu account. That Alex and Cary’s uncle and everyone was right about Cary, that he didn’t have what it took to be successful outside the confines of his family’s privileged world. And whatever else happened between them, Cary was still in it to win it. So instead, he answered with a confession. “I came out when I got home from camp that summer.”


    Alex raised his eyebrows and took a step into the room. He hadn’t expected that. And rightly so. It was a big gap from the chickenshit kid who’d thrown his crush under the bus to coming out to family and classmates a few weeks later.


    “Did you go back to camp the next summer?”


    Cary shook his head. “Nope. My father was not…happy with my ‘lifestyle,’ as he deemed it. As if a fifteen-year-old could have a ‘lifestyle.’ He seemed to think camp had something to do with it.” In a roundabout way, it had. “So he made me spend the next summer interning for my uncle.” Not that Cary would have gone back to camp, anyway.


    “And lo, a financial genius was born.”


    Cary cocked his head. “Did you just call me a financial genius?”


    “A momentary slip of the tongue.”


    “Understandable. Your tongue has been…busy.” Wait. Was he flirting with Alex Evangelista? What was the matter with him?


    “It’s just been trying to keep up with the class.”


    Holy shit. Was Alex Evangelista flirting back?


    Cary, who had remained sitting on his bed, stood. “You, uh, want a beer?” Could this actually happen?


    “No.”


    Apparently not.


    “What I want,” Alex said slowly, “is to do what you said.”


    “What did I say?”


    “I want to finish what we started. I think two false starts is just about enough.”


    “Three,” Cary said, his voice catching because the shame of it all was still so close to the surface. “If you count twenty years ago.”


    “Perhaps the fourth time will be the charm, then,” Alex said. “Except we’ll have to live in suspense a little longer because it’s not going to happen right now.”


    Why the hell not? Cary wanted to ask, but he didn’t.


    “We need to be considered about this,” Alex went on. “Measured.”


    “We need to be measured about sex?”


    “Yes. Because that’s all it’s going to be.”


    “So what you’re saying is you’re still not ready to pledge your eternal devotion and fidelity?” Cary was trying to lighten the mood because he didn’t know what the hell else to do.


    But it didn’t work. Alex’s neutral expression didn’t change. “I don’t do devotion. Or fidelity. But more than that, I am unwavering in my intention to wipe the floor with you when it comes to Don Liu. I’m still going to have you on your knees before this is over.” One corner of his mouth did turn up then. Finally, some evidence of human emotion. “Metaphorically speaking, of course.”


    Cary cracked his own grin in response. “So it’s still war.”


    “It is, indeed.”


    “But it’s not going to be some kind of messed-up vengeance sex,” Cary said. Despite the fact that Alex had apologized, he had to make sure there wasn’t going to be a repeat of what had just happened. As much as he wanted Alex, it wasn’t worth it. “There’s sex, and there’s the competition for Liu, and they’re separate things. I’m not doing this if this is all part of some scheme of yours to play me.”


    Alex gestured to one side of his body with his hands and said, “War.” Then he moved his hands to the other side and said, “Sex.” Then he repeated the first gesture. “Two separate boxes. Over here we have war.” He repeated the second. “And over here we have sex.”


    Cary flashed back to the taste of Alex filling his mouth. “When?”


    “Monday. After work. My place.”


    Cary nodded, but when Alex turned to go, he called out after him. “And, for the record?”


    Alex paused, looking over his shoulder at Cary from where he was standing in the hall outside the bedroom. “Yes?”


    “This whole ‘on your knees’ business?”


    “Yes,” Alex said again.


    Cary summoned his evilest smile. “I’ve always thought metaphor is overrated. I’m more of a literalist myself. Just so you know.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Life had become very surreal. Exhibit A: Cary Bell had apologized. He had fucking apologized. And he had appeared to sincerely mean it. Alexander…didn’t know what to do with that. Hadn’t Saturday night when it was happening and still didn’t. “That was the worst thing I ever did,” Cary had said. The adrenaline that had spiked in Alexander’s body at hearing those words was still coursing through his veins. He had kept it together in front of Cary, but the minute he was back in the safety of his car, he’d started shaking like a fucking lost kitten. He knew that day at camp had made him into the man he was. Hell, he’d changed his whole life plan as a result. But he’d never considered what would happen if the instigator of that day looked him in the eye and said, “I was wrong.” What did it mean when you based your whole life on a mistake?


    He shook his head. It didn’t mean anything. He was more than satisfied with his life, so who cared if it was the result of some childhood bullying? He was the nerd savoring his sweet revenge, and he was more than fine with that. Cary’s apology was neither here nor there.


    That was the worst thing I ever did. Would Cary consider sexual harassment a worse thing than what he’d done to Alexander?


    His personal phone beeped, signaling an incoming text. Good. He needed to stop all this fucking angst-ing. It wasn’t serving him.


    The text was Exhibit B in the surreal-fest that had become his life.


    I’m almost at your building, but I’m realizing, shit, should I have brought my kneepads?


    Alexander stood up from his desk and prepared for Exhibit C: astonishing Derek by leaving at five on a Monday. “Call the concierge at my building,” he said on his way out, “and tell him to let a visitor named Cary Bell up into my condo if he gets there before I do.”


    Wide-eyed with surprise, Derek nodded.


    Alexander waited until he was outside of the Dominion suite of offices before texting back with shaking hands.


    You have your own kneepads?


    I like to come prepared.


    Before he could think what to say, another text arrived.


    It’s just that I can’t get a certain metaphor out of my head.


    Alexander’s cock stirred as he pressed the button to call the elevator. He waited until he got on to type his reply, hating that he was fronting with a bravado he was semi-faking.


    You’re going down, Bell. In more ways than one.


    He stood in the elevator watching the little bubble thing that indicated that Cary was typing a reply for a good twenty seconds before he realized he wasn’t moving. He had been so distracted, he’d forgotten to press the button for the parking garage.


    In one way. But I don’t do metaphors, remember? So, yes, I’m going down in the literal sense, but I’m still winning Liu.


    It wasn’t until Alexander was in another elevator, the one at home, on the way up to his condo, that he realized something that put a considerable damper on the anticipation that had been dogging him all the way home.


    He had instructed Derek to tell Monty to let Cary right up. Without even a second thought.


    What the hell?


    He’d wanted to cut out any awkwardness, eliminate the need for small talk, and just, well, go at it. But obviously, he hadn’t been thinking. Not with his head, anyway. It wasn’t like he had anything incriminating in his house. It was more that he…didn’t do that.


    He had officially allowed his space to be invaded without even really realizing it. He sighed. Well, fuck it. It was done. As he faced his own front door, a replay of last time they’d been at this threshold starting running on a loop in his head. Finally, finally, he was going to get his hands on Cary Bell in a sustained way, was going to take his fill and not be left wrecked with need. He was finally going to be sated.


    Feeling like a feral animal, practically ready to growl, he pushed open his front door, made his way into the silent, dark condo, and came face to face with Cary Bell…


    …fast asleep on his sofa.


    Asleep, Cary looked different. Younger. More like the boy Alexander remembered. His heart twisted. That was the worst thing I ever did. As much as he tried to keep shoving them out of his consciousness, those words were starting to chip away at something inside him, something he’d thought had hardened into immutable steel. And if that happened, if too many shards were chiseled away, he had no fucking idea what would be left of him. Possibly nothing. So he forced the apology out of his mind and considered the man in front of him. The opportunity in front of him.


    He wanted to touch Cary’s face. It came on suddenly and strong, the wanting. What the hell? Alexander didn’t do tender caresses, much less when the caressees weren’t even conscious to register them. But he wanted to feel that hint of stubble, scratchy on his fingers, then let his hand slide down that tender neck—God, that neck had driven him apeshit when they’d been going at it two days ago—and let his fingers rest on the pulse he could see beating there, slow and steady. Then he wanted Cary to open his eyes and see him watching. He wanted to feel that pulse quickening, and he wanted to be the cause.


    “Hey.” Alexander whipped his eyes from that fucking mesmerizing neck to Cary’s eyes, the skin around which was crinkling in a sheepish grin as Cary added, “I fell asleep.”


    “You have a talent for stating the obvious,” Alexander said, but he kept his tone gentle.


    Cary yawned as he sat up and stretched.


    “Long day?”


    “They all are. So are the nights.” When Alexander raised his brows, Cary grinned again and shook his head. “Nah, just burning the midnight oil pretty much every night.” Then he rolled his eyes. “I’m probably not supposed to admit that. But hey, now we’re even. I know you have a board of directors riding your ass over Liu, and you know that I’m chronically sleep-deprived because of him.”


    It was a demanding industry. They all worked long hours, but Alexander couldn’t imagine being a start-up. He’d always been in established banks, working his way up from the junior trader job he’d gotten out of college. As he grew more senior, with each new position, he stepped into existing systems at large organizations where processes and operations had already been established. Objectively speaking, what Cary did was probably a lot harder. “It’s a tough business,” Alexander said, lowering himself to sit on the sofa, but leaving some room between them.


    Cary cocked his head. “I thought you were going to become a teacher. What happened to that?”


    All those early morning walks to the dining hall. They’d talked about so many things. But he was surprised Cary remembered.


    “Science teacher, right?” he went on. “And you were always so good with the younger campers. You seemed so sure that was your path.”


    Alexander did a quick cost-benefit analysis of what the truth would cost him. The truth was that he had changed his mind that last day at camp, at the scene of his humiliation. He didn’t know then that banking would be where he would end up, just that a measly teacher’s salary wasn’t going to be enough anymore. He couldn’t change his sexuality, he’d known that. But he could change his class. And so Kitchen Boy had started plotting his own demise that very day, in the dining hall at Camp Blue Lake. He was going to harden his heart, he was going to get as rich as possible, as quickly as possible, and he was going to show all those assholes they couldn’t keep him down. And he had.


    But he couldn’t tell Cary that. They’d reached a…not a resolution, per se, but a détente when it came to the personal stuff. They had the “sex” box decisively disentangled from the “war” box. But that did not mean Cary needed to know that he had been the cause of…everything. And, to be fair, he hadn’t, really. He’d been the start. And then when Alexander’s mom’s cancer hit, it had been inspiration to double down on his “harden heart and become obscenely rich” quest. He could safely tell Cary about that. “My mom got sick my last year in undergrad. Breast cancer.”


    “Ah, shit, I’m sorry.”


    If Cary remembered that he’d wanted to be a teacher, he no doubt also remembered that Alexander was the kid of a single mom. It had always been Mom and him against the world. “I decided I needed to make more money than I would as a teacher, so instead of a biology degree and teachers’ college, I did econ and then an MBA.” It was part of the truth, never mind that he’d made that decision long before he’d even started undergrad. Never mind that he’d made that decision standing in front of a toaster while Brooks Martin III taunted him and Cary betrayed him.


    Cary whistled.


    “Yeah,” he said, not knowing how to explain how the prospect of life without his mom had scared the shit out of him, even as it had cemented his resolve about his life’s path. The doctors had swooped in, and Alexander had been powerless to help her. Money was the only thing he could think of that might smooth the way, and luckily, he was on the path to making serious amounts of it. He settled for, “She sacrificed everything for me. She ended up beating it, but the stats for recurrence were real. She was only forty-five. I thought if I could do something more lucrative, she could retire after the treatment. Take care of herself.” It was all true, even if it hadn’t been the original reason he’d turned away from teaching.


    “So you went into banking.”


    “I did.” Those early years were a blur now. He’d worked nonstop and slept hardly at all. “I finished my MBA early and applied for junior trader jobs at all the major banks.”


    “You’re a good son,” Cary said softly. He reached a hand out and rested it on Alexander’s cheek.


    Whoa. Alexander’s uncomfortable little stroll down memory lane had prevented him from noticing that Cary had come closer to him, closing the gap between them on the sofa, but the physical contact jolted him into the present, where he had to work harder than he would have liked not to lean into Cary’s hand. “She was a good mother.” He cleared his throat to try to break through the shakiness in his voice. “She is a good mother.”


    Enough. He didn’t talk about shit like this. And he certainly didn’t need Cary feeling sorry for him. He brought his own hand up to meet Cary’s and pulled it down from his face. Time to get on with the show. He brought Cary’s hand to his mouth and kissed his palm with an open mouth before asking, “Still tired?”


    Cary shook his head, pupils dilated, and that mouth that drove Alexander so batshit fell open slightly. It made Alexander feel powerful to have been the cause of the obvious desire visible on the other man’s face. But that was absurd because Alexander already was powerful—at least when he wasn’t letting himself wallow in past hurts and fears. Time to remember who he really was, who he had become: a man who wielded his authority with ease, at the bank and in the bedroom. Hell, he could have David moaning in ecstasy inside of five minutes and then get up and fire off a report to the board on the next quarter’s projections in the next five.


    Cary leaned in and pressed his lips softly against Alexander’s. He kept his lips closed, his touch feather-light, enough that it almost tickled. Gently, Cary pressed considered kisses along Alexander’s jaw as he threaded his hands through Alexander’s hair. Alexander sighed, a deep, involuntary sigh that he could feel blowing away what felt like a lifetime’s worth of tension along with it.


    It shouldn’t have been so arousing. Hardly anything was happening, objectively. Yet need pooled, sure and insistent, low in his belly, just as it had last night. It wasn’t a frantic need, though, not yet. It was heavier, bigger—relentless but soft, which should have been a contradiction but somehow was not.


    “You’re so beautiful,” Cary whispered, coming back to Alexander’s mouth as he untucked Alexander’s shirt and slid his hands up inside it, applying a bit more pressure than before as he stroked up Alexander’s ribcage. The pressure on his mouth deepened, too, and Alexander opened, his usually tense jaw turning to jelly as Cary’s tongue sought entrance. They kissed and kissed and kissed, tongues tangling, licking deep into each other’s mouths as if they had all the time in the world. Cary took his time undoing the buttons on both his and Alexander’s shirts, never breaking their kiss.


    This wasn’t how Alexander had pictured things going. He’d imagined a repeat of their insistent, almost frantic coming together from the other night. This was the opposite of that; it was slow and measured. Slow and measured wasn’t really Alexander’s style, but he couldn’t quite make himself break the spell in order to speed things up.


    When they were finally chest to chest, skin to skin, Alexander moaned. The sensation of Cary’s hairless chest rubbing against Alexander’s was unbelievably erotic. As Cary drew his hands lightly up Alexander’s sides, Alexander was seized with the strongest desire to fall. Holding himself upright no longer seemed like it was possible, so he gave in to the impulse, but not before wrapping his arms around Cary and pulling him down, too.


    They landed in a tangle of limbs, Alexander on his back on the couch and Cary sprawled out along his body. As they made eye contact, Cary’s smile boiled over into laughter. Alexander almost didn’t recognize the sounds coming out of himself. He was laughing, too, but it felt like it was coming from somewhere else, like some external source of joy was pouring itself into his chest. It was just like at that stupid games day. He couldn’t staunch the laughter.


    “We have a problem,” Cary said, still grinning as he touched his nose to Alexander’s.


    Alexander stopped laughing. “We do?” His mind ran through all the possible things that could derail what was about to happen. He had condoms. The door was locked. They had the whole goddamned luxury penthouse to themselves. “What is it?”


    “Pants.” Cary made a goofy face that made Alexander laugh again. Goddamn, laughing during sex was also not Alexander’s style. But again, objection didn’t seem possible, especially not when Cary levered himself off Alexander and stripped off the rest of his clothes. God, he was beautiful. He always had been, had always been that compelling mixture of muscle-bound and graceful. But Cary the man, as opposed to Cary the boy, was something to behold. The close-cropped hair, the stubble. The glorious cock straining toward Alexander.


    The grin that just would not quit as he tackled Alexander’s pants. Alexander let himself be manipulated, lifted his hips when prompted to do so, watched Cary slide his pants all the way down over his feet and shove them aside. Then Cary climbed back onto the couch and, on all fours, lowered his head to Alexander’s ankle and darted out his tongue. Alexander gasped. He was pretty sure no one had ever licked his ankle before. He was pretty sure he’d never wanted anyone to lick his ankle, but clearly he’d had no idea what he had been missing.


    Slowly, torturously, Cary started working his way up, kissing and licking Alexander’s shin, stopping for a long time to tease the back of his knees. He worked his way up Alexander’s thighs, lavishing attention on one, then the other, his breath coming as short and raggedy as Alexander’s. Goddamn. Maybe there was something to be said for Cary’s slow burn approach. And every few seconds, Cary would look up and make eye contact with him, those beautiful blues telling him that Cary was as turned on as he was.


    But then, almost as if he had heard Alexander’s thoughts and had decided to mess with him, Cary pulled back and fixed Alexander with a smoldering stare. “Sit up,” he commanded.


    Alexander furrowed his brow. Submitting to Cary’s slow, teasing, torture had gone against his instincts. But now that he had submitted, he felt semi-stunned, incapable of changing gears. And in truth, he wanted to keep being ministered to by Cary’s careful touch, wanted to keep being seen by Cary’s watchful eyes.


    “Up,” Cary repeated. “We have a date to finish what we started the other night, do we not?” He levered himself off the couch until he was kneeling next to it, patting the cushion in front of him in clear invitation.


    Alexander groaned. As appealing as the idea was, it wasn’t…right. Not now. Alexander laughed. Partly because he was about to decline a blow job. But mostly because laughter was so close to the surface this evening. For some inexplicable reason he chose not to dwell on too much, he didn’t want that laughter to go away. And if Cary stopped looking at him, it would. He needed Cary with him. It was almost frightening, this need. It felt for a moment like he would do anything, give up anything, to be able to keep looking into Cary Bell’s smiling eyes. So it was self-preservation, really, when he pulled Cary back up, so they were lying eye to eye. It was self-preservation when he flipped them. Never had he been more thankful for his oversized couch as when he settled the length of his body over Cary’s. They were almost perfectly matched in height, so he lined them up, nose to nose, but also chest to chest. Cock to cock.


    Cary moaned, and Alexander lowered his head, keeping his eyes open as he kissed Cary, keeping the pace measured, wanting to recapture that slow-yet-insistent quality from before. Cary must have shared, or at least sensed, his aim because he returned to the slow, sensual stroking that had driven Alexander so mad before, but this time focusing on his back. He ran his hands slowly, slowly down from the nape of Alexander’s neck to his ass, which he began kneading as they ground their cocks together.


    It went on and on, a bottomless kiss, until the pressure in Alexander’s dick grew so bad he had to pull away so as not to blow his load prematurely. Levering himself up on his elbows so he wasn’t lying directly on Cary anymore, he reached a hand between them and took Cary in hand, groaning when he found him slick with pre-come. Cary was panting, covered with a light sheen of sweat everywhere.


    “I need you,” Cary whispered, and Alexander felt it in his dick, despite the fact that, at that moment, no part of Cary was touching it. And then, God help him, Cary lifted his legs, hugging his knees to his chest so he was completely exposed to Alexander. “I need you inside me,” Cary insisted, still whispering.


    “Fuck,” Alexander muttered, feeling like every part of him might explode at the same time.


    “Yeah,” Cary said. “Fuck. Please. But keep kissing me while you do it.”


    Nothing about this encounter was going the way Alexander had planned. He had thought they’d go fast, hard. He’d thought they’d trade hand jobs, or that Cary would go down on him as he’d threatened in his text. But as soon as Cary had spoken, as soon as the words came out of his mouth, Alexander had known they were right. Those words had triggered a wanting that ran so deep in Alexander that it felt like it had always been there, lurking, waiting to be awakened.


    It took all the strength he had to wrench himself away, even though it was temporary. Both his dick and his ego pulsed when Cary held tight and made a noise of protest. “I’m just getting a condom,” he whispered, stroking his hand down Cary’s face before moving away and opening the drawer of the side table with shaking hands. Making his way back to Cary, he rolled on the condom and squirted some lube in his hand before dropping the bottle on the floor next to the sofa. In a hurry to get back to those drugging kisses, he climbed on top of Cary and lowered his lips to Cary’s open mouth. But this time, he let one lube-slicked hand slide over Cary’s hole. He was rewarded with a low moan.


    “I don’t need much,” Cary said, his voice thick. “I’m ready.”


    Alexander shook his head. That might be true, but they had set this strange, steady, languorous pace, and Alexander didn’t intend to change course now. No, even if it killed him, which he feared it might, he was going to torment Cary until Cary was on the verge of losing his mind. Then he would slide into him and watch him actually lose it. He teased Cary for a while, massaging the sensitive skin around his opening before using one finger to breach him.


    “More,” Cary whispered, pulling back from their ongoing kiss and speaking against Alexander’s lips.


    “Patience,” Alexander whispered back, but he relented and added a second finger. Cary strained back against him, rocking his hips, moving himself up and down the length of Alexander’s fingers. It was almost too much, to watch Cary Bell giving himself up to pleasure like that. Giving himself up to Alexander. He thought at first that the low keening was coming from Cary, but realized with a start that it was coming from him. His whole body was vibrating with want, a want so strong he felt as if he were being pulled out to sea by a riptide. There was nothing to hold on to.


    “Come back here,” Cary growled, grabbing his head with both hands and bringing it back down for more kissing.


    Cary. There was Cary to hold on to. Cary who slid his hands around Alexander’s chest and held on as if Alexander were the life raft and Cary the one at risk of drowning.


    Cary who whispered, “Please. Now.”


    He was powerless to string this out anymore. So he withdrew his fingers, and, in a rush to soothe the moan of protest from Cary that followed, reached for some more lube, applied it, then used his cock to nudge Cary’s hole. Ignoring Cary’s exhortations to hurry, he took it slowly, teasing and rubbing. When, finally, he thought they might both be in danger of coming, he pressed carefully forward, and oh God, the unbearable, beautiful tightness, the widening of Cary’s blue-gray eyes. It was almost too much. He had to close his eyes as he completed that initial, achingly slow stroke.


    “No,” Cary said, and Alexander whipped his eyes open, alarmed and dismayed in equal measure.


    Cary smiled. “No, don’t close your eyes, I meant. But don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop. But look at me.”


    Alexander heaved a shaky inhale. The second request was harder, for some reason, than the first, but Alexander did as instructed, finding Cary’s smoky blue gaze. He didn’t move for a moment, remaining fully seated, buried to the hilt in Cary’s impossible, tight heat. Normally, in this situation, assuming his partner was into it, he would establish a fairly aggressive rhythm. But everything up to this point had been so slow and languorous and yet…searing. So instead of pulling out, he ground himself deeper into Cary and was rewarded with a sharp inhale and the slow blossoming of a smile. Then he did pull back, but slowly, almost experimentally, taking a good ten seconds to bring himself back and push in again. It was torture. It was exquisite. It made him smile along with Cary. Again, when fully seated, he ground in harder. Cary, still smiling, nodded and strained up to meet him, as if as close as they could be was not close enough.


    Alexander repeated the long, slow departure and return, changing up his angle slightly, trying to hit Carey’s sweet spot. He was rewarded with a sharp gasp of pleasure—there it was. Another stroke, and this time he reached down and jacked Cary’s cock between them. Part of him wanted to do this forever, but it was too erotic, almost painful in its perfection. He wasn’t going to last. The pressure was almost unendurable—in his balls, around his dick. With his whole body shaking from the effort of holding off, and of maintaining their slow, measured pace, Alexander withdrew one more time. Cary had stopped breathing but was still looking at him, not smiling exactly but his mouth wide open in unconstrained joy. This was going to be it—he made his way back home one more time, slowly, carefully, maintaining the eye contact Cary wanted even though he thought his body might burst into flames. He filled Cary fully, working Cary’s cock between them. And when he was in as deep as he could go, he reached for more, grinding against Cary until he came. And came, and came, and came. It shook his whole body. He watched Cary the whole time, and as Cary bucked wildly, in opposition to their punishingly slow rhythm of a moment ago and spurted between them, he watched Alexander back.


    Alexander stayed where he was as the aftershocks tore through him. He wasn’t sure what happened next. They were supposed to have had sex, and they had. Possibly the best sex of his life. But added to the long list of things he hadn’t banked on about this encounter was this strange, slightly uncomfortable…intimacy. That was the only word for it. He wasn’t sure how they were supposed to come back from that kind of intimacy. How did you look someone in the eyes like that while you were fucking them and then go back to…normal. Which for them was what? War?


    “You keep condoms in the living room?”


    Alexander laughed. Because it was funny, but also because he was relived. Cary was getting them over the awkwardness, injecting a little humor into the emotionally charged atmosphere swirling around them. “You’re saying you don’t keep condoms in the living room?” Alexander countered as he dealt with the condom they had just used and disentangled himself from Cary. Was he supposed to get dressed now? Should they shower? He would have thought the force of the orgasm he’d just experienced would have wiped him out for the next week, but the thought of Cary soaking wet in the shower was doing something to him. Suddenly, he wanted Cary’s dick in his mouth more than he wanted pretty much anything. As much as they’d joked about Cary blowing him, now that Alexander had seen Cary’s dick in action, had watched him spurt so violently and unreservedly, he wanted to fucking feast on it.


    “I do not keep condoms in my living room,” Cary said, sitting up and pulling on his underwear. “But then, I can kind of see the logic. Your place is so big, you’d have to embark on an epic journey to the bedroom, which could be kind of mood-killing.”


    “You want to…” Alexander trailed off, unsure how to finish his sentence. Have a shower? Have a drink? Take that epic journey to the bedroom?


    “I should go, actually,” Cary said, continuing to pull on his clothing.


    Right. What had he expected? They could fuck again, sure, but eventually they’d still end up back here, facing reality. It wasn’t like they were going to sleep in each other’s arms all night and…


    “I’m fostering a dog.”


    Huh?


    “My cousin Marcus’s fiancée is crazy about animals. She’s into all these rescue charities. She’s always foisting animals on me. Cats are better than dogs because you don’t have to walk them.” He grinned. “Or come home at all.”


    Oh. Cary was saying he had to go because he had a dog at his house. A kind of lightness expanded through Alexander’s chest. “Pushover,” he said, smiling.


    “Yeah, well, you haven’t met Rose Verma. And you’d better hope you never do.” He looked around the huge living room. “Because you could fit a shit-ton of animals in here.” He pulled on his coat and started walking toward the door. “So,” he said, turning when he’d reached it. “This was…an interesting development. Does this mean the war is over?”


    Alexander wanted to ask what Cary meant by “this.” They’d had some spectacular sex. It had been weirdly emotional, at least on Alexander’s part. But it wasn’t like they were boyfriends now. He didn’t…want that. “Nope,” he said, grinning as he did so, but needing to establish some boundaries. It was also the simple truth. He wasn’t losing Liu. He just wasn’t.


    “Right.” Cary nodded, his hand on the doorknob. “War.”


    Alexander raised his eyebrows. “May the best man win.”


    Cary gave Alexander, who was still wearing only his underwear, a once over. “Until the next…battle, then.”


    Alexander watched as Cary shut the door behind him.


    He wasn’t at all sure he’d handled that properly, but the need not to lose the Liu account to an upstart was still burning inside him. He had just temporarily sublimated it. Totally and utterly. Which was itself quite alarming. But he had to win Liu. To begin with, the board would be decidedly unhappy with any other outcome now that they knew Dominion was courting the billionaire. His chat with Barbara the other night had made it seem like his job might even be on the line. But it was more than that. There was a shit ton at stake. You didn’t just walk away from that. No. You fought for that.


    So, as unsettling as the events of the last couple hours had been, they hadn’t really changed anything. In his heart, there was still war.


    So why the hell was he going to go back into the living room, get his phone, and call Johan to tell him not to send the court documents to Liu?

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    And so the next evening, Cary found himself sitting at the bar at Edward’s doing what could only be construed as sexting with Alex Evangelista.


    They’d been making arrangements to meet up, and Cary had suggested they meet for a drink, sending Alex the address of Edward’s. Alex’s return text made him blush.


    I’m not sure a drink is quite what I was imagining.


    It wasn’t really what he was imagining either, but he had no idea if last night had been a one off. It was hard to know where you stood with someone when they fucked you with breathtaking tenderness and then reminded you about how you were still at war with each other.


    What did you have in mind?


    Then, feeling brazen, he added:


    Specifically?


    His heart sped up. Had that been too forward?


    I’ve been thinking a lot about metaphors today.


    Holy shit. Was Alex saying what Cary thought he was saying? He was comfortable with the uncertainty surrounding their relationship. Well, if not comfortable exactly, he was willing to live with it, and if Alex was into it, to find a way for them to be at war but also fuck buddies. But he’d had it with dancing around the topic. So, screw it. His hands shook as he typed.


    Fuck metaphors. I told you I don’t do metaphors.


    He stared at his phone, willing the little bubbles indicating the other person was typing to appear, not even wanting to take his eyes off his phone long enough to take a much-needed swig of his Manhattan.


    All right. Allow me to be literal, then: I’ve been thinking a lot today about your dick in my mouth.


    “Cary!”


    He jumped about a foot and fumbled the phone off the bar as Rose came bounding up, followed by Marcus at a more sober pace. Rose took a stool on one side of him, Marcus the other. Cary’s cheek was on fire as Rose bent over to kiss it.


    She must have felt the heat emanating from him because she reared back and said, “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” He picked up his drink.


    “How goes the war with Alexander Evangelista?” Marcus asked.


    In the middle of a sip, Cary choked.


    Marcus clapped him on the back. “That bad, eh?”


    Rose raised her eyebrows. “Who is Alexander Evangelista?”


    “Alexander Evangelista,” said Marcus, “is the CEO of Dominion Bank, and he and Cary are going toe-to-toe over a huge client. And…”


    Cary glared at Marcus, silently willing him not to go any further.


    “And there he is,” finished Marcus, looking over Cary’s shoulder at front of the bar.


    Cary sneaked a look at his phone as Rose followed Marcus’s gaze.


    I’m two minutes away.


    …


    Alexander hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. He’d been a little nervous when his last two texts hadn’t garnered any response. But when he made his way toward the bar at Edward’s, he saw that Cary was flanked by his cousin, Marcus Rosemann, and what must be Marcus’s animal-loving fiancée Rose.


    And his face was red.


    Good. He appreciated the hell out the fact that he could affect Cary as much as Cary affected him. He smirked through introductions and ordered a glass of wine.


    “Alexander,” said Rose, “Marcus and I are getting married a week from Saturday.”


    “Congrats,” he said, lifting his glass.


    “Do you want to come?” she asked, drawing surprised looks from both Marcus and Cary.


    “Oh, that’s nice of you, but—”


    “Because I’ve been hassling Cary about his plus one, and I’m thinking you’d be perfect.”


    “Yeah,” Cary said, looking supremely uncomfortable, “But Alexander and I are not…”


    “It’s just a date, Cary,” said Rose, rolling her eyes. “You don’t seem to be able to find one on your own, and I desperately need to bulk out the numbers on my team. Plus, you’re the only member of the wedding party without a date. Isn’t that going to seem odd?”


    “I’m pretty sure no one is going to be looking at me,” Cary said.


    “Ah, right, you do have a point. Everyone will be stunned by my beauty,” Rose said, nodding with mock seriousness.


    “No, everyone will be thinking about how you ruined our proper, genteel family,” Cary shot back, but he was smiling.


    “See?” Rose turned to Alexander. “I rest my case. I need you. I need to outnumber these sticks-up-their-asses Rosemanns and Bells.” She swatted Cary’s arm. “There are just so many of them.”


    Alexander couldn’t help but smile. It was amusing to watch Cary banter with Rose. It was clearly a mutual admiration society, and the delight they took in sparring with each other was infectious. But he was saved from having to tell her that no, despite her charm, he wasn’t going to be attending her wedding with Cary, by the fact that his personal phone rang. He glanced down to make sure it wasn’t his mom. It wasn’t, but it was Johan. “I have to take this,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ll be right back.”


    “What is it?” he said, picking up and walking quickly to the front of the restaurant, and then, for good measure, out the front door to where a few smokers were clustered.


    “I can’t get the documents back.”


    “What?”


    When they’d spoken last night, Johan told Alexander he had already sent the court documents to Liu’s office but assured him he had ways to intercept them. “Don’t worry,” he’d said. “What’s done can be undone.”


    Now, he said, “I have a guy on the ground in Hong Kong. I thought he’d be able to work some connections with the mail there, but it didn’t turn out as I’d hoped.”


    “Wait. You sent the documents to Liu in Hong Kong?” Alexander thought back to their earlier conversation. Johan had been anxious to get off the phone because Alexander had been pushing him to do something he wasn’t comfortable with. He had said he “knew where to find Liu.” But apparently he hadn’t known that the billionaire had moved continents. A huge gap in the usually connected investigator’s knowledge, but one that would work in Alexander’s favor.


    “Was that not right?”


    “He’s not there.” Relief flooded through Alexander. It might be a temporary reprieve, but at least it was one. A man with as much wealth and as many companies as Liu had many layers of bureaucracy between him and any given piece of mail. If a letter had gone to Asia, it would take time to actually make it to Liu. “He’s moved here.”


    “I’m sorry,” said Johan. “I’ll keep working on it. I’ll get it back.”


    Alexander hung up, his mind going in a million directions at once. This was probably why Johan usually didn’t get involved in using the information he dug up. He prayed Johan could live up to his reputation and somehow, magically, get the letter back. Or, barring that, maybe the delay would be long enough that Alexander could win the account fair and square before the letter turned up. He didn’t want to win Liu’s business because he cheated.


    Enough. He needed to rein this shit in. What was done was done, and hopefully it was on its way to being undone, but it was out of his hands. Anyway, why he did he care so much that the fight for Liu be fair all of a sudden? He had the “sex box” and the “war box,” and never the twain shall meet, right? That was how they’d set things up.


    “Hey.”


    He turned, startled by the familiar voice. Cary had come through the restaurant’s door, and he was carrying both his briefcase and Alexander’s. “I busted us out.”


    Alexander felt like he was sixteen again, both because it felt like he’d been caught in the act of doing something bad and because he was overcome with a wave of lust when he saw Cary moving toward him with such intent.


    Cary stopped in front of Alexander, flashing a half-smile. “I hope that was okay.”


    Alexander didn’t trust his voice, so he merely nodded.


    “It’ll have to be my place, though, because of the damn dog.”


    …


    Cary poured Alex, who was sitting on a stool at his kitchen island, a whiskey. “Sorry I don’t have any wine.” He’d noticed Alex’s red wine preference and had thought about getting some, earlier this evening, when they’d first started texting—when it became clear that last night wasn’t just a one-time thing. But that seemed a little presumptuous. It wasn’t like they were boyfriends. You stocked your boyfriend’s favorite wine. Your fuck buddy made do with whatever you had on hand, especially if you were at war with your fuck buddy when you weren’t actually fucking. “I’m also sorry about that,” he added, pointing to the cocker spaniel begging at Alex’s feet. “That dog is dumb as a post. She doesn’t understand that all you’ve got up there is booze.”


    “It sort of seems to me that your cousin’s fiancée has you wrapped around her little finger,” Alex said, staring back at the dog with no mercy.


    “That, I’m afraid, is a true statement.” It was just that Rose was such a good egg. She was so good for Marcus—for the whole fucked-up family, in fact.


    “Does this mean I need to iron my tux?”


    “No, no,” Cary said quickly, though the prospect of seeing Alex in formal ware was certainly compelling. “She’s just trying to buffer against my crappy family. It’s just her and her mom and brother and a handful of friends versus the mighty Rosemann clan, and, well, things have been kind of…fraught lately, what with me leaving the company and this big showdown Marcus had with his father. Rose is trying to get everyone who isn’t a Rosemann to bring a guest to the wedding. It’s like she thinks if my family is outnumbered, they’ll behave.” Cary huffed a bitter sigh. “They should have eloped. In addition to way less shit hitting the fan, I would be spared best-man duties. You know what I have to do this coming Friday?”


    Alex shook his head.


    “Host a bachelor party for fifteen straight guys, including a bunch of my cousins. Can you imagine anything more unpleasant than watching your cousins ogle a stripper?”


    Alex laughed. “I thought Marcus was estranged from the family.”


    “Just from my uncle, technically. But I wouldn’t say he’s particularly tight with any of them.” Cary rolled his eyes. “Marcus and I are kind of the Rosemann black sheep.”


    “Did everyone lose their minds when you left the firm?”


    Cary wondered if they were skating too close to a topic they shouldn’t be discussing, what with the war and all, but he answered anyway. “They did, indeed. But my uncle is truly a prick. Not having him in my life is no great loss.”


    “He’s good with money,” Alex said.


    “But there’s more to life than money,” Cary said.


    Alex was looking at him strangely. He didn’t care if he sounded like a Pollyanna. There was more to life than money. Marcus and Rose had taught him that. Hell, sixteen-year-old Alex Evangelista had taught him that. “My parents, though. I knew they’d be mad, but…” He trailed off, not wanting to verbalize how hurt he actually was. Whining about how his parents didn’t love him was not going to be an aphrodisiac.


    “You’d think they’d understand the need to do something on your own.”


    “Well, I quit in somewhat spectacular fashion. My uncle pulled this stunt with Marcus, trying to sabotage his relationship with Rose. I just…couldn’t do it anymore.” He topped up Alex’s drink. “They’ll come around eventually, just like they did when I came out. They’ll stew for a while, and then we’ll sublimate everything and carry on like we always do.”


    “Still,” Alex said, “You guys were pretty successful, to hear it told. It took some balls to walk away from the firm.”


    In the end, it actually hadn’t taken balls. It had been the easiest thing Cary had ever done. “Not really. It was pretty toxic there.”


    “Why? Were there…HR issues?” Alex asked.


    What the hell was going on? Was Alex trying to fish for information, somehow? The prospect annoyed Cary. This was going to be the problem with whatever it was that was unfolding between them—remembering the boundaries. If they were just fucking, Cary wasn’t about to trot out his problems with his uncle. Or talk about his parents, for that matter. There was no need. “What’s going on here?” Cary asked, suddenly not okay with the ambiguity.


    “What do you mean?”


    Cary, standing on the other side of the island from Alex, waved his hand back and forth in the space between them. “Us. What is this?”


    “This is sex,” Alex said without hesitating.


    Okay, then. Cary wasn’t sure what he expected. Certainly not Alex to proclaim his love. But he thought maybe there would be some more discussion beyond their brief exchange about the “sex” and “war” boxes, some negotiation of boundaries. And, shit, if he was being honest with himself, he had to admit that he’d wondered if last night had turned into something more than sex. If the laughter, the intense emotional connection arcing between them as they’d looked into each other’s eyes as Alex fucked him slow and dirty, had meant something beyond simply sex. But fine. He wasn’t going to complain. He was here because Alex Evangelista wanted to blow him, right? “So what are you waiting for then?” he asked, his voice gruff as he walked around the island with his eyebrows raised.


    Alex raised his in return and took a step toward Cary. “I’m waiting for you to take out your cock.” His voice was as rough as Cary’s had been a moment ago.


    The cock in question jumped to attention as Alex, apparently not waiting for Cary to follow his instructions, licked his lips, unbuttoned Cary’s pants, and sank to his knees on the hardwood floor of the kitchen.


    Cary gasped. It wasn’t that he thought Alex had been lying when he’d said he wanted to blow Cary. He just hadn’t expected such…directness. Neither of them had taken off their suit coats yet, or even loosened their ties. Shivers overtook him as Alex opened his mouth and took him nearly all the way in.


    “God!” Cary shouted, shivers turning to shudders. The pressure was perfect—hard. The pace was perfect—fast. As much as he’d enjoyed their slow, sensual fuck the other night, there was also something to be said for fast and hard.


    Alex cupped his balls and Cary rocked his hips, unable to stop himself from thrusting into Alex’s mouth, from tangling his fingers in that thick, gorgeous hair. And when Alex hummed low in his throat, practically purring as he increased the suction even more, Cary shouted, then stuffed his fist into his mouth to try to muffle it. But then Alex took him even deeper, so Cary could feel the back of his throat, and he couldn’t be quiet. It was like Alex’s wicked mouth had flipped some switch inside him and he couldn’t not moan.


    The pressure was too much. It grew almost unbearable, an unendurable weight on his lower back, between his legs. When Alex fingered his hole, Cary’s orgasm hit him all at once, and he pulled back, trying but only partially succeeding in pushing Alex off him. The result was Alex looking up at him and grinning as he wiped Cary’s come off his mouth.


    “Good God, man,” Cary said, leaning back against the island because his legs didn’t seem to want to work anymore. “Banking, teaching, forget it. I think you’ve found your calling.”


    “You taste good.”


    The pleasure those words gave him was like a cut, deep and almost painful. After all these years of animosity—after all these years of attraction—to hear Alex say something as simple and honest as “You taste good,” took Cary’s breath away.


    Alex rose, the dramatic tenting of his suit pants capturing Cary’s attention. Cary looked down, letting his appraisal be overt, almost leering. “And what are we going to do about that?”


    Alex waggled his eyebrows. “I’m sure you can think of something. You are the clever upstart, right?”


    Cary reached out and slapped Alex’s soon-to-be-naked ass and said, “Bedroom’s down the hall. My tender knees can’t take this hardwood.”


    The double entendre had been unintentional, but Cary heard it as soon as the words passed his mouth, and when Alex cracked up, so did he.


    Then Alex unzipped his pants, took out that glorious cock and spoke the line that Cary had fed him. “Here’s hoping you can take this hard wood.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    When Alexander awoke in the middle of the night, there was a sentence inside his head. A thought, fully formed, just hanging out there like it had always been in his brain but was suddenly trying to bust out, to infect his entire being.


    Money isn’t everything.


    He was aware of it before he was even aware of his physical surroundings, but it only took another instant for him to process that he wasn’t in his own bed. No, he was in Cary’s bed—and Cary’s arms. With Cary’s voice inside his head, repeating what he had so casually said last night: Money isn’t everything.


    He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. But after Cary had led him into his small, cozy bedroom and up onto his small, cozy bed and given him the best blowjob of his life, it had been impossible to get up and get dressed. He had told himself, as they’d both flopped back against the pillows, lying next to each other on their backs but not touching, that he was just going to rest for a few minutes before leaving.


    Somehow, though, here he was, hours later, snuggled up against Cary’s chest, which was rising and falling with the slow, even breaths of sleep. Cary, on his back while Alexander lay on his side curled against him, had both arms wrapped around Alexander. The covers were pulled over them, and the light was turned off. So clearly Cary had tucked them in.


    He swallowed a lump in his throat. It was…


    Too much.


    Not what he signed up for.


    Not what he wanted.


    Fuck. He had to get out of here. Tamping down the urge to wrench himself decisively from Cary’s embrace, he extricated his body slowly, keeping an eye on Cary’s face the whole time. There was enough ambient light—it must be close to morning—that Cary’s sharp jawbone, dusted with the stubble that Alexander found so irresistible, was visible. When he was asleep, Cary looked so much younger than his thirty-five years. To think of Cary’s parents rejecting him after camp made a sharp ping of…something happen in Alexander’s chest. His youth had been no picnic. He’d had none of the advantages Cary had. Except one—his mom, who steadfastly loved him no matter what, no matter who he was or who he was attracted to.


    There’s more to life than money.


    As he slid out from under the covers and collected his clothes—he would dress in the hallway and then slip out—his hand was drawn to that stubble-covered cheek. It floated there of its own volition, but he forced himself to stop an inch before it would have come to rest on Cary’s skin.


    Cary shifted in his sleep a bit, and suddenly he stopped looking so young. From this angle, Alexander was reminded of the man Cary had become.


    The man who was in his way.


    If Cary hadn’t gone into business for himself, Dominion would already have won Don Liu. Hell, if Cary hadn’t gone into business for himself, Dominion would still have Eleanor Southam.


    A wave of self-disgust overtook Alexander. Had he learned nothing in twenty years? Had all that jujitsu, his advanced degree, all his time at the school of hard knocks been so he could sit here and get sentimental worrying that Cary’s parents didn’t love him enough? So he could crumble like a flimsy house of cards when Cary flashed those sweet baby blues?


    No.


    Cary wasn’t the enemy anymore, at least not personally. But they were still rivals. And in a way, that was worse than enemies. Because when you were at war with someone, you kept your eyes on the prize. When you downgraded to mere rivals, it was too easy to forget what was at stake.


    Everything he had worked for. Everything he wanted.


    Everything he was.


    …


    It wasn’t like Cary expected that Alex was going to stay over. They weren’t boyfriends. But when Alex had dozed off after yet another bone-crushingly spectacular romp in bed, Cary found himself wanting Alex to stay the night. Hell, he wanted Alex to stay the night and the morning. He wanted to wake up with their limbs entwined and have some more bone-crushingly spectacular sex, a shower, and then make some goddamned pancakes. But it was a weekday, so he amended his fantasy. He wanted to wake up, have quick and dirty sex, a shower, and hit the Starbucks drive through before he dropped Alex off at his office.


    Either way, though: What. The. Fuck?


    He needed to tamp that shit down, stat. He was too smart to get carried away by a fantasy. And even if it weren’t a fantasy—which it was—he was too smart to get emotionally entangled with Alex Evangelista when they were battling over the biggest client either of them would see in their entire careers.


    So if he was so smart, he asked himself, why had he slipped out of bed and tiptoed around the apartment turning off lights last night? Why did he carefully pull the covers up over Alex before sliding in next to him?


    And the biggest why of them all: why was he so gutted the next morning to wake up and find him gone?


    …


    Later that day, Alexander cut out of work early and drove to his mom’s house. They usually had dinner at her place on Sunday nights, but he wanted to see her sooner than that, so he’d called and asked if he could stop by. As he pulled into the driveway in front of the tidy Leaside bungalow, he let himself sink into the familiar, comforting feeling of satisfaction that always overtook him here. He’d tried to get her to go for a bigger house, something grander and more luxurious, but she’d insisted she didn’t want to be rattling around a big empty place. And though he’d objected, she had been right. The two-bedroom brick beauty was perfect for her, and she loved the leafy, family-oriented neighborhood. She functioned as a kind of surrogate grandmother to the little girls next door, and she volunteered at the local elementary school every morning after her daily walk.


    The lawn was a little too long, though. He frowned and made a mental note to call the landscapers and have a word with them.


    “Alexander!”


    She was sitting on the porch swing, and he smiled as he jogged up the steps to the porch.


    She patted the seat next to her. There was a glass of her famous homemade lemonade-iced tea mixture waiting for him on the side table. He took a long drink before settling in and extending his arm across the back of the swing and tightening it around her when she rested her head on his shoulder.


    “What’s wrong?” she said.


    “Nothing,” he said, but as soon as it was out, he knew he’d answered too quickly, too decisively. “Actually, I broke up with David,” he said, hoping that would suffice.


    “But you were never really with David, were you? Not really?”


    Dammit. Leave it to his mother to be the only one who believed him when he’d always insisted as much. “I’m just tired,” he said, stonewalling because he didn’t know how to answer her question honestly. There was nothing wrong, really, or there should be nothing wrong.


    Suddenly, he remembered that day she’d picked him up at camp twenty years ago. He’d called her from the office, gone back to his cabin to pack his things, and walked the five miles to the nearest town to wait for her. She’d rented a car—he still hated to think what a dent that would have made in her budget back then—and come immediately. “What’s wrong?” had been the first words out of her mouth then, too. And when he’d tried to deflect, she’d allowed him to. He’d always felt bad, over the years, as he grew older and understood more explicitly how fiercely she loved him and how much she had sacrificed for him, that he’d never told her even an abbreviated version of what had sent him running home early that summer.


    “Mrs. E! Mrs. E!”


    Ah! Saved by the Wong twins. The identical seven-year-olds came bounding up the street from school, trailed by their dad, who waved as he jogged to catch up with them.


    “Emily, Anne!” His mom stood and held out her arms. Both girls bounded into them at once. Then, post-hug, they started looking around the porch. “I can’t imagine what you might be looking for, girls,” his mom said, making an exaggerated show of scratching her head and furrowing her brow in mock confusion. “Are you looking for broccoli? Because I have some inside in the fridge!”


    “No!” came the emphatic answer.


    “Oh, I know! You must be looking for cauliflower!”


    “No, no!”


    Then his mom widened her eyes like she’d just been hit with a brainwave. She grabbed a Tupperware that had been sitting next to her in the porch swing. “Are you by any chance looking for…”


    “Cookies!” both girls yelled in unison.


    “How could I forget that Thursday is cookie day?” she asked, shaking her head and opening the container so each girl could help herself to an oatmeal raisin cookie. His mom was famous for her oatmeal raisin cookies. She always had been.


    Alexander loved to see her like this, safe, taken care of, happy. In some ways, despite all his achievements, the fact that he had been able to make enough money for his mom to retire and live in comfort was the thing he was most proud of.


    But suddenly an image flashed into his head of her making those cookies in their crappy apartment when he was growing up. She hadn’t make them weekly as the ingredients were too expensive, but from time to time, as a special treat, she’d get out the mixer and make a batch. She always fretted over the fact that their ancient oven overcooked the cookies’ edges. But no one ever complained. They lined up outside the apartment when that aroma wafted down the dingy corridor. She had always seemed to take great joy in handing them out to the neighborhood kids.


    Exactly like this.


    Money isn’t everything.


    When she had finished chatting with the twins and their father, she sat back down next to him and silently handed him a cookie.


    He took a bite. Then he said, “You remember that time I called you from camp and asked you to pick me up early?”


    “I do. I always wondered what happened.”


    “I got my heart broken.” It was the first time he had articulated it like that. It was the first time he had allowed himself to think about it like that.


    She nodded. “Who was he?”


    Alexander blew out a breath. “Just some guy.”


    She looked at him for a long time before saying, “All right. But just don’t let it stay broken forever.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Cary wasn’t even sure why he was still bothering to text Alex. When Alex didn’t answer the first couple texts—sexy or otherwise—Cary had sent since his middle of the night departure, Cary got the message.


    But he kept doing it anyway. It started with the bachelor party they’d talked about briefly. Though he’d tried to respect Marcus’s instructions to keep things classy, some of the other guys had wrested control, and there had indeed been a stripper. A “classy stripper,” one of them said. Equal parts bored and amused, it had taken all of ten seconds for Cary’s thoughts to turn to Alex. So he’d pulled out his phone.


    I’m watching a stripper. A female stripper. Send help.


    When no reply had been forthcoming, he’d just kept going. When the party moved to a bar called—no joke—Metaphor, he’d texted a picture of it sans commentary.


    He continued from there. It wasn’t an onslaught. Maybe just a text or two per day. When things made him think of Alex, he sent a text. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. Everything made him think of Alex, and most of the time, he restrained himself. He knew the radio silence on Alex’s end meant he didn’t want to hear from Cary. Hell, maybe he’d even blocked him. But, oddly, Cary didn’t give a shit. Didn’t care that he was breaching the unspoken boundaries of modern relationships. When someone ghosted on you, you did the dignity-preserving thing and let them go. Well, not him, apparently. Sometimes, he was suffused with a bout of remorse after he hit send, berating himself that he was proving over and over again that he wasn’t ruthless enough to succeed as an entrepreneur. That he made things too personal, like his uncle had always said. But it didn’t matter how much he beat himself up, how much he vowed that the most recent text had been the last. He just could not stop.


    He even sent Alex a text from outside Don Liu’s house, when he arrived early for a meeting. Part of him was hoping that referencing the source of their conflict-ridden reunion would jar Alex into responding, even if only in anger. But the other, bigger part of him knew it was futile. When Alex wasn’t consumed with thoughts of rage and revenge, which he didn’t seem to be anymore, he was cool and unflappable. That’s what all the profiles of him always said, anyway. And Cary had seen flashes of that. The man who had dumped his boyfriend and felt nothing, for God’s sake. The man who had left Cary’s bed in the middle of the night and disappeared without a word and felt nothing.


    Cary still couldn’t stop, though. Because he felt everything.


    And so the week preceding Marcus’s wedding passed, full of tuxedo fittings, cake tastings, panic attacks from Rose—and texts to Alex.


    “Whatcha doing?” Rose stuck her head into his hotel room an hour before the wedding. He’d left the door ajar because Marcus was supposed to be stopping by with some pre-ceremony liquid courage.


    What he had been doing, of course, was texting Alex.


    Help! The straight people wedding industrial complex is eating me alive.


    He pressed send and set aside his phone. “You shouldn’t be here. Marcus is coming by soon.”


    “I came prepared for that eventuality,” she said, gesturing to the fluffy white hotel robe she was wearing. Then she stepped into the room, locked the door, and dropped the robe.


    Despite his joking about how weddings were a drag, his breath caught a little. She’d put the Rose Verma touch on the traditional wedding gown. It was long and form-fitted until it started to flare out just below her hips into a cloud of wispy, billowy skirts. And although it was white on top, the white gradually became a pale pink, which in turn became a darker pink, and on down the dress to the bottom, which was a bright fuchsia. Her hair was up in some kind of elaborate up-do. “You are stunning,” he said, and meant it.


    “But your family is going to freak out over this dress, right?”


    He grinned, “Probably.”


    She shot him an answering grin and gave a little twirl, but only ended up caught in her own voluminous skirts, and he had to help her untwist them.


    “Don’t you have bridesmaids you’re supposed to be…doing girl stuff with right now?” he teased.


    “I do, but I like you better,” said Rose. “If you weren’t always destined to be Marcus’s best man, I would have made you be on my team.”


    He found himself oddly moved. “I am on your team, Rose. I’m the captain of your team.”


    “Aww.” She tried to lean in to hug him, but her dress got in the way, so she laughed and settled for blowing him a kiss. Then she said, “You remember that later.”


    Before he could ask her to clarify, there was a rap on the door.


    “Ahhh!” Rose shrieked and scrambled into her robe, though it wasn’t long enough to conceal the pink bottom of the dress.


    Cary waited until she was settled before opening the door.


    “Keep your eyes up here, almost-husband,” Rose ordered, using her pointer and middle finger to gesture to her eyes.


    “Right,” Marcus said. “The bad luck thing. I hate to break it to you, but you already spoiled that when you sneaked into my hotel room at five this morning.”


    “It’s bad luck to see me in my dress,” Rose declared. “It doesn’t matter if you see me…not in my dress.”


    “You’re just making up rules to suit you,” Cary said, gently pushing her toward the door.


    “I am, indeed,” she agreed. “Because, really, if you want to be happy, you have to say ‘eff the rules.’” Then she blew him another kiss, aimed a second one at Marcus, and flounced off down the hall.


    Cary caught Marcus looking her up and down as she retreated. “Hey,” he said, his tone surprisingly peevish. He hadn’t been kidding about being Team Rose, apparently. “Look away from the dress, buddy.”


    Marcus did not obey, so Cary shoved him hard enough to get his attention, then took the pair of beers he held and sat down in the sitting area of the room. He popped the top of one of them and passed it over. Then he opened his own and lifted his bottle. “To you, cousin. Though God knows, you should have eloped.”


    Marcus clinked his bottle against Cary’s. “I would have in a heartbeat, but Rose didn’t want to.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, the thing about Rose is that she comes off as kind of a rebel—the independent spirit and all that—but in some ways, she’s very traditional.”


    Cary could see what he meant. The dress was itself a perfect example of the mixing of tradition and rebellion. “Well, God bless her.” He took another pull of his beer. “And God bless you. You should be sainted for going along with this.”


    Marcus shrugged. “Not to get all sage on the mountain on you, but I’ve sort of learned that sometimes, loving someone is about giving in.” He shook his head and smiled. “Not that I didn’t suggest a Caribbean beach wedding about a thousand times. But in the end, it’s more important to her than it is to me.” He chugged the rest of his beer and slammed the bottle down on the coffee table between them. “But also? I didn’t invite my father, so how bad can it really be?”


    …


    What the fuck was he doing? After Alexander declared himself to the usher as belonging on the bride’s side, he gave some serious thought to following that usher down the aisle and just continuing on past the rows of chairs and out the emergency exit he could see lit up at the other end of the museum atrium where the wedding was being held.


    But something made him stay. The same something that had made him come to begin with, he supposed. The week of repeated invitations Rose had sent to his office had worn him down. He found himself curious about the whole Rosemann clan, about this woman who had reportedly been giving the traditional old-money family the vapors. He felt a kind of kinship with her. Even though they could pass in these settings, they were both fishes out of water in this world of hereditary privilege.


    But that wasn’t the whole truth. Rose had worn him down, but so had Cary, with his stupid texts. His thoughtful, funny, stupid texts.


    Texts that had to stop.


    Which was the real reason he was here. To be a man and stand up and look Cary in the eyes and tell him to stop.


    Tell him everything, in fact—tell him about the letter Johan had sent, which he was still working on locating. He was confident that it wouldn’t make its way to Liu anytime soon, but he needed to confess. You couldn’t sleep in someone’s arms and stab them in the back at the same time.


    Not that there would be any more sleeping in each other’s arms. It was over. They were competitors. Alexander had finally gotten to the point where he could accept that Cary deserved to be in this competition. He was still going to do everything in his power to win it, but this time, when he said, “May the best man win,” he was going to stick out his hand to shake, and he was going to mean it.


    And if he held on to that hand a touch too long because it would be the last time he would ever touch Cary Bell, well, it was what it was.


    Resolved, he sat and looked around. Rose’s side was definitely outnumbered by Cary’s. Alexander had most of a row of upholstered chairs to himself. He felt the absurd urge to spread out, to somehow try to take up more space, in solidarity with Rose.


    A rabbi appeared at the front of the room, and everyone stopped talking. Then Cary came down the aisle. Well, to be more accurate, Marcus, the groom, came down the aisle along with his best man and two other groomsmen. But Alexander couldn’t take his eyes off Cary as he walked. It was kind of funny, actually, because the cousins looked similar. They shared those bluish-gray, intelligent eyes and angular cheekbones. They were both handsome in their impeccably tailored tuxedos. But although Alexander could appreciate that Marcus was a good-looking guy, it was his younger cousin that was making every part of Alexander’s body tighten. His fingers flexed in his lap, buzzing like they needed to rub against that nearly shorn head regardless of what Alexander himself wanted. His dick twitched as he remembered the feeling of being inside Cary. Even his mouth felt heavy, providing a visceral memory of what Cary had felt like inside him. Realizing he had been holding his breath during Cary’s whole trip down the aisle, he released it, watching both men nod at the rabbi and turn, presumably in preparation for the procession.


    Marcus turned and looked up the aisle with a nervous smile on his face.


    Cary turned and looked directly at Alexander.


    Alexander wondered for a moment if Cary had somehow been able to sense his attraction, if the power of his want had literally drawn the other man’s attention. But that was ridiculous. He had come here to shut all that down. So he met Cary’s look of surprise, which was followed by the slow blossoming of a smile, with merely a nod, and settled in for the torture of watching Cary’s back for the next thirty minutes.


    …


    Cary tried to concentrate, to do his best-man duties without betraying the fact that he was Freaking. The Fuck. Out. His first thought on seeing Alex was, embarrassingly, joy. Stupid, unhinged, undignified joy. It had only been a week and a half since they’d been together, but seeing Alex in the flesh was a rush, a full-body experience as happy adrenaline flooded through him. But then, taking in the sight of Alex sprawled over two chairs like he didn’t have a care in the world, he started to fret. If Alex was still waging war, this would be a supremely effective way of unsettling the enemy.


    He told himself to forget Alex as he watched Rose’s friends Cassie and Amy walk down the aisle. He actually succeeded for a moment when the maid of honor, Hailey, started her slow march, but only because he was trying not to laugh. Hailey’s purple, asymmetrical, half-shaved haircut had not been toned down for the wedding, so maybe Rose wasn’t going to be the Rosemann family’s only target tonight. But as soon as Hailey had taken her place, his agitated mind—and his gaze—returned to Alex and the mystery of what he was doing here.


    When the music changed to herald Rose’s arrival, he forced himself to abandon his paranoia and pay attention. Rose and her mother processed down the aisle, and the ceremony began, thankfully requiring him to turn his back to the audience. From that point, it wasn’t as hard to concentrate on the wedding as he would have thought. As Marcus and Rose spoke their vows, he found himself oddly moved. Probably it was because even though he pretty much thought weddings were bullshit, it was impossible to resist the Rose and Marcus show. They were happy, truly happy, and that shit had the power to infect onlookers.


    Still, by the time it was over, Cary breathed a sigh of relief. The wedding party had been dismissed, and Rose and Marcus stood at the back of the room, a receiving line of two—“get it over with,” Rose had decreed. Cary hung around a bit, trying to catch a glimpse of Alex over the heads of the crowd, but he’d been instructed to bring a check to the caterer, and to check in with the DJ, so he set off to do his duty, not sure if he was going reluctantly or gratefully. Was he looking forward to seeing Alex or dreading it? He didn’t know. Everything was all mixed up in his mind.


    It didn’t matter because when he arrived in the cavernous gallery space that was home to the reception, he was plunged into damage control mode. The maid of honor, she of the purple hair, accosted him immediately. “The vegetarian dinners aren’t what she ordered!” He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do about it, but he nevertheless found himself thrust into the kitchen and into an absurd argument with the chef, who insisted that the asparagus he’d substituted for the medley of sautéed greens Rose had ordered to accompany the vegetarian pasta was actually preferable because it was fresher than the greens. He didn’t know which side he was supposed to be on, and when Rose herself appeared in the kitchen and deemed everything fine, he breathed a sigh of relief and set out to find Alex.


    “Come with me to the table,” said Rose, grabbing his arm and halting his progress. “We’re starting the first course, and I need you to shield me from your family.” Sighing, he obeyed, and once he had seated Rose at the head table and Marcus had joined them, he was exhorted to make a toast that would signify the start of dinner. What the hell? Weren’t weddings supposed to be interminably long, drawn-out affairs? Why was this one moving along at such a good clip? But he did as he was told, scanning the crowd for Alex but unable to see much because the DJ’s spotlight was shining on him.


    “Alexander Evangelista came,” Rose whispered, leaning over as they started the salad course.


    “I know,” he said. “Surprised the hell out of me.”


    Rose performed a coy shrug. “I sent him an invitation. Or several. I may have been a tad…persuasive.”


    He tried to be mad, but how could he? They’d broken the mold when they made Rose.


    “Anyway,” she went on, “It’s not like he’s here for me. He doesn’t even know me.”


    “Rose. Do I need to remind you how much you hated it when your mom was trying to match-make you?”


    “I know! I know! I just really want you to hurry up and get settled so we can expand the normal wing of this family.” He couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Besides…” She lowered her voice and leaned in closer. “Your godchild is going to need you to be more upstanding than you currently are. So please get working on that.”


    It took him a moment to catch her meaning. But when he did, his jaw dropped. Tears rushed into his eyes.


    She set down her champagne flute with a thud and said, “Yes, indeed. You think I have apple juice in this thing for shits and giggles?”


    “Congratulations, Mrs. Rosemann.”


    “I told you I’m not changing my name.”


    “You don’t think Rose Rosemann has a certain ring to it?”


    “No, I do not. In fact, I think Marcus should have changed his name to Verma. Then the normal wing of the family could all have been Vermas.” She winked at him. “Well, Vermas and Bells.”


    He laughed and planted a big, wet, sloppy kiss on her cheek. Then he leaned over and looked at Marcus, who was seated on Rose’s other side. Marcus must have felt his attention because he turned his head from where he’d been talking to the maid of honor, who was seated on his other side. And then he must have sensed that Rose had told Cary their news, because his face broke out into the biggest grin Cary had ever seen on his cousin as he slid his arm over Rose’s shoulders. “Don’t tell anyone yet,” he whispered.


    Cary nodded. He had to look away, out into the crowd, to keep those damned tears at bay.


    His eyes found Alex again. Just like at the ceremony, they seemed to just know where he was, to home in on him without Cary exerting any conscious effort.


    And then it hit him.


    “Oh my God,” he said, clasping a hand over his mouth.


    “What?” Rose leaned over. “What’s wrong?”


    He cleared his throat. “Nothing. Sorry, nothing. My mind was just on something else for a second.”


    “Well, I hope it was something good,” Rose said.


    It was not something good. It was something very, very bad. It was something disastrous.


    He was in love with Alex Evangelista.


    He looked around the room, panic rising in his chest. Holy shit. He wanted all this. This wedding bullshit. Expanding the normal wing of the family, as Rose had put it. Kids. He wanted kids, for fuck’s sake. He picked up his champagne and downed it.


    It had come from nowhere, this wanting, taking his breath away with both its suddenness and its force. Love, marriage, kids—he wanted it all.


    And he wanted it with Alex Evangelista.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Alexander had to admit that the wedding wasn’t bad, as these things went. They kept the proceedings moving along at a decent pace. He had been planning to try to intercept Cary between the service and the reception, to tell him what he had to say, and then leave. But Cary seemed to have disappeared after the ceremony, so Alexander was forced to take a seat and make small talk with his table mates, who were Rose’s co-workers. Then the dinner started, and he had to watch Cary perform a graceful toast, full of just the right mix of gentle humor and poignant good wishes. Alexander watched him liaise with servers, nod to the DJ at various points that must have been cues. He was a master at pitching things exactly right, running the show with a mastery that looked unpracticed.


    After the last course, the DJ announced the first dance. “In lieu of a traditional dance, Rose and Marcus would like to invite any couples who would like to join them to share in their first dance as husband and wife.”


    “Dance with me.”


    Alexander turned. Somehow, even though he’d been watching Cary pretty closely all night, he’d lost track of him, allowing him to approach undetected from behind.


    “Is that a question or a command?” he asked.


    “It’s a command,” Cary said, holding out his hand, but his smile said it wasn’t, not really.


    Well, shit. They could have this conversation dancing as easily as anywhere else. But… “If your family is really as tight-assed as Rose suggests, isn’t the sight of two men dancing going to scandalize them?”


    “Yes,” Cary said.


    Alexander couldn’t help but smile. You had to admire Cary’s balls. “All right,” he said, placing his hand in Cary’s and letting himself be led to the dance floor to the opening strains of “What a Wonderful World.”


    “Besides,” Cary said, pulling Alexander close. “The maid of honor and I have a secret pact to try to deflect attention from Rose and Marcus.”


    “Why?” Alexander asked. “They’re the ones getting married.”


    “Right. But there’s so much family drama, and there’s been so much animosity about them being together, that Rose thought if other people did things to claim the spotlight, she would seem demure, relatively speaking.” He shrugged. “Rose doesn’t always make sense, but it’s best just to do her bidding.”


    Alexander’s waist tingled where Cary laid his right hand against it. “Ah, that must explain the purple hair.”


    Cary didn’t answer him, just pulled him closer, probably closer than was wise, given the conservativeness of the onlookers but also the reality of why Alexander had come. Alexander sighed as tension drained out of his shoulders. Why did that always happen when Cary was touching him? The mint in the mint-and-coffee smell of Cary was dominant this evening. Despite his better judgment, Alexander leaned closer and inhaled.


    “I’m glad you came,” Cary whispered in his ear, his warm breath making the hairs on Alexander’s neck stand on end.


    “Rose sent an invitation to my office,” Alexander said, pulling back enough so he could look at Cary. “And a balloon bouquet.” Cary laughed and rolled his eyes. “And a singing telegram.”


    “Oh my God.” The laughter in Cary’s eyes died and was replaced by something more like embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”


    Alexander’s chest felt uncomfortably heavy at the notion of having embarrassed Cary, which was stupid because the whole point of coming here was to tell Cary to back off, to push him away. “Quite all right. I can see that this Rose person is a force of nature.”


    “She is that.” Ever-persistent, Cary pulled him a little closer again, so that their chests were flush. It put them nose to nose, eye to eye. Smile to frown.


    “I want to ask you something,” Cary said at the same time that Alexander said, “I need to talk to you.”


    Alexander said, “Go ahead,” just as Cary said, laughingly, “You first.”


    Well, shit. He pulled back again, remaining in Cary’s embrace but just barely. “You need to stop texting me.”


    Cary blinked. That hadn’t been what he’d expected.


    Alex pressed on. “This….thing we have going. It has to stop.”


    “I thought you said it was just sex.”


    “It is. It was.” God, this was harder than he’d imagined. How to explain that when it came to relationships, he was broken and he needed to stay that way? That he couldn’t let Cary un-break him? That he needed his heart to say the way it was: brittle.


    He didn’t have to find the words, though, because Cary dropped his arms, held his hands up like he was surrendering to a mugger. “You know what? You’re right. I can’t just keep having sex with you.”


    It was Alexander’s turn to blink in surprise. “What a Wonderful World” stopped, and the DJ started in on some jumpy pop thing. Guests flooded the dance floor, but Cary and Alexander stayed rooted in place, staring at each other with a foot of space between them.


    “So we’re back to war, then?” Cary asked, his face so blank, it made Alexander wonder if he had imagined the smile he’d flashed when he first caught sight of Alexander earlier.


    “No,” Alexander said quickly. “Not war. Just…competition.” Above board competition. He opened his mouth to ’fess up about the mailed court documents, but Cary interrupted him.


    “May the best man win and all that.” Cary’s lips were pressed together into a thin, grim line.


    Alexander nodded and swallowed hard, his throat having gone tight. This was going exactly as he’d hoped it would. This was why he’d come here. He was getting what he’d wanted. So what the hell was his problem? “About that. There’s something I need to—”


    “I gotta go,” Cary said. “A best man never rests.”


    And then he was gone, and Alexander was standing in the middle of a dance floor, Kool and the Gang hurting his ears, and something else, something he couldn’t name, hurting his heart.


    


    Ten minutes later, safe inside his car, Alexander picked up his phone and checked his email, hoping the mundaneness of scrolling through a series of demands on his time would knock him out of his weird funk.


    There was a message from Liu. He’d given Liu his personal email, and the billionaire had used it a few times, to ask questions or request more information. But this one wasn’t like that.


    Dear Alexander,


    I’ve been thinking about the fact that you and Cary met at summer camp. You Canadians seem very fond of outdoor pursuits. I personally have never seen the appeal of sleeping on the cold, hard ground, but I would like to try this pastime of my adopted country. My daughter has reserved two adjacent sites at Algonquin Park for Friday night and has purchased the necessary equipment. My hope is that both you and Mr. Bell will join us. You can show us a thing or two, I’m sure. And, frankly, I have to say that I relish the idea of getting to know both of you outside the confines of the office. If we are to believe some of the great novelists of your fine nation, there’s nothing like a stint in the wilderness to test a man’s mettle.


    Sincerely,


    Don Liu


    Alexander dropped the phone and let his head fall forward onto the steering wheel.


    Fuck.


    He was going back to camp.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Cary hadn’t been camping in a couple years. But that wasn’t what was eating at him as he pulled his car into the small lot at the trailhead at Algonquin. It was that he hadn’t been camping with Alex Evangelista in twenty years.


    But it was possible that he had been in love with Alex Evangelista for twenty years.


    And what a fine fucking time to have figured that out.


    His mind had run through endless scenarios since that ill-fated dance at the wedding two weeks ago. What if he had sought Alex out years earlier and apologized? Way before this Liu stuff had brought them together. What if he’d done it right away, that summer after camp?


    But he always came to the same conclusion, which was that it wouldn’t have mattered. Alex and his pride and his pursuit of success never would have stood still long enough to listen. It was only when his hand was forced by the competition for Liu that he’d even deigned to make eye contact with Cary. And besides, Alex had told Cary, both outright and via his actions, that there was nothing between them. Nothing but sex. Until there wasn’t that, either.


    Well, hell. He’d sat in his car long enough. He could see Don and Linda unloading supplies from the back of theirs. They’d be hiking into the site but not a terribly long distance. Liu had done enough research that he was disdainful of “car camping,” but Cary had talked him down from a remote site that would have required a portage to one that required only a modest hike in.


    “Alexander will be joining us in a couple hours,” said Liu, adding a bag to what was already a rather daunting pile of stuff, given that they were only spending one night—and that they had to carry everything in on their backs. “I’ve sent him directions to the site, and he assures me he’ll have no trouble finding it.”


    That suited Cary just fine. Two fewer hours spent with Alex was two hours closer to being done with this. And, hell, if he could use those two hours to impress Liu and his daughter without Alex getting in his way, all the better. Because he had pretty much decided that the only way to salvage this whole situation was to win the Liu account. That way, he’d walk away with something in addition to this fucking broken heart. “All right,” he said, watching Linda struggle with an overstuffed backpack that didn’t have a frame. She was going to ruin her shoulders before they reached the site. “Why don’t we do some redistribution before we hike in?”


    The redistribution wasn’t enough. “We’re going to have to make two trips,” Cary said several minutes later. “Tell you what, let’s leave the overflow in my car. We’ll hike in, and then I’ll come back for it.”


    And so Cary spent the next two hours hiking, first in with Don and Linda, chatting about everything from some of Liu’s business concerns to how the local school system was since Linda’s brother Peter was soon to be arriving with his young family, and then back out, by himself.


    And he almost made it back in by himself, too, when that goddamned Ferrari pulled up.


    Alex had told Liu that he wasn’t an outdoorsman anymore, but he sure looked the part. Cary realized that he’d never actually seen Alex in anything other than a suit since camp. He’d even worn a casual linen suit to games day. Cary would have said that Alex was the kind of guy who looked his best in suits. Ruling over a boardroom was his natural habitat, or had become so. But, damn, it turned out he could own the casual look, too. Slim-cut, dark-wash jeans sat low on his hips, and he wore a blue and black flannel. He knew how to pack, too. Still not having seen Cary, he pulled a proper camping backpack from his car, hoisted it on his shoulders, and strolled over to the map posted at the trailhead.


    Cary gave a momentary thought to turning tail and heading back as fast as he could to the campsite. But he was tired and carrying twice what Alex was, so he’d probably only end up being overtaken anyway. So, time to man the fuck up. He stepped out from the tree cover. “Hi.”


    Alex looked up, and for an instant, Cary thought he saw something dark in his eyes, something almost like fear, if that had been possible, but Alex Evangelista wasn’t afraid of anything. Of course not, because after taking in the scene, one corner of Alex’s mouth turned up. “You really take that whole Boy Scout ‘Be prepared’ shit to heart, don’t you?”


    Cary rolled his eyes. “This is their stuff. They packed enough for a week. I’ve already been in once, carrying my stuff and some of theirs. This is round two.”


    Alex whistled. “Well, then. Shall we?”


    Cary gestured for Alex to go ahead of him. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.


    …


    This was going to be worse than he had imagined. As Alexander walked the trail and listened to Cary’s footsteps behind him, it all came rushing back. The trail system at camp. Those narrow gravel trails. More specifically, walking those trails with Cary, who, on those cool, quiet mornings, had squeezed in next to Alexander, close enough that Alexander could feel the post-run heat emanating off his skin.


    This time, it was Alexander’s skin that was hot, and for no reason. The trail was shaded, and this far north, the mid-June air was cool. But he kept having to use his sleeve to wipe his brow, which was slicked with sweat. With every step Alexander took deeper into the woods, the vice around his chest tightened a little more. He kept trying to shift his backpack, feeling like if he could just take some of the pressure off, he’d be able to get a proper breath in.


    Alexander knew what was happening. He could recognize the symptoms of a panic attack, even if it had been sixteen years since he last had one. He’d started having them that summer in college, when his mom was diagnosed with cancer. The jujitsu had helped, but the thing that had made them go away for good was finishing his MBA and getting his first job as a trader. Knowing he had made a decision and followed the path that unfolded from that decision and that it was finally paying off. Knowing that he was doing all that was in his power to create a secure life for himself and his mom. Knowing that if he ever met Brooks Martin III again, the proverbial last laugh he would have would be fucking enormous.


    Something moved in the woods, and Alexander flinched. It turned out to be just a squirrel scampering up a tree, but he couldn’t relax. The sensation put him right back to that last year at camp. Brooks had sneaked into the showers and stolen Alexander’s towel and robe, then had lain in wait for him in the woods when he’d tried to dash back to the cabin in the buff. As a rational adult, Alexander could look back at Brooks and see a homophobe who was protesting too much, a guy who was a little too interested in the mechanics of gay sex. But that rational adult was somewhere else now, back in civilization. He was in a bank tower, or a penthouse, watching the markets make him richer and richer. Right now, in the woods, Alexander was a sixteen-year-old kid who had no allies.


    Well, that kid had had one—or thought he’d had. He pushed away the image of a sky full of shooting stars. That “ally” had thrown him under the bus at the first opportunity.


    “Hey,” came a soft voice from behind. “You okay?”


    “Yes,” he said quickly, forcing himself to pick up the pace because whatever else happened, Cary Bell could not push up and walk beside him here. He had given up that right twenty years ago.


    “Yes,” he said again, quieter this time, like he was trying to convince himself. What had his jujitsu teacher told him back then? “People don’t panic in the present.” That had become his mantra, first for getting over the panic attacks, and then more generally for succeeding in the world of finance. Ruthless concentration on the present followed by rational parceling of the next few steps. He looked at his feet. His boots were new, and he had a blister on one heel. Every step with his right foot caused a short stab of pain. Good. He could use that. Step-pain, step-no pain, step-pain, step-no pain. When his breath slowed, he looked up for something to concentrate on. There was a tree up ahead marking a fork in the road. Get to that tree. That was the next step.


    He kept doing it, looking ahead, finding the next marker, and carrying himself to it. And it worked. Eventually the next marker was Linda Liu, who was struggling to light a fire.


    “Find something familiar to do,” was what the doctor had told him twenty years ago, when he’d had his first panic attack and rushed to the emergency room thinking he was having a heart attack. “Encourage yourself to slip into a comfortable routine.”


    “Alexander!” Linda’s face lit up when she caught sight of him. She was kneeling and blowing on some kindling in the fire pit, but she abandoned her task as he approached and stood to greet him.


    He wasn’t blind. He knew Linda was into him. He assumed she had figured out he was gay. As a trusted deputy in her father’s global empire, she was a smart, well-connected woman, and he never hid that part of himself. She seemed like one of those women who was fascinated by gay men, for reasons that always eluded Alexander. But she had to know there was no hope in hell that anything could happen between them.


    “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said with enthusiasm. “I graduated top of my class from Harvard business school, but damned if I know how to survive in the woods. I’ve been trying to get this thing to stay lit for twenty minutes.”


    Well, shit. Who cared if Linda knew the score? Charming he could do. Charming was familiar. So he shrugged out of his backpack, shot her a smile, and said, “One fire-making lesson coming up.”


    He looked over his shoulder. Cary was deep in conversation with Liu.


    Winning was another thing that was familiar. Winning he could do.


    “Come on over right here next to me,” he said to Linda as he knelt at the base of the fire pit. He took off his flannel shirt and spread it next to him on the ground, leaving him in only a white tank top. “Here, sit on my shirt so you don’t get dirty.”


    …


    “I think I just saw a shooting star!” Linda exclaimed, pointing to the sky. They were sitting around a campfire, and everyone else’s gaze followed her arm.


    Everyone’s except Alex. Because that was his cue to leave. “I’m just going to take a little hike before the dessert course,” he said, rising.


    It was fully dark, so a hike was probably the last thing he should be doing, but he had to get out of there for a bit. The panic had receded, but he was jumping out of his skin. All day long, he’d had to pretend: that he was happy to be here, that he was comfortable with Linda fawning all over him. As he saw it, the only upside to this excursion was that no one had decided it would be fun to play charades.


    And Cary, of course. There was something about being back in the woods with Cary that was slowly unraveling the sense of self he’d so meticulously constructed over the past two decades. His mind kept going over and over the many conversations they’d had those mornings on the way to the dining hall. No detail was too small. Remember that time they’d pondered why if Gandalf and Saruman never aged, were they already so old? Or Cary’s detailed sermon on the merits of New Balance running shoes? Or the way water had beaded on his chest as they lay together on the dock in the moonlight?


    But then he’d grown disgusted with himself. The past was dead to him. He had burnt it down and rebuilt his life on its ashes. So why the hell couldn’t he stop thinking about it?


    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Linda asked him. “It’s getting dark.”


    “The trails here are flat and well-marked,” Cary said, not bothering to look up from where he was roasting a marshmallow. “He’ll be fine.”


    Alexander was half tempted to announce his intention to stay, after all, if only because Cary so clearly wanted him to go. But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. If he was going to survive the night, he needed to get some breathing room, to get away from these people and remember who he was. So he put on his jacket, grabbed a flashlight, and set off toward a river that ran through the park. Sitting by the rushing water for a while would calm him.


    He walked and walked. Using his flashlight to illuminate the trail in front of him, he let the thud of one foot in front of the other on the packed dirt of the trail calm his out of control thoughts. He took slow, measured breaths, counting how many footsteps he could fit into each inhale, each exhale, letting those footsteps lull him.


    Until they lulled him so much that he tripped over a tree root that covered the trail, and a pain so intense it made him cry out lanced into his ankle. He fell, cursing himself, cursing his ankle. Cursing Cary because he wasn’t sure where the pain was worse—his ankle or his heart.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Cary tried to tell himself that Alex was a grown up. If he wanted to storm off into the woods in the dark by himself, that was his prerogative. His problem.


    It was better without him here, anyway. He hadn’t been able to get a word in edgewise while Linda and Alex were huddled together in a confab while Alex was explaining the finer points of chocolate-to-marshmallow ratio and Linda was gazing at him like he held the secrets to cold fusion.


    It was too much.


    He could take Alex being distant, cold. He could even take Alex on the warpath, sneering and issuing vulgar threats. But he could not take Alex flirting with Linda Liu like he was Don Fucking Juan. Watching the man he loved—the gay man he loved—all but making a pass at a woman, either for shits and giggles or because he saw it as a tactic in his fucking, never-ending “war,” had grown old pretty fast.


    And, hey, maybe he could take even that if they hadn’t been in the goddamned woods. It wasn’t like Alex wanted him, so what did Cary care? But the campsite setting was freaking him out a little, taking him back to Camp Blue Lake, and not in a happy-nostalgia kind of way. He kept having to remind himself that he was thirty-five years old. He had, by anyone’s measure, a wildly successful career. He was no longer a fifteen-year-old closet case looking to the actions of others to know how he should feel, how he should act.


    So Alex could go fuck himself—that was the basic conclusion he’d come to.


    Still. He’d been gone an awfully long time. Two hours and twenty minutes, to be precise. Not that he’d been keeping track. He looked at his watch in the dying embers of the fire. Only eleven p.m., but eleven p.m. in the woods was different than eleven p.m. in the city. It was pitch black, and the forest was alive with the sound of night—cicadas and owls but also unidentified sounds that were probably nothing. But still. And, away from the fire, it was cold. And getting colder.


    He stood. “I’m going after him.” He’d spent the past hour and a half assuring Linda and Don that Alex was fine, that there was no reason to worry. That Alex could beat a black bear in a standoff, no problem.


    But the truth was Cary didn’t know. Alex hadn’t actually been that great at outdoors stuff. He could tie knots, but that was about it. Cary had always had to help him when they did outdoor survival tests—slip him extra matches, secretly help brace his shelter, that sort of thing. His money was still on Alex over the hypothetical black bear if only because Alex could outthink anything, but… It was that “but” that was starting to scare him the more time went by. “I’m sure he’s fine. You two hit the hay, and we’ll all see each other in the morning.” He started putting together a pack. Hell, if he was going to give in to his paranoid imaginings, he was going to be prepared to actually encounter his paranoid imaginings. And when he didn’t, when he had hauled himself and his shit into the dark forest only to find Alex sitting by the river skinning a bear, he was going to lose his fucking mind.


    Either way, he wasn’t looking forward to his task.


    After reassuring Linda and Don again and making sure they were set up in their respective tents for bed, he set off. He walked quickly despite the dark, propelled forward by his growing fear, one that had him methodically stopping every fifty or so yards to shine the flashlight around the inky woods, looking for any sign of Alex. It was fucking freezing out here despite it being mid-June. He’d forgotten that part, how even on warm summer days, the northern Ontario wilderness saw the night-time temperatures plunge. He zipped up his coat, trying to remember if Alex had been wearing one when he’d set off.


    After forty or so minutes, he came to a fork in the trail system. A huge tree marked it, and a color-coded sign was nailed to it showing hikers their options. “Shit,” he said aloud, his voice echoing through the night. Short of a trail of breadcrumbs, he had no way of knowing which way Alex had gone. He shone the light on his wristwatch. Nearly three hours since Alex had left the camp. Something was wrong. No matter what was going on with them, no matter the situation with Liu, Alex wouldn’t just disappear for three hours.


    He stopped for a moment, listening to the sound of his heavy breathing as he tipped his head back and tried to see some stars. It was impossible; the foliage was too thick this deep in the woods. What the fuck was he going to do if something terrible had happened? He was so angry at Alex for putting him in this position.


    But no. That wasn’t true. Or it wasn’t all of the truth. As angry as he was at Alex, he was angrier at himself. Because Alex hadn’t just disappeared into the woods; Cary had let him leave. And, worse, he’d let him leave without telling him the truth. Just like he had let Alex leave the wedding without telling him the truth. He’d been trying to preserve his own dignity, to protect his heart. But that was the coward’s way out. Didn’t Alex deserve to know the whole truth? To know exactly what it was he was leaving behind?


    His uncle had been wrong. Sometimes being soft, being the one to yield, was the way to win.


    “Alex!” he shouted at the tree canopy, though he knew it was futile, “Alexander!”


    “Cary?” The return shout was close, and relief flooded Cary’s system, making tears prickle at the corners of his eyes and his legs go all shaky.


    “Which way did you go at the fork?” he yelled, forcing his voice through the lump in his throat.


    “Left,” Alex shouted, and sure enough, when Cary started down the left trail, he was greeted by a light in the distance. He swung his own up to meet it. “Hang on! I’m coming for you!”


    Jesus fucking Christ, those last twenty yards just about killed him. He had to force himself to go slowly. It was dark, and it would be too easy to fall. Finally, he reached Alex, who was sitting on the ground, his back against a tree, left leg propped up on a boulder.


    “I tripped.”


    Cary shone his light at Alex, searching his face for…what? Whatever he’d been hoping to find wasn’t there. Alex’s face was its usual emotionless mask.


    “I fucked up my ankle. I can’t put any pressure on my left leg.”


    Cary allowed himself a flash of anger. “This is why taking off in unfamiliar forests in the middle of the night is a goddamned stupid idea. You’re smarter than that. What were you planning to do?”


    Alex shrugged. “There’s no cell service here, so I was going to wait.”


    “For what?”


    …


    God damn. Why did Cary Bell have to be so fucking irresistible all the time? Even when he was angry, he made Alexander want to rip his clothes off. Alexander had been flooded with relief when he heard Cary’s voice calling his name, but now he was flooded with something else. Lust. It was probably some kind of primal response to being out of danger. He didn’t like it but there was no denying it.


    Alexander sighed. “I was waiting for my knight in shining armor, I guess.” He let his flashlight move up and down Cary’s body. “Or my knight in plaid flannel.”


    The humor worked to diffuse the tension. Cary let his pack fall to the forest floor. Crouching, he angled his light so it illuminated Alexander’s leg. Alexander had already taken off his boot and Cary carefully rolled up his jeans so he could get a look. Alexander’s ankle hurt like hell, but the slight brush of Cary’s hands against his skin as he rolled down Alexander’s sock completely obscured the pain.


    “Hey, now, I don’t know what kind of guy you think I am, but I don’t get naked on the first hike.”


    “Will you shut up?” Cary snapped, examining the swollen flesh.


    “Sorry,” Alexander said. Cary was right—he was being an idiot. “Humor is my defense mechanism.”


    Cary kept his hand on Alexander’s ankle, though there was no reason to. “Defense against what?”


    Alexander hesitated only a moment before saying, “Fear.” He hated being seen as weak, but telling the truth seemed…important just then. “The rational part of me knew someone would come for me tomorrow, but I wasn’t looking forward to spending the night here.”


    Alexander felt the loss when Cary’s hand left his ankle so that he could check his watch. “I hate to break it to you, but it’s nearly one a.m. I brought supplies. I think the best course of action is to stay here until daybreak, and then I’ll hike out until I get cell reception and call for help.”


    Cary lifted his flashlight up so both their faces were bathed in its ambient glow. Alexander nodded his agreement. When Cary didn’t say anything, just kept regarding Alexander with an almost quizzical expression, Alexander added, “Thank you for coming after me.”


    Cary didn’t respond, just got up and started unloading his pack. Silently, he handed Alexander a bottle of water and a granola bar. “I only have my sleeping bag, but let’s get you into it.” He looked around. “Do you want to try to sleep propped up against the tree like that, or do you want to find a flatter surface?”


    “Just unzip it, and throw it over both of us.” When Cary paused, uncertain, Alexander added. “It’s cold as hell out here.” It was the rational thing to do. It was only going to get colder in the hours before the sun came up.


    After a slight pause, Cary nodded and moved to obey. Settling himself next to Alexander, who moved over a bit to give him some space to lean his back against the large tree behind them, Cary settled the unzipped bag over them both. “You’re shivering.”


    He was. He hadn’t realized. “I’m fine,” Alexander said, even as Cary got back up and moved around tucking the edges of the sleeping bag snugly around Alexander’s body on the other side.


    “I’m turning this off to conserve its battery,” Cary said, sliding back in next to Alexander and tucking the edges of the sleeping bag on his side under his legs, making them both into a big, cold Gore-Tex burrito.


    Alexander was struck then by what an elementally nice guy Cary was. He’d always been a nice guy. A nice guy who made a mistake when he was a kid. Alexander’s arms twitched, and he had to check the impulse to wrap them around Cary. But there was no call for that. They would warm up soon enough.


    They passed a few minutes without talking, their breathing the only indications of human life among the sounds of the nocturnal forest all around them.


    Cary cleared his throat, startling Alexander from his thoughts. “So, I…realized something while I was hiking out here after you.”


    “Yeah? You’ve gone all Walden Pond, have you?” Listen to him. A little scare in the woods and he’d turned into a regular stand-up comic. He had to cut this shit out.


    “Nah,” Cary said. “I don’t need years in the woods to reach great insights. I’m a faster learner than that Thoreau guy.”


    Alexander laughed in spite of himself. “So what’s the big insight?” Because suddenly, he really needed to know. Alexander didn’t know if it was a good thing or a bad thing that it was so dark. It was strange talking like this without being able to see each other. But it was easier, too. In the dark, he could pretend that all the reasons he shouldn’t be here, snuggled under a sleeping bag with Cary, didn’t exist.


    “There’s something I haven’t told you, and as I walked along thinking about it, I realized that there’s no good reason I haven’t. There’s just fear, or, I don’t know, pride or some shit. And those are stupid reasons not to do something.”


    For the hundredth time today, Alex’s body entered fight-or-flight mode. Except it wasn’t the same as before, when he’d been hiking in with Cary or trying to stave off panic attacks by flirting with Linda. Everything was all mixed up, because his limbs flooded with adrenaline and his heart sped up, but he didn’t want to flee. Or fight.


    “The thing is…” Cary said, clearing his throat again because his voice was catching. “The thing is, I love you.”


    Alexander gasped, so loud that it sounded like wind in the dark forest.


    Then, inexplicably, he heard his mother’s voice.


    Just don’t let it stay broken forever.


    “Don’t say anything,” Cary said quickly. “Just let me finish.”


    Grateful for the reprieve, Alexander slumped back against the tree in shock.


    “When you showed up at that wedding, I was like a fucking teenager again, I was so happy to see you.” Alexander felt Cary’s head fall back against the tree, and Cary huffed a loud exhalation like he was frustrated with himself. “And then I watched Marcus and Rose get married, and, God…I don’t know what happened to me because I usually hate that shit. But I wanted that.”


    Alexander’s face burned. He was thankful for the darkness—and the cold. “You mean you—”


    “No,” Cary said sharply. “I’m not done. Just let me talk.” There was a rustling as Cary tried to turn himself in place. Alexander closed his eyes, even though it was dark, afraid to hear more. “I wanted that with you, Alex. And then Rose told me she’s pregnant, and fuck me if I didn’t suddenly want that, too. With you.” He swallowed audibly. “I realized I’ve been in love with you since camp. That’s why none of my relationships have worked out. Because none of them were…you. I know we’re at war and all that, but no matter what else happens, I…thought you should know.”


    Silence stretched between them.


    Now that it was apparently his time to speak, Alexander couldn’t. He heaved a shaky breath in. If he spoke, he would cry.


    But maybe that would be okay, a voice somewhere inside him said.


    No.


    He needed to get it together. To think logically.


    He had told Cary earlier that he was using humor to cover his fear. Cary himself had referenced fear too, just now, citing it as a reason he hadn’t told Alexander what was in his heart. That didn’t seem right, though. Cary had walked away from a comfortable life, a guaranteed job, and started his own company. He had more than held his own in the competition for Liu. And he’d spoken those words just now.


    “You’re the bravest person I know,” he said. It was true, and he wanted to tell Cary something good before he broke his heart.


    Cary laughed, but it had a bitter tone to it. “That’s where you’re wrong. I can’t help thinking that if I really had been brave, back then, life might be very different today.”


    “No,” Alexander spoke sharply, but he couldn’t help it. “You made a mistake. We’ve all made mistakes. I’m sorry that I…punished you for it for so long, and…” Jesus, this was too hard. He was shivering now, too, and it wasn’t from the cold. Cary’s arms slid around him, gathering him close. As was always the case, Cary’s touch drained the tension from Alexander’s body. God, it was like a drug, this feeling of not-fighting.


    But he couldn’t let himself have this. He couldn’t let himself want it. He stiffened in Cary’s embrace, summoning the brittleness. Cary must have felt the change because he retracted his arms and said, simply, “I’m sorry.”


    “I’m sorry,” Alexander said. “I can’t…be what you want.” His throat was thick. It was hard to get the words out. “I don’t…have it in me.”


    And then Cary’s hands were on his face, brushing away tears. He made himself remain still, forced himself to let it happen. Cary pressed his lips against Alexander’s cheek, chastely. “I know,” he said sadly.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Cary woke up first. He was cold, he was sore, and his heart was broken. He thought it had been broken before, but that had been a mere preview of what was to come. The strange thing was, his heart was still, simultaneously, filled with love and concern for Alex, whose head was resting on Cary’s chest as he slept. He saw now that Alex would never let himself get close to anyone. Cary wasn’t flattering himself that it should be him, but to live an entire life, fundamentally alone? It gutted him to imagine it.


    He wanted to touch Alex’s skin, to brush his hair away from his face. His fingers positively itched in their desire to do so.


    But he didn’t have that right, did he? Alex didn’t belong to him. He’d made that very clear last night, even as he had struggled for the exact words to use. Alex didn’t belong to anyone.


    Alex stirred in his arms. It was all Cary could do not to hold him tight, to beg him to reconsider. Knowing this was the last time he would ever touch Alex Evangelista? He had to look up at the sky and blink a few times.


    “Good morning,” Cary said gently, as Alex lifted his head from Cary’s chest, got his bearings, and then pulled away sharply.


    “Everything’s all weird, I know,” Cary went on. “I made things weird, but I had to say my piece.”


    Alex nodded, wincing as he tried to rotate his ankle.


    Cary steeled himself. “So let’s make an agreement. Let’s go back there and finish this stupid competition for Liu.” He moved to kneel at Alex’s feet as he spoke.


    “So…” Alex leaned back against the tree and allowed Cary to examine the still-swollen ankle. “We’re back to may the best man win?”


    “Yes,” Cary agreed. “But for real this time. Really for real. We’ve each done the best we can. Liu picks who he picks.”


    “And then?” Alex prompted.


    “And then it’s over,” Cary said, forcing himself to look into Alex’s eyes.


    Cary’s stomach dropped when, for a second, it looked like Alex was going to object. But all he said was, “All right, then.” Holding on to the tree, he got his good leg under him and somehow scrambled to standing. “Let’s go, then.”


    Annoyance sparked in Cary’s chest, which was good. It was better than this wretched heartbreak. “Are you insane?”


    “It doesn’t hurt as bad as it did last night.”


    Cary clenched his jaw. “You stay here. I’ll hike out and send help.”


    “No.”


    God damn him.


    “All right, then,” Cary said, not caring about his peevish tone. He reached over, and with a grunt, hoisted Alex into his arms.


    “What the fuck are you doing?”


    “Calm down. I’m just going to carry you as far as the path.” Their makeshift camp was a few meters off the path, and its uneven terrain was covered with tree roots and rocks. The last thing they needed was for Alex to sustain a new injury.


    “Put me down.”


    “Relax. Your masculine pride will survive, if only because you’re too damned big for me to carry the whole way.”


    …


    Fuck. Fuck his useless ankle. Fuck Cary and his chivalry. Fuck this whole fucking fucked-up situation.


    And most of all? Fuck the fact that Alexander wanted nothing more than to let himself sag against Cary’s comforting, solid mass. To let himself literally be carried. What the hell had happened to him?


    He struggled in Cary’s arms.


    “Just a bit longer, sweetie.”


    There was an edge in Cary’s sarcastic words. Good. Maybe if Cary the Standup Guy went away, it would be easier to get through the rest of this train wreck of a trip.


    He had to swallow a cry of pain when Cary set him down on the trail proper.


    “You’re going to have to lean on me, at least,” Cary said.


    “Like hell,” Alexander shot back.


    “Hey!” Cary got right in Alexander’s face. “I abandoned you once before, and I’m not doing it again. I realize you hate me, but you’re just going to have to suck it up and let me help you. And if you don’t, I’m going to break your other leg so I can leave you here and go get the cavalry.”


    Alexander blinked. He couldn’t have been more stunned if Cary had punched him. So he nodded and slung an arm around Cary’s shoulders, leaning heavily into his solid mass.


    They set off. It was slow going, but they got into a rhythm that didn’t cause him too much pain.


    They didn’t speak. Except for the brief phone call Cary made to the park service once they were in cell range, they spent the whole two hours it took them to return in silence. Until Alexander broke it—he had to—just as they approached the clearing that heralded the end of their journey.


    “I don’t hate you.” He whispered it, holding it back purposely for the last second before the Lius saw them, so Cary couldn’t respond. He didn’t want to get into it, but since this was good-bye, it needed to be said.


    “You’re back!” said Don, relief visible on his face as he looked up from where he was having breakfast with Linda and a man Alexander didn’t recognize.


    “Alexander!” said Linda. “Thank God!” Her expression dimmed when she moved her attention to Cary.


    Alexander could feel a chill coming from Linda. What had happened to her crush on him? Something was wrong.


    “What’s happened?” Cary said, voicing Alexander’s question.


    Linda frowned. “This is my brother Peter. He arrived first thing this morning.”


    Peter Liu rose from where he’d been sitting at the fire, his arm extended. “You must be Alexander Evangelista? So happy to meet you.” Then he looked at Cary and his face darkened. He didn’t offer his hand. “I rushed here this morning because I didn’t want my father to make any decisions without all the relevant information.”


    Linda said, “My brother brought some very interesting documents.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    No.


    Alexander’s stomach bottomed out as that word ripped through him over and over.


    No, no, no.


    Everything felt like it was happening in slow motion, but at the same time, it was happening way too fast.


    “There’s been a mistake,” he tried to say, but his voice shriveled in his throat when he caught sight of Cary, who was the only one standing still, being silent, in the melee that had exploded around him as Peter waved the court documents around, Linda exclaimed about a certain standard of professionalism they expected from all their collaborators, and Don paced, shaking his head.


    Through it all, Cary just looked at him, his eyes devoid of their usual emotion. It was the same empty look he’d seen in them that night when Cary had first come to his place unexpectedly. Like then, Alexander had the sense that Cary was slipping away from him, that the real Cary was being subsumed behind a curated facade of indifference. Last time, he’d responded by kissing Cary, by devouring him in the hallway outside his condo. This time was worse, and not only because he couldn’t grab Cary and kiss the warmth back into his eyes. He didn’t have the right to touch Cary at all, much less kiss him. This was probably the last time they would ever speak. The thought nearly took his breath away.


    “You did this,” Cary said in a low voice.


    He wasn’t going to lie, so he nodded. “I did, but it was a mistake. I made a mistake.” He raised his voice as he spoke, hoping that he could somehow get the warmth back into Cary’s eyes by speaking the truth.


    Cary turned away, not even willing to listen to what Alexander had to say, and could anyone blame him? “It’s true,” he said to the group. “I was sued for sexual harassment. It was unfounded.” His voice was loud, strong, and clear.


    “And we’re just supposed to take your word for that?” Linda asked.


    “Of course you can’t,” Cary said. “All I can do is tell you what happened. I had an employee who kept making passes at me. When telling him to stop repeatedly didn’t work, I told him if it happened again, I’d have to fire him.” Alexander admired the way Cary made eye contact with everyone in the group as he calmly offered his explanation—the explanation Alex had known all along, in his heart, must exist. “He twisted that around, said I was blackmailing him. He sued me and my family’s company. I wanted to go to trial, but my uncle, who was the head of the firm, forced a settlement. Which came with a gag rule I am now in violation of by telling you this.”


    “I’m sorry,” Alexander began, his voice shaky where Cary’s had been confident. He would explain everything. He could salvage the competition for Liu, if not…everything else.


    But Cary help up a hand. “I told you not to talk.”


    The betrayal in Cary’s voice nearly undid Alexander, but he tried again. “This is my fault,” he said, looking around to the group, not quite sure if he was directing the apology to the Lius or to Cary. “I can’t tell you how sorry—”


    “No, I’m sorry,” Cary said. “Nothing is ever going to be enough for you, is it?” He shook his head sadly. “I can’t believe I ever entertained the notion that I could possibly be enough for you when there’s money to be made. Wars to be won.”


    Alexander barely registered the sounds of people approaching from the direction of the cars. He was too preoccupied watching his world end as Cary turned toward the Lius and said, “I thank you so much for the opportunity to get to know you better, but I think you’ll be happiest with Dominion Bank. I wish you the best.”


    “Alexander Evangelista?” A man dressed in ranger gear emerged into their clearing. “We’ve got an ambulance waiting for you out in the parking lot. The medics are right behind me with a stretcher.”


    “Just a minute,” Alexander said, fear overtaking him. What if he couldn’t set this right? What if—


    “Good-bye,” said Cary, directing the words to no one in particular as he turned and started walking away from the site.


    “Wait—” He started after Cary but tripped suddenly as the truth hit him. The realization was like a wave, engulfing him so completely that there was no way he could turn from it.


    He loved Cary. He fucking loved Cary. More than money, more than the Liu account, more than his gilded life. More than anything.


    He doubled over, a physical pain in his gut making him feel like he was going to retch. He had to do something. He had to—


    “I can’t,” Cary said, cutting off the ill-formed protest that was mustering in Alexander’s mind. “I can’t.” He was still walking as he spoke.


    And he kept walking, right out of the campsite, leaving everything behind—his tent, his backpack, the Liu account.


    And Alexander. He left Alexander. And Alexander’s wretched, worthless, broken heart.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    “Here you are!”


    Cary stifled a groan as Rose strode into his office. He had been ignoring her texts, and he’d foolishly thought he would be safe, at seven on a Sunday morning, in the office. Didn’t newlyweds laze about on Sunday mornings doing crossword puzzles, arguing about where to go for brunch, and having straight-people sex that he didn’t want to think about?


    “You said we could go to the Outdoors Expo!”


    Cary refrained from banging his head against his desk, but only just. He had indeed promised to take his cousin’s wife to the Outdoors Expo. She, lover of high heels and creature comforts, had recently developed the idea that camping was somehow “romantic,” and was bent on acquiring the necessary accoutrements. He had tried to steer her toward a big-box store, but leave it to Rose to make buying a tent into an event. She’d texted a few days ago, asking him to take her to the Outdoors Expo, and he’d agreed. But that was before he’d had his own personal outdoors disaster.


    “You can’t hide in your office all the time, Cary.”


    The thing was, he could. Somehow, his office was where he’d ended up after he’d driven back to the city. His apartment was full of memories. Full of Alex. He couldn’t be in the kitchen without thinking of the time Alex had gone down on him there. He couldn’t walk through his fucking front door without the full-body memory of Alex, pressing against him as he unlocked it, whispering his sexy threats. Maybe it was that his apartment was so small, but it didn’t feel like any part of it was safe, neutral territory. Perhaps if he lived in a giant penthouse like Alex, he wouldn’t be having this trouble. Hell, there were whole rooms he hadn’t even seen at Alex’s place.


    But he knew that wasn’t true. He could live in the Taj Mahal, and it wouldn’t make any difference. Even the office wasn’t really working. It was just that here, he at least was more immediately confronted with the mountain of work he had to do. He’d allowed himself to get distracted these recent weeks, to waver from what had always been his plan: a slow, steady, determined building of his client base and his business. If there was one silver lining in the whole Alex Evangelista train wreck, it was that it had reminded him he had agency. Just as he had done with his uncle, he could walk away from situations that weren’t serving him. He wasn’t doomed to play the role that had been assigned him, whether it was obedient nephew or defensive, combative entrepreneur blustering about false accusations because winning was the most important thing. He could do things his own way.


    “Chop, chop,” Rose said, clapping her hands.


    “We can get everything you need at Mountain Equipment Co-op in less than an hour,” he said, though he knew it was futile.


    “Yes, but it’s a beautiful day!”


    “All the more reason not to spend it inside the convention center,” he parried.


    “Come on!” She grabbed his arm and fell back so that all her weight was pulling on him, effectively pitting them against one another in a tug of war. “Don’t you want to hear about the honeymoon?” He was about to assure her that, no, he most decidedly did not want to hear about the honeymoon when she added, “We’ll go to brunch after!”


    What was it with straight people and brunch? “Tempting,” he said, pitching his tone to convey the exact opposite. “But I can’t. I lost that Liu account, and I spent so much time on it”—and on other things that he wouldn’t mention—“that I let other work pile up. I’m up to my eyeballs.”


    “Please?” she whined.


    “Rose, it’s not like you’re going to go camping this coming weekend, so can we just postpone the shopping until—”


    “I bought a tent for Marcus!” she yelled.


    “What?” She was being extra weird today.


    “For a wedding present. I have to pick it up at the Expo. I need you to come with to make sure I’m not getting ripped off! We’ll just run in really quick. Pretty please?”


    He sighed. Better to just get it over with. If Rose had her sights fixed on something, it was infinitely easier to just go along with it. And, hell, maybe a dose of Rose’s brand of insanity would help him snap out of his funk. “Okay. But no brunch.”


    


    “I’ll just drop you here and go park and meet you inside,” Rose said as she pulled up in front of the downtown Toronto convention center. “The tent is in…hang on.” She picked up her phone and checked something. “Exhibit Hall B. The show isn’t quite open yet, but they said I could come by and get the tent. You go make sure it’s okay and that I’m not getting ripped off, and I’ll meet you there.” She grinned. “Then we’ll go to brunch.”


    Cary sighed as he levered himself out of the car. Leave it to Rose to talk her way into the show early. Could she just buy a tent like a normal person? No. Why was he even asking himself that? Rose was a lot of things, but normal wasn’t one of them.


    The exhibit hall was unlocked but, as far as he could tell, deserted. He pushed open the door and took a moment to let his eyes adjust as there was only dim overhead lighting, which would no doubt be turned up when the show started for the day. The cavernous space was lined with booths hawking everything from hiking boots to camping stoves, to, yes, tents. How the hell was he supposed to find Rose’s vendor? “Hello?” he called, making his way toward the center of the space, which appeared to be filled with sample tents, punctuated by the occasional artificial tree, looking a bit like a fake, deserted Boy Scouts’ jamboree.


    “Over here,” called a voice from the other side of the line of tents, and Cary froze. No. He was imagining things. He shook his head and made his way around the row of tents just as the lights in the exhibit hall went from dim to non-existent.


    No, that wasn’t right. There was a light source up ahead, in front of a tent in the middle of the display. It was…a campfire? Well, it was one of those metal fire pit things that people used in their backyards or on their decks. It was at the center of a little domestic woodsy display—a tent, some fake laundry hanging on a line strung between two fake trees. It was—


    “The best I could do.”


    Cary inhaled sharply. No. He was not doing this. Fury surged through him.


    “Because I didn’t think I had a chance in hell of luring you back out to the wilds.” Alex struggled to stand. “And there was also the part where I can’t really walk.”


    “Look at you,” Cary said, momentarily distracted from his anger by the sight of invincible Alexander Evangelista leaning on a pair of crutches. “Is it broken?”


    “Hairline fracture,” Alex said.


    “Oh, God. We shouldn’t have walked out. I’m sorry.” Guilt prickled at Cary, but he shoved it away. He needed to hold on to the anger. He was done making himself vulnerable when it came to Alex.


    “It’s not your fault,” Alex said, hobbling a little closer. “None of it was your fault.”


    Cary was tempted to agree, but that would just prolong this encounter, and he had a cousin-in-law to murder. So he turned, or tried to, but Alex was faster than he was, sticking a crutch into Cary’s path and blocking his way.


    “Will you just hear me out?”


    Cary tried desperately to hold onto the anger that had been there just a moment ago. He would even settle for annoyance. But he couldn’t manage anything except…defeat. “There’s nothing you can say that—”


    “I love you.”


    Cary blinked, stunned.


    Alex took his crutch back and kept his eyes on Cary as he maneuvered himself closer, not stopping until he was right in Cary’s face. “Or how about this? There’s more to life than money.” He took a deep breath in, and it sounded a little shaky coming out. He smiled a crooked, self-deprecating smile. “I’m still working on that one. I mean, I know it’s true here”—he tapped his forehead—“but twenty years of bad habits are hard to break.”


    “Alex, I…” Cary trailed off, not sure what to say. Not sure what to feel. Well, he knew what he felt—wild, irrational, all-consuming hope. But was he setting himself up to be duped again?


    “But that other thing,” Alex pressed on. “The thing where I love you? I don’t need to work on that at all because I know it’s true here.” Alex laid one hand on his heart, and, balancing his crutches under his armpits, slowly extended the other to Cary. “Will you sit down and hear me out?


    Cary could only nod. Maybe he was being foolish, naive. Maybe everything his uncle always said was true, when push came to shove. But he couldn’t not take that hand when it was offered to him. He just couldn’t. And more importantly, he didn’t want to be the kind of person who could turn away from something like this.


    Alex led them to the fire pit. There was a blanket laid out on the fake grass next to it, and Cary smiled to see a pair of skewers and s’mores ingredients laid out on a small table nearby. Alex lowered himself to sit on the turf and set aside his crutches. But he didn’t stop at sitting. He lay all the way back, and then he patted the ground next to him, seeming to indicate that he wanted Cary to lie down, too. When Cary hesitated—foolishness was one thing, abject foolishness another—Alex said, “I want to tell you how it should have gone.” Then he stretched out fully, rested his head back on his clasped hands, and smiled up at the ceiling. “There are all these shooting stars, see…”


    Well, shit. Cary took the bait. But when he lay down, he said, “I don’t know, all I see is duct work.”


    “The sky is full of shooting stars. It seems impossible. The whole night seems impossible. It’s like a fairy tale, and not just because of the stars, because it ends with the boy I love kissing me.”


    Cary exhaled a shaky exhale, and Alex rolled over on his side, though there was still a good foot of space between them.


    “And then they had a disagreement.”


    “It was more than a disagreement,” Cary said, needing to name the truth.


    “What would you call it?” Alex asked, his voice gentle.


    “I’d say one boy betrayed the other.” He huffed a bitter laugh. “And then the second boy got his revenge.”


    Alex smiled. “Well, whatever you call it, here’s what should have happened. They should have been brave. They should have had it out. And then they should have made up. Because everything…” His voice cracked, and hearing the anguish in it just about broke Cary. “Everything would have been different, then.”


    “You think?”


    “Yes. The first boy wouldn’t have taken twenty years to learn that substituting money for happiness doesn’t actually work.”


    Cary saw then how much pain Alex had been carrying around all these years, and it almost took his breath away.


    Alex continued. “He would have realized that throwing away a chance at love for something as fleeting as money or as empty as revenge was a supremely stupid move.”


    Cary reached a hand out, intending to touch Alex’s face, but Alex flinched and leaned out of Cary’s reach.


    “I need you to know two more things.”


    Cary took his hand back.


    “First, I did have that letter sent, way back at the beginning, when I…thought I hated you. When I thought winning was worth any price. I regretted it. I tried to undo it, and I thought I had a way to intercept it, but…I was wrong. I really did come around to wanting the competition over Liu to be fair.”


    “He was always going to choose you, anyway,” Cary said.


    Alex grinned. “He didn’t. He went with Evergreen.”


    Cary raised his eyebrows. “Damn. After all that?”


    “Can you really blame him?”


    Cary laughed. “You mean billionaires don’t actually want their money guys to act like drama-obsessed teenagers?”


    Alex’s eyes filled with tears. “How can you be so good?”


    Cary shrugged, embarrassed. “I’m not sure making childish jokes in a situation like this counts as good.”


    “You were never childish. To be able to let something go like you did, walking away from the Liu account, walking away from your uncle—hell, not fucking punching my lights out right now—that’s not childish. That’s what a confident man does. He has his priorities in line, and he acts on them.”


    “I guess some things are more important than money,” Cary said. “I’ve always believed that despite the fact that my job was to make piles of it.”


    “Which is why I quit the bank—that’s the second thing.”


    “You what?”


    “I’m going to teachers’ college. Well, eventually. I told the board I’d stay until we could map out a succession plan. So I’m probably stuck for a while, and it doesn’t look like most of the universities I’ve looked into take kindly to transferring twenty-year-old credits, so I basically have to start over with a new undergrad degree, but—”


    “Wait. What?”


    Alex laughed at the interruption. “Yeah, well, I went into banking to make money. I think I have enough of that now, so—”


    Alex did not laugh at the next interruption because Cary made sure he couldn’t. He grabbed Alex’s shirt, hauled him over, and came home to that mouth he loved so well, letting the happy electricity race through him when Alex opened for him and moaned softly. After a few seconds of increasingly frantic kissing, Alex broke the kiss and pressed his forehead against Cary’s. “I missed you so much.”


    “It’s only been a day,” Cary teased, taking the opportunity to tug Alex’s shirt from his jeans and slide his hands up, skin to skin.


    “No,” Alex said sharply, drawing Cary’s attention. Then he framed Cary’s face with his hands. “It’s only been twenty years.”


    It was Cary’s turn to moan, then, as hands and fingers and mouths tangled and touched, caressed and licked. It took only a moment for that bone-deep lust that only Alex inspired to take hold. He had to have more of Alex, more of his skin, more of his mouth, more.


    The lights flicked on.


    “Fuck,” Alex muttered, pulling away from him. “We were supposed to be out of here by 8:30 when they come in to set up.”


    It took everything he had for Cary to take his hands off Alex. “How did you ever manage this?”


    Alex grinned and shrugged. “It turns out I have an in with an LL Bean model. An LL Bean model with a very big heart.” Cary stood. Alex was struggling a bit with getting back on his feet. Cary offered him a hand and was suffused with satisfaction when Alex took it unhesitatingly, leaning on Cary and accepting his help. “We also need to call Rose,” he said as Cary set up his crutches for him.


    “Yeah, what about Rose?” Cary said with mock anger. “She just left me here!”


    “That is incorrect,” Alex said, straightening Cary’s shirt and smiling. “Rose is waiting outside for word from us. She won’t go home until, and I’m quoting her here, she has definitive proof that she doesn’t need to cut off my balls.”


    “Well, let’s get going, then,” Cary said, grinning as they hobbled their way into the future. “Because I don’t want anything to happen to your balls. I like your balls.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    Fourteen months later


    “Hold up!” Alex heard Cary slamming the trunk of his car. He would have to jog to catch up with Alex, who had, in his nervousness, already set off down the trail that would take them to their campsite. Honestly, Alex was afraid he might barf, and wouldn’t that put a damper on his plans?


    As soon as Cary caught up to him, Alex moved aside to let him walk beside him, like it was their thing. Because it was. The path wasn’t wide enough for two grown men, but Alex loved how his boyfriend persisted, letting the branches from the underbrush slap against his legs and slipping his hand into Alex’s.


    “I still say this is a mistake,” Cary said. “When you and I are in the woods together, the shit has a tendency to hit the fan.”


    “It’s going to be fine,” Alex said. And, oh, how he hoped it was true. And, oh, how he hoped he wouldn’t barf.


    “Everything has been going so well, though,” Cary argued. “My company is booming. I’m dating a college student.” He winked. Damn. Alex would never get sick of that, of being teased by Cary Bell. “A college student with a 4.0 GPA, I might add.” He swatted Alex’s butt, making him shiver.


    “Well,” Alex said, “it turns out that compared to your average eighteen-year-old, I have a pretty solid work ethic.”


    “My point is, why mess with success? How do we know camping isn’t cursed for us?”


    “We’re changing our luck,” Alex said, speeding up his pace to match his hammering heart. He had purposely reserved a site that wasn’t too far into the forest because he knew he was going to be scared shitless. His plan had been to get there as quickly as possible and just get it over with, so after ten minutes of hiking, they arrived at the site.


    Cary looked around. “Tent over there, you think?” he said, pointing to a relatively flat spot at the far end of the site even as he started out toward it.


    Alex grabbed his hand and hauled him back, taking a final deep breath before spinning him so they were eye-to-eye. “You remember when I told I was going to have you on your knees?”


    “Of course I do!” Cary said, laugher in his beautiful smoky eyes. “When this is done, I’ll have you on your knees!” He affected a mock-serious tone as he imitated Alex from what he’d come to affectionately call “the war years.”


    “I was wrong,” Alex said, sinking to one knee and reaching into his pocket for the small blue box that had been burning a hole in it. “The way this ends is with me on my knees, asking you to marry me. Asking you to be mine forever.”


    Cary’s mouth fell open.


    “I want to give my mom grandchildren,” he said, pushing his voice through the knot of emotion in his throat. “I want to contribute to Rose’s plan to establish a ‘normal wing’ of your family.”


    Cary pulled him up. And then they were both crying. And kissing. And laughing.


    And then they fell down and did it all some more.


    Finally, Cary pulled away. “Oh my God, I need to call Rose.” He tried to get up. “We have to hike back to somewhere we can get cell reception. We have to—”


    “Nope.” Alex grinned and rolled over onto his back, mimicking the pose he’d affected at the convention center last summer. “I demand a do-over. That’s why we’re here.”


    “Huh?” Cary looked adorably baffled.


    “It’s August tenth,” he said.


    “Oh my God,” Cary whispered. “It’s twenty years to the day.”


    Alex grinned and patted the ground next to him. “Get down here. We have a meteor shower to watch.”
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