




Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Все книги автора
Эта же книга в других форматах

Приятного чтения!




[image: ]




L.A. Witt



Nine-tenths of the Law





Without Nichola,

neither this book nor my writing career would exist.






Chapter One


Not thirty seconds after my boyfriend left our booth to get another round of drinks, someone else took his place.
The stranger was broad-shouldered, dark-eyed, and didn’t look at all happy. He glared at me and, although he didn’t speak, the twin creases between his slightly downturned eyebrows were enough to unsettle me. The blue neon sign in the window beside the booth cast sharp, angry shadows beneath his eyes and his jaw. A goatee framed lips that were tightened into a thin, straight line, the kind of line that threatened to curl into a snarl at any second.
I cleared my throat. “Can I help you?”
“Yes,” he said simply.
I raised my eyebrows. “Um, okay, I-”
He cut me off. “I believe you have something of mine, Zach.”
My blood turned cold. I could have brushed this off as a case of mistaken identity, maybe someone getting territorial about a preferred table at this crowded sports bar, but he knew my name. Swallowing hard, I said, “I, um, I beg your pardon?”
Folding his hands on the table in front of him, he leaned forward, the shrinking void between us doing nothing to calm my nerves. His joined hands looked more like a single clenched fist, his knuckles bleaching and fingertips digging into the backs of his own hands. Still, that was a less intimidating sight than his expression.
When he spoke again, his voice was almost too quiet to hear in a place like this, but the undercurrent of barely contained fury carried loud and clear. “I said, I think you have something of mine.”
“Yes, I heard you.” I tried to stay as calm and collected as possible. “But I think you have me confused with someone else. I don’t even know who you are.”
With a sniff of humorless laughter, he rolled his eyes and sat up slightly, allowing me to draw an uncomfortable breath as he created a little more distance between us. “Don’t play stupid with me,” he growled. Again he glared at me, and again I couldn’t quite breathe.
“I’m not playing any games with you.” I put my hands up defensively. “I don’t know who the hell you are, and I sure as shit don’t know what I have that’s yours.”
“You want to know?” He glanced past me, then looked right at me with narrowed eyes. “You want to know what you have that belongs to me?”
Intimidation ebbed in favor of anger. Through my teeth, I said, “Yes, please, enlighten me.”
I swore I could feel his hackles go up as he stabbed a finger in the air, pointing past me, and said, “Him.”
I looked up just in time to see Jake stop in his tracks, nearly dropping the beer bottles he carried. His jaw went slack as he stared at the accusing stranger.

Twenty Minutes Earlier
When I’d arrived at the sports bar, the faint smell of cigarette smoke lingering behind Jake’s cologne hadn’t been unusual. Though he wasn’t a smoker, several of his co-workers were and he’d just come from a dinner with some clients. Someone must have been smoking there or on the way back to the office.
“Sorry I’m late,” I said.
He smiled and kissed me lightly. “You’re always worth the wait.” Another kiss, then he made an after you gesture and we went into the bar. It was well after nine on a weekday, but the place was packed. Still, we managed to find a booth near the back, far away from the jukebox that was so loud it rattled my fillings.
“Your turn to get drinks,” he said as he took a seat.
“You getting your usual?”
He nodded, and I headed for the bar. The service was, as always, slow as hell, but someone eventually took my money in exchange for a couple of beers. With drinks in hand, I returned to the booth.
“So how was the dinner?” I asked.
“Dinner?” He gave me a puzzled look as he took a long drink of his beer, then suddenly seemed to jump to life, as if he’d forgotten where he’d spent the earlier part of the evening. “Oh, right, that.” He made a dismissive gesture. “Just an extended workday with the addition of some overpriced food.”
I laughed. “Overpriced food on someone else’s dime.”
Grinning, he said, “That’s about the only reason it’s worth going to those things.” He took another quick sip. “Did you get hung up at work again?”
I scowled and nodded. “Fucking projector in the middle auditorium keeps breaking down.”
“Doesn’t anyone else there know how to fix it?”
“Dylan thinks he does,” I said. “But he always manages to make it worse.”
“Good point,” he said. “I’d be afraid to let that man near a jammed stapler.”
I chuckled just before touching my beer bottle to my lips. “Funny you should mention that.”
His eyebrows jumped. “Why?”
Setting the bottle down, I said, “He almost had to have stitches a week or so ago after arguing with a jammed stapler.”
Jake laughed and put his hands up, shaking his head. “I don’t even want to know. How the hell do you work with someone like that?”
“Could be worse.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I got the damned thing fixed, so I didn’t have to stay too late this time.”
“Glad you made it.” He rested his elbows on the table and leaned toward me. “I’ve been needing this all week.”
I shivered. “You’re not the only one.”
He grinned and sipped his beer, making sure I noticed when he ran his tongue around the mouth of the bottle. I swallowed hard, and he laughed. Reaching across the table, he let his fingertip drift across the side of my hand. “What time do you work tomorrow?”
I barely kept from shivering again. It may have been a benign question from anyone else, but not from Jake. What time do you work tomorrow was Jake-speak for it’s going to be a long, long night. Wetting my lips-and noting with satisfaction the way his breath caught-I said, “Not until noon.”
His grin broadened and his eyes narrowed. His beer bottle stopped just shy of his lips, and he said, “Good. You’ll have time for a couple hours of sleep.”
Knowing Jake, that wasn’t much of an exaggeration. I took a long drink, needing the beer to cool me down. Thanks to scheduling conflicts at both of our jobs, it had been nearly a week since we’d spent a night together. I needed this so bad I could taste it.
“I think I’m ready for another round,” he said, setting his empty beer bottle on the table.
I drained the last of mine. “Make it two.”
He slid out of the booth and walked past me, gently squeezing my shoulder as he went by.
After almost half a year together, we still spent just as much time in the bedroom as we had in the beginning. The sex was just too damned good and showed no signs of tapering off.
Lately, though, we’d spent more time together outside of the bedroom as well. Maybe that was promising. Maybe we were moving in some direction or another. I wasn’t in a hurry either way, but I took this as a good sign. I didn’t know where this would be tomorrow, but at least I knew where I’d be tonight. And after the last few days, I needed to get laid yesterday.
Resting my elbows on the table, I let my head fall forward and rubbed the back of my neck with both hands. Somehow I always managed to get a crick in my neck after working on that stupid projector.
It couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds after he left when Jake dropped into his seat again.
Lifting my head, I said, “Damn, the service is fast here ton-”
But it wasn’t Jake.

“Jake, what’s going on?” I said. Confusion and anger coiled in my chest.
“Yes, Jake, do tell us,” the stranger said. “What the fuck is going on?” From the sound of it, he was close to losing his temper. If someone didn’t explain things in the next thirty seconds, I wasn’t far behind.
Jake set the bottles on the table and laughed, smoothing the air with both hands. “Come on, now, you’re both blowing this out of-”
“I’m only asking what’s going on,” I said. “I’m not blowing a damned thing out of proportion, but I’d appreciate some sort of explanation.”
“You both have this playing-stupid thing down to an art form,” the stranger said, narrowing his eyes at me.
I glared at him, then at Jake. “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?”
Jake smiled at me. It was probably supposed to be his usual reassuring smile, but now it just came across as condescending. Sleazy. I wondered if it had always been that way.
Touching my arm, he said, “Why don’t we get out of here? I can explain on the way home.”
The stranger stiffened, taking and releasing a long breath through his nose. His hands tightened around each other, and his lips thinned, turning nearly as white as his knuckles.
“I’m not going anywhere.” I struggled to keep my own temper in check. “Not until someone tells me what the fuck is going on.”
“What’s going on,” the stranger snarled at me, “is that I’m not particularly fond of sharing my man with another man.”
“Neither am I,” I said through grinding teeth.
Jake again smoothed the air with his hands. “Guys, guys, honestly. This isn’t what it seems-”
“Then what is it?” the stranger and I said in unison.
He made a flippant gesture and shook his head. “This is-”
“Fuck it,” the stranger said, moving out of the booth and onto his feet in one smooth motion. “I’ve seen enough. I really don’t care to hear what bullshit explanation you’ve come up with.” Then to me, he growled, “Possession’s nine-tenths of the law, so it looks like you have him. Enjoy.” He started to go, then spat, “I’m sure the two of you deserve each other.”
And he was gone, but not before I saw the pain in his eyes. Guilt cut right through my anger. Sure, I was just as deceived as he was, but he was hurt because of something I had done, knowingly or otherwise.
I looked at Jake, then at the empty space the stranger had occupied across from me in the booth.
“Look, Zach, it’s not what it seems,” Jake said. I wondered if he’d taken that used-car salesman tone of voice with me before and I just hadn’t noticed. Either way, I noticed it now. Have I been missing this side of you all along?
“I’m sure.” I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t get the stranger’s pained expression out of my mind. Chewing my lip nervously, I got up.
“Where are you going?” Jake asked with a stunned expression.
“Doesn’t matter.” I grabbed my jacket, and he grabbed my arm.
“Zach, let’s talk about this.” The sleazy salesman voice was gone, replaced by a pleading tone that bordered on pitiful, though the grip on my arm was demanding.
I jerked my arm free and hurried out of the bar. Jake could be dealt with later. This stranger would be gone if I didn’t catch him now. Intentionally or not, I’d hurt him, and if I was going to sleep any time soon, I needed to settle this with him.



Chapter Two


My heart was in my throat when I stepped out into the chilly evening air, standing in the same place where I’d waited for Jake just minutes before. I looked up the sidewalk, then down, then back up again, disappointment sinking deeper in my gut as I realized the stranger was long gone.
“Damn it,” I whispered. Somehow I doubted that Jake would give me a way to reach this guy, and I had no way to find him on my own. He was gone, as were my chances of getting a decent night’s sleep.
Turning to head back inside, I glanced up the street one last time, and my stomach flipped. There he was. His back was to me, each long stride taking him farther away, but it was him. I was sure of it. With blood pounding in my ears, I followed him.
“Hey!” I called after him.
He looked over his shoulder, but didn’t stop. In fact, he walked a little faster.
“Wait,” I said, resisting the urge to break into a run. He walked faster. I cursed under my breath, then said, “Fuck, would you just wait up a second?”
The irritation in my voice was probably what made him stop and turn. I didn’t blame him. After all, how dare I get annoyed with him for trying to get as far from me as possible?
He faced me, hands thrust into his jacket pockets, and I stopped a few feet short of him.
Before he could speak, I said, “I just want to talk to you.”
His lips once again thinned into that pale, almost snarling line. When he spoke, I wasn’t surprised at all when his lip curled into a sneer. “And if I don’t want to talk to you?”
“Then you don’t have to talk,” I said.
He blinked. Shifted his weight. Set his jaw. Waited.
I swallowed. “Listen, I don’t know what the hell is going on between you two-” He started to speak, but I put up my hand and he stopped. Taking a breath, I continued. “I honestly had no idea. None. But,” I paused. “Obviously my being involved with him fucked up something you had. And for that, I’m sorry.”
His lips parted and his shoulders jumped slightly. He dropped his gaze. For a moment, neither of us spoke. Then he took a deep breath. “How long?”
“How long have I been seeing him?”
Nodding silently, he reached into his pocket. When he withdrew his hand, guilt sank even deeper in my gut.
Cigarettes.
“Fuck,” I whispered before I could stop myself.
He looked up. “What?”
I shook my head. “Nothing. Just-” I made a quick, dismissive gesture. “Nothing. Anyway, I’ve been seeing him for about six months. Give or take.”
He flinched, closing his eyes and shaking his head. I thought he cursed, but couldn’t be sure. He put the cigarette between his lips, stowed the rest of the pack, then pulled out a stainless Zippo lighter. With a quick flick of his thumb and the familiar metal clip-clap, the lighter was open and a flame illuminated his face in dancing orange light.
Then, just as quickly, the lighter snapped shut, severing the flame, and he looked at me as he took a drag.
I swallowed hard. “How long were-have you been with him?”
He lowered the cigarette and exhaled. The thin cloud of smoke obscured his features, but did nothing to dull the intensity in his gaze. “Four years.”
I sucked in a breath, and in so doing, tasted the smoke in the air. How many times had I smelled that on Jake? How many times had his kiss tasted faintly of smoke that I’d foolishly assumed was from being around his co-workers? Guilt rose like bile in my throat. You’re right. I did have something of yours.
“So is that everything you wanted to talk about?” he asked, lifting his cigarette again and taking a drag, as if the taste of the smoke would cover up the bitterness of speaking to me.
“Yeah.” I was suddenly breathless. Winded. What do you say to someone whose boyfriend you inadvertently stole? I had nothing left to say, but didn’t feel right walking away. Not yet. Something deep down told me there was more to say, whether I said it or he did.
“Well then,” he said, dropping his cigarette and crushing it with the toe of his shoe. “Good night.” He turned to go, leaving me with the smoldering ashes.
“Wait,” I said.
He turned, exhaling sharply. His eyebrows rose in an annoyed expression of go on, out with it, I want to leave.
I hesitated. “Can I buy you a beer?”
A sudden laugh parted his lips, and the half-smile broke the angry rigidity of his features. The sound was one of amusement this time, not bitterness. The smile fell, then rose again. “Are you serious?”
“Why not?”
His eyes lost focus for a moment. Then something seemed to shake loose in his shoulders and his expression. “Hell, why not?”
I nodded past him. “There’s another place up that way. About a block and a half.” Gesturing over my shoulder, I said, “I assume you don’t want to go back in there.”
“No, definitely not.”
We walked in silence, facing straight ahead, hands in jacket pockets. There was a safely awkward distance between us-enough that a third person could have filled it with a little room to spare-just far enough to remind me of how uncomfortable we made each other, but close enough that to anyone passing by, we were obviously going somewhere together.
Still not saying a word, I opened the door to the bar and held it while he stepped inside. It was a crowded sports bar with football games on all of the numerous flat screens, but even the noise of drunk people and bad music didn’t pierce the hollow silence between us.
I flagged down a waitress and we took our seats at an empty booth that was as far from the heart of the noise as we could get. Once she came and took our orders, I looked at him. Now that we were at a table, facing each other, with no destination to preoccupy our minds as an excuse not to speak, I couldn’t think of what to say.
After a full minute had gone by, I finally said, “I don’t even know your name.”
He laughed, the sound barely registering over the noise in the bar. “I guess we haven’t really been introduced, have we?” He extended his hand across the table. “Nathan Forrester.”
I shook his hand. “Zach Owens.” I paused, my cheeks burning. “But I guess you already knew that.”
He released my hand, reaching for one of the two beers that materialized on our table. “Well, I didn’t know your last name, so…” He tilted the bottle in a half salute, then drank.
I took a sip, rolling it around on my tongue for a moment. Then, figuring this couldn’t get much more awkward than it already was, “How did you know my name, anyway?”
Nathan took a long drink. When he set the bottle down, he spun it with two fingers, watching the label instead of looking directly at me. “When I figured out he was cheating,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear, “I did a little digging. Looked at his cell phone when he was asleep or stepped away.” He gave a flippant shrug. “Devious, sure, but I can’t say I feel too guilty about it.”
“I don’t blame you. I’d have done the same.” I took another drink, if only to wet my parched mouth. “How long have you known?”
Another shrug. “A few weeks. Maybe two months, if that.” He watched his fingers tapping the side of his beer bottle. “I just didn’t want to confront him-either of you-until I was absolutely sure.”
I barely kept myself from shuddering. For two months, while I’d carried on with Jake in blissful ignorance, Nathan must have been agonizing over all of this.
Without looking at me, he said, “How did you meet him?”
“He was one of my regular customers.”
His fingers suddenly stopped and his head snapped up, eyebrows raised. “He-what?”
I cocked my head, then laughed. “I own a movie theatre.”
He laughed, too, and some of the hostility between us seemed to diminish. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply…” He trailed off.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Given the circumstances…” I chewed my lip, inwardly cringing as the tension returned. Less hostile now, but awkward, nonetheless.
“Which theatre?”
“What?”
“You said you own a theatre.” He lifted his beer bottle, but paused just in front of his lips. “Which one?”
Whether he was genuinely curious or just wanted to change the subject, I wasn’t going to argue.
“The Epidauran,” I said.
His eyes widened and he swallowed his drink. “You own that place?”
I nodded. “Well, I co-own it. My partner and I-” Another flick of his eyebrows made me pause. “My business partner and I bought it a few years ago when the old owner was shutting it down. Back when it was still The Looking Glass.”
“You did a nice job with it,” he said with a nod of what I assume was approval. “Was a dump when it was still The Glass.”
“Thank you. It still has its problems, but we’ve tried to fix it up.” I paused. “I don’t think I’ve seen you there.”
“You probably see a lot of people.” He smiled. “And I haven’t been there in-” He cut himself off, his expression darkening and his gaze dropping.
“What?”
He swallowed hard, and when he looked at me, some of the bitterness had returned to his expression. “I probably haven’t been there in six months or so.” Through his teeth, he added, “About the time Jake suddenly lost interest in foreign and independent films.”
“Oh.” I went for my beer, letting the label hold my gaze. He didn’t need to know how often Jake had come to The Epidauran alone. Nor how many times he’d left with me.
Nathan cleared his throat. “Anyway, it’s a nice place.”
“Thanks,” I said dryly. “So, um, what do you do?”
He shifted, picking up his beer bottle and visibly relaxing as we moved on to another topic. “I’m an attorney.”
As the conversation went on and fury no longer added its harsh edge to Nathan’s features, I couldn’t stop looking at him. Without the mask of anger, he was simply gorgeous. He had an infectious smile, the kind that was impossible not to return, especially when it crinkled the corners of his dark eyes. When he laughed-freely now, without the choked, bitter sound-there was music in his voice.
And that was just his face. I hadn’t had a chance to drink him in while he was standing, but what I could see above the table was anything but disappointing. His black shirt sat just right on broad shoulders, and the collar was casually unbuttoned, revealing a thin gold chain resting on his collarbones.
The sleeves were snug enough to show off his toned arms, and silver rings on his right ring and left index fingers drew my attention to his hands. Hands that could open and light a Zippo lighter in one fluid motion, something I’d never quite mastered in spite of trying time and again. I caught myself staring at his hands, watching the rings catch the light whenever his long, slender fingers drummed the table or played with the label on his beer bottle.
Those hands probably give a hell of a- I cut off that train of thought. Fucking hell, this guy just busted his boyfriend cheating with me, and I’m thinking about what he’s like in bed? I’m either a seriously insensitive bastard, or I really need to get laid.
When I realized I’d been staring, I looked up, and a hint of a smile told me it hadn’t escaped his notice. He didn’t seem offended by it or creeped out. Amused, if anything.
As I took another long drink, not tasting a single drop of it, I figured it was probably a little of both.
Jake, you pissed this away? What in the name of all that’s holy were you thinking? It occurred to me then that I’d all but forgotten about Jake as I lost myself in conversation with Nathan. This was supposed to hurt, but it didn’t. I was supposed to be angry, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t supposed to be attracted to Nathan, but I was.
I took a sip of beer, wishing it was about forty degrees colder. As I swallowed it, I glanced at Nathan just in time to see him drop his gaze. His face might have colored, or it might have been the dim light from the lamp above the table encouraging my wishful thinking.
After another round and some more conversation, he looked at his watch. “Shit, it’s almost midnight. Listen, I appreciate the beer,” he said, indicating the empty bottle. “I should probably go.”
“No problem.” My own disappointment surprised me. I should have been relieved that this was over, but my heart sank as he started to stand. Here comes that parting handshake, then we can both get on with getting over Jake.
He pulled his jacket halfway onto his shoulders, then paused, looking at me. “Are you staying?” Something in his voice seemed…uncertain. Hesitant.
“I, um,” I said. “I didn’t really have a reason to, no.”
He continued the motion of putting on his jacket, but slower now. Deliberately so. Waiting.
I stood and picked up my own jacket. He waited while I put it on, then headed for the door, glancing back to see-maybe to make sure-if I was following.
Outside, he stopped. “Where are you parked?”
“Actually, I live about half a mile that way.” I gestured in the direction from which we’d come earlier.
“My car is a block or so that way.” He nodded in the same direction and started walking, and my feet accepted his implied invitation to walk with him.
We weren’t so far apart this time. Maybe half an arm’s length, if that. Still not close enough to touch, but the wall of ice had melted.
He reached into his jacket and pulled out his cigarettes, then hesitated. He glanced at the pack, and a moment later, it was back in his pocket.
“I don’t mind if you smoke,” I said.
“Nah, it’s not that,” he said. “I’m not a heavy smoker, honestly. I only need the nicotine when I’m nervous.” Again, he went for his pocket, but again his hand came away empty.
Conversation became steadily more awkward as we approached the second cross street where, I assumed, we’d be parting ways. He slowed his pace, as did I, and we walked like two people who wanted to draw this out even if we talked like two people who were too uncomfortable to stay another minute.
In spite of our best efforts, we eventually reached the cross street, and Nathan stopped.
“My car’s that way,” he said quietly, gesturing down the street. “I should probably let you go.”
I couldn’t think of any reason to keep him here. No reason that made sense, anyway. My attraction to him was probably just out of spite for whatever-his-name-was who I was with a lifetime ago.
“Listen, I’m really sorry about everything,” I said. “You know, with-” I paused. “Jake.” Right, that’s his name.
Nathan shrugged. “You didn’t know.” A cautious smirk tugged at his lips. “Sorry I fucked up your sure thing tonight.” We both laughed, but in the back of my mind, I wondered.
Did I dare? Hell, I had nothing to lose. Once we parted ways, we’d probably never see each other again.
Ignoring the fact that I had never, ever been this forward with someone in my life, I reached across the space between us and put my hand on his hip. “I don’t know, maybe you haven’t.”
His eyes darted to my hand, then to my face. The hand on his hip wanted to shake as I regretted making this move. He couldn’t possibly want me. Not after everything with Jake, after everything tonight, after-
He put his hands on my hips.
In unison, we both swallowed hard. Though our bodies were still the same distance apart, our arms now bridged that distance and seemed to diminish the gap between us. I couldn’t decide if he was too close or too far away.
His fingers hooked in my belt loops, and he pulled me to him. I slid my arms around his waist, as much for balance as closeness.
Our faces were inches apart now, close enough that I caught the all-too-familiar faint scent of cigarette smoke lingering under cologne. The faint scent of guilt. Of how we’d ended up here in the first place.
Like the end of a cigarette when a drag is taken, the dormant anger in my gut flared to life. That son of a bitch had played us both for idiots and screwed us both over.
Fuck you, Jake.
I pulled Nathan a little closer, catching my breath when his cock pressed against mine through our jeans. His lips thinned, some of the earlier anger returning to his expression, but his narrowed eyes still burned with arousal.
With lust.
With angry lust.
He tilted his head and leaned in a little more, his ragged breath warming my face, but he didn’t kiss me yet.
“Was this what you had in mind when you offered to buy me a beer?”
Yes, I just didn’t know it yet. I swallowed. “No.”
Laughing softly, he closed some of that minute remaining distance, but still he hesitated. Pulled back. He moved less than an inch or two away and it was entirely too far.
In a hoarse, growling whisper, he said, “I know I shouldn’t, but I really, really want to kiss you.”
I resisted the urge to moisten my lips. “I’m not pulling away.”
“I know,” he breathed, leaning in before drawing back again. “But if I do…”
Before I could stop myself, I moistened my lips, very nearly touching his in the process. He shivered, releasing a sharp breath.
When our eyes met, I understood.
Once we started, we weren’t stopping.
I took a breath. “My place isn’t far up the street.”
“I’ll drive.”



Chapter Three


The short walk to his car and shorter drive to my apartment were silent except for my brief directions. It wasn’t the hostile or awkward silence from before. If anything, we were just subdued. Waiting. We both knew what this was about. We both knew what we wanted. There was nothing to discuss. If we did discuss it, there was a chance we’d figure out that we were doing it for all the wrong reasons.
Right or wrong, we were both angry and hurt, and if we could find a way to release that anger with each other, then so be it.
I surreptitiously glanced at Nathan. This situation must have cut him even deeper than it did me, so I could only imagine what went on in his mind right then. Jake, if you want to throw this away, you son of a bitch, I’ll be happy to pick it up for you, if only for tonight.
I had no illusions that this was anything more than a one night stand. It wasn’t even that: It was revenge sex. A fuck you to Jake, who’d probably already charmed his way into someone else’s bed by now anyway. Or maybe Nathan and I weren’t the only ones to begin with. Maybe in his little black book, under Nathan’s name and mine, was a Justin Case or two. If monogamy wasn’t his strong suit, I thought as we pulled into the parking lot, then why would he stop at two?
And why was I rationalizing this? I dug my keys out of my jacket pocket as we silently went from the car to my front door. We’re consenting adults. We’re using each other, but for the same thing. Who the fuck cares?
His hands slid over my hips as I unlocked the door. This is probably a bad idea. He pulled himself closer, his hard cock pressing against me. I’m going to regret this tomorrow. His soft goatee tickled my skin as he kissed the side of my neck. I don’t care.
Once we were inside, I turned the deadbolt and found Nathan’s hand in the darkness. He closed his fingers around mine and followed me down the hall, his steps tentative as he walked through dark, unfamiliar territory. Putting a light on would have made sense if not for the fact that the second I could see him, we were going down right then and there. Better to at least try to fall somewhere near the bed. So, the lights stayed off. I just hoped one of my cats wasn’t sprawled across the hallway.
They’ll move.
I flipped on the bedroom light and let him go in first. As soon as the door clicked shut behind me, the subdued silence was over.
He slammed me against the door, kissing me frantically as my hands tangled in his hair. His kiss was so demanding it was painful, and I returned it the exact same way. I was so hard it hurt, especially with his rock-hard cock pressing against-almost grinding against-my own.
With desperate, angry hands, we clawed at clothing, pulling apart buttons with no regard for the threads that held them. We probably ripped a few off in the process, and I was sure a seam or two tore, but I just didn’t give a damn.
When my shirt was open, he pulled me away from the door by my lapels. Together we stumbled toward the bed, kicking off shoes, forcing shirts off each other’s shoulders, struggling with belts.
As soon as we made it across the room, I grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him down to the bed with me. We were breathless, frantic, devouring each other, pulling each other closer even though we couldn’t get much closer.
“Tell me you have condoms,” he growled, kissing my neck and shoulder so hard I thought he was going to sink his teeth in.
Yes, because I was fully intending to fuck someone else tonight. Anger surged through me as I remembered why we were here, and it aroused me even more. Made me want him even more.
“There,” I said, gesturing in the general vicinity of the bedside table.
He muttered something like “thank God”, and pushed himself off me. As soon as we were apart, we both threw off the last of our clothes. He grabbed a condom out of the drawer and tore the wrapper almost completely in half with his teeth. Just before he rolled it on, though, he looked at me. Looked me up and down. Then, with a shaking hand, he set the partly wrapped condom on the table.
What are you doing? I wanted to scream but I couldn’t remember how. Fuck, what are you waiting for? Jesus, Nathan, just-
His fingers closed around my cock, making it impossible for me to breathe. After two or three slow strokes, he licked his lips and I damn near came just from anticipation.
Thankfully, I didn’t, because then I would have missed the relentless desperation of his mouth on my cock.
As soon as his tongue touched me, I sucked in a breath and my back lifted off the bed. One hand grabbed the bed to keep me there. The other grabbed his hair to keep him there.
“Fuck,” I groaned. “Fuck, don’t stop, please don’t stop…” He didn’t stop. The more I begged him not to stop, the faster he fucked me with his mouth, squeezing with lips and hand until the electric pulses running up my spine were too much, too damned much, and just when I thought my mouth might betray me and tell him it was too much, I came. He kept going, slower now, slowing with every stroke, until I shuddered one last time and relaxed.
His mouth was barely off my cock before he growled, “Get on your knees.” He reached for the condom and I sat up, pausing for a second to let the room stop spinning.
“Jesus,” I whispered. I glanced at him, and he winked, grinning at me as he rolled the condom on.
He paused. Looked around. “Lube?”
“Same drawer.”
As he reached for it, I shifted positions, hoping my arms and legs could even hold me up now. When his hands closed around my hips, my limbs threatened once more to collapse under me. I screwed my eyes shut and exhaled as cool lube against my skin sent a tremor up my spine.
“Fuck,” he breathed as his cock slid into me. His fingers dug painfully into my hips and he groaned. I guessed it took every bit of restraint he had to go slow, to make sure I was ready for him. He pulled out then pushed in, his breath coming in shorter, shallower gasps each time.
I knew what he was waiting for. Even through the haze of fury and lust, he needed my go ahead. A sign from me to let him know that he didn’t have to hold back anymore. Closing my eyes, I rocked back against him. Then again, harder this time.
His hands tightened around my hips, keeping me in place. At first, I thought he wanted to keep things slow, that he was enjoying this pace in spite of the desperation written all over his ragged breathing and trembling touch.
Then, with a moan that became a roar, he slammed his cock into me, driving himself as deep into me as he could. He held my hips still so he could control the speed, so that I could do nothing but take it exactly as he chose to give it.
A deep groan escaped his throat. Or maybe mine. I couldn’t tell. I didn’t know. I didn’t care.
His hands moved up my back, then gripped my shoulders, giving him extra leverage as he pounded me harder and harder. The bedspread bunched in my fists as my head fell forward and my eyes tried to roll back. I’d never been fucked like this. It was painful. It was furious. It was hot.
His hands left my shoulders. One came down beside me, supporting his weight over me, but the other grabbed my hair, and jerked my head back. It wasn’t enough to hurt my neck, but it made me gasp.
“Like that?” he growled in my ear. His tone was such a palpable mixture of rage and rampant lust, it probably would have made me come had I not already.
The hand in my hair tightened. “Do you like that?” he said again.
“Fuck, yes,” I moaned.
“I said-” The growl suddenly dropped to a moan. “Oh, fuck…” He pushed himself up, grabbing my hips again and thrusting harder. “Oh, fuck, I’m gonna come, oh, Jesus Christ…” A violent shudder abruptly halted his voice. He made no sound-no growl, no whimper, no breath-until his body collapsed over mine. He caught himself on trembling arms and finally managed a sigh.
We didn’t speak as he got up to get rid of the condom. Then we lay in silence, both staring up at the ceiling. Every inch of my body ached, and I was certain there would be a bruise or two to show for it in the morning, but I didn’t care. This was exactly what I needed. I smiled to myself.
Fuck you, Jake.



Chapter Four


We’d barely caught our breath when Nathan sat up, inching toward the edge of the bed and away from me. He didn’t look at me as he ran a hand through his hair. The stiffness of his posture forbade me to touch him, the narrow gap between us forming an icy barricade that made me wonder if I’d imagined everything we’d just done together. If we’d ever really touched at all.
“I should probably go.” His voice was flat, devoid of anger or affection.
Disappointment knotted in my stomach alongside all the uncomfortable emotions that had started the moment we met. I knew from the beginning that this would end before it really started, but that didn’t make it any easier when it happened.
Wordlessly-as we’d done almost everything from the beginning-we got out of bed to get dressed. Nathan found his clothes between the bed and the door. I just grabbed a pair of boxers.
I flipped on the hall light and led him back into the living room. My cats glared at us from the sofa, eyeing Nathan as if to demand an explanation of this stranger on their turf, but he didn’t seem to notice them.
He cleared his throat. “Well, I…” He hesitated for a moment before finally looking me in the eye. “Sorry we had to meet the way we did.”
I shrugged. “Can’t be helped.”
“Yeah.” He paused, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess it can’t.”
We exchanged casual goodbyes, like two acquaintances parting ways after a five-minute conversation. When we reached the point at which a handshake was usually customary, we didn’t look at each other. Didn’t speak. Certainly didn’t extend a hand.
Then, without another word, he was gone.
The deadbolt issued a click of finality, announcing that the evening’s events had ended. He was gone. It was over. Everything was over.
Exhaustion caught up with me, and I leaned against the door. I sighed, trying to understand the confusing cacophony of thoughts that ran through my tired mind.
Jake was gone. Nathan had walked into-and out of-my life and I couldn’t decide whose departure was responsible for the heavy, sinking feeling in my gut.
I went into the living room and sat on the couch, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. I’d fully expected a sleepless night, but this wasn’t what I had in mind. An all-nighter with Jake usually left me completely exhausted, but it was well worth it. Every time. Every damned time he made me feel things I’d never before imagined, and all the while, Nathan slept alone.
I groaned aloud as guilt twisted in my stomach. It didn’t matter how many times I told myself I didn’t know, that I couldn’t have known, it killed me now that I did know.
Leaning back, I put my feet on the coffee table and stared at the ceiling. Hopefully Nathan had taken my apologies to heart and didn’t hold it against me like I held it against myself.
Either way, it was done, and now that it was, I had the thrilling task of getting over it. I let out a breath and closed my eyes. Pity. He’s an incredible kisser and-stop it, Zach.
A furry head bumped against my hand, and I absently scratched the cat’s ears. He purred and flopped down on the cushion beside me. I looked down at him. It was Plato, my Himalayan, and even his rather undignified position-flat on his back, paws sticking out in every direction-couldn’t draw any humor out of me.
Homer, my orange tabby, hopped onto the other side of the sofa and cocked his head at me. He was just out of reach, his way of telling me he didn’t want to be petted, but he wanted something.
“What?” I had long ago stopped feeling ridiculous when I spoke to my pets. At least it kept the silence at bay and they didn’t talk back.
Homer’s head cocked the other way. Then he yawned.
“Bedtime?”
Both cats immediately jumped to their feet and onto the floor, thundering toward the hallway. There, they paused and stared at me, each with a look that said nothing if not, “Aren’t you coming?”
At this, I finally managed a half-hearted laugh as I stood. They trotted down the hall ahead of me as I turned off the lights and headed into the bedroom. Both sprang onto the bed and took their usual places-Homer by the pillow, Plato in the middle of the bed-and glared at me as I shoved them aside to make room for myself. At least it was just me tonight. They were less than thrilled whenever they had to sleep elsewhere because I had company.
I sighed again. Somehow I doubted they’d have to worry about anyone encroaching on their nocturnal territory anytime soon.
I flicked off the light, nudged Plato a little farther onto the other side of the bed and didn’t sleep.



Chapter Five


Dylan, my business partner, eyed me over the top of his glasses as he came into our shared office at the back of the theatre the next day. “Long night?”
Oh, you could say that. I leaned back in my chair, tossing a baseball up in the air and catching it while I avoided his inquisitive expression. “Just one of those days.”
He chuckled. Though we never discussed intimate details of our relationships, he’d met Jake a few times. He’d probably long ago put two and two together when I’d say I was going out with Jake, then showed up bleary-eyed and clinging to a coffee cup the next morning. Most likely, he thought I’d been up all last night with Jake-and it wouldn’t have been the first time, by any means-but I let him keep thinking it. I just didn’t feel like explaining anything, let alone the truth.
My date was a bust because his boyfriend showed up. Then I took his boyfriend home, we fucked, he left, and I don’t know which part of last night I regret the most. Is the coffee ready yet?
As Dylan told me about the latest issues with ticket sales and employees, my mind was anywhere but there. Strangely, my lying, cheating ex wasn’t on my mind either.
I knew I should be trying to get over Jake, but I was too busy being hung up on Nathan. Even when I tried to think about Jake and the way things went down, my thoughts shifted direction as soon as I got to the part when Nathan dropped onto the bench and into my world. Maybe it was just my mind’s way of changing the subject. Avoiding Jake because it hurt too much. Rebound A.D.D.
Or maybe, just maybe, I really was that hung up on Nathan.
There was no point in letting myself obsess over Nathan. I had no way to contact him. I didn’t know where he lived. It was probably a safe bet that he wanted nothing to do with me. And really, how awkward would it be to date my ex-boyfriend’s ex-boyfriend? Besides that, what did we have in common besides Jake?
At least I knew the sex would be insanely hot. That thought made me shiver, and I narrowly missed the baseball on its way down. It hit the floor and rolled toward the other desk.
“You sure you’re okay, Zach?” Dylan asked, cocking his head as I leaned down to pick up the dropped ball.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, sitting back and putting my feet up on the desk again. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, what were you saying? About-” About what? I realized I hadn’t heard a single word he’d said.
He laughed and shook his head, leaning back and lacing his fingers behind his head. “That man’s going to be the death of you, Owens.”
I tossed the baseball up, giving myself something to look at besides him. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem anymore.”
“Oh, really?”
The ball went up again. As long as I didn’t look at him, I wasn’t obligated to answer the questions that were, I was sure, etched across his face. It was simple enough to explain, especially if I left out the part about going home with Nathan, but I just couldn’t be bothered with pretending I was all broken up about Jake. I probably should have been, but the fact remained that I wasn’t, and if I showed just how apathetic I was about it, that would raise even more questions that I didn’t feel like answering.
His chair creaked and he was probably about to speak, but the office door opened.
Dean, one of our employees, leaned on the doorknob. “Uh, hey, guys, can I bother you for a second?”
“You can bother us anytime you want,” Dylan said. I glared at him. Don’t encourage him.
“What’s up, Dean?” I said.
He gestured over his shoulder. “The middle auditorium’s projector-”
Dylan and I cut him off with a simultaneous groan as we both stood. There was no need for further explanation. That damned projector broke at least three times a week these days.
On the way down the hall to the projector room, Dean explained the problems to Dylan, but I ignored them. The problem was that it was an antiquated piece of crap that we had neither the budget to replace nor the equipment to adequately repair. But I could get it running again. Assuming nothing had shorted out and no one had physically broken any irreplaceable parts, it just needed a few tweaks and some threats of violence to get it back in working order for the moment.
As I pulled out a toolbox and looked over the faulty machine, Dean and Dylan speculated-as they always did-on the various possible solutions. All of which we’d either tried or would have made the situation worse.
“Fuck, this thing is going to drive me to drinking,” Dylan growled.
“You already drink,” I said. “Now get out of the way before you break it.”
“It’s already broken.”
“And you’re not helping. Move.”
Cursing under his breath, Dylan moved aside so I could take a look at the faulty projector.
“How long until the next showing?” I asked.
“Um,” Dean said. Papers rustled. “Uh, there’s one at three.”
“What time is it now?”
“Almost two thirty,” Dylan said.
“Shit,” I muttered.
“Can you fix it?” Dean asked.
“Probably just needs a little percussive maintenance,” I growled.
“Percussive maintenance?” Dean asked.
As I dug a screwdriver out of the toolbox, Dylan said to Dean, “That’s what he calls it when he slams something against the wall.”
“Wouldn’t that just make it worse?” Dean said.
You’re obviously not studying rocket science, are you, lad? “Not if it’s done right.” I looked at him over the projector, my serious expression making his eyes widen. Chuckling, I shook my head and went back to work. I pulled my Maglite flashlight out of my pocket, holding it between my teeth so my hands stayed free.
Dylan fidgeted a few feet away, drumming his fingers on the table. “We need to get that thing back in working order before the Indie Short Festival.”
I rolled my eyes and took the Maglite out of my mouth. Glaring at him, I said, “That’s why I’m trying to fix it. If you’ve got any bright ideas, do let me know.” With that, I again held the light between my teeth and continued trying to work miracles on the piece-of-shit projector.
Thrusting his hands into his pockets, he shifted his weight. “We really should replace this damned thing.”
I held the flashlight in one hand and carefully turned a mostly stripped screw with the other. “If we had the money, I’d be all over that.”
“If we don’t replace it soon, we’re going to lose a hell of a lot more money.”
I sighed. He was absolutely right, but with the bankroll fresh in my mind, there was no way around one important fact: We simply couldn’t afford it. As it was, I was seriously considering scaling back hours for some of our employees.
“Maybe after the Indie Short,” I said. “If we can get enough-”
“That assumes this fucker is working by then,” Dylan snapped.
I gritted my teeth. “Maybe we should switch it with one of the others. At least then the main features will have a reliable projector, and we can keep tweaking this one in one of the smaller auditoriums. I’d rather lose sales on a film that’s going to have a smaller turnout anyway.”
He grunted and gave a single nod. “Probably a good idea.”
“Well, whatever we do,” I said, “we do need to get it up and running today. Could you hand me that socket wrench?”
Once the projector was fixed-or at least operational until the next time-I went back into the office and dropped into my chair.
For a moment, I looked at my desk, furrowing my brow, trying to remember what I was doing before I was called away. Swimming through that lost, “Where the hell was I?” feeling, I absently rolled the baseball back and forth across the desk and-
Remembered tossing it up in the air.
Thinking about Jake.
Thinking about why I couldn’t keep thinking about Jake.
Thinking about Nathan.
Exhaling, I leaned back in my chair, put my feet up and stared at the ceiling. I still couldn’t figure out why I was so hung up on Nathan, but after the way he’d fucked me last night, I could think of worse things to do than think about him.
Such as giving another moment’s thought to Jake.



Chapter Six


On the way up the stairs to Jake’s apartment, I ground my teeth hard enough to make my jaw ache. I had a strange feeling of returning to the crime scene, coming back to the place where I’d helped Jake deceive Nathan. Though I was also being cheated, Nathan was in the picture first. Unknowingly or not, I’d encroached on his territory.
And this, I thought with a sigh as I stood in front of Jake’s door, is where it happened. I figured time would eventually soothe my conscience. It would probably take less time than it took Nathan to get over this whole thing.
“Fucking hell,” I muttered to myself as guilt rose in my throat once again. We’d all get over it. Eventually. For now, I had to deal with Jake.
With my heart in my throat and my other fist balling at my side as if I thought to smack him when he came to the door, I knocked.
He opened the door and smiled. It was that same damned smile that had knocked my knees out from under me time and time again in the past. Tonight, it just made me want to knock his teeth out of his face.
“Zach, it’s so good to see you.” He reached for me, but I backed away, glaring at him.
“I just came to give you your key,” I said.
His smile fell. “Can we at least talk about this?”
I held out my hand, the key lying across my palm. “There’s nothing left to talk about.”
“Zach, honestly.” He put his hands up and shook his head. “There’s a lot you don’t understand.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” I still held out the key. “Like why you would lie to me. And why you’d cheat on someone like him.”
He snorted. “Please. You don’t even know him.”
I know him better than you might think, jackass. “Take the key.”
He folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the doorframe. “Zach, if you’d let me explain-”
“There’s nothing to explain.”
“How do you know that?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Were you sleeping with me?”
“Yes.”
“And were you sleeping with him?”
He set his jaw. “Yes, but-”
“Did you tell him about me?”
Shifting his weight, he held my gaze without flinching, looking me right in the eye like the unrepentant bastard that he was. “No.”
Through my teeth, I said, “And did you tell me about him?”
“No, I didn’t.”
I turned my outstretched hand over, letting the key fall to the cement patio with a sharp, metallic clang. “Go to hell, Jake.”
I started down the stairs, but Jake’s hand was instantly on my arm. He didn’t grip it tight enough to hurt, just enough to get my attention. My glare shifted from his face to his hand and back.
He loosened his grasp. “Zach, please. Can we just talk? For a few minutes?”
“Why?”
Releasing my arm, he said, “I just want to talk. Then you can go.”
“Oh, why, thank you,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Glad to know I have your permission. Good-bye, Jake.”
“After six months, you can’t be bothered with ten fucking minutes?”
Narrowing my eyes, I said, “No. After six months of being used, I can’t be bothered with you.”
“Jesus, Zach,” he said, his lips thinning, not unlike the way Nathan’s had the other night. “You walked out before you heard a damned thing. How do you know he and I weren’t on the way out?”
I rolled my eyes again. “Oh, really? So what was I? A placeholder? The job you lined up before giving your current one two weeks’ notice?”
His gaze and shoulders dropped. “Look, I fucked up, okay? I should have gotten rid of him a long time ago. You’re the one I wanted to be with, not him.”
“So you lied to both of us?” I bit back the anger that threatened to come bubbling up to the surface. “And you think that I’m willing to come back to you after you cheated with me?”
“I told you, I fucked up,” he said, meeting my gaze. “I’m sorry. I should never have cheated on either of you, but losing you was…” He shook his head. “I’m just, I’m sorry. I want to try again.”
My single sharp cough of laughter sounded much more sarcastic than I’d intended, but I didn’t apologize for it. “Try again? So do I get to be the unsuspecting boyfriend this time when you get bored with me and find someone else?”
“No, that’s not-”
“You’re right, it’s not what’s going to happen,” I said. “Because we’re done. If I can’t trust you, I can’t be with you.” I shrugged, not caring how flippant I came across. I was dangerously close to losing my temper, so if my sarcasm kept it at bay, then I didn’t care if it meant verbally slapping him across the face a few times. The last thing I wanted was a screaming match in his doorway.
Taking a deep breath to calm myself down, I said, “I’m having a hard enough time looking at myself in the mirror knowing that I was part of something that hurt him.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake, it’s not like you did anything.”
“No,” I said, willing myself to stay civil. “But I have this unfortunate thing called a conscience. Something you obviously lack.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped.
“Good idea,” I said. “I won’t be. In fact, I think I’ll be leaving.” And I turned to do just that.
“Christ, as if you’re the perfect man,” he snarled.
I stopped in my tracks. Deep breath. Deep breath. Don’t lose it. He’s not worth it. Turning around, keeping what was left of my cool, I said, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He leaned against the doorframe again, giving me a smug grin. “Don’t tell me you’ve never looked. Never thought about playing the field.”
“And looking is the same as touching?”
“So you’ve never touched?” He glared at me, a pointed, suspicious expression in his eyes as his brow pulled together. “Not once?”
I rested a hand on the railing at the top of the stairs. “Are you accusing me of something?”
He folded his arms across his chest again. “Guilty conscience?”
“Jesus, Jake. I don’t have time to play mind games with you.” I put my hands up. “I have never cheated on you. Never.”
“If you say so.” Jake knelt and picked up the key I’d dropped. He held it up. “Thanks for bringing this back.”
Then he disappeared into his apartment.
I stared at the door for a moment, wondering what the hell had just happened. Was he always this manipulative? Did he always find a way to turn things around on me?
Shaking my head, I went down the stairs and got in my car. As I started the engine, I thought back to the last few fights we’d had. I tried to think of one-just one-that hadn’t ended with me apologizing, but couldn’t. Yet virtually every fight had started because of something that had upset me.
And now he was even trying to turn his infidelity around on me.
I cursed under my breath as I headed down the street, letting his apartment fade in the rearview. I still hated how this whole thing went down, especially knowing that Nathan had to get hurt, too, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t glad to have washed my hands of Jake.



Chapter Seven


Two weeks after I evicted Jake from my life, it was business as usual at The Epidauran. My feet were on the desk and a stack of invoices spread across my lap when Dylan came into the office and shut the door behind him.
“It’s that time again,” he said.
That was never a good sign. I groaned and sat up. “Do I want to know?”
“Time to drop some dead weight.”
“Huh?”
“Claire.” He gestured with a file folder. “Got a trail of write-ups a mile long. She’s been warned.” He shook his head. “Nice kid, but she’s gotta go.”
“Damn,” I said, sighing. “I thought she was doing better lately.”
He shook his head. “Hasn’t been on time once in the last two weeks. Last Wednesday, she was almost an hour and a half late.”
I blinked. “Really? Christ, I just talked to her about it again on Tuesday, too.”
“Yep, I know,” he said. “Unless you think we need this kind of crap, it’s time for her to go.”
“Shit.” I rubbed my temples. “Sounds like this is long overdue then. Not going to be pleasant.”
“Never is, my friend,” he said. “Part of the job.”
I sighed. “Whose turn is it?”
“I had to fire Gavin.” He held the folder out to me. “It’s definitely your turn.”
I put my hands up and shook my head. “Come on, I let Tanya and Paul go.”
“Gavin cried,” he said. “Criers count as two.”
I rolled my eyes. “We’re flipping a coin, then.” I fished a quarter out of a drawer and balanced it on my thumb. “Call it.”
As I tossed the quarter into the air, Dylan said, “Tails.”
The coin landed on the floor and we both craned our necks.
George Washington’s face had never looked so smug.
“Looks like you’re the lucky winner.” Dylan dropped the file into my lap.
“Fuck,” I muttered. As much as we joked about it-behind closed doors and well out of earshot of employees, of course-both of us hated doing this. In fact, we were both pretty lenient and flexible with our employees, but for the last year, we’d been plagued with the tardy, the irresponsible and the insufferable.
Claire Hill fell into both of the first two categories. Unfortunately, not the last. Those were the easiest to fire. In fact, I secretly found great satisfaction in booting certain people out the door if they were obnoxious enough. Not Claire, though. She was actually a very sweet girl, and we both liked her a lot.
But this was a business.
“What time does she come in today?” I asked over my shoulder as Dylan walked past.
“Her shift starts in twenty,” he said. “So she’ll probably be here in forty.”
I groaned. Knowing my luck, she’d be right on time today. The late ones were always on time the day we canned them. Always.
Tossing the folder on my chair so that I wouldn’t lose it, I left the office to make my rounds before Claire showed up. Dylan usually holed up in the office during the day unless we were slammed, but I liked to check up on my employees to make sure they were on task. I didn’t pester them or try to micromanage them, but I knew the kinds of things they could get up to if left to their own devices for too long. I had, after all, done my time as a theatre employee. I’d probably invented half of the crap they pulled on me.
But I didn’t get a chance to make my rounds this time: Just as I’d predicted, Claire was on time. In fact, she was almost fifteen minutes early. She walked into the lobby as I was passing through, so I figured I’d just get it over with.
“Hey, Claire,” I said, just before she went into the back room.
She turned around and smiled. “Hey, Zach. How’s it going?”
“Good, good.” I dropped my gaze and cleared my throat. “Listen, after you clock in, would you mind coming by the office for a few minutes?”
Her smile fell and so did something in my gut. She had to know. Most of the employees knew. They tried to keep it from Dylan and me, but we were well aware that an office summons at the beginning of a shift had been dubbed “the talk of shame” and the subsequent walk to the exit was “the walk of shame”.
Claire swallowed and nodded. In a quiet voice, she said, “I’ll be there in a minute.”
I waited for her in the office. She took her time, but there was no sense getting upset with her. If she needed a few extra minutes to compose herself, knowing what waited for her, then I wasn’t going to deny her that.
Besides, it gave me a few minutes to zone out and think of a certain broad-shouldered attorney that had been on my mind for the past two weeks. It was probably a good thing I didn’t have his phone number. Right or wrong, I wanted him again. I hadn’t had sex like that in, well, I’d never had sex like that. I wanted more, I wanted-
“He’s gone,” I muttered to myself through clenched teeth. I tapped my heel on the desk and my thumb against the armrest, trying to do something with all this nervous energy. I needed to make my rounds, if only to give myself something to do other than think of Nathan.
Come on, Claire, don’t leave me here with my thoughts. Firing her wasn’t going to be pleasant, but neither was pining after someone I couldn’t-and shouldn’t-have.
I glanced at the clock. If I were you, I’d want to just get it over with. I leaned back in my chair and put both hands behind my head as I stared up at the ceiling. It occurred to me then that I’d told her to clock in first. Maybe she was milking the time clock for a few extra pennies before heading in here. I sat up and was just about to head for the door when a faint, timid knock stopped me.
“It’s open,” I said.
The door opened and Claire appeared, eyes down and cheeks a little red. “Sorry I took a few minutes,” she said, closing the door behind her.
“Don’t worry about it.” I sat up and rested my elbows on the desk. She looked at me and swallowed hard, probably noticing my more upright posture. Everyone here knew that I handled all but the most serious or formal discussions while kicked back with my feet on the desk. I’d once heard one of the guys ask another how bad an ass-chewing was. The response of “Zach sat up in his chair” nearly made him blanch.
If Claire had had any doubt about why she was here, she probably knew by now. I gestured toward one of the chairs opposite my desk, and she sat.
As I took a breath, she drew back slightly, probably bracing herself. Her eyebrows knitted together and her lips pulled into a grimace.
“Listen,” I said. “I really hate to do this, but-”
“You’re firing me?” she squeaked. I doubted she was really surprised. She knew it was coming, but now that it was actually happening, it threw her for a loop. Happened to most of the people I fired.
“Claire, we’ve talked about this,” I said. “Dylan and I have both discussed the issue of lateness, and-”
“But, I’ve been trying, I was-” She sniffed, wiping her eyes quickly. “Please let me-”
“Claire,” I said as gently as I could. “We’ve been through this. I’ve changed your shifts, I’ve done everything I can to accommodate your scheduling conflicts, but…” I set the folder on the desk and folded my hands across it. “This just isn’t working.” Christ, why do I always sound like I’m breaking up with someone when I do this? I’m sorry, honey, it’s not you, it’s me. I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes at my own thoughts, which would have been cruel to Claire.
“Maybe I could just work part-time,” she said quickly. “I’ve seen the schedules for the part-timers. Which would be easy for me to work around.”
Ah, bargaining. Isn’t that the second stage of grieving? Or is it the third? That would mean that anger is next, I think. Anger or-
“You guys let Dean and Jill come in late all the time,” she suddenly snarled through her tears.
Yep. Anger. “That’s between us and them,” I said. “We handle issues with them privately, just like we do with you.”
“So you’re firing them, too?” It wasn’t a question. It was sarcastic.
“I can’t discuss anything about them with you any more than I can discuss this with them,” I said quietly. There was no point in getting angry with her. The poor kid was getting fired, which was humiliating and upsetting even if she had brought it on herself. She could vent, she could cry and she could take her last paycheck and leave.
“This is bullshit,” she said, but her voice wavered to little more than a whimper, evaporating any venom she tried to inject into her words. “I can’t believe this,” she whispered, probably more to herself than me.
“Claire, I’m sorry about this,” I said. “But I don’t have a choice at this point.” I pulled a couple of envelopes out of the folder and slid them across the desk. “These are your last two paychecks. Whatever we owe you from your time on the clock today, you can pick up on Friday or I’ll mail it to you.”
She snatched the envelopes off the desk and stood, nearly knocking the chair over in the process. “Mail them to me. I don’t want to come back here.”
I nodded, keeping my voice and expression neutral. “Is your address current?”
Scowling, she looked at the address on the envelope and nodded sharply. “Yeah, it’s right.” She glared at me. “Is there anything else, or can I get the fuck out of here so I can find someone to hire me?”
Without a word, I gestured toward the door and gave a single nod. Anything I said now would probably just come across as patronizing or otherwise rub salt in her wounds, so I said nothing. She turned on her heel and stormed out, slamming the door behind her.
As soon as she was gone, I let out a breath and leaned back in my chair, throwing my feet onto my desk as was my custom. I stared at the ceiling, waiting for that unsettled feeling to pass. Even when the person I was firing richly deserved it, it always left me unnerved and edgy, much like that lingering adrenaline rush after a fight with a boyfriend.
Much like how I felt after I left Jake’s apartment the other night.
And after my three-way confrontation with Jake and Nathan.
My blood turned cold.
Nathan.
I sighed and rubbed my eyes as a shiver ran up my spine. A full two weeks had passed and my breath still caught every time I thought of him, which I still did in spite of my best efforts not to. Now that he was again on my mind, that uncomfortable edginess only got worse.
I shifted in my seat, tapping my heel on the desk and wishing I could get Nathan, Claire and Jake out of my head. Sitting still was impossible, so I finally gave up and stood, heading for the door to seek refuge in mind-numbing busy work even though I knew damn well it wouldn’t do any good.



Chapter Eight


An hour or so later, my gut was still a ball of nerves after my conversation with Claire. Firing employees was part of the job, but it was one I’d never relished.
Just trying to keep myself busy, I walked around the theatre, checking on everything else. The concession stand was well-stocked and had no immediate crises. The box office was running smoothly. I caught myself hoping the middle auditorium’s projector would break again, if only to give me something to do, but the damned thing worked perfectly.
Dylan caught up with me as I made my fiftieth pass through the concession stand.
“So how did she take it?” he asked, keeping his voice low so other employees didn’t hear.
I shrugged. “As well as can be expected.”
“Tears?”
“Of course.” I grimaced. “God, I hate doing that.”
“Yeah, I know,” he said. “But you…”
He continued speaking, but I didn’t hear him, because when I glanced over his shoulder, my heart suddenly pounded loud enough to drown out his voice.
Nathan.
At first, he didn’t see me. He paused inside the front door, holding his ticket between his lips while his hands were busy arranging his credit card and receipt in his wallet. Then he put his wallet in his back pocket and looked at the ticket, glancing at the signs for the auditoriums as if to confirm where he belonged.
Just before he headed toward the auditorium, he looked at me. Looked right at me. An uncertain grin pulled up one corner of his mouth and the sparkle in his eyes turned my knees to water.
Then he disappeared from view.
“Zach?” Dylan waved a hand in front of my face.
I shook my head. “Sorry, sorry.”
He glanced over his shoulder, laughing. “And you always tell me not to stare at the pretty ladies that come through the door, you dog.”
I winked and clapped him on the shoulder. “Wasn’t looking at a pretty lady, Dylan.”
“Uh-huh. You know what I mean.”
“Yes, yes I do.” I bowed out of our conversation and headed toward the auditorium. There was no need to ask which film he was seeing. Only one screen was seating right now. The crowd was thin, given that it was a weekday matinee, so he’d be easy to spot.
As I walked into the dark auditorium, I hesitated. I hadn’t imagined that look, had I? But if he really wanted to see me, why bother going into the movie? Unless he simply saw me with Dylan and wanted me to know he was here without drawing attention to himself.
Taking a deep breath, I continued into the dark room. The short hallway spilled out near the front of the theatre, beside the stairs leading up to the higher seats. The Epidauran had stadium-style tiered seating, plus a few rows close to the front. I scanned the seats in front, but didn’t see him. I didn’t expect to; with the projector light in my eyes, I was damn near blind. My pause was to give him a chance to see me.
I took the stairs two at a time, having long since memorized them in the darkness, and found a seat in one of the vacant back rows. And waited.
With the high seat backs and minimal light, I couldn’t pick him out from the other patrons scattered throughout the small auditorium. My heart pounded, and I silently pleaded for him to come find me.
Someone stood, but I knew immediately that it wasn’t him. Just someone heading to the concession stand or something, probably at the whim of the person with whom he exchanged sharp, terse whispers before storming out.
The annoyed patron reappeared.
Nathan didn’t.
The rest of the lights went down.
My heart rate didn’t.
It was only when the previews had finished and the film started rolling that someone off to the far left stood. I caught his face in profile, with only the faintest hint of flickering light from the movie on the screen, and knew it was him. He paused, looking my way, probably letting his eyes adjust to confirm that it was me.
Then he came up the steps and down my row. He sat beside me and we exchanged a quick look, his face unreadable in the low light. We both looked forward. I wondered if he was paying attention to anything on the screen. I sure as hell wasn’t. I couldn’t think of anyone or anything that had ever been able to divert my attention from a Bertolucci film, but at that moment, I could have been staring at a blank screen for all my ability to focus.
I took a breath and caught a hint of smoke. My heart jumped. He said he only smoked when he was nervous, and I guessed his last cigarette was fairly recent. Probably on his way down the sidewalk to the theatre.
I wanted to ask him why he’d come, why he was nervous, but I stayed quiet. Talking during movies was a huge pet peeve of mine-I’d thrown more than a few people out of The Epidauran for it-so I wasn’t about to disturb the other patrons.
We’ll just have to talk without making a sound.
Chewing my lip, keeping my gaze fixed on the screen, I reached across the armrest and put my hand on his knee. He sucked in a breath, but neither recoiled nor pushed me away. After a moment, the warmth of his hand over mine sent goose bumps prickling up my arm.
The hand on mine told me he wanted to touch me. The tip of his thumb running along the inside of my wrist told me he wasn’t touching nearly enough.
I turned toward him, and he met my eyes. Darkness eclipsed half his face, the shifting light from the screen only sporadically illuminating the other, but the desire in his expression was unmistakable.
His other hand appeared out of the shadows a second before it touched my face. It was surreal, this soft touch of his. There was nothing rough or angry about it, nothing but gentle contact. And when his fingertips drew me toward him, his kiss was just as sensual.
When his tongue gently parted my lips, cool mint tempered the taste of smoke. He was nervous enough to need a cigarette before he came in, but he’d obviously thought this through. He wasn’t surprised to be kissing me now. Whether he knew it would happen or not, he’d hoped it would.
I wondered how much more he hoped would happen.
The longer he kissed me, the less I could believe this was the same man. I had to run my fingers over his goatee just to remind myself that, yes, this was Nathan. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, I was a different person the other night, too.
Even still, I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe he was here.
I broke the kiss, but still touched his face. Whispering just loud enough for him to hear me without disturbing anyone else, I said, “You know, it’s a crime to sit through a Bertolucci film without paying attention.”
“Maybe so.” His fingers ran through my hair and he leaned closer. “But it would be sacrilege not to kiss you right now, so I’ll take the lesser of two evils.” And he kissed me again.
A clatter and some muffled voices from the projector room caught my attention, reminding me that I was still at work. I glared up at the window, wondering what my employees were destroying now, then looked back at Nathan.
“I should get back to work,” I whispered.
“What time are you off tonight?”
I smiled. “I own the place. When and where?”
He laughed and kissed me gently. Turning away slightly, he reached into his pocket, then slipped a small card into my hand. In my ear, he whispered, “I’ll be home around seven. Any time after that.”
“I’ll be there.” I kissed him one last time and stood.
As soon as I was in the hall leading out to the lobby, I stopped, taking a few deep breaths to undo all the tension and arousal that Nathan’s gentle touch-hell, his presence-had sparked. I couldn’t believe it. He was here!
With the aid of the small flashlight I carried, I looked at the card in my hand. It was one of his business cards.
Nathan D. Forrester-Attorney At Law
Jesus. Even seeing his name was enough to make my pulse jump. I flipped the card over, and on the back, he’d written his address and phone number.
I clicked off the light and slipped the card in my pocket.
Pre-written card with his address.
Mint to mask the taste of his nerve-calming cigarette.
You planned well ahead, didn’t you, Nathan?
I took a few more deep breaths, willing myself to be calm until I saw him again. In just a few hours. At his place. In his bed. Soon. Not nearly soon enough.
Zach, calm down. Gotta work. He’ll be there.
When I could finally step out into the light of day without letting anyone know what was on my mind, I went into the projector room to see who I needed to strangle.



Chapter Nine


Throughout the day, I tried to throw myself into my work rather than think about Nathan, but that was virtually impossible.
His card was burning a hole in my pocket. Every time an auditorium door opened, my heart jumped into my throat in anticipation of his presence even though he’d left hours ago. When I went into the third auditorium to deal with a problem patron, I swore I saw Nathan’s silhouette out of the corner of my eye. I tried chewing a piece of gum to settle my nerves-something I’d always done since I quit smoking-but the mint reminded me too much of Nathan’s kiss. For the first time in years, gum had the exact opposite effect and wound me up that much more.
Good thing Nathan was a smoker. If the taste of a cigarette didn’t have “Nathan” written all over it, I might very well have broken six years of not smoking today.
As the afternoon wore on and the clock inched dangerously close to six, when I intended to leave, my excitement gave way to nerves.
What was this about? Did he just want another one-night stand? Something to get over Jake? Or did he specifically want me? Did this have anything at all to do with Jake?
Drumming my fingers on my desk, I looked at the paperwork in front of me with unfocused eyes. Staring, not seeing. I wasn’t even sure why I bothered trying to work at all. Every word on the page was Nathan’s name, and every number was his phone number or his address.
This couldn’t be a good idea, hooking up with him. Even if it was just another one-night stand, he probably hated me. Though it was Jake’s infidelity that ended both relationships, I was sure Nathan still partly blamed me.
But that kiss in the auditorium was anything but angry. He’d kissed me like he wanted to kiss me.
I chewed my lip, still staring through my paperwork. Nothing good could come of this, could it?
I pulled his card out of my pocket and stared at his address and phone number. There were two choices: Call the number and cancel, or drive to the address and see what happened.
Something deep down told me that the wiser choice was to call him and back out. The lingering mint of my gum told me how much I wanted another taste of his kiss, regardless of the consequences.
I leaned back in my chair and looked at the clock over the door. Six o’clock was still an agonizing, merciful half hour away. Too soon to know if this was a good idea. Not nearly soon enough to satisfy this craving.
The minutes passed by too fast and too slow, and before I knew it, it was finally six. I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door, not sure if I was more excited or nervous about this. All the way home, I worried about it even while the anticipation of his kiss made my mouth water.
I took a quick shower and changed clothes. The whole time I shaved, I tried to ignore my own scrutiny, avoiding eye contact with my reflection. It was easier to convince myself this was a good idea if I didn’t have to look myself in the eye.
By the time I was out the door, it was quarter to seven. I guessed from his address that he was about fifteen minutes away, so my timing would be perfect. I’d be right on time.
Fifteen minutes was short enough to keep me from overanalyzing the situation and convincing myself this was a bad idea. It was also too long to wait to see him again.
A few second thoughts tried to cross my mind, but I pushed them aside. I wanted this. Whether I needed it or not, whether it was a good idea or not, I really didn’t care.
But what if he’d had second thoughts in the hours since we parted ways? If I was this conflicted about seeing him, about sleeping with him again, I could only imagine what was going through his mind. Then again, he’d sought me out. If he’d had any agonizing to do about it, he’d likely done it well before he stepped into The Epidauran with a pre-written note and mint to temper the taste of smoke in his mouth.
He wanted this. I wanted this. That wasn’t all that mattered, but it was all I gave a damn about.
Fifteen minutes after I left, I pulled into Nathan’s driveway and parked in front of the garage door. The creak of my parking brake raised goose bumps all the way up my spine.
I’m here. This is it.
Thankfully there were only a few steps from the driveway to his front porch. Just thinking about him, knowing he was this close, was already giving me a hard-on.
As soon as the door was within reach, I knocked. No hesitation. No last-second pre-regret. I was here and I wasn’t turning back, so why delay it?
He opened the door and all the air around us disappeared. I held what little breath I had left. For all my worry and uncertainty over the last few hours, there was one thing that hadn’t crossed my mind: I’d never seen him like this.
No harsh shadows to hide his features. No anger to darken his eyes and tighten his lips. No black cloud of Jake hanging over us.
In the fading light of day, without the mask of fury, his face was sharply angled in all the right places and smooth in all the others. When one side of his mouth lifted just slightly, the barely there grin emphasized the unmistakable lust in his eyes.
We stood in still, stunned silence for a long moment before something seemed to jar him back to life. He stepped aside, gesturing for me to come in. I walked past him, sucking in a breath when he shut the door behind us.
The grind-click of the deadbolt knocked that breath right back out. The sound wasn’t threatening, not the sound of an implied imprisonment.
It simply made everything about this real.
Inevitable.
Right.



Chapter Ten


Hands on my hips made my spine straighten, and my knees nearly buckled. Following my belt, his hands moved from my hips to my stomach, but I lost track of them when he exhaled softly against the side of my neck. He kissed just above my collar, his lips lingering there long enough for him to draw and release a few more slow, deep breaths, letting each in turn whisper across my skin.
I reached back, combing my fingers through his hair as he kissed his way up my neck. My other hand sought and found his, the warmth of his skin tingling against my fingertips. He pulled me closer to him, his hard cock pressing against me and making the ache below my own belt almost unbearable.
When his lips left my neck and his arms suddenly released me, I exhaled hard as if I’d been holding my breath. Maybe I had been. All I knew or cared about was that he wasn’t touching me anymore. Just before I could panic at the sudden inch of space between us, he put his hands on my shoulders and gently turned me around to face him.
He leaned in as if to kiss me, but paused, just looking at me. At my lips, I think. He touched my face, running his thumb just below my cheekbone. I briefly regretted shaving, wishing I could feel the gentle hiss of skin across stubble, but that thought evaporated-along with my balance-when our eyes met.
Though we’d certainly kissed a few times already, there was something electric about the distance between us now, about the anticipation of this kiss.
When he drew me in, my pulse jumped with each fraction of an inch that disappeared between us, until our lips were almost touching. His thumb moved below my cheekbone again, that gentle contact distracting me for a fleeting second, just long enough so that when he kissed me, he caught me by surprise. The startled shiver that ran down my spine pushed me closer to him, and he welcomed me with a tighter embrace, a deeper kiss.
His mouth was cool with the suggestion of mint, and every breath I took was him: musky, masculine, a vague hint of cologne. His fingers moved from my face into my hair while his other hand followed my spine down to my lower back. Once there, he didn’t pull me closer, didn’t draw me against him. Instead, he held me in place and pressed his hips against mine, letting me feel the heat of his erection even through both of our clothes. I was sure that when skin finally touched skin, we’d burn each other, but I was more than willing to go up in smoke if it meant touching him.
I slid my hands under the back of his shirt, but couldn’t be sure whose gasp broke the kiss. Our mouths separated, but we didn’t. He rested his forehead against mine, closing his eyes and taking an uneven breath as my hands moved farther up his back.
“Jesus,” he breathed. His voice, barely more than a whisper, startled me, and it took a moment to realize it was because that was the first thing either of us had said since I’d arrived. Since hours ago, at the theatre. Since I’d spent half the day wondering if this was a bad idea.
I swallowed hard as he kissed my neck. “Are you sure we should be doing this?”
“No,” he whispered against my neck. “In fact, I’m pretty sure we shouldn’t.” His hands slid under my shirt as he raised his head and looked me in the eye. “But I want to.” He kissed me again. Passionately. Breathlessly. Desperately.
I’m supposed to think this is wrong.
His fingers trembled, then tightened in my hair, as if he was afraid I’d pull away.
If this is wrong, I don’t remember why.
His lips barely leaving mine, his voice wavering as if he was on the verge of losing control, he whispered, “I want you so fucking bad, Zach.”
If this is wrong, I don’t care.
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.
In a low, ragged growl, he said, “Thank God.” The pad of his thumb ran along my jaw and his hand rested on the side of my neck. “I don’t even know why I left last time.”
“Because we were there for all the wrong reasons?”
He shrugged, then nodded. “Probably. But that was then. This is now.”
Something in my mind relaxed, as if up until that moment, I wasn’t sure why we were here. If we were here for the same reasons as before, or if this was something else.
“This isn’t about Jake anymore, is it?” I said quietly.
He smiled and kissed me. “Not even a little. The other night had everything to do with that son of a bitch.” He ran his fingers through my hair and kissed me lightly. “Tonight has nothing to do with anyone outside this room.” He paused. “And speaking of which, I think we should take this into another room.”
I said nothing, only nodded. I was in his house. In his arms. Now moving into his bedroom. Each time we moved closer to the inevitable, it startled me as if I kept expecting us to step back instead of forward. Or expected him to come to his senses, because I sure as hell wasn’t going to.
The bedroom was on the second floor. The whole way up the stairs and down the hall, we could barely keep our hands off each other. Halfway up the stairs, I stopped and pulled him into a kiss, using the wall for balance when I couldn’t quite rely on my legs. A few steps later, he gently leaned me against the wall and squeezed my hard, aching cock through my jeans. More than once I was certain we wouldn’t make it to the bedroom before one of us pulled the other to the floor, especially when we stopped a few feet shy of the bedroom door for another breathless kiss.
Without breaking the kiss, he shifted his weight to one side, then the other. A dull thud told me he’d kicked his shoes off. Probably shoved them aside so we wouldn’t trip over them.
First article of clothing off. I pulled him closer. This is really happening. With the toe of one shoe, I pushed off the other, kicking it aside. Then the other. My foot brushed against his and even that warmth, that contact, took my breath away. Christ, Nathan, what are you doing to me?
He broke the kiss, but was still close enough that his breath whispered across my lips when he spoke. “We should-” He cut himself off, kissing me again.
“Should-” I kissed him. I couldn’t get enough. Finally, I managed, “Should what?” But I couldn’t wait for an answer before I sought his mouth again, tangling my fingers in his hair as I kissed him.
“Bedroom,” he finally murmured, but he made no effort to move. I couldn’t move until he did. Even then, I wasn’t so sure I could.
After a moment, he stepped back, but still made no move toward the bedroom. Instead, he just looked at me, at his own hands running up my sides, his face mirroring my own desperation and disbelief.
His hands came together at my collar, and a second later, the first button was undone. As he went for the next, our eyes met, and the unmistakable hunger and lust in his made me thankful again for the wall keeping me upright.
His eyes were in a hurry, but his hands were in control. He unfastened each button of my shirt as if he were making contact with erogenous zones on my skin: slow, steady, one at a time. Maybe he did it to keep his hands from shaking. For the life of me I couldn’t figure out how he stayed so steady, so in control, when it took everything I had just to stay standing.
His hands followed my shirt over my shoulders and down my arms. In the same moment my shirt fell away, his lips found my neck and he slid his hand between my back and the wall. When he kissed me again, his other hand held the side of my neck, the warmth of both skin and lips making my breath catch. His hand trailed down my chest as his tongue explored my mouth.
There was something incredibly erotic about his gentle touch, more than anything I’d ever experienced. Everything we’d done before was desperate, primal, even violent, but this was different. That was black, this was white. This was the slow caress of what I’d thought was an unforgiving hand.
I thought I loved the way his skin felt on my own, but it was the muted brush of fingertips on denim that damn near made me come. His fingers drifted over my cock through my clothes, applying just a hint of pressure, just enough to say yes, I will. And I wanted him to.
“Oh, my God,” I breathed, letting my head fall back against the wall. The vibration of the separating zipper made me tremble with anticipation.
“My sentiments exactly.” He kissed my neck and continued to draw the zipper down.
My hands went from his shoulders to the wall beside me, trying in vain to grab the plaster for support. I desperately wanted to touch him and pull him closer, but the need for balance trumped even that.
“You know, I made a colossal mistake last time.” His fingers closed around my cock.
“I didn’t think you-” I paused, my breath catching as he stroked me. “I didn’t think you did a damned thing wrong.”
“Oh, I did,” he said, his lips brushing my ear as he spoke. “As far as I knew, I was never going to see you again…” He tightened his grasp, still stroking. “…and I missed the chance to see you come.”
I sucked in a breath, not entirely sure if the gasp was a result of his hand or his voice. “Jesus…”
“I felt you come,” he whispered. “I tasted it.” He kissed his way along my jaw. Just before he reached my mouth, he said, “But I didn’t get to see your face, and I’ve been kicking myself ever since.”
I closed my eyes, shuddering as his hand moved a little faster. “If you keep doing that-” Another shudder cut me off.
“Tell me, Zach.” The deep growl fell somewhere between playful and pleading.
I looked at him, trying to hold his gaze. “Fuck, Nathan, you’re-” I trailed off into a moan, pressing my palms against the wall for balance as my spine threatened to turn into pure electricity.
“Fuck yes,” he said. “I knew I missed something hot. I knew you would look incredible when you were this close.”
I wasn’t just close, I was a heartbeat away. I was on the edge, not quite there, not quite, almost… “Oh, God…” My mouth couldn’t form the words to beg him to stroke faster, but my hips said what I couldn’t, and he must have understood, because he stroked harder, faster, and just before the ache became unbearable, I felt my own throat vibrate with a groan I didn’t hear, and came.
An arm around my waist kept me upright and the hot panting against my throat kept me breathing, every exhalation reminding my lungs of their own need to release a breath. He raised his head and looked at me. There was no need for words now. We both knew what we wanted and we both knew where we needed to go to get it.
The bedroom was only a few steps away and, in spite of my shaking knees, I made it across that distance without stumbling too badly. I couldn’t be sure if Nathan’s arm around my waist made it easier or more difficult, but one way or another, I made it.
Without speaking, we separated and got rid of the last of our clothes, dropping everything in haphazard heaps around our feet. Every sound-clothes brushing over skin, muffled whispers of fabric hitting the floor, his unsteady breaths-made this more real and more unbelievable. The Zippo lighter clanked onto the nightstand and a second later, his belt buckle jingled. With a dull thud, his jeans joined mine on the floor.
In no time at all-though it felt like much too long-we’d shed the last of our clothes, leaving nothing between us but space. We didn’t touch immediately. Instead, we simply looked at each other. I hadn’t had a chance to look at him like this that first night, to really see him, but now that I could, I did.
And Jesus Christ, the man was beautiful.
Virtually hairless except for the dark vertical line below his navel and the thin shadow of hair on his forearms. Toned, like he spent a few hours a week at the gym but didn’t devote his life to it. A hint of bronze that was likely borne of leisure in the sun, not vanity in a tanning bed.
For a moment, I envied the artist that had tattooed the intricate eagle on Nathan’s left arm and the elaborate tribal band circling his right. They must have taken hours. Hours during which some lucky bastard had his hands on Nathan’s body, even if it was just his arm.
But the envy disappeared as the grin on his face broadened and he put his arms around me, kissing me again. That artist had had a hold on Nathan’s arm for a few hours.
Nathan’s arms would have a hold on me all damned night.



Chapter Eleven


Maybe anticipation had heightened my senses. Maybe it was because we’d shed the cool barrier of clothing that dulled the sensations of contact. Whatever it was, when we came together this time, I swore everything was amplified: Skin so hot it was almost feverish. The nearly inaudible growl that thrummed against my lips when he kissed me. Cologne and the muskiness of him making my head spin while the coolness of mint and the warmth of his breath turned my knees to water.
It was overwhelming and not nearly enough. I wanted more.
With my hands on his hips, I guided him to the bed. At first, he tried to resist, tried to turn me toward it, but when I stroked his cock the same way he had mine, he didn’t put up a fight. He held the edge of the bed, growling into my kiss as his cock twitched in my hand.
He closed his eyes and exhaled. “God, I want-” A gasp cut him off. He bit his lower lip and let his head fall back for a moment before finally whispering, “I want to fuck you.”
I didn’t argue with him, but I didn’t give him what he wanted just yet. I wanted his cock inside me, but first-
I dropped to my knees.
“Oh, Jesus,” he breathed as I slowly took his cock into my mouth. “Fucking…oh, God…”
I ran my tongue over every inch of his cock, memorizing each ridge and contour. Maybe it was just desperation, maybe I was just that horny, but I couldn’t remember ever enjoying the way another man tasted like I did now. I’d always loved sucking cock, but Nathan’s-the salt of his skin, the faint sweetness that told me he was getting closer, along with the heat of his body and the thrum of his horny, whimpering groans-was too fucking hot to pass up.
His fingers were in my hair, grasping as best he could with an unsteady hand. From the frustrated moans and the occasional twitch of his hand, I knew he wanted me to go faster, to take more of him into my mouth, but I didn’t yet. I never imagined I’d have this opportunity, and there was a good possibility I’d never have it again, so I wasn’t about to rush it.
“Oh, God, Zach, I’m-” He shuddered. His fingers tightened their grasp on my hair and I swore he was a tremor away from trying to push himself deeper into my mouth, but he held back. Stayed in control. Barely.
His grip relaxed, then tightened. This time, it wasn’t an attempt to get closer. Instead, he stopped me and drew back as much as the bed behind him would allow.
“I need to get a condom on,” he said in a hoarse whisper. It was a good thing I was already on my knees, or the sheer need in his voice would have knocked them out from under me.
I released him and stood, holding the edge of the bed for balance. As he reached for the nightstand drawer, flashes of our last time together flickered through my mind and I shuddered. I’d never experienced anything as hot as that uncontrolled, violent desperation. It didn’t seem possible that what we were about to do would beat what we had done, but somehow I knew it would.
I just knew.
Whatever had steadied Nathan’s hands earlier wasn’t helping now. They shook as he tore the condom wrapper with his teeth. Trembled even more as he rolled the condom on. It took three tries to get the lube bottle open, but he managed. When he looked at me, his lips parted with a ragged breath and his eyes were on fire with lust.
He nodded toward the bed, biting his lip.
“Knees?” I asked.
He shook his head, stroking his cock as he put some lube on it. “On your back. I want to see you this time.”
His lips were against mine before my head hit the pillow. As his tongue parted my lips, his hand moved between us, the telltale down-up shift of elbow and shoulder making me shiver with anticipation a second before his cock touched me. Even as he teased me with the head of his cock-sliding in just a little before pulling back, then again-he kept kissing me. His mouth, much like his hands earlier, was steady and calm. Instead of devouring my mouth, his tongue tasted mine with all the skilled finesse of a wine connoisseur. It was only his sharp, uneven gasps for breath that gave him away as the desperate, horny man that he was.
A low growl vibrated against my lips as he pushed his cock all the way in. Every stroke was long, smooth, letting me feel every ridge and contour of his cock just as I had done with my mouth. The slowness, the gentleness, took my breath away. This was nothing like our first time together. In fact, as far as I could tell in that moment, this was our first time together, because this wasn’t the same Nathan I’d been with before. This wasn’t someone I’d ever touched. Everything about this-him, me, us, now-was different.
The anger from the other night had long since quieted, but the intensity was still there. In fact, this was more intense, this sex that was about us, not him. Whatever had drawn us together this time was hotter, stronger, more powerful, than all the reasons we should have stayed apart.
If his cock were any bigger, it would have been painful no matter how slow he moved, but he was the perfect size. My body may as well have been made for the sole purpose of being fucked by Nathan Forrester, because he knew, found and touched every last sensitive place. He kissed my neck and shoulder like he’d mapped out all the erogenous zones himself. His cock hit every nerve like it was there specifically for him to find. Even the sharp hisses of cool breath-coming in more rapid succession as he thrust faster-touched my skin and nearly set me on fire.
“Jesus, Nathan…” My fingers tried to hold on to his shoulders, but the slick sheen of perspiration kept him out of my grasp. I didn’t want to hinder his movements or break his perfect rhythm, I just needed to touch him. Feel him. Anchor myself in the here and now.
Everything about this was overwhelming, but I just couldn’t get enough. Too much, too little. This may very well kill me, but please, God, don’t let it kill me until it’s over.
“Fuck,” he whispered. He exhaled hard against my neck, his breath cooling my skin a heartbeat before his lips warmed it. “Fuck, you feel so-” He trailed off, moaning softly. Then, just before he kissed me, he finished his thought: “Right.”
My heart nearly stopped. I’d expected something along the usual lines-good, incredible, great-the same kinds of things I said in the heat of the moment. A moaned confirmation that he was enjoying himself.
“Right” was not what I expected.
“Right” resonated in my mind in ways that “good”, “incredible” and “great” wouldn’t have.
“Right” was exactly…right.
When his lips left mine long enough for me to speak, I whispered, “So do you.”
He started to say something, but stopped. Instead, he shuddered and groaned, closing his eyes as he threw his head back. “Oh, God…” Another shudder straightened his spine, and his lips tightened into a grimace, then parted with a soundless gasp. The cords on his neck stood out, sweaty skin catching the light with his every fluid, desperate thrust.
The next shudder was mine. Fucking hell, Nathan, do you know how beautiful you are when you’re this close?
Even though our bodies touched everywhere just then, the sight of him in the earliest breaths of an orgasm made me want-need-to touch him even more. Hot skin and coarse stubble met my fingertips, but the goose bumps came when his eyes flew open and met mine for that fleeting second before he screwed them shut, groaned and came.



Chapter Twelve


Nathan collapsed beside me, and we both struggled to catch our breath.
I closed my eyes as a knot formed in my gut. All day long, I’d tried to question it, but desire trumped doubt. Now that my desire for him had-against my better judgment-been sated, those doubts marched right back into the front of my mind.
What the hell am I doing? The sex is incredible, but this can’t be a good idea. It can’t be.
“Fuck,” I muttered to myself.
“Hmm?” He turned toward me, eyebrows lifting.
I cleared my throat and shook my head. “Nothing, nothing.”
He smiled and rolled onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow. “You know, I wasn’t sure you’d show up tonight.” His smile was somewhere between shy and sly, as if he’d been uncertain, but still somehow knew I’d be here.
I probably shouldn’t have. “I had a feeling you’d make it worth my while,” I said.
“I hope I did.”
“Very much so.” Which doesn’t change the fact that I shouldn’t be here at all.
The silence lingered between us. He avoided my eyes. I avoided his. There were uncomfortable, unanswered questions in the air.
There was no sense dancing around the topic, so I went ahead and broke the ice. “So, now what?”
Exhaling, Nathan sat up and shrugged. “Fuck if I know. Though I think I could use a smoke.” He swung his legs over the bed and reached for his jeans, then the Zippo lighter on the nightstand.
I grabbed my own jeans off the floor and followed him downstairs. We went outside onto his patio.
He snapped the lighter open, held it to his cigarette, and from inside his cupped hand, the amber glow flickered across his stubbled jaw. With a single, quick motion, the flame was cut off and he put the lighter in his pocket as he took a long drag.
“I thought you were just a nervous smoker,” I said.
He turned his head slightly so that the smoke he exhaled didn’t blow in my face, but he still looked at me. “I am.”
“I’m not making you nervous, am I?”
He laughed and shook his head, pausing to take another drag. “But after sex that hot-” He gestured with the cigarette and winked.
“Can’t blame you,” I said, smiling. “I’m half-tempted to have one myself.” He held the pack of cigarettes out, but I waved it away. “Quit a few years ago.”
“Good man.” He took another drag and slid the pack into his back pocket. “I actually don’t smoke as much as I used to.” Turning his head again, he blew out a stream of smoke into the cool evening air. “Down from three packs a day to one or two packs a week, but…” He raised the cigarette to his lips again. “Just can’t quite let it go.”
“I hear that. Took me almost four years before I finally managed to quit.”
“What can I say?” His smile faded slightly and he lowered his voice as he met my eyes. “I’ve never been great at giving up anything I should.”
I wondered if he meant the cigarettes, Jake, or me. Maybe all three. “So do you think this-” I gestured at him, then myself. “-is something you should give up?”
“Probably,” he said matter-of-factly and with no hesitation. Then he shrugged. “But that doesn’t mean I will. For the same reason that I haven’t let go of the smokes.”
I swallowed. “And that is?”
“Good or bad…” He took a long drag, then let out a breath. “I like it.”
Oh, you’re not alone there, Nathan. “So if you wanted to give it up, you could?”
“I can quit any time I want to.” He grinned and snuffed out his cigarette in an ashtray beside the sliding glass door. Then he put a hand on my waist and pulled me toward him. Kissing my neck, he whispered, “I just don’t want to.” His hand snaked around to my lower back. “That’s why I came to the theatre today.” He flicked his tongue across my collarbone, then growled, “For another taste of something I know I shouldn’t have.”
I shivered, but he wasn’t done yet.
“Ever since the other night, I haven’t been able to get you out of my head.” He kissed his way up my neck. “I know I should be losing my mind over Jake, but all I can think of is you.”
Then we have something in common, don’t we? I swallowed. “Really?”
He nodded, his lips brushing just below my jaw. “I don’t care if this is just sex, if it’s just a rebound thing,” he said. “But I needed to know what it was like to be with you because I wanted you, not because I was angry at him.”
On some level, I expected myself to get righteously indignant at his admission that last time was about anger and revenge, but wasn’t that exactly why I’d slept with him?
“And I don’t care,” he said just before he kissed me, “if this is a bad idea.”
Something sank in my gut. “But you think it is a bad idea?”
“I think it could get complicated,” he said. “I think we’re both in an odd position. I really don’t know if it’s a good idea.” He lifted his head and looked at me. “What do you think?”
I shrugged. “Fuck if I know. Everything about this is weird. Surreal.”
“I’ll give you that,” he said, grinning. “I’ve done a lot of things in my life, but I can honestly say that this is a first.”
“And I really don’t know if it’s something we should do.” Then I laughed. “But damn if you’re not fucking addictive.”
“Well, not all addictions are a bad thing.” He smiled and slid a hand around my waist. “Maybe it’s what we both need. You know, a rebound thing.”
“It doesn’t bother you to have rebound sex with the man your boyfriend was cheating with?”
He shrugged. “It probably should, but I can’t get past the fact that you are one hot fuck.” His fingers drifted up my back, their gentle touch pulling me closer to him. “Hell, right or wrong, I can see why Jake was with you.”
I blinked. “What?”
He grinned and put his other hand on my face, drawing me into a long kiss. “He was a fucking bastard for cheating,” he whispered. “But I can definitely see the attraction.”
I smiled into his kiss. “Likewise.”
He let the kiss linger for a moment, then looked at me and ran his fingers through my hair. “Maybe we can get away with this.”
“Get away with it?”
He smiled and shrugged. “Why not? As long as we don’t have any illusions about what this is-a rebound, just a fling to get us both over him-then, hell, what’s the harm?”
“Good point.”
He kissed me gently. Then his smile fell a little, as did his voice. “I’ll be honest with you, though. Trust is not my strong point.” He paused, looking away for a second. “Especially given how we…” Another pause. He cleared his throat. “How this got started.”
“Nathan, you don’t really think-”
“I know, I know.” He sighed and nodded. “And I…” He took a long breath, but didn’t look at me. “I believe you. That you, you know, that you didn’t know about me.”
“Then you have no reason not to trust me.”
He hesitated, then nodded again. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” He chewed his lip for a second. “But I just figured I should give you fair warning. You know, in the interest of full disclosure.”
I grinned. “How did you know that talking to me in legalese turned me on?”
His cheeks darkened and he laughed. “Maybe I’ll have to bring some of my legal texts to bed then. I can read them to you in between fucking the hell out of you.” Spoken in jest or not, the promise to fuck me sent a ripple of electricity down my spine. He winked. “I’m sure you wouldn’t object to that.”
“Well, we can skip the part about legal texts,” I said.
He kissed me and murmured, “As long as we don’t skip the part where I fuck the hell out of you.”
“Absolutely not.” I gave him a playful grin. “So does this arrangement mean we just meet at each other’s places to fuck? Or are you actually willing to be seen in public with me?”
He shrugged. “I’d fuck you in public.”
Rolling my eyes, I said, “You know what I mean.”
“I’m game for going out, too.” He kissed me lightly. “Beats the hell out of getting back into the dating scene.”
“Anything beats that.”
“So what did you have in mind?” He smirked. “I don’t imagine movies are your thing on a date.”
“Not really,” I laughed. “Actually I always thought they were kind of pointless on dates anyway.”
“How so?”
I shrugged. “I can think of a few better ways to get to know someone than sitting in a dark room and not talking.”
“Well, I thought we did just fine getting to know each other that way.”
“I guess I can’t argue with that, now, can I?”
He kissed me. “No, you can’t.” A grin tugged the corner of his mouth upward, and I couldn’t resist the urge to touch his face. With the side of my thumb, I traced the outline of his goatee, running it along the edge where the soft hair was lined with coarse stubble.
“Anyway,” I said. “No, I’m not big on movies for dates. Especially since I spend every fucking day in a theatre.”
“How about drinks, then?” he said. “Or dinner?”
I smirked. “You know, I’m told that in some cultures, it’s permissible to have dinner and drinks at the same time.”
“Really? I had no idea.” He tried to look surprised, but the devilish sparkle in his eyes gave him away. We both laughed, then he said, “Okay, smartass. So dinner and drinks?”
“Sounds good to me.” I paused. “Though, fair warning, I occasionally have to work late on a moment’s notice, so…” I gave an apologetic shrug.
“I know the feeling,” he said. “Well, assuming you don’t get stuck at work, are you busy tomorrow night?”
I smiled. “I am now.”



Chapter Thirteen


The next day was one of those days. The kind that made me wonder what had ever possessed me to own a business in the first place. Everything that could go wrong did, and everyone that could get on my last nerve did. I was surprised the cursed projector didn’t set itself on fire or something.
Days like that usually had me collapsing onto the nearest piece of furniture when I got home and praying for just enough energy to drag myself into the bedroom.
Not tonight, though. Exhaustion would just have to wait, because I was meeting Nathan for dinner.
I took the stairs up to my apartment two at a time and almost dropped my keys while trying to unlock the door. Inside, I threw my jacket on the couch and kicked my shoes off, narrowly missing one of the cats.
It was just after six, and I was supposed to meet him at seven thirty. My heart raced; just like the last time we saw each other, it was entirely too long to wait, entirely too soon to be that close to him again.
At least I had more than enough time for a shower. In the bedroom, I was so restless my hands shook when I unbuttoned my shirt. Even when I got out of the shower, my hands were still unsteady.
Why the hell am I so nervous? It’s not like I haven’t slept with him twice already. I questioned the wisdom of shaving, but when I thought of having Nathan’s hands on my face again, I reached for my razor. His touch alone was well worth the risk of cutting myself a few dozen times.
By the grace of God, I finished shaving with my face intact. Then I got dressed, fed the cats, took one last look in the mirror to make sure I hadn’t missed a spot while shaving, and left.

When I walked into the restaurant, I didn’t have to look to know he was already there. I had to look around to figure out exactly where he was, but I knew from the second I walked in that he was in the room.
Our eyes met and his lit up as I dodged kids and waiters on the way to the table he’d snagged by one of the windows.
“Long time no see,” he said, smiling as I took a seat across from him.
“Hasn’t been that long,” I said with a wink. Way too fucking long.
We fell into a comfortable exchange of small talk and pleasantries, relaxed with each other like a pair of old friends even though we were somewhere between lovers and strangers. It was a peculiar dichotomy. I felt like I’d known him my whole life, but knew next to nothing about him.
Well, now’s as good a time as any to get to know you, Nathan. “So,” I said. “I know you’re an attorney-”
“What?” He pretended to be stunned. “Who told you?”
“You did, when you gave me your business card,” I said with a smirk. That business card that may as well have said “please fuck me tonight”.
“Oh. Right.” He laughed and gestured for me to continue. “Anyway, go on.”
I picked up my glass, pausing before taking a drink. “So what kind of attorney are you?”
Without missing a beat, he said, “The sarcastic gay kind.” I choked on my drink and he chuckled. “Sorry,” he said, sounding anything but.
“Bastard,” I said, trying to clear my throat.
“You okay?” He pretended to be concerned, but he couldn’t quite mask his amusement.
I coughed and gave him a good-natured glare. “Yes, thank you for sounding so concerned.”
“Okay, okay, seriously,” he said. “To answer your question, the firm deals with mostly corporate law. I’m usually involved in corporate bankruptcies. Things like that.”
“Sounds exciting.”
“Terribly,” he said, raising his glass in a parody of a toast. “So thrilling, it’ll put you into a coma if you’re not careful.”
“I can imagine,” I said.
“Wasn’t exactly what I planned to do when I went to law school,” he said, shrugging. “But it pays the bills.” He seemed to lose focus for a second as his glass paused just shy of his lips. Then he added, “And sometimes you meet interesting people.”
“Oh?”
He set his glass down and watched his finger draw a line in the condensation on the side. Then he looked at me. “That’s how I met Jake.”
Fortunately, I wasn’t in the middle of eating or drinking anything, because I would have choked at the mention of our ex’s name. It shouldn’t have startled me, really, but it did. Or rather, it startled me that I hadn’t thought of him at all until then. All night long, sitting across from me, he should have been a constant reminder of Jake, but he wasn’t. Our ex hadn’t crossed my mind once tonight until Nathan mentioned his name just then.
Maybe that meant the three of us weren’t so inextricably bound to each other. Nathan’s existence wasn’t dependent upon Jake’s memory. Jake may have been the reason Nathan and I met, but he’d done his part as catalyst and exited stage left, never to be seen again.
Maybe Jake’s irrelevance meant that Nathan and I could make this work.
“Zach?”
I shook my head to bring myself back into the present. “Sorry, sorry.” I cleared my throat. “Go on.”
“I was just saying that’s how I met Jake,” he said. “He actually started out as a client of mine.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, the company he was with before.” He paused, furrowing his brow as if trying to remember some detail. Then he shook his head. “Anyway, it was some startup or another. I don’t remember exactly what kind of company, but they went bankrupt. My firm handled all the legal crap.”
“Interesting way to meet someone,” I said.
He grinned. “I’ve been known to meet men in strange ways.”
“Touché.”
“Anyway, when it was all settled, he kept calling and coming by the office.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “Making excuses to talk to me, meet with me, that sort of thing until I reminded him he was racking up a hell of a bill. He finally admitted he was coming by to see me, and…” He shrugged, his slightly nostalgic smile belying the bitterness in his tone. “I guess the rest is history.”
“So I’m not the only one who occasionally dates customers.”
He laughed and shook his head. “No, I guess not.”
I eyed him over my drink. “Isn’t there some ethical thing about lawyers getting involved with their clients?”
With a mischievous grin, he said, “Case was closed. He wasn’t my client anymore.”
“You would find the loopholes, wouldn’t you?”
He winked. “Knowing how to find loopholes makes getting a law degree worthwhile.”

It was shortly after ten when we left the restaurant. Since Nathan was parked close by, and my car was a few blocks away, we walked to his car so he could give me a lift.
With the engine idling, he left the car in park and turned to me. “Listen, I know it’s late, but…” A grin teased the corners of his mouth, managing to look both shy and devilish at the same time. His hand slid over my thigh, turning my spine to liquid. “I don’t want to call it a night just yet.”
“Then let’s not call it a night just yet.” I leaned across the console and reached for him, trying not to shiver as his hand moved higher. My fingers grazed his lightly stubbled jaw, and I didn’t even bother suppressing that shiver. I hadn’t realized just how much I’d been dying to touch him until the subtle coarseness of his jaw met my skin.
“Be careful,” he whispered, his hand leaving my leg and coming up to my face as he leaned closer to me. “Or we might be here all night.”
“I don’t think we will. I don’t-” Oh, fuck, how am I supposed to think when you’re running your fingers through my hair?
“You don’t what?” he teased. My nerve endings registered the very slightest hint of his warm breath across my skin, and speech became impossible. His grin widened, and he looked like he was about to say something else, but then he dropped his gaze as the tip of my tongue ran across my lower lip.
When our eyes met again, the playful teasing was forgotten. We came together in a deep, breathless kiss. The console between us bit into my hip, but I was too wrapped up in his arms and his kiss to care.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said, panting over the sound of the idling engine.
“Where do you want to go?”
“My place, your place, I don’t fucking care,” he said, his voice dropping to a throaty growl. “But if we don’t go there now, I’m going to fuck you right here in this car.”
I kissed him. “My place, then. It’s closer.”
He wet his lips, his tongue just barely grazing my lip. “What about your car?”
“It’ll be there tomorrow.”
“Are you-”
I cut him off with a kiss. “Do you really want to put this off?”
He exhaled hard. “Absolutely not.”
“Then the car can wait.” I released him and sat back in the passenger seat. “I can’t.”



Chapter Fourteen


Hours seemed to pass from the time I broke that last kiss until we pulled into my apartment parking lot. When we finally made it, we couldn’t get to my front door fast enough.
It was surreal, stepping into my own house with him again. Returning as lovers to the place where we’d fucked in anger. Though we were once again desperate to have each other, this was entirely different. Sure, we’d been together since then, but not here, and it made my own familiar apartment seem like an alien landscape.
This wasn’t the same hallway we’d stumbled down in the darkness, when I’d hoped and prayed the cats would get out of the way. This wasn’t the same bedroom door he’d slammed me against in the heat of a passionate, violent kiss, nor the same floor we’d littered with clothes the way we did now. This certainly wasn’t the same bed on which we’d had angry sex that was as painful as it was hot.
This was a different man sinking with me onto a different bed with an entirely different kind of kiss.
He laid my hands on the pillow beside my head, lacing our fingers together and resting his forearms over mine. How long we lay like that, kissing like there was no tomorrow, I didn’t know.
Eventually, he broke the kiss and whispered, “I’ve been looking forward to this all damned day.”
“You’re not the only one.” I freed one hand and wrapped my arm around his neck. Then the other. His hands slid under my back and he pulled me closer.
As one, we rolled over. He landed on his back, tightening his arms around me as if he was afraid I’d break away now that I was on top. I wasn’t going anywhere, not with the way his tongue teased mine and his hot skin felt against my own.
The longer we held each other and made out, the more his erection held my attention. I didn’t want to stop kissing him like this, but that hard cock against me drove me absolutely mad. I had to have him, I couldn’t wait.
Breaking the kiss, I moved to his neck, then his collarbone, working my way down to his chest. I closed my lips around his nipple, then pressed my teeth in as gently as I could, but firmly enough to make him tremble. Still teasing his nipple with my tongue, I looked up at him. His lips were parted and his breath came in uneven gasps, but the look in his eyes-the pure, unadulterated lust in his eyes-was one of the most arousing things I’d ever seen.
After a moment, I continued working my way down, letting my lips and tongue explore the smooth grooves between his abs and the contours of his waist and hipbones.
“Oh, Jesus,” he said, his voice shaking. There was confusion-no, wonderment-in his tone, as if he’d only just realized what I intended to do, where my meandering trail of kisses ultimately led.
When my fingertips brushed over his cock, the bed creaked as he grabbed the headboard. I steadied him with one hand and ran the tip of my tongue all the way up his cock, from base to tip, then back down. After I teased him like that a few times, I took him into my mouth an inch at a time, then rose, then came back down, taking a little more each time. His abs quivered, and the bed frame protested as he held it so tight he actually pulled himself toward the headboard.
Faster and faster, harder and harder, I stroked and sucked his cock. I couldn’t tell if the taste of his skin or the sounds of his moans turned me on more, but if this went on much longer, I swore I was going to come myself. The more aroused he was, the more aroused I was. The more he wanted me, the more I wanted him.
“Fuck, you’re gonna make me come,” he said, his voice somewhere between a groan and a growl. “Oh, God, you’re…”
Abruptly, I slowed down and loosened my grip, still moving but with less urgency now. His breathing followed suit, going from sharp, ragged gasps to long, deep breaths. Once I was sure he’d come back from the edge, that he’d calmed down almost to the point of sanity, I went right back to my fast, hungry pace.
“Oh, God,” he groaned. “Oh, God, Zach, that’s-” A gasp cut him off. His fingers grasped my hair, trembling as I took his cock deeper into my mouth with each down stroke.
His fingers tightened in my hair as his cock twitched in my mouth. “Fuck, fuck, oh, fuck…” The hand in my hair tensed and his cock pulsed against my lips. He groaned, then exhaled hard, shuddered, and hot, salty semen hit my tongue.
“Oh, Jesus,” he whispered when I finally stopped. He let his head fall onto the pillow, his body relaxing and sinking back to the bed as if it had levitated during his orgasm.
I raised myself up on my arms and leaned down to kiss him. He grabbed the back of my neck, gripping it so hard it almost hurt as he kissed me deeply and desperately.
He broke the kiss just long enough to slur, “Your mouth is fucking amazing.” Then, his lips still touching mine, he said, “Hope you don’t mind if I return the favor.”
“Not at all,” I said just before he kissed me again. I managed to sound at least somewhat coherent even though his suggestion had pretty much erased any hope of rational thought.
Together we shifted positions and he eased me onto my back. Then, just as I had done before, he broke the kiss and started down my neck, then my collarbone, trailing gentle, breathless kisses down the center of my chest and abs.
His warm breath touched my cock first and put every last nerve on high alert, waiting for more. Closing my eyes, I reached back for the headboard, just as he had earlier, and gripped the vertical wooden slats for dear life. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think of anything except my every sense seeking what I knew was coming, what I hoped was coming, where are you, Nathan, where are-oh, God.
“Holy shit,” I moaned. “Fuck, Nathan…” His mouth was incredible. He knew just when to tighten his lips and where to flick his tongue. He knew just how fast to go to put me on the brink and keep me there, letting me neither come back to Earth nor completely let go. It was so intense, my eyes stung with tears, but I couldn’t focus on anything anyway, so I didn’t care. Everything he did was amazing. Perfectly, impossibly, painfully amazing. The man sucked my cock like he was put on this planet for no other reason.
Much like the slats I struggled to hold on to, the here and now slipped out of my grasp. When he deep-throated me and ran his tongue the full length of my cock before doing it again, then again, I let go.
The slats were no longer in my hands, the bed no longer beneath my back, and the breath no longer in my lungs. I completely and totally let go.
As soon as his mouth broke contact with my skin, my hands found the bed frame again and my spine settled back onto the bed as I sucked in a deep breath.
“Oh, my God,” I said, blinking a few times until the tears that blurred my vision cleared away. “Fuck, that was…”
He came up and kissed me gently. Just as he had done to me, I grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him into a deeper kiss, tasting myself on his tongue and seeking more.
When we finally separated again, I licked the inside of my lower lip just as he did the same thing. I couldn’t tell if one of us was mirroring the other, or if we’d both needed one last taste, but we came together again. I raised my head off the pillow as he came down to me, and for the thousandth time that night, I let myself get lost in his kiss.



Chapter Fifteen


Eventually, Nathan rolled onto his back and I turned on my side.
My speech was slurred as I said, “Aren’t you glad we didn’t waste time getting my car?”
“Anything to get us here and-what the?” My two cats suddenly appeared on the bed, one of them wandering up between us. The other leapt onto Nathan’s chest and eyed him suspiciously. Nathan stared back, looking simultaneously startled and amused. “Um, hi.”
“Homer, move, you little shit.” I shoved the cat off Nathan, pushing him toward our feet.
“Homer?” Nathan laughed and scratched the other cat’s ears. “So who is this? Marge?”
I rolled my eyes. “That’s Plato.”
“Plato,” he said. The cat in question glared at him as if to say what of it? Nathan laughed. “So I guess there’s no Bart running around, then?”
“No,” I chuckled. “There was a Socrates, but he’s gone the way of the real Socrates.”
“You fed him hemlock poison?” He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “Philistine.”
“Hardly.” I eyed the cats, then looked at Nathan. “Hope you don’t mind cats. They think they own the place, so…”
He smiled, scratching Plato’s chin. “Nah, I like them,” he said. “In fact, I’ve been meaning to get a couple ever since I bought the house. Just never did because-” His fingers stopped moving on the cat’s chin in the same instant his speech halted. I watched him, wondering if he’d continue. Plato glared at him, silently demanding to know why the chin-scratching had ceased.
“Nathan?”
He swallowed, then shook his head and absently resumed scratching the cat as he looked at me. “I was just going to say.” He paused again. “I’ve been meaning to get a couple of cats, but someone didn’t like them.”
“Oh, right.” I nodded. Jake had tolerated my cats, but there was no love lost between them. That was one reason we spent more nights at his place than mine.
Nathan cleared his throat. “There was some talk of him moving in,” he said quietly. “So it didn’t make sense to get a cat if he was going to be living there any time soon.”
“You guys were going to move in together?” I said.
He laughed bitterly. “Well, we talked about it. Never actually made any motions to go through with it.” Plato, evidently satisfied with Nathan’s attention, turned around and jumped to the floor with a dull thump. Homer followed, leaving us alone on the bed.
I moved closer to Nathan, resting my head on his chest as he put his arm around my shoulders.
Running his fingers up and down my arm, he said, “You know, I wondered for a while why he never wanted to move in. I thought he didn’t want to give up his bachelor pad.” He sighed. “Guess he just didn’t want to give up being a bachelor.”
“Do you think-” I hesitated, then looked up at him. “Do you think he cheated all along? Or was I the first?”
He pursed his lips and something like anger flickered across his face, but his gentle fingertips running through my hair told me it wasn’t meant for me. Taking a breath, he said, “I don’t know. I really don’t. You were the only one I knew about for certain.”
“Do you think there were others?” Jake was the last person in the world I wanted to talk about, but still I asked. On some level, I needed to know if there were more, as if it would somehow temper my guilt to know I wasn’t the only one.
He rubbed his forehead with his free hand and exhaled. “There may have been more,” he said. “But I didn’t suspect him until I suspected him with you. Were there others before you or at the same time? No idea.”
So much for settling my nerves, then.
“He’s in the past, though,” he went on. “We can’t change what he did, but at least it’s in the past.” He trailed his fingertips down the side of my face. “That’s why we’re here and he’s not.” It was his smile that finally calmed my nerves.
Running my hand across his shoulder and down his arm, I smiled back. “I could think of some better common ground to start on, but…” I gave a half-shrug. “I rather like where it’s gotten us.”
He shifted onto his side, facing me. “I can’t argue with that.” He kissed me gently, then pulled me closer. “Can’t argue with that at all.”



Chapter Sixteen


After Nathan was off work, he came by the theatre. We only had matinee showings that day, so shortly after he showed up, it was closing time. By six thirty, the last of my employees clocked out and left the two of us alone in the silent, empty lobby.
“I finally get to see the place,” he said with a smirk as I locked the door.
“You’ve seen it before,” I said.
He laughed. “Well, I haven’t exactly seen it behind the scenes. Or quite so empty.”
I rolled my eyes. “Trust me, it’s been empty like this more times than I care to admit.”
“Nature of the beast, I guess,” he said.
“Such is business. So, want to see everything behind the scenes?”
“Why not?”
“It’s boring as hell,” I said.
He grinned, and his hand snaked around to my lower back. “I don’t know about that. Might give me a chance to map the place out for dark corners and shadowy hiding places.”
I kissed him. “It’s a theatre, Nathan. It’s full of dark corners and shadowy hiding places.”
His lips brushed mine as he said, “In that case, do show me around.”
“I need to go through the auditoriums anyway,” I said, freeing myself from his arms but lacing my fingers between his. As we started toward Auditorium Three, I added over my shoulder, “My employees don’t seem to understand the meaning of the word ‘thoroughly’ when I ask them to clean at the end of the day.”
“Those bastards,” he said with mock disapproval. “How dare they give us a reason to go into an empty auditorium.” I gave him a playful glare, and he grinned back.
“Dirty bastard,” I said.
“You wouldn’t want anything to do with me if I wasn’t.”
“You’ve got me there.” I winked at him. As we headed down the short hall that led to the seating area, it occurred to me that this was the same place we’d shared that smoky mint-flavored I never thought I’d see you again kiss. Oh, the things I’d have done to him then if there hadn’t been anyone else in the room.
If we’d been alone.
Like we were now.
I swallowed hard and willed myself to get my job done. There would be time for everything I wanted to do to Nathan later. For now, there were things I had to do, no matter how much his presence made me trip over my own feet.
Nathan leaned against one of the seats in the front and watched me walk row by row to make sure there wasn’t any trash or anything left to attract vermin.
“I can see why this place is so much cleaner now than it was back in The Looking Glass days,” he said.
I nodded. “That’s exactly why I do this. It took us months to get rid of the mice. I am not going through that again.”
“Don’t blame you.” He paused. “You guys really did an amazing job on this place. Hard to believe it’s the same theatre.”
I smiled. “Glad you like it.” I stooped to pick up a couple half-empty soda cups and a tray of nachos. “Though I swear sometimes my employees are trying to turn it back into the dump it was before.” I shoved the trash into the garage bin.
He laughed. “I think you’ve got a ways to go before that’s an issue. My friends and I used to wonder when the building would get condemned, but…” He looked around the dimly lit auditorium, nodding as if with approval. “I don’t think that’s a problem now.”
“One would hope.”
“So where did you come up with the name, anyway?” he asked.
“The Epidauran?” I smiled. “There’s an old theatre in Greece. In Epidaurus. I visited it while I was traveling Europe, and when Dylan and I were trying to think of a name for this place, it just fit.” Then I smirked and gestured at the walls of the auditorium. “Pity our acoustics are nowhere near as good.”
His eyebrows jumped. “I didn’t think the acoustics here were that bad.”
“They’re not bad,” I said. “But nowhere near as incredible as Epidaurus.”
“Can’t imagine their sound systems were that great back then, were they?”
I laughed. “It’s more to do with the construction, I guess. They’re not really sure if it’s the type of stone, the location, or just the way it was designed-and hell if anyone knows if it was deliberate or not-but the acoustics are unbelievable.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. When I was there, the tour guide told everyone in the group to go stand somewhere in the seating area. Anywhere.” I rested my hip against a seat. “Spread us out, all over the place. Then she went onto the stage and lit a match.” The scritch of the match being struck still echoed in my mind and raised goose bumps on my arms. “Even from where I was standing, I heard it like she was right there.”
He blinked. “Wow, and that place is how old?”
“Very,” I said. “Ancient Greece, so, centuries at least.”
“I have got to see that place.” He looked at me and, maybe it was just wishful thinking, but I was sure there was an unspoken with you right on the tip of his tongue.
Don’t get your hopes up. This isn’t anything serious. It’s just a-
“Zach?”
I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Was just-” Thinking about things I have no business thinking about. “Why don’t I show you the projector room?”
His eyes darted up to the window above the seats at the back of the auditorium, then back to me. There was something in his expression, some unspoken thought just beneath the surface, but all he said was, “Lead on.”
I held his gaze for a second, trying to decide if it was amusement or mischievousness that crinkled the corners of his eyes, then gestured for him to follow me. We walked in silence down the dark hall. The air in the hallway was cooler than in the seating area, so when I shivered, he didn’t question me. He didn’t need to know that the air temperature had nothing to do with it. The chill was anything but unpleasant, and a direct result of my mind jumping back to the afternoon he’d appeared at The Epidauran. When I stood in this very hallway, my flashlight illuminating his business card as the taste of his kiss lingered on my tongue.
I shivered again just before we stepped into the lobby, but either he didn’t notice or just didn’t say. From the lobby, I keyed us into a door marked Employees Only, and we went up the stairs to the projector room.
I shut the door behind us and gestured at the dormant projectors. “This is where all the bullshit and cursing happen.”
He eyed me and laughed. “I thought this was where the magic happened.”
“You would think. But really there’s just a lot of cursing and bullshit. Especially,” I said, stabbing a finger at the center projector, “because of that piece of shit.”
He chuckled. “That’s the one that keeps breaking down?”
I nodded. “I swear to God, if I develop a drinking problem in the near future, that thing will be directly responsible for it.”
“Ever thought about replacing it?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Ever seen how much one of these fuckers costs?”
“Point taken.” He laughed. He glanced around the room. “So do you ever catch your employees using this room for things that aren’t outlined in their job descriptions?”
“From time to time,” I said, trying not to grin.
The mischievousness in his expression was unmistakable when he turned to me. “Ever used it that way yourself?”
I swallowed hard. “A time or two.” Or ten. Or maybe a few more.
“Is that right? Do tell.”
I shrugged, trying to look innocent. “Oh, you know…”
“No,” he said, putting his hands on my waist. “I don’t.” He kissed me lightly. “Come on, tell me. What sorts of evil things have you done in here?”
“I once subjected an entire audience of unsuspecting people to a series of films by beginning film-school students.”
He grimaced. “Ouch, that is evil.” His hands went from my waist to my back, and he pulled me to him. “But that’s not the kind of evil I was referring to.”
“It’s the only kind of evil I know,” I said, trying to keep my tone playful even as he tilted his head and came a little closer. He didn’t make me nervous, per se, but damn if I didn’t start losing my mind at the mere thought of his kiss.
“Somehow I doubt that,” he said, letting our lips just barely touch. “I think you’ve done all kinds of things in here.” Then he kissed me full-on, parting my lips with his tongue and gently but insistently exploring my mouth as if he thought he could find the real answer to his question that way. He wasn’t that far from the truth. With the way his kiss short-circuited my mind, there wasn’t much I would hold back if he asked.
Keep kissing me like that, Nathan, and I’ll tell you everything I’ve ever done in this room and give you the PIN to my debit card.
But when he broke the kiss, he seemed more interested in the present than the past.
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get in trouble if you get caught?” he teased, kissing just below my jaw.
“Oh, yes,” I said. “Whatever would I do if the boss walked in and caught me?” He laughed, his hot breath on my neck making me bite my lip.
“Depends,” he murmured. “Is he hot?”
I sucked in a breath as he nipped my earlobe. “I’ll leave that up to you,” I said.
“In that case…” His hand drifted down my side, then followed my belt toward the buckle. “I’d say your boss is smoking hot…” He nudged me back. “…and probably not the type to protest if a guy like me wanted to do something in here that I probably shouldn’t.”
I put a hand on the windowsill behind me for balance as he breathed against my neck. Swallowing hard, I managed to find my voice and whisper, “Such as?”
He said nothing, but he smiled against my skin when his fingers found my zipper pull. I shuddered, my eyes rolling back as his fingertips drifted over my cock through my jeans. When skin met skin and he stroked me slowly, I exhaled, my lips and tongue forming a whispered string of profanity.
“If I could,” he said, “I’d fuck you right here, right now.”
I bit my lip, trying to stay on my feet in spite of the way my knees shook. “Then maybe we should-” I gasped as his hand squeezed gently, then released. Wetting my lips, I tried again. “Maybe we should go someplace where you can fuck me.”
“We will,” he said, pausing to kiss the side of my neck. “Soon.” Another kiss, lower this time. “But not yet.”
“Nathan…”
“I can’t fuck you here,” he growled against my collarbone. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t make you come.”
A shiver rippled all the way down my spine, but Nathan was faster. Just before that shiver reached the base of my spine, he was on his knees and his mouth was around my cock.
Exhaling, I let my head fall back against the window and closed my eyes. One hand rested in his hair, passively following his slow, steady motions, my fingers twitching each time his tongue ran the length of my cock.
“Oh, fuck, oh, fuck…” The words came from somewhere else, some deep reserve of quiet awareness that could still form words and phrases. The rest of my consciousness was too caught up in trying to comprehend the electric pulses Nathan’s touch ignited.
With my free hand, I fumbled blindly for something-anything-that I could hold on to and keep myself anchored. Upright. Here. I found something solid, something metal, and held on for dear life as my back arched against the window. A sharp edge bit into my finger, bringing me back into reality for a fleeting second. When I looked up, I realized I’d gripped the projector.
At least you’re good for something. But that thought was gone as quickly as it had come, because I looked down just in time to see Nathan run his tongue around the head of my cock just before taking it into his mouth again.
“Oh, God, Nathan,” I moaned. As if they had a mind of their own, my hips mirrored his strokes, moving in time with his hands and mouth. The projector creaked in protest as I held on tighter, as my entire body responded to every flick of his tongue and squeeze of his fingers.
A deep groan vibrated against my cock and resonated through every nerve ending all the way up my spine, the sound so low I couldn’t actually hear it, but I felt it. I felt it loud and clear, and all it took was that subtle confirmation that he was just as turned on as I was to make my knees buckle, my breath catch and my vision turn completely white.
“Oh, God, oh, God, oh. My. God…” I managed one last gasp before my spine lifted off the window and I came, and even then he didn’t stop, still stroking, still sucking, still drawing it out until I was sure the room was actually spinning, until I didn’t even know what room I was in anymore and oh, fuck keep doing that, don’t stop don’t stop…
Half a heartbeat before it all became too much, he stopped.
“Oh, my God,” I half-moaned, half-whispered. “That-” His kiss stopped me, and as soon as I tasted myself on his tongue, I forgot whatever it was I was about to say. I released the projector and the windowsill and held on to him instead, gripping his shoulders as much for closeness as for balance.
“We should get out of here.” His voice shook as much as my knees did. Our eyes met, and it didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out where he wanted to go and what he had in mind.
I still had a few things I needed to take care of here before I left, but didn’t care. I had paperwork to square away, two more auditoriums to look over, e-mails to read, but Nathan was looking at me like that, so I just didn’t fucking care.
As I straightened my clothes, I glanced around the room. Around this room I’d been in thousands of times before.
In the space of minutes, the place had changed. In some way I couldn’t quite put my finger on, it seemed different.
Nothing had visibly changed, nothing had moved, but the air was different. The atmosphere was different.
“Ready to go?” Nathan asked, and the sound of his voice made the connection in my mind.
The room was different because he’d been here.
It didn’t matter how many times I’d fooled around in this room in the past. This wasn’t the first time, but it was the only time that mattered. Nathan erased my history here, just as he had everywhere else. He stopped just short of writing Nathan was here across every surface upon which we’d fucked. Not that he needed to. I didn’t need any kind of graffiti to remind me.
“Zach?”
“Yeah,” I said quickly. “Let’s go.” On the way out, he rested his hand on the small of my back.
I’ve been here now, he said every time we touched. Nothing else matters.



Chapter Seventeen


I tapped my heel on my desk blotter in time with the song that was currently stuck in my head. The folder full of the past week’s time cards was spread across my lap and I gnawed on the end of a pen as I went over every last card, searching for any extended breaks or hours of rogue overtime. A few of my employees had recently discovered the art of adding two minutes or so to both ends of every break. It didn’t seem like much, but it added up fast.
I made a note about the sixth or seventh eighteen-minute break on Dean’s time card. Heather and Max had adopted the same trend. “I’m onto you, you little bastards,” I muttered into the silence. Looked like I was going to be writing a few people up soon, or at least having some one-on-one, one-way conversations.
The door opened and I looked up, expecting to see Dylan, but it was Max. Speak of the time-thieving devil. For now, though, I hid my annoyance about the time card issue. That could be dealt with later.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“Uh, hey, Zach,” he said, not looking me in the eye. He glanced over his shoulder. “Some guy’s here to see you.”
“If he’s wearing brown shorts and driving a brown truck, tell him that anyone can sign for the packages,” I said with a good-natured smirk.
He laughed tentatively. “It’s not the UPS driver,” he said. “Some guy.” He shrugged. “Says he…knows you.” There was a world of discomfort in the last two words. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Some of my employees still didn’t quite know what to make of having a gay boss, and several of them assumed that any man who “knew” me did so in the Biblical sense. Given some of the men I allegedly “knew”, I often wondered what they thought of my taste in men.
“Send him in,” I said, making no move to sit up or stop shuffling time cards around. It was probably some vendor or another, or someone who wanted to be a vendor.
Max nodded and left, closing the door behind him. A few minutes later, a sharp knock announced the arrival of my visitor.
Closing the folder and dropping my feet to the floor, I sat up and said, “Come in.” I put on a professional expression, rising in anticipation of an equally professional handshake, but when the door opened, I froze.
“Zach,” Jake said with a broad smile. “How are you?”
“I’m, um…” I sat back down, leaning casually on one armrest so that he didn’t know I’d taken a seat to keep my knees from collapsing. “I’m fine. Fine. You?”
He shrugged, still smiling as he nudged the door closed with his heel. “Pretty good. I was just, you know, I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop by.”
“I see,” I said through clenched teeth. And you thought I’d want to see your sorry ass around my theatre? I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling him to get the fuck out of my office. Though the door was closed, the walls were thin. Even though this was someone I “knew”, I had employees around. And customers weren’t too far out of earshot. Damn you, professionalism.
“So,” he said, dropping into the chair across from me without waiting for an invitation. “What have you been doing?”
Oh, wouldn’t you like to know? The grin spread across my face before I could stop it. I can’t tell you off, but that doesn’t mean I can’t fuck with you. “Oh,” I said, not even trying to suppress my amusement. “Not a whole lot.”
He leaned back in the chair and cocked his head, one eyebrow lifting. “Not a whole lot?”
I shook my head, my grin turning to a smirk. “Not a thing.”
He laughed, probably trying to make it sound arrogant, but he had an uneasy look on his face, the look of someone who was fairly certain he’d just become the punch line of a joke everyone knew but him. Clearing his throat, he shifted in his chair. “So, just working, then?”
“Something like that,” I said.
That eyebrow moved just a smidge higher. So did the corners of my mouth. So tell me, Jake, how does it feel to be played for an idiot?
“Are you seeing anyone?” he asked suddenly.
With a cough of laughter, I said, “You cut right to the chase, don’t you?”
He eyed me, then cleared his throat again. “I’m just, you know, curious.”
“What difference does it make if I’m seeing someone?” I asked.
He blinked, as if he didn’t know what to make of my lack of immediate answers to his questions. I sat back in my chair, kicking my feet up onto the desk. The chair creaked and Jake shifted again, obviously uncomfortable, and I had to keep from laughing. There was something deeply satisfying about the way we sat just then-me in the boss’s chair, him in the hot seat-that seemed to emphasize the shift in the balance of power between us. No longer was I under his thumb, being strung along, apologizing for every real and perceived slight. Now he was the one squirming under my cryptic comments and flippant grin.
He rested his chin on his hand, trying and failing to look casual and unconcerned. “I’m just curious,” he said. “I’ve thought about you a lot lately, and just wondered what you’ve been up to.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “You first.”
He blinked again. “What?”
I gestured as if to say go on, spill it. “You first. What have you been doing?”
“Oh,” he said. “Um, well…” He chewed his lip. Something on my desk fascinated him. Held his attention. Gave him a reason not to look directly at me. He may have even been staring at my shoes.
You like those shoes, Jake? You should see how they look on the floor next to Nathan’s. The thought almost made me laugh, but I bit it back.
His hand suddenly hit the armrest, hard enough to make me jump, and he let out a breath. “Look, let’s not play games here,” he said. “I wasn’t just in the neighborhood. I didn’t just come by to make small talk.”
It was my turn to blink in surprise. “Oh, really?”
He nodded and sighed. “I fucked up. Big-time.”
Oh, that’s news. “Okay…”
“Zach, I should have told you about Nathan,” he said, meeting my eyes finally. “I was going to, actually, I-”
“And that would have made a difference, how?” I snorted with laughter. “If I’d heard it from you instead of him that you were cheating on both of us?”
He dropped his gaze. “I’m sorry, I know I fucked up.”
I shrugged. “It’s in the past.”
“I know,” he said. “And it won’t happen again, I swear.”
“No, of course it won’t, since we-” The penny dropped. “You want to get back together, don’t you?”
He nodded, a hopeful, pitiful expression on his face.
Laughter tried to emerge from my throat, but I swallowed it. As much as I didn’t owe him a hell of a lot of consideration for his feelings, laughing in his face at such a vulnerable moment seemed excessively cruel. Oh, so tempting, but cruel.
I sat up, resting my elbows on the desk. “Jake, I…” Not in this lifetime? You’re a douchebag? Here’s a quarter, call someone who cares?
He sat up, too, putting his forearms on the opposite edge of the desk, something like hope glittering in his eyes. I wondered if he’d taken my change of position as something promising, a suggestion that I was actually considering this. When I sat back-keeping my feet down this time-he drew a breath, but his shoulders fell slightly, as if my move deflated some of his hope. With more than a little amusement, I wondered how long I could keep messing with him just by deliberately changing my body language to give him mixed signals.
Again, tempting.
Again, a bit too cruel.
“Look, Jake,” I said. “We’re done. It’s over.”
He leaned forward a little more. “We can try again. Start over. I mean-”
I put a hand up. “No. I’m sorry-” Not really. “But no. It’s over.”
He released a breath, the pain in his eyes almost making me feel guilty. Almost, but not quite. “Zach, please, we could just start fresh. We had something really great going, and I know I fucked it up. I don’t want to lose it. I don’t want to lose you.”
“We had something really great,” I said, nodding. “You’re right about that. But…we don’t have it anymore.”
“Doesn’t mean we can’t have it again.”
Christ, do I really have to spell it out for you? “We can’t.” I took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. “Especially since I’m seeing someone else now.”
He sat back, parting his lips as if to release a breath, but the air seemed stuck in his throat somewhere. “Oh,” he finally managed. Then he laughed dryly. “You didn’t let the grass grow, did you?”
I scowled. “At least I waited until we were done.”
He flinched and put his hands up defensively. “Right, right, sorry.” He coughed quietly. “I, so, wow…” He shook his head. “You met someone that fast?”
“Yes,” I said. “Funny thing, actually. We ran into each other one night and had a lot in common.” I raised an eyebrow. “A lot in common.”
Furrowing his brow, he cocked his head. “Meaning?”
“Similar taste in men, apparently,” I said, humor creeping back into my voice.
He regarded me silently for a moment, his face the very picture of confusion. “I’m not following, are you-” His eyes widened. “Wait. Are-” He shook his head and laughed. “Jesus, for a minute I was thinking you were going to tell me you’re seeing Nathan.”
“Which I am.” I grinned, watching his laughter stop abruptly.
He coughed again, followed by a short bark of laughter. “Good one,” he said, chuckling. “You almost had me going.”
“No, really.” I shrugged. “I mean, we didn’t start seeing each other right away.” I paused. “Well, okay, we did go out that night, but-”
“Are you fucking serious?” Jake snarled, his face contorting with anger. “You’re seeing him?”
“Yes. I’m seeing Nathan,” I said with another shrug. “Like I said, we had something in common.”
“You son of a bitch,” Jake said, white-knuckling the armrest of the chair. “What the-” He shook his head. “What the fuck? Where do you get off seeing my ex-boyfriend?”
Another shrug, as flippant as I could manage. “I get off pretty much anywhere he-”
“Cut the crap,” he snapped. “I can’t believe this. You two have a lot of nerve.”
I laughed aloud. “We have a lot of nerve? Because we’ve decided to move on after we were both cheated on?” I laughed again as I leaned back and threw my feet onto my desk, trying to be as unabashed and flippant as I could. “Right, because clearly we need to take your feelings into consideration, is that it?”
He glared at me. “I can’t believe you two.”
“I can’t believe you’re actually bothering to get pissed about it.” I laced my fingers behind my head and tapped my heel on the desk. “You hardly have a leg to stand on here, Jake, with this unrighteous indignation.”
“Oh, fuck you,” he growled.
“No, thank you.” I smiled. “I’ll leave that to Nathan, if you don’t mind.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but a knock at the door silenced him.
I gave him a look that I hoped told him keep your mouth shut. “It’s open,” I called out.
The door opened and Dean poked his head in. “Hey, Zach,” he said. His eyes darted from Jake to me and back again.
Yes, Dean, I “know” this guy. “What do you need, Dean?” I asked, keeping my voice calm and even.
“The, um,” he paused. “The projector in the middle auditorium is causing problems again.”
I groaned. “Fuck, again?”
He nodded. “The next showing isn’t until five, but Dylan’s trying to fix it before then.”
“Oh, God.” I rolled my eyes. “Tell him I’ll be there in a minute. But don’t let him fuck with it.”
“Will do.” The door closed and Dean was gone.
Jake rose, squaring his shoulders and setting his jaw. “I guess I should go,” he said. “Apparently you have more important things to deal with.”
“I have a business to run,” I said as I stood. “And it seems to me that we’ve settled this anyway, so the timing couldn’t be better.”
His jaw dropped, then tightened again. “So that’s it, then? You and Nathan?”
“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly it. Sorry, I guess that doesn’t leave much room for you.”
“Evidently not,” he said.
“This was your choice, Jake,” I said as I came around the desk. Opening the door, I made the same after you gesture he’d made at the entrance to the bar the night I met Nathan. “If you don’t like the consequences, there isn’t much I can do about it.”
He glared at me again and, for a moment, I was certain he was going to launch into a tirade or one last plea to take him back. Then he lowered his gaze, nodded and followed my gesture out the door.
We walked in silence down the short hall to the lobby. Following him like this, knowing that he was on his way out, that I’d stood my ground, was strangely liberating. We’d been apart for a while now, but something deep down still doubted my ability to walk away from him. Or let him walk away from me.
But there he was, regardless of my doubts, walking away while I resisted the urge to tell him to hurry the hell up.
He paused at the exit with his hand on the bar across the door. Our eyes met, and he looked away first. Without a word, he pushed the door open and left. It banged shut behind him with a satisfying echo.
I smiled as he disappeared into the crowd. I’ll be sure to tell Nathan you said hello.
Then I turned on my heel and headed into the projector room to see if Dylan had managed to destroy anything.



Chapter Eighteen


By the time the day finally wound down and there was enough of a lull in the chaos for me to make my escape, I had just enough time to get halfway across town and be on time to meet Nathan. He wasn’t there yet, so I grabbed a table and waited for him.
It had been about a week since we’d seen each other. We’d both been swamped with work and just hadn’t been able to cross paths. By the third day, I was going out of my mind. By the fifth, I could think of nothing but tonight, when I’d finally get to relieve some of this tension. And this had nothing to do with stress from work or anything of the sort. When Jake and I went a few days like this, it was usually both sexual tension and work-related stress that snowballed until I was on the brink of the kind of madness that could only be relieved by a night of relentless sex.
Tonight, I was on that brink, but my job had nothing to do with it. Nathan was the cause and the cure, and I needed him now.
Out of nowhere, he was there, materializing on the bench across from me just like he did the night we met, and my heart almost stopped. Oh, God, you’re really here. I smiled at him and we made small talk, but all the while I wondered how I was going to get through dinner. Already, I was tempted to suggest we just skip dinner and go back to his place.
I kept myself calm and collected, though. He didn’t need to know just how much I needed him right then. He knew I wanted him, but I didn’t want him to think I was desperate. Which, of course, I was.
If you only knew what you did to me, Nathan.
After we’d ordered, I steered the conversation toward something I knew would keep my arousal at bay for a little while. “You’ll never guess who came by the theatre today,” I said.
His eyebrows jumped. “I’m going to assume it wasn’t Colin Farrell, since you’d have brought him with you tonight if you knew what was good for you.”
“You really think I’d share him if I got my hands on him?”
“Well, I’d certainly hope so,” he said, lifting his glass.
“If he ever shows up, we’ll talk.” I winked. Oh, God, what I wouldn’t do for a chance at that particular threesome-no, no, stay focused. On something other than getting Nathan naked and-fuck. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, no, not him.”
“Okay, so it wasn’t Colin Farrell,” he said. “I’m going to have to guess He Whose Name I’d Rather Not Think Of.”
I laughed and nodded, raising my glass in a mock toast. “The one and only.”
Nathan gave a quick sniff of laughter, then eyed me as he picked up his own drink. “So, what did he want?”
“To get back together.”
He put his glass down so hard we both jumped. Staring at me incredulously, he said, “Are you fucking kidding me?”
I shook my head. “Nope. He was pretty ballsy about it, too.”
“Seems a bit strange.” He furrowed his brow and absently ran his finger around the rim of his glass. “I mean, why now? After, what, almost a month?”
“Something like that,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know what made him decide to do it now. Hell, I don’t know what made him think he had a chance at all, whether it was last week, this week, or next year.”
Nathan nodded, staring into his drink. “No kidding. But then, he is a persistent son of a bitch.” He looked at me. “Did you tell him about us?”
I smirked. “Absolutely.”
His eyes widened, looking more horrified than amused. “Are you serious?”
My smile fell. I shrugged. “You’re damn right I told him about us. Why should we hide it from him?”
He pursed his lips, then nodded. “Point taken. So, what did he say?”
“He was not happy about it,” I said.
At that, Nathan grinned. “Really? Do tell.”
“He couldn’t believe we had the nerve to see each other,” I said. “Christ, as if he’s justified in being pissed about anything we do, let alone together.”
Nathan snorted and shook his head. “He’s a piece of work, isn’t he?”
“He really is.”
“So when did he come by?”
I shrugged. “This afternoon. Maybe around two or so.”
Nathan ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “Explains a lot.”
“Oh?”
“Saw his number on my caller ID earlier,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “I’d deleted his name from my phone list, but recognized the number.”
“Did he leave a message?”
“No. He never was one to-” He paused. “I guess you know how he is, don’t you?”
I nodded. Jake hated voicemail. Always had. He didn’t even like sending text messages, which could be annoying as hell when I was too busy to talk but we needed to plan something. I wondered, then, if that was part of his method of covering his tracks. Keeping Nathan or me from stumbling across an incriminating message.
I sipped my drink, then laughed. “I can only imagine what he’ll say if he gets a hold of you.”
Nathan chuckled. “Probably ask me the same thing he asked you. How dare I find something in common with you besides him?”
“Just tell him you and he have similar taste in men,” I said with a flippant shrug. “That’s what I told him.”
With a cough of startled laughter, Nathan sat up. “You didn’t.”
“I did.” I grinned. “Oh, you should have seen the look on his face. Especially when he asked where I get off seeing his ex-boyfriend, and I said I get off pretty much anywhere I see you.”
Nathan laughed again, shaking his head. “Wow, I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation.”
I leaned forward and rested my folded hands on the table between us, slightly closer to him than to myself. “If you’d been there,” I said, “I don’t think I’d have been able to come up with quite so many witty comebacks.”
“Is that so?” He put one hand over mine, running his thumb across the inside of my wrist.
“Yes,” I said. “Though I would have been thinking of a few ways we could royally piss him off, but…” I let my thumb trace the side of his hand. “That wouldn’t be why I was thinking those things.”
His shoulders rose slightly as he leaned a little closer to me and his fingertips brushed the back of my hand. “So I’d be distracting you, then?”
“You always distract me.” Especially when you touch me like that. Or look at me like that. Or breathe. I swallowed. “From everything.”
He grinned. “Well, if I’m distracting you from everything else…” A single finger ran down the side of my wrist. “Then I guess that means that when I get you home…” The tip of his tongue made a slow arc across the inside of his lower lip. “…I’ll have your undivided attention, won’t I?”
I shivered.



Chapter Nineteen


“Did you drive?” Nathan asked as we stepped out of the restaurant.
“Nope. Walked.”
He ran his fingers up my back. “Well, then, I guess you’re riding with me.”
I grinned. “That was the plan, wasn’t it?”
“God, I hope so,” he said, almost growling. “Come on, I’m about three blocks that way.” He nodded down the sidewalk, and we started off in that direction.
“I should have parked closer,” he said after we’d gone half a block or so.
“And paid fifteen bucks at one of these pay lots?” I gestured at the lots behind us. “Are you insane?”
He shrugged and grinned at me. “Would’ve been worth it to save some time.”
“We can handle a few minutes to walk three blocks, I think.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince him or myself.
“Speak for yourself.” He laughed.
“We’ve been waiting almost a week.” One long, long week. “What’s a few more minutes?”
“What’s a few minutes?” He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close enough to whisper, without anyone else hearing, “With as turned on as I am right now? Fucking torture.”
I couldn’t think of a response. I couldn’t think of anything, really, besides the vibration of his low, growling voice against the side of my neck. If he was as desperate as he sounded-as desperate as I was-we’d be lucky to get through tonight without catching fire.
We continued on in silence, walking quickly. If I still gave a damn about appearing as desperate as I was, I’d have tried to slow our pace to a casual stroll. A cool, I’m in complete control speed.
Fortunately, I didn’t still give a damn, and just did everything I could to keep up with him.
From almost a block away, his car came into view. We were almost there. Just a little father, then another twenty minutes or so, and we were home free. Almost there.
Nathan’s fingertips ran down the back of my arm, and suddenly the car was much too far away.
A narrow alley between a pair of red brick apartment buildings, however, was not.
Without stopping to care if this was a good idea or not, I hauled him into the alley with me and leaned against the wall, pulling him into a kiss. I may have caught him by surprise, but he recovered quickly, returning my kiss without hesitation as his hands went to my face, my neck, my hair. His cock pressed against mine, and even through our jeans, it was nearly enough to drive me out of my mind.
“We should’ve just skipped dinner,” he said, panting against my lips. “Should’ve…” Paused to kiss me. “Met at my place and…” Another kiss. “Christ, Zach.” Holding my face in both hands, he looked into my eyes. “I can’t go this long without fucking you.” Then he kissed me again, and I was thankful for both the wall and his body, because they were all that kept me from collapsing.
His lips went to my neck, and I let my head fall back against the wall.
“My God,” he said, kissing his way up my neck. “I want you so fucking bad right now.” As soon as his hand left the side of my face, I knew what he was going to do, but I still gasped when he cupped my erection through my jeans.
I wasn’t sure what I’d had in mind when I dragged him into this alley. Maybe just a few minutes of fooling around to relieve some tension, maybe just a chance to wind each other up a bit more before we went to the car. Maybe I hadn’t thought this through at all because all I knew was how badly I needed to have him, regardless of where we were.
Either way, one thing was perfectly clear now. We weren’t going anywhere. Fooling around under the cover of darkness in a shadowy alley usually wasn’t my style, but no one could see us. And even if they could, I didn’t care, because Nathan’s fingers had found my zipper pull, and we weren’t. Going. Anywhere.
He stroked my cock slowly. His mouth was close enough to kiss, but all I could do was breathe. Even that was almost too complicated when I was this close to the release I so desperately needed. When I was this close to him.
“You know,” he said, stroking a little faster. “If we’d just gone to the car, we’d be halfway home by now.”
“But I wouldn’t be-” My voice caught and I sucked in a breath.
“You wouldn’t be what?” he teased, though the slightest hint of a tremor gave away his façade of being totally in control. “Come on, Zach, tell me.”
I tried to hold his gaze, but even the faint light from the nearby street was too intense. Closing my eyes, I whispered, “We’d be halfway home, but I wouldn’t be halfway there.”
“Oh, God…” He released a ragged breath, his hand faltering momentarily. The space in front of me suddenly became vacant-no, occupied, but differently-and just as I figured out that he’d moved, his mouth was around my cock.
My eyes flew open and I stared down at him in the darkness, watching in disbelief. What little light there was created a vague outline of him, a half-lit suggestion of shapes I knew well enough to fill in with my mind’s eye.
Resting my head against the wall, I closed my eyes again and dug my teeth into my second knuckle, trying to keep myself quiet. My other hand was in his hair, every nod of his head against my palm making this real, making the electric sensations of his mouth on my cock real. I wanted to beg him not to stop, but my one remaining shred of rational thought warned me against speaking at all because I wouldn’t stop.
A barely audible whimper escaped my throat and I didn’t have to wonder if Nathan heard it. He sucked my cock faster, stroked harder, sent me higher, higher, higher…
My hand hit the brick wall beside me just as my back arched away from it. I wasn’t afraid of crying out, not when this powerful orgasm rendered breathing impossible. It was only when it tapered, bringing me back to Earth one heartbeat at a time, that I finally managed a whispered, “Oh, God…”
Nathan stood and kissed me. I grasped his shirt, the back of his neck, his hair, anything I could get my hands on as long as it got me closer to him. The taste of myself on his tongue intoxicated me, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to taste him.
With one hand still in his hair, my other drifted down to his shoulder, then his side until I found his belt. He shivered as I followed his belt to the buckle, but then his body tensed and he grabbed my wrist, holding it gently, but just firmly enough to keep my hand away from his zipper. “I think,” he said, pausing to kiss me, “that you overestimate my ability to stay quiet.”
“And you…” I kissed him and tried to free my wrist from his grasp, “overestimate my ability to leave here without making you come.”
His lips parted. Even in the low light, I could make out the look of disbelief in his eyes.
He released my wrist.



Chapter Twenty


Dylan and I leaned against the box office, watching one mob of customers exit Auditorium Three while another funneled into Two. We’d had a problem with theatre hoppers recently and were determined to bust them.
“This is why we shouldn’t schedule them so fucking close together,” Dylan grumbled.
“If we add any more time between them, we’ll have to reduce showings.” I watched a couple of teenagers come out of the auditorium. They paused, eyes darting back and forth as they talked behind their hands.
One of them looked right at me, and I swore he blanched. I raised one eyebrow, and the kid elbowed his friend, then half-dragged him toward the exit. I watched them until they were gone, trying not to laugh when the kid shot me a nervous glance just before they disappeared outside. That’s right, you little bastards. I’m onto you.
“Zach, are you listening to me?”
I turned to Dylan. “Sorry, I was giving some kids the evil eye. What’s up?”
He gave a sharp, impatient huff. “What I was saying,” he said, “was that we might want to consider staggering showings by fifteen or twenty more minutes.”
“We’ve been over this,” I said. “That adds up. We’ll end up cutting showings and having employees on the clock longer for the fewer showings. I’d rather lose a few dollars to these little shits than increase payroll and lose showings.”
“Okay, fair enough, but-” Dylan suddenly stiffened. “Hoppers.”
I craned my neck. “Where?”
“Kid in the red T-shirt and the one in the Yankees cap,” he said. “Just came out of Three and are going into Two.”
“All yours,” I said.
“Thieving little bastards,” he muttered, and shouldered his way into the sea of people to throw the theatre hoppers out. I cursed under my breath and shook my head. We didn’t exactly show films that appealed to high school students, so I wondered if they just did this to get their kicks. I could certainly think of more entertaining things to do than sitting through a two-hour foreign film just for the thirty-second thrill of sneaking into another two-hour foreign film for free, but what did I know?
Either that or they just liked indulging in the somewhat less stringent restrictions on full-frontal nudity and sexual content in films from other countries. That thought made me chuckle to myself. I couldn’t blame them entirely. Some of those scenes were well worth sitting through two hours of subtitles.
Shaking my head, I started toward the office to finish some paperwork so I could leave on time and meet Nathan.
“Hey, boss,” a voice behind me said.
I turned around to see Max striding toward me. The door to the projector-room stairwell banged shut behind him and I barely kept myself from groaning. No, no, don’t say it. Don’t. Not today. Please-
He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “Projector’s down again.”
“Fuck,” I muttered. He didn’t need to explain any further. Without a word-aside from the long, colorful tirade in my mind-I followed him upstairs. Fortunately, there were no more showings in Auditorium One that day, but it still needed to be fixed. We’d be relying heavily on it the next day. And my blood pressure so needs this today.
Before I went to work on it, I glanced at the clock above the window. It was almost five. I was supposed to meet Nathan at seven, so I had plenty of time.
By five thirty, the damned thing still wasn’t working.
Around five forty-five, I found a component that was as defective as it was antiquated. Since the Stone and Bronze Ages were long since over, the parts were discontinued, so I hoped to God that someone in the area had a few spares lying around. It took a half hour of calling around to other theatres in the area, but a buddy of mine on the other side of town used the same kind of projector and had a pretty good cache of parts. I sent Dean across town to get the parts.
So much for meeting Nathan on time. I scowled and speed-dialed him.
“Hey, what’s up?” he said.
“I have to bail tonight,” I said, glaring at the piece-of-shit machine that was going to be replaced soon if I had to pay for the new one in blood. “I’ve got a projector down and there’s no way I can leave until it’s running again.”
He was quiet for a second, then said, “Any idea how late you’ll be there?”
“Not a clue.” I rubbed my eyes. “I’m waiting on some parts, and God only knows if it’ll be enough to get it working before the next millennium.”
The silence lingered a moment longer this time. “Well, if you still want to come by, give me a call when you’re done.” He paused. “I’ll be up late, so, whenever.”
“I’ll call you when this thing is fixed or thrown out the window, whichever comes first.”
“Talk to you then.” He didn’t sound amused, but I couldn’t blame him. I’d just thrown a wrench in his plans for the evening.
I’ll make it up to you, Nathan, I promise, I thought after we’d hung up.
Almost two hours after Dean left, he finally came meandering in with the parts-and some fast food.
“Sorry, boss,” he said. “Got stuck in traffic.”
“At the drive-through?” I growled.
He looked a little sheepish, but not nearly repentant enough to satisfy me. Still, I didn’t have time to deal with it tonight.
“Go eat,” I snapped. “Then I need you and Max both in the projector room.” I held up the bag of parts. “If these don’t do the trick, we’re going to have to move the projector, and I need the two of you to help me.”
“Will do.”
The parts, unfortunately, did not do the trick.
“Max, go find Dean,” I said. “We’re switching One and Two.”
“But what about all the showings in Two tomorrow?”
I glared at him. “Dylan and I can figure that out. Go. Get. Dean.” He did as I asked and hurried out of the room as I unfastened the bolts on the base of the projector.
With three people, switching the projectors didn’t take too long. We tested the working machine and made sure the film was in focus on the screen, then bolted both projectors in place.
And we were done.
Finally.
I let out a breath. Tomorrow would be spent trying to get the projector back up and running, but disaster was averted for the time being. The main auditorium had a functioning projector. The showings in the smaller auditoriums could be bumped around if needed. We’d manage.
Looking up at the clock, I scowled. It was almost eleven. I hesitated to call Nathan so late, but he said he’d be up. It might be too late to get together with him, but at least I could talk to him, if only for a few minutes.
I reached for my phone, but it wasn’t on my belt.
“What the-” I looked around, trying to remember where I’d left it. “Max, have you seen my cell?”
“I think you left it in your office,” he said. “When you were calling around earlier.”
The light came on in my head. He was exactly right. “Thanks.” At least you’re good for something.
Just as he’d predicted, my phone was on my desk. There were two missed calls and a couple of text messages, all from Nathan. I couldn’t blame him. When I said I was working late, I don’t think either of us expected me to be working this late.
I speed-dialed him.
“Hey.” He sounded tired.
“Hey, I didn’t wake you up, did I?”
“No, I was awake,” he said, his tone flat.
“Okay, good. Listen, I just wrapped things up here. Still have a few things to do before I leave, but I thought I’d at least call.”
“Still want to come by?” His tone was unreadable. There was an invitation in his words, but something else I couldn’t quite place.
“I, um, sure,” I said. “Are you sure it’s not too late?”
“Nah, it’s not too late.” There it was again. Some hidden subtext. Some hidden…something. “Assuming it’s not too late for you?”
“Not at all,” I said. “Give me about half an hour to square a few things away and get my employees out of here, then I’ll head your way.”
“See you then,” he said, though he didn’t sound overly thrilled about the idea. After I hung up, I looked at my phone and chewed the inside of my cheek. Then I shrugged. Whatever it was, he’d be easier to read in person.
I clipped my phone to my belt and went into the box office to take care of some last-minute paperwork. Hopefully I was imagining whatever I thought I heard in Nathan’s voice. All I knew for sure was that, after the day I’d had, there was nothing in the world I needed more than a night with him.
I shivered at the thought. There weren’t many things a night with Nathan couldn’t cure. And soon, that was exactly what I’d be having. Just a few more papers, a few more things to tidy up, and I could get the hell out of here and-
Someone tapped on the window. I glared at the opaque window shade. I couldn’t see the person on the other side, and fortunately, they couldn’t see me, so they didn’t know if there was someone in the box office or not.
Another tap on the window.
I rolled my eyes and whispered, “What part of ‘closed’ do you people not understand?” Any time the light was on in the box office, even when the shades were drawn and the closed sign was out, people assumed someone was here. There was a time when I’d help anyone who came up to the window, but a few nights of being here way past closing time just to explain our showings for the next few weeks had broken that habit. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to volunteer myself for anything that might keep me away from Nathan a moment longer.
I carefully moved papers so they wouldn’t hear me. Sooner or later, they’d leave. Hopefully sooner, because I needed to get the hell out of here. As long as someone was standing outside, I ran the risk of getting caught up in a conversation if I tried to leave, so I figured I’d wait them out. I couldn’t even turn the light off yet, because then they would know someone was here.
Voices murmured outside. Shoes scuffed on pavement, but it sounded more like someone shifting their weight or fidgeting than walking away. Get out of here, you’re keeping me from Nathan.
A full fifteen minutes went by before the persistent bastards gave up and left. As soon as they were out of earshot, I grabbed my jacket, turned off the light and headed for the door. It took everything I had not to sprint to my car. Not only was I in a hurry, but the entire world seemed to be conspiring to keep me away from Nathan tonight, and I intended to deny it every possible opportunity to do it again.
I was certain I’d have a flat tire, or the car wouldn’t start, or some gremlins would have stolen my key off the ring, but the tires were inflated, the key was still there and the engine turned over without hesitation.
“Thank God,” I whispered aloud. My tires squealed as I peeled out of the parking lot, and for the duration of the drive to Nathan’s, the universe didn’t put anything else in my way.
It didn’t dare.



Chapter Twenty-one


It was nearly midnight when I finally pulled into Nathan’s driveway. As I got out of the car and went up the front steps, I swore if that projector cut into my sex life again, it was going to learn the meaning of “percussive maintenance”.
Nathan greeted me at the door with a tired smile and a brief kiss that tasted like smoke. Recent smoke.
“Coffee?” he asked.
“Please,” I said, and followed him into the kitchen.
“So what happened tonight? At the theatre?” he asked, pouring coffee as I took my jacket off.
I sighed. “Fucking projector. Crapped out completely this time, and we’ve got a big indie film festival this weekend, so we finally bit the bullet and moved it to one of the smaller auditoriums.”
“I thought you fixed it yesterday.”
“I did,” I said. “I fix the bastard three or four times a week these days. Now I think it’s done for good.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t had to stay late to take care of it more often, then,” he said.
I shrugged. “Well, it-” Then I stopped. I replayed what he’d just said in my mind. No, there couldn’t have been a thinly veiled accusation in his tone. Clearing my throat, I shifted my weight. “It doesn’t always break down at night, you know.”
“Mm-hmm.” He nodded, eyeing me with something that looked a hell of a lot like suspicion. “So what’s wrong with it, anyway?”
I raised an eyebrow, wondering if that tired smile from earlier wasn’t tired after all but half-hearted. Forced. “Are you actually curious about the projector, or are you trying to catch me in a lie?”
He blinked, then folded his arms across his chest and shrugged. “Should I be trying to catch you in a lie?”
“Jesus,” I muttered, rubbing my forehead with my thumb and forefinger. “Nathan, it-”
“Is there anything I should know about?”
I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. I was entirely too exhausted and frustrated to be cross-examined by a damned lawyer. “I could give you a rundown of how to repair a projector, but it would probably bore you into a coma.”
His lips tightened into that almost-snarling line I remembered from the night we met. “Call me paranoid,” he said. “But I’ve heard the ‘I have to work late’ line more than once.”
“And you do know that some people do have to work late, right?”
“Some do,” he said, glaring at me. “And some don’t.”
“What do you want me to say? I’ve given you absolutely no reason to believe I’d fuck around. What do I have to do to convince you to trust me?”
“I don’t know, Zach,” he said. “I mean, look at how things got started with-”
“That doesn’t matter!” I snapped. “Jake cheated. On you and on me. I don’t know how many ways I can convince you that I didn’t know about you, but-” Something shifted in his expression, the skepticism in his eyes deepening, and it infuriated me.
“How do I know you’re not playing me for an idiot right along with him?”
My jaw went slack. “What? You think I’m cheating, and you think I’m doing it with him?”
He shrugged, the intensity in his glare not faltering for a second.
“Christ, Nathan,” I said, barely containing my anger. “If I still wanted that bastard, do you really think I’d have ditched him in the bar and come after you that night?”
Dropping his gaze, he said nothing.
“Don’t you get it? Why do you think I came after you that night?”
“Why did you?”
“Because I wanted to apologize. Because I felt bad. I still do.” I shifted my weight. “But I’m not going to keep apologizing if it’s falling on deaf ears. I’m sorry you were hurt, but so was I. You’re blaming the wrong guy.” I took a breath, trying to keep my temper in check, but I was close to losing it. “I told you in the beginning. I run a goddamned business. Late nights happen.”
“Do you know how many times he was ‘working late’ and actually went to you?”
“And how many times have I lied about working late to go to him?” I threw back. “He was the liar, Nathan, not me.” He started to respond, but I wasn’t finished. “We aren’t even in an exclusive relationship, for God’s sake. This was supposed to be a rebound thing, not playing for keeps. What would I possibly have to gain by lying to you if I was sleeping with someone else? If I wanted to see other people, I’d fucking tell you.”
“So are you?”
“No!” I threw up my hands. “Fuck, how much clearer can I make it?” I paused, trying to calm down. Through my teeth, I said, “Let me ask you this: Have I ever given you any reason to doubt me? Have I given you any reason to think I’m lying to you?”
“No, you haven’t, but-”
“When does this stop being about Jake and start being about us?”
“If you’d spent four years with someone, only to find out they’d been fucking cheating on you for God only knows how long, you’d be a bit suspicious, too.”
“And you seem to forget that I was cheated on, too.”
He snorted. “Try living through that for four years.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I clenched my jaw. “Because I only dealt with it for six months, it doesn’t matter? It didn’t hurt? It means I’m just as guilty as he is?”
And it just continued, back and forth, around and around, neither of us willing to back down nor cut the other any slack. All the while, as our voices rose, something in the back of my mind told me there was no point. This wasn’t supposed to be anything serious. I shouldn’t have had nearly enough invested in this little fling to bother fighting like this. I didn’t understand what drove me to keep arguing. What did I possibly have to gain? Then again, it was probably just stubbornness. I could argue anyone into the ground. In fact, I’d long been told I should have been a lawyer, and here I was arguing with a lawyer.
It didn’t matter who was right or wrong anymore. It just mattered whose stubbornness could outlast whose, and I wasn’t about to give up easily, particularly not when my integrity was called into question. I had nothing to lose except my pride.
Did I?
Why, then, did my heart skip every time his eyes darted toward the door? Why did I feel like my entire world hung in the balance whenever he paused?
And still it escalated until, even though we were just inches apart, standing toe to toe, I couldn’t hear him anymore. I couldn’t hear him over myself and I couldn’t hear myself over him. Everything we said disappeared into shapeless noise, abstract strings of words that didn’t amount to anything because no one was listening.
Something in my mind begged us to stop, to quiet the anger and just listen to each other, but neither of us backed down. The only thing that ever stopped either of us was the need to pause and inhale, but that took only a split second each time.
Something had to give. Someone had to stop this. One of us. Either of us. Somehow, some way, this had to-
I kissed him.



Chapter Twenty-two


We were both still.
The front of his shirt was bunched in my hands and his lips were against mine, but neither of us moved. Neither of us breathed.
My heart thundered in my chest, but the space around us was silent. My mind raced. I’d succeeded in quieting us, in halting the argument in its tracks, even if it was only for a second. He hadn’t pulled away, but I had no idea what was going to happen next.
I broke the kiss, but didn’t release his shirt. We stared at each other, taking rapid, shallow breaths, as out of breath from the kiss as from the shouting.
His gaze locked on mine, Nathan swallowed hard. His lips thinned into the familiar taut, bleached line. For a moment, I regretted making that move. This silent faceoff was more unnerving than the arguing had been.
All at once, his hands went to the sides of my face and he kissed me, the sheer force of his advance knocking me backward. The counter stopped me, but I couldn’t decide whether or not it hurt because my every sense was focused on his kiss.
There was nothing gentle about the way he kissed me. His mouth tasted of smoke, just as I’d suspected, and every movement of his lips and tongue was demanding, even violent. I let go of his shirt and grabbed the sides of his neck, holding on to him the way he held my face, not caring if my fingers dug in, only that he stayed here. Stayed right here.
I put my foot against the cabinet behind me and used it as leverage to force both of us away from the counter. The opposite counter caught us, knocking a grunt-of surprise? Pain?-out of him. He faltered for only a second though, growling into my kiss and grasping my hair so hard it hurt.
This beat the hell out of screaming at each other, but it wasn’t over yet. We were both too angry to see reason, and that anger needed an outlet. Some sort of release. We’d both already said too much, even if neither of us had heard a damned thing, so talking-if we could call it that-wasn’t helping. Short of calling it quits and parting ways, there was only one way we were going to see the other side of this, and that was to relieve this tension.
And if that meant fucking when we could barely stand the sight of each other, then so be it.
We moved out of the kitchen, stumbling toward the stairs as we fought to get out of our clothing. He almost knocked me off my feet when he pulled my belt free. I very nearly tore some buttons off of his shirt.
On the way down the hall, I shoved his shirt off his shoulders. He jerked his hands free of the sleeves and grabbed the back of my neck, keeping me from pulling away as he kissed me. My back slammed against the wall, knocking the air out of my lungs, but it wasn’t enough to make me break this violent kiss. Something crashed, but I couldn’t tell if it was because we’d collided with it or if a thrown piece of clothing knocked it over, and I really didn’t give a shit.
I reached up to grasp his hair, but my fingers ran through it slowly, almost tenderly. He shuddered and loosened his grip on the back of my neck. Moving together, slower now, we inched closer to the stairs. On the way up, I took my shirt off, and when we reached the top, I tossed it aside just before I pushed him up against the wall and kissed him.
The more we kissed and the less clothing there was to divide us, the slower we moved. Our hands quieted. Every kiss was gentler than the one before. When we sank into bed together, the rage was gone. We simply wanted each other now. Needed each other.
Somewhere between the kitchen and the bedroom, we had become lovers again.
I rolled him onto his back and raised myself over him on one arm. With my free hand, I ran my fingertips down the sides of his face. Were we really screaming at each other downstairs?
His lips parted as if he was about to say something, but he drew only half a breath, the air catching in his throat when his eyes met mine. Whatever he thought to say, he must have thought better of it, because instead of speaking, he did the same thing he’d done in the kitchen a lifetime ago: Put his hands on my face-gently this time-and kissed me, sitting up to meet me halfway before we both fell slowly back to the bed.
This kiss had every bit of the breathless fervor from earlier, but none of the anger. No violence, no demands.
It was his turn to change position, easing me onto my back without breaking the kiss once. When his torso shifted slightly, I didn’t have to look to know what he was reaching for. The familiar sound of the nightstand drawer made me shiver with anticipation.
Only then did he break the kiss, our eyes meeting as he tore the wrapper with his teeth. Whatever had happened downstairs, we’d deal with eventually. As far as this moment was concerned, we were on the same page, and that was good enough for me.
Sitting up, he quickly rolled the condom on and put some lube on it. Then, he guided his cock to me. I bit my lip, trying not to shake with anticipation.
“Oh, my God,” he said as he slid into me. Even more than the physical sensations, it was his voice that made my breath catch and, for a moment, I didn’t understand why. Then I realized it was the first thing either of us had said since I’d kissed him into silence. The last thing out of either of our mouths had been angry screaming. The next thing out of his was a breathy whisper of arousal.
Our eyes met and he came down to kiss me as his hips found a steady, fluid rhythm. How long we moved like that, I couldn’t say. All I knew was how incredible he felt and tasted and smelled and how the hell is this the same person I was fighting with?
“Oh, Jesus,” he moaned. “You feel so good…”
“So do you,” I whispered, holding on to his shoulders as he moved deeper inside me. He did feel good. He felt incredible. Better than he ever had before.
I touched his face and he turned to kiss my palm. It feels this good because you’re still here.
“Oh, God,” he said, grimacing and shuddering. “Fuck, I’m so close, but I don’t want-” He gasped. “I don’t want to before you do.”
My fingers dug into his shoulders and my back arched off the bed. “Just keep…” My eyes rolled back and electricity surged up my spine. “Just like that…”
He thrust harder, groaning as another shudder drove him even deeper. “Oh, God, Zach, I can’t-”
The entire world went white. I don’t know if either of us made a sound because the only thing that existed was the powerful orgasm that completely consumed every shred of my awareness. A low vibration worked its way into my consciousness-a voice, though I couldn’t be sure whose-and as the rest of the universe pieced itself back together around me, I realized he had slowed down. His rapid thrusts had been reduced to long, lazy strokes, each slower than the last until his hips only moved in a subtle, slurred imitation of everything he’d done before.
He raised his head and we looked at each other, but still neither of us spoke. After a moment, he sank down to me, resting his head on my shoulders as I wrapped my arms around him. I ran my fingers through his hair, simply listening to him breathe for the longest time.
I’m still here, every breath said. I’m not going anywhere.



Chapter Twenty-three


After Nathan got rid of the condom and we’d settled into bed, we faced each other, but didn’t speak right away. His hand rested on my face, his thumb gently stroking just below my cheekbone. Both the anger and lust in his eyes had quieted, replaced by confusion. Or sadness. Maybe both.
Finally, he broke the silence.
“Zach, I’m sorry about earlier,” he whispered. “I overreacted.”
I put my hand over his. “Don’t sweat it. I shouldn’t have waited so late to call.”
He shrugged as much as he could with one shoulder beneath him, but didn’t look at me. “Maybe, but I had no reason to think you’d be doing something like…” He trailed off.
“Like what?” I knew the answer. I wanted him to say it.
He took a breath. “Like something Jake would do.”
“Nathan, you should know by now-”
“I know, I know,” he said. “And you’re absolutely right. I’m just, you know, after everything I-we-went through with him, it’s hard to trust-” He paused. “Anyone.”
Anyone, or me? But I didn’t go there. “I understand. He did a number on me, too, but we have to make this about us and now, not him and then.”
He looked away for a moment before again meeting my eyes. “You know where I’m coming from, though, right?”
I nodded. “Even still, if we’re going to make this work, it has to be about us, or nothing at all.” I ran my fingers through his hair, just needing to touch him, as if I needed something more tangible than sight to assure me he was really here. “If it has anything to do with him, then it’s going to blow up in our faces sooner or later.” Nerves twisted my gut into knots. I felt like I was giving him an ultimatum and in a way, I was. We can’t exist without trust. Trust me, or walk away.
Watching him silently, I swallowed hard. He was quiet for a moment, his expression turning to one of intense concentration. Please don’t walk away, Nathan. I wanted to hate myself for that unspoken plea, for the nervousness that bordered on panic. This isn’t supposed to be permanent. I shouldn’t be so afraid of losing you.
When he finally spoke, he whispered, “You’re absolutely right.” He rested his hand on my shoulder, his thumb moving back and forth on my arm, his touch giving me permission to release my breath. He went on, “It’s easier said than done, of course, and it’ll take time, but you’re absolutely right.”
Before I could say anything, he leaned in and kissed me lightly. Even after he broke the brief, gentle kiss, it resonated through my nerves.
We still exist.
With the storm over and the anger quieted, adrenaline gave way to relief and before long, fatigue settled in. It was well past one in the morning, and I suddenly felt like I hadn’t slept for days.
Nathan hit the light, but as he drifted off to sleep beside me, something tightened in my chest and kept me awake. Something wasn’t right about the way things went down tonight.
This was supposed to be a fling. A rebound thing, nothing serious. But if this was just a fling, would we have fought that hard and made up just as hard?
I’d had casual relationships before, and I never fought with them. If we disagreed that much, we just went our separate ways. It wasn’t worth it. The only time fighting was worth it was when there was anything to gain-or keep-by fighting.
And if the way we’d fought and made up tonight was any indication, we both knew we had something to gain by staying.
Or something to lose by leaving.
Neither of us had had to stay. The door had been there the whole time, unlocked, unopened and unnoticed on the opposite side of the room. I could have left, but I didn’t. He could have kicked me out, but he didn’t.
What we were doing shouldn’t have been worth fighting for like that. Yet we’d fought. We’d made up. The conflict was over, but we weren’t.
Nathan stirred in his sleep and draped his arm over my waist. His skin was warm against mine, his presence beside me reassuring. His breath drifted across the side of my neck and I exhaled, my entire body finally relaxing.
I shouldn’t want you this much, but thank God you’re still here.



Chapter Twenty-four


I was knee-deep in invoices and receipts when Dylan leaned in through the office door.
“Hey, Zach, you’ve got someone here asking for you.”
“Can you take care of it?” I gestured at the papers in front of me. “I’ve got to finish this today.”
“It’s your ex.”
I couldn’t help but groan. “Oh, fuck, what does he want?”
“Don’t know, didn’t ask,” Dylan said, shaking his head. “I was afraid he’d tell me and, quite frankly, I don’t want to know.”
I rolled my eyes and stood. “That makes two of us.” In any other situation, I’d have replied with something witty and sarcastic, but just knowing Jake was in the same building eroded my sense of humor.
“He’s in the lobby,” Dylan said as I walked past him.
Good, then the police won’t have any trouble finding his body. “Thanks.” I took a few deep breaths along the way, willing myself to stay calm. The least I could do was wait to get angry until he opened his mouth.
I’d been able to face him last time without getting too angry because he’d caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected him, so I’d had no opportunity to get myself worked up. That, and I hadn’t yet realized just how much he’d damaged Nathan’s trust. Specifically, his ability to trust me.
When I turned into the lobby, all of my efforts to calm down went by the wayside.
“Zach,” he said, extending a hand to shake mine.
Had it not been for the customers and employees milling around the lobby, I’d have stood my ground and given him an earful. But out here, I had to maintain some semblance of professionalism, so I forced a smile and shook his hand.
“Jake,” I said. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” He balked slightly, and I knew my sarcasm had found its mark.
“I just wanted to talk to you,” he said.
“Well…” I gestured toward myself. “Here I am. Talk.”
He blinked, obviously not expecting quite such an icy, hostile reception. His eyes darted around the lobby and he lowered his voice. “Maybe not here, though.”
“You came here to talk,” I said. “So let’s talk here.”
“I mean, maybe someplace a bit more private.”
The last thing I wanted to do was accommodate this and play along with his little game, but, in spite of his surprise at my attitude, Jake had the upper hand, and he knew it. We were on my turf, surrounded by people who either worked for me or bought from me. He had nothing to lose by making a scene, and it wasn’t below him to do just that.
I let out an exasperated breath. Dylan was in the office, but the projector room was probably unoccupied.
“Come on,” I muttered, and led him upstairs to the projector room. The next films weren’t showing until later that evening, but Max and Dean milled around in the room. As soon as I walked in, they both jumped, scrambling to look busy now that the boss was there.
“Out,” I said, gesturing toward the door. I immediately regretted speaking so sharply to them, and promised myself I’d apologize for it later, but this bullshit with Jake needed to be dealt with now.
They didn’t hesitate, quickly vacating the room and leaving the two of us alone to sort this out. I turned to Jake.
“Look,” I said through clenched teeth, keeping my voice as low as possible. “Whatever it is you came to say, fucking say it. I don’t have time for this. I have a goddamned business to run.”
He put his hands up defensively. “I won’t keep you. I just want to talk.”
I took a deep breath to keep myself calm. “Fine. Talk.”
Jake grabbed a chair and straddled it, resting his forearms across the back of it. Oh, do make yourself at home, jackass. He fiddled with his phone for a second, then looked up at me, a smug grin tugging at the corner of his mouth and pulling really hard at my waning patience. “I just wanted to talk.”
I leaned against the window, gripping the sill to keep myself from throttling him just for showing up. Through my teeth, I said, “Come on. Out with it.”
His eyes flicked toward the screen on his phone before looking back up at me, then back to the screen. His thumb moved quickly across the keypad, probably composing a text message to God only knew who. It struck me that he’d always hated texts and voicemails, but seemed rather enthralled with it now. I wondered who had finally brought him into the twenty-first century, but didn’t care enough to ask. I was, however, annoyed that he was texting someone while he was talking to me.
“You wanted to talk to me or someone else?” I asked.
He looked up, his cheeks coloring slightly. “Sorry,” he said. “I do want to talk to you.”
“Then quit stalling and get on with it.”
His phone vibrated, but he kept his attention on me. “Are you still seeing Nathan?”
“Not that it’s any business of yours, but-”
“You ought to be careful with him, Zach,” he said, gaze darting to his phone again.
“Careful?” I snorted. “This coming from you?”
He shrugged, probably unaware how much his flippancy made me want to smack him. “I’m just giving you a heads-up, that’s all.”
I tapped my fingers on the windowsill, wondering if I should humor him or just throw him out. Finally, I said, “Fine. Why should I be careful of him?”
Another shrug. Another text message occupying his focus.
Count to ten. Count to ten. Count to-fuck it, I’m going to kill him. “Jake-”
“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
I laughed aloud. “Oh, that’s priceless coming from you. Truly priceless.”
“Look, you don’t have to believe me, but I think I know him a wee bit better than you do.”
“Oh, really? And since when are you concerned with whether or not someone hurts me?” I shook my head. “What exactly do you think he’s going to do? Cheat on me?”
“Exactly.” His thumb stopped on the keypad, and he leaned on the back of the chair again, letting the phone rest in a loose fist. “You both want to play the moral-superiority card because I cheated on the two of you, but you’ve never given me a chance to tell you the rest of the story.”
“The rest of the story?” I didn’t even try to mask my sarcasm. “Let me guess. He cheated on you all along, had so many boyfriends you couldn’t count, and you came running to me either out of revenge or a need to find love when he was finding it elsewhere.”
His lips pulled into a thin line and he dropped his gaze. The LCD on his phone lit up, illuminating the back of the chair and the side of his hand, but he only gave it a quick glance before looking back at me. “Laugh all you want,” he said quietly. Pitifully. “It happened, whether you believe it or not.”
“Jesus Christ, Jake.” I let my head fall back against the window, closing my eyes and taking a few deep breaths as I tried to compose myself. “Do you really-” When I opened my eyes, he was fiddling with his phone again, and my chest tightened with anger.
“Okay, look, if we’re going to talk, let’s talk,” I growled. “If you’ve got other things you need to take care of-” I gestured toward his ever-present phone. “Don’t let me stop you.”
“Right, right, sorry.” He shoved the phone in his pocket and put his hands up defensively. “There, it’s gone. Let’s talk.”
“Give me one good reason to believe you,” I said. “That he cheated on you.”
“I can’t make you believe it,” he said. “But it’s the truth.” Our eyes met, and his sad expression almost made me laugh out loud. Oh, Jake, you’re laying it on thick, aren’t you?
“Funny,” I said. “You didn’t mention that last time we talked. Seemed to me you were just pissed off that I had the audacity to date him.”
He exhaled. “Okay, yeah, I was, but that doesn’t change what he did.”
“It doesn’t change what you did, either.”
“No, it doesn’t,” he said. “But-”
My phone rang, my pocket muffling Nathan’s distinctive ringtone. I exhaled sharply. Given the choice, I much preferred to talk to him rather than Jake, but that would have to wait. For now, I needed to get this over with and get Jake out of my theatre. That, and it had annoyed me that Jake kept fucking around with his phone, so I’d be a hypocrite to answer my own.
He eyed me. “You going to answer that?”
“No.”
We stared at each other in silence as the phone continued to ring unanswered. When it finally clicked off, we still didn’t speak. Then the voicemail tone beeped and only then did I pull the phone out of my pocket, quickly hitting the yes, I fucking hear you button to keep it from beeping incessantly.
I’ll call you back in a few minutes, Nathan. Just wait until you hear about this.
“Anyway,” Jake said. “No, it doesn’t change what I did. And I’ve apologize for that a million times.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but the door came open just then. Max glanced at the two of us nervously, then looked at me.
“Hey, boss,” he said. “Sorry to bug you, but Dylan said I needed to talk to you about this.”
“Sure, what’s up?” I said, trying not to let my annoyance show.
Max nodded toward the stairs behind him. “In the box office. Couple of customers have a gift card I’ve never seen, and no one knows how to run it.”
For God’s sake, does everyone need to talk to me today? “Okay,” I said. “I’ll come take a look at it.” I gestured for Jake to follow me. Downstairs, I left him in the lobby while I handled the situation in the box office. It took a bit longer than I expected, and I secretly hoped he’d get tired of waiting and leave, but when I returned fifteen minutes later, he was still there.
He looked up from sending a text message. “Squared away?”
“Yes,” I said. “Now let’s go finish this.” As I led him back up to the projector room, my phone rang again. Once again, it was Nathan’s ringtone. I chewed the inside of my cheek and considered answering it. He wasn’t one to call repeatedly unless he really needed to reach me, but I had to settle this situation first. I hoped Nathan would understand.
In the projector room once again, I faced Zach. “So, where were we?”
He put up his hands. “Look, you’ve got a lot going on, maybe we should deal with this another day.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” I said. “It’s now or never. I don’t have time for it now, but I’m not going to make time for it any other day.”
He shrugged. “Well, I’ve said everything I came to say. I just wanted you to know what he’s like.”
I smirked. “Yes, and you’re clearly the moral authority when it comes to relationships.”
“Zach, come on, I’ve apologized and-”
My phone beeped with a text message. I tried not to release the string of profanity that was on the tip of my tongue. Fuck, would everyone just give me five goddamned seconds today? Please?
“I should let you go,” Jake said. His tone no longer carried that pitiful woe-is-me bid for sympathy. Instead, some of his usual unrepentant smugness crept in. When I looked at him, his narrowed eyes echoed that irritating smugness.
I eyed him. My desire to dig a little deeper, to find out what exactly I was missing in this conversation, was overwhelmed by my desire to get him out of here so I could call Nathan back.
“Okay,” I said, still regarding him suspiciously. I gestured toward the door. “I guess that’s it, then.”
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s it. That’s all I came to talk about.”
I hesitated, then nodded, and we walked out of the room in silence. All the way down the stairs, I was certain I was missing something. His demeanor had always been tricky to read, but today, he was just…weird.
But I forgot all about it when we stepped out into the sparsely populated lobby and my heart jumped into my throat.
Nathan’s eyes flicked back and forth between Jake and me, his posture and expression both stiffening.
“I’ll see you next time, Zach,” Jake said, loud enough that I was sure Nathan heard him. He clapped my shoulder, keeping his hand there just long enough to cross the line between platonic and not. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”
My jaw dropped, but before I could gather my wits and ask him what the fuck he was talking about, he released my shoulder and brushed past Nathan. The temperature in the room plummeted the instant they exchanged a look. Nathan’s expression was as bitter and angry as Jake’s was smug.
Then Jake was gone. Nathan looked at me, and the room stayed cold.
He glanced over his shoulder at the door through which our ex-boyfriend had disappeared, then looked at me, his brow knitted with confusion and his eyes burning with an unspoken accusation.
Through his teeth, he asked, “Do I even want to know what that was all about?”



Chapter Twenty-five


Avoiding Nathan’s accusing glare, I let out an exasperated sigh. A thousand ways to strangle Jake crossed my mind, but there would be time to think about that later. For now, I had some damage control to perform.
“Come on, let’s go in the office,” I said.
He planted his feet and nodded toward the projector-room door. “Prefer not to return to the scene of the crime?”
Anger rose like bile in my throat, and I wasn’t sure who it was directed toward. Probably both of them now. I swallowed it, trying to stay calm. “Or, we can talk in there.” I opened the door, and made an after you gesture.
Neither of us spoke on the way up the stairs. The projector room was still deserted, as I expected, but seemed strangely emptier with the two of us in it now. There was an arm’s length and miles of distance between us as we faced off, and the silence was an unbearable preamble to whatever this was going to be.
He folded his arms across his chest and gestured at the door through which we’d just walked. “So what was that-”
“Nathan, for God’s sake, you know what he’s like,” I said.
“Yeah, I do,” he said. “That’s why I’m wondering why he was here with you. Specifically, here with you.” He gestured around the room.
I gritted my teeth. He had a right to be concerned. Once bitten, twice shy, after all. Except the one that bit you took off out of the lobby and left me to sort this out. “Do you trust me?”
He shifted his weight. “Should I?”
I rolled my eyes and barely kept myself from groaning with frustration. “Look, Nathan, he’s fucking with us. Trying to play us against each other. What he said on his way out? It didn’t mean a damned thing.”
“Then what was he doing here? What were you two doing in here?”
“Honestly?” I ran a hand through my hair. “The same fucking thing you and I are doing right now-arguing. About us, about you two, about him and me.” Sighing, I shook my head. “The only reason I brought him in here was to keep it out of sight of my customers and my employees. I wanted to do it privately because I didn’t need them to hear it, not because I was hiding anything from you. I mean, I-” I stopped.
“What?”
I glanced at the clock above the projectors. It was only a quarter past four. Nathan wasn’t supposed to meet me until six. Furrowing my brow, I eyed him. “What are you doing here so early?”
He pursed his lips and shoved a hand in his jacket pocket. He pulled out his cell phone and slid it open. “I came early,” he said, quickly pushing a few keys”, because of this.” He handed me the phone.
On the screen was a text message: Don’t believe me? Suit yourself. J.
I scrolled down, anger churning in my gut as a photo appeared on the screen. It was grainy, barely focused, but unmistakable: The Epidauran’s marquee. Though the lettering was difficult to make out, it was obviously the current feature films. The films I had just put up that morning.
“What the fuck?” I muttered.
“Look at the next photo message,” he said.
I did as he asked and my blood ran cold.
Oh, you planned this one, Jake, I thought. You planned every last bit of it, you fucking bastard.
The picture was one of me. I was leaning against the projector-room window, my eyes closed and my jaw set. Jake had taken it from the perfect vantage point, sitting in front of me and pointing up. The look on my face-an expression of frustration, I knew-could easily be misconstrued as a look of arousal.
Cursing under my breath, I thrust Nathan’s phone back to him, hoping he’d take it before my fury sent the damned thing flying across the room.
“So you were the one he was texting the whole fucking time.” I ran a hand through my hair, struggling to keep my temper in check.
“You didn’t answer your phone when I called.” The accusation in his tone set my teeth on edge.
I took a long breath through my nose. Nathan wasn’t the object of my anger; more than before, I understood why he was suspicious. “No, I didn’t, you’re right. I heard my phone go off, but I was trying to get rid of him. If you hadn’t been in the lobby when I came down, I was going to call you as soon as he was gone.”
When I met his eyes, skepticism was written all over his face. I wanted to be pissed that he had the nerve to be suspicious of me, but I didn’t envy the position he was in, trying to decide who, if anyone, to trust. Words were one thing, but Jake had played us perfectly and managed to concoct some incriminating photos to go with it.
“Nathan, that’s the God’s honest truth.” I took and released a breath. “There’s nothing more I can say to make you believe me, but there it is.”
He regarded me silently for a long time, seeming to search my face for something. Maybe confirmation, maybe something to betray the fact that I was lying. Since I wasn’t lying, I knew he’d find nothing to indicate that I was, so I held his gaze without flinching.
Eventually, he dropped his gaze, his shoulders slumping slightly as he leaned against the window, just inches from the place I’d stood when that damned photo was taken.
“What is he trying to do, then?” he asked without looking at me.
“He just can’t stand the thought of the two of us being together,” I said. “I mean, that had to be a blow to his ego. It always stings to see your ex with someone new, but two exes together?”
Nathan laughed softly and his eyes finally met mine again. “I think his ego needed it, quite frankly.”
Some of the tension shook itself out of my shoulders as the hostility between us faded. “Exactly. So I guess I can see why he’d try to play us against each other like that. God forbid we be happy together while he’s still single and miserable.”
“That sounds like Jake,” he muttered.
I pursed my lips. “He said a few other things, too.”
Nathan cocked his head, a silent go on.
I watched my own wringing hands, wondering if I should even go there. I didn’t believe Jake, did I? So why bother? Why bring it up at all? It was bullshit, I was sure of it. At least, I thought I was sure of it. I was pretty sure. Every other word that came out of Jake’s mouth was a lie, so this must have been too.
Nathan cleared his throat, reminding me of the silence between us that I was expected to fill.
Taking a breath, I looked him in the eye. “He told me you cheated first.”
“He what?” Nathan stared at me in disbelief. “He really said that?”
I nodded.
Nathan threw up his hands. “Jesus fucking Christ, he really is a goddamned piece of work.” He muttered something under his breath, then shook his head. “He’ll come up with anything to play us against each other, won’t he?”
“So, what he said about you cheating,” I said. “It’s all bullshit?”
He laughed. “Oh, fuck yeah, of course it-” He stopped and looked at me, lips forming an unspoken oh. Letting out a long breath, he chewed his lip and nodded. “Point taken.”
“So you believe me?”
“Absolutely,” he said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“Well, he did send you pictures.”
Nathan shrugged, then put his arms around me and kissed me lightly. “Yeah, but…” He shook his head. “Fuck, I should have known. He’s always been a manipulative bastard.”
“That he is.” I kissed him again, but the instant our lips met, a slamming door downstairs caught my attention. I quickly stepped back, separating us a second before Dean and Max came into the projector room.
They both halted, eyes darting back and forth between us.
Dean cleared his throat. “Do we, um, should-”
“Let’s go,” I said to Nathan, nodding toward the door. To my employees, I said, “Projector One should be working this time. Break it and-”
“Yeah, yeah,” Max said, waving dismissively. “Break it, and you’ll break us.”
“Exactly.” With that, Nathan and I left, heading down the dark stairs toward the lobby. Just before we reached the door, he stopped me with a hand on my arm.
“I’m sorry I doubted you,” he said, barely whispering.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I would have, too.”
“I still should have known,” he said.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Okay,” he said, lifting my chin with two fingers. “I won’t. What I will do, though…” His lips were almost close enough to taste. “…is make it up to you when you get home tonight.”
I shivered. “Promise?”
“You’d better believe it.”



Chapter Twenty-six


The next morning, while Nathan was in the shower, I went into the kitchen to put the coffee on. I could barely think or see straight enough to do that simple task, but between yawning and rubbing my eyes, I managed. It didn’t help that my cats were doing figure eights around my feet, voicing their demands to be fed right now.
“If you trip me and break my neck, you’re going to starve,” I muttered as I pulled their food out of the cabinet. They ignored my logic and continued squawking while I spent a few minutes searching for the can opener before I realized that these cans didn’t require one.
Cursing to myself, I opened the cans and fed the relentless little beasts. I couldn’t remember the last time I was this tired.
I was exhausted, but last night was worth it. Well worth it. Nathan and I had settled everything in the projector room, then spent all night in my bed making sure we were on the same page. Sleep wasn’t high on the priority list. I knew I’d be paying for it today, but didn’t care at all.
Something beeped and caught my attention. I looked around, trying to figure out where the sound came from. It sounded distant, muffled even, but familiar.
Another beep. This time it sounded like it came from the living room. I wandered in there, craning my neck as I listened for it again. As I did, I picked up some of the clothing scattered between the front door and the bedroom, smiling to myself as the memories gave me pleasant chills.
A shirt slung haphazardly over the back of the couch made me shiver. I was surprised one of us hadn’t ended up bent over that couch.
The lone button on the carpet didn’t surprise me. I couldn’t say whose shirt it was from, but it probably wasn’t the only one that wound up separated from its stitches.
When I picked up a pair of jeans that had almost made it into the bedroom before being discarded, the beep caught my attention again. I dug into the pocket and pulled out my cell phone. Tossing the clothes on the foot of the bed, I flipped my phone open.
Three missed calls. One voice message.
Who the hell called me that late? I glanced at the alarm clock. It was a little past nine. Or that early?
In the instant I pressed the key to show the missed calls, before the LCD screen changed, I knew. I was halfway through muttering “you son of a bitch” when Jake’s number appeared on the screen. He was long since deleted from my contacts, but the all too familiar sequence of numbers may as well have spelled out his name.
I debated listening to the voice message, but really didn’t care to hear what he had to say. However, he was going to hear what I had to say.
The shower stopped. Nathan would be out shortly, so I took the phone into the kitchen and out of earshot before I hit “send” and made what I swore had better be my last contact with Jake.
The phone rang on the other end. Then again. And again.
“Don’t you dare ignore me,” I said through grinding teeth. “You called me, don’t even-”
“’Ello?” He sounded groggy. Disoriented. I hope I woke you up.
“What the fuck do you want?” I said.
“I-what? What is-oh.”
I could almost see him blinking himself awake, then freezing as he figured out who was calling and why.
“Oh, did I wake you up?” I said, laying the sarcasm on as thick as I could. “Terribly sorry. It won’t happen again.”
“Zach, it’s never too early for you to call.” He sounded so smug, the words almost sing-songed across the line. “Did you get my voice message?”
“I got it,” I said. “I didn’t listen to it, though. In fact, I have no intention of listening to it.”
“But, Zach-”
“No, shut up.”
He fell so silent I thought the line had gone dead, but there was just enough movement and faint breathing on the other end to tell me I still had him on the line.
I took a deep breath to bring my temper back under control. “I don’t know why you called, and I don’t care. All I know is that you tried to play Nathan and me against-”
“Hey, I did no such thing,” he said. “All I-”
“Did I not just say ‘shut up’?” I snapped. “I saw the messages and photos you sent him. I saw the way you tried to make it look like you and I had been up to something in the projector room when you left yesterday. If you weren’t trying to play us against each other, then what were you doing?”
He said nothing. For a moment, I thought he’d been stunned into silence, but then he said, “Oh, am I allowed to speak now?”
“Don’t play games, Jake. I know what you were up to. I know-”
“If you know, then why are you asking?”
I mouthed a silent string of profanity into the air. Just stay calm. Don’t let him think he’s getting to you.
“Zach, honestly-”
“I’m really not interested, Jake,” I said. “You have no business-”
“I have no business doing what?” The sudden hostility in his voice surprised and amused me. “And what about the two of you? You two have a lot of nerve fucking each other just to rub it in my face.”
“Are you serious?” I said with a sharp burst of laughter. “You think this is about you?”
“Oh, come on, why wouldn’t it be?” he said. “Why else would the two of you get together?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe we have some common ground.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Me.”
“Get over yourself. You may be the reason we met, but trust me, the only time we ever did a thing to get back at you was the first night.”
“What?” His voice was suddenly almost shrill with fury. “So you admit it, then. You’re fucking him just to fuck with me.”
“The first night, yes,” I said, trying to keep my grin from reaching my voice. “That was all about you, my friend.”
“So it-”
“Every night thereafter has been about us, though,” I said, the humor leaving my tone. “ Me. Nathan. Nothing more, nothing less. You don’t even fit into the equation except when you come sauntering in and try to pull a stunt like you did yesterday.”
“You should be thanking me,” he said. “You don’t know what you’re getting into with him.”
“Oh, please,” I said. “And I suppose you fed him the same line when you tried to convince him that I was still fooling around with you behind his back? Christ, Jake, you did a perfectly fine job of fucking up whatever it was we had. I don’t need you throwing a wrench into this relationship, too.”
“Your relationship?” He sniffed sarcastically. “Right. Is that what you call it?”
“Going by Webster’s definition, yes,” I said. “In fact-” Hands on my hips made me jump. I turned my head and Nathan met my lips with a gentle kiss.
“In fact what?” Jake snapped.
“Look, I don’t have time for this,” I said. Nathan wrapped his arms around my waist and I put my hand over his as he nuzzled my neck. “I really don’t have time for you. That’s why I called.”
“You called to tell me you don’t have time to talk to me?” He snorted.
“I called to tell you that if you show up at my theatre again, I’ll call the cops.”
He snickered and I was sure he was rolling his eyes. “Oh, please, you wouldn’t-”
“Try me,” I growled.
Nathan kissed the side of my neck and whispered, “I’d love to.”
I pressed my lips together to smother a laugh. He kissed me again, then released me and went to the counter to pour himself some coffee.
On the other end of the line, Jake exhaled hard. “Whatever. I didn’t think you were the type, I really didn’t. Going after another man’s ex like that? That’s cold.”
“What? Jesus, who the fuck do you think you are, anyway?” I snarled. “If you had any claim to either of us, you lost it the day you decided to cheat. We’re both done with you, and it’s none of your goddamned business what-or who-we decide to do now.”
“You have no right to-”
“Save it,” I said. “I have every right to date anyone I damn well please without your permission.”
“Not when-”
“Look, you’re the idiot that let him go.” I looked at Nathan, and he smiled at me over his coffee cup as I went on. “And that’s why he’s standing here in my kitchen instead of yours.”
Jake was silent for a moment. Then, “What? He’s there now?”
“Yes,” I said matter-of-factly. “Standing right here in front of me, drinking coffee, after getting out of a shower. Don’t know why he bothered taking one, considering I’m nowhere near done with-”
“Fuck you, Zach.” The line went dead.
I shook my head and put the phone on the counter. “What is that man’s damage, anyway?”
Nathan kissed me lightly. “What did he want?”
I shrugged. “Hell if I know. He left a message that I have no intention of listening to. When I called him back, he started trying to make me feel guilty for having the audacity to get involved with you.”
He clicked his tongue and shook his head, a disapproving look on his face. “Jesus, Zach, you’re such a bastard. Picking up and moving on after he cheated on you.” Another click of his tongue. “How could you?”
I grinned and put my hands on his waist. “It’s not my fault. You’re the one that showed up at my theatre and kissed me like that.”
Obviously trying not to smile, he said, “Kissed you like what?”
“Like this.”



Chapter Twenty-seven


The following night, we left our cars at Nathan’s house and walked to a restaurant a mile or so away. Though the weather was iffy when we left-grey clouds gathering above the city, the telltale smell of rain-we didn’t bother with jackets or umbrellas. This was, after all, Seattle, and a little rain never killed anyone.
When we came out of the restaurant, the pavement was wet, but the rain wasn’t coming down anymore. Still, we were in no hurry. Our fingers loosely intertwined and we talked about whatever came to mind, strolling down the mostly empty street.
About half a mile from his house, he’d asked me about the problems I’d had recently with some employees. I opened my mouth to answer, but a distant rumble cut me off. It was faint, so faint I couldn’t be sure I’d heard it.
I craned my neck in its general direction, then looked at Nathan. “Did you hear that?”
“Yep. Thunder.” He glanced up. “Looks like we might want to head back in.”
Though I nodded in agreement and walked quickly beside him, I secretly wanted to stay out in this as long as possible. I’d never admitted it to a soul, but I found something deeply erotic about thunderstorms. I’d never told anyone because I couldn’t quite explain it. Storms were powerful, primal, and it had long been a fantasy of mine to get caught out in one with someone.
And if the weather cooperated, there was a good chance that just might happen now.
We continued down the sidewalk toward Nathan’s house, but the storm was closing fast. Each time the thunder rolled, it was closer. Louder. Occasionally, I caught a flicker of lightning out of the corner of my eye. As the thunder intensified, the lightning also became harder to ignore, especially as the ozone in the air grew stronger, mixing with the smell of rain, drowning out the usual odors of car exhaust and civilization, giving the city a deserted, otherworldly atmosphere.
Before long, the rain came. First a few drops, just enough to sneak down the back of my neck like cold sweat. Then more, crashing onto the pavement with enough of a roar to nearly drown out the thunder.
Clasping my hand, Nathan quickened his pace, but I pulled him back. I’d waited a long, long time for this opportunity.
He looked at me, puzzled. Water ran from his hair down the sides of his face, and he squinted a little to keep it out of his eyes. A drop disappeared beneath his collar, making both of us shiver. The only thing that could have possibly turned me on any more was to find out if the rain tasted the same on his lips as it did on my own.
He tugged gently on my hand and shouted over the thunder and rain. “We’re only a couple blocks away. We should hurry back.”
“Why rush?” I asked. Before he could respond, I put my free hand on the side of his neck and pulled him into a kiss. His body tensed at first, as if the rain made the kiss impossible to comprehend, but seconds later, the warmth of his hand interrupted the stream of cold water rushing through my hair and down my neck.
The wind picked up a little, snapping against our wet clothes and skin, but my shivers came from somewhere else and had nothing to do with the cold weather. His cologne mingled with ozone and rain and the faint hint of smoke. I pulled him closer, grasping whatever clothes my numb, shaking hands could get hold of.
He broke the kiss and looked at me, but the earlier confusion in his expression was long gone. Streetlights and the occasional flicker of lightning illuminated his eyes. There was still disbelief in his face, but it wasn’t the kind of disbelief that asked, “Why the hell are we doing this?” Without uttering a word, he said, loud and clear, “What the hell was that?”
His lips moved, but his voice was lost in another roll of thunder. Before I could ask him to repeat it, he kissed me again, rain-cooled fingers tangling in my hair and sharp huffs of breath warming my face as we pulled each other closer.
When he broke the kiss this time, his forehead rested against mine, one hand cupping the side of my face, our mouths so close that, with a deep enough breath, I could have drawn him right back to me. His chin came forward, his lips brushing mine once, backing away, then barely touching mine again.
Finally he managed to stay back long enough to speak. “We should get back to the house.” His voice barely rose above the cacophony of rain and the blood pounding in my ears.
Brushing my thumb across his cheekbone, shivering at the cool water running down the back of my arm, I kissed him lightly. With a playful grin, I said, “I don’t know, we could just-” I cut myself off with another kiss, longer this time. “We could-” Yet another kiss. Forget being witty or trying to tease him. We both knew what we both wanted, and we sure as hell couldn’t do it here. The longer we stood here, the longer he kissed me like that, the less likely we were to make it back to his place before one of us dragged the other into an alley again. That had worked that night because all we’d needed was a quickie.
Tonight, a quickie wasn’t even close to what I needed.
We separated again, but I couldn’t speak, especially not with his lips still so close to mine. A single raindrop slid down his face and stopped for a second, suspended in the tiny space between his upper lip and mine, before falling onto the tip of my tongue just before I kissed him again.
“Let’s go,” he murmured against my lips. “Now.”
I nodded and we separated. It was tempting to let just one more kiss linger for just one more minute, but we were too wound up to stop if we started again. We’d already pushed the very limits of my restraint, and God only knew how much control he had left. Judging by the way he closed his eyes and shuddered as his body broke contact with mine, not much.
We exchanged one last look, then continued up the sidewalk with the sky coming down all around us, and I sent up a silent prayer that this storm didn’t let up anytime soon.



Chapter Twenty-eight


By the time we made it back to Nathan’s house, we were both soaked to the skin and horny as hell. We poured ourselves through the door, stumbling over feet and rain-saturated clothes, struggling with buttons and buckles. My fingers were numb, my hands were shaking, and my skin was wet, but I managed to get his shirt unbuttoned enough to pull it over his head.
Shoes and wet clothes littered the floor behind us as we inched toward the stairs. We made half-assed efforts to get our clothes somewhere in the vicinity of the laundry room, but that required going out of our way, taking us farther from the bedroom, and that was simply not an option. Not now.
Rain pounded the roof and thunder shook the windows, the storm getting more violent by the minute. Beneath our feet, the stairs thrummed with every roll of thunder. Flashes of lightning lit up the hallway and the bedroom, reflecting off wet hair and Nathan’s desperate, hungry eyes.
The bed was warm against my skin, but it was nothing compared to the feverish heat of Nathan’s body. Whenever he exhaled against my neck, his cool breath tempered that warmth just as the rain had, but with a brush of his fingertips, the heat returned like a glowing ember flaring back to life.
His sharp breaths cooled, his touch heated, and his presence intoxicated. I couldn’t tell where my arousal from the storm ended and my need for him began.
He rested his weight on his elbow and reached between us. “I don’t know what gave you the idea of kissing like that out there,” he said, closing his fingers around my cock. “But I have never been so fucking turned on in my life.”
“Seemed like-” I damn near whimpered as he stroked and squeezed just hard enough to take my breath away. “Seemed like it would be hot.”
“Oh, it was,” he growled, bending to kiss my neck. “Jesus Christ, it was.” A tremor ran through him, making his hand falter slightly. “Everything we do is fucking hot,” he whispered. “But this…my God, Zach, I’m so…” He nudged his hips against me, his rock-hard cock pressing into my leg. “I can’t tell you how many times I almost lost it while we were still out there.”
I couldn’t tell if the white light flickering at the edges of my vision was lightning, or just the first sparks of an orgasm, or both. All I could do was close my eyes and try to will myself to beg for more.
“Keep…” My eyes rolled back and my back arched. “Don’t stop, don’t fucking stop…”
“Oh, my God,” he whispered, his voice shaking as if he were the one on the brink. “Jesus, Zach, you are…” His voice trailed off and his rhythm faltered again, but I was so far gone, so close to coming, so-
His tongue ran around the head of my cock once, then twice, and I came so hard I thought my entire body had levitated off the bed. I was vaguely aware of my own voice vibrating in my throat, but had no idea what, if anything, I said. Something coherent started to form in my mind, working its way from thought to speech, but then Nathan’s mouth was over mine and I neither knew nor cared what I’d been about to say.
“I have got to fuck you,” he said, the desperation in his voice reverberating through every nerve ending in my body just like the thunder outside. “Please.”
Speech was lost on me, so I simply nodded. Nathan reached-no, lunged-for the nightstand and grabbed a condom out of the drawer. Lightning flashed and a second later, thunder rumbled, but the sound was lost behind my pounding heart.
Nathan sat up and guided his cock to me, pushing in slowly. As he did, he groaned as if already on the edge of an orgasm. Once he was all the way inside me, he shuddered once, pausing to take a deep breath, then withdrew and pushed back in, gaining speed with every stroke.
Each flash of lightning illuminated Nathan’s face for a fleeting second, burning every momentary image into my mind like a still from an old black-and-white film. Flash. His eyes screwed shut and his lips parted as his entire body rose above me with a powerful upstroke. Flash. Grimacing like he was somewhere between pain and pleasure as he thrust a little faster. Flash. Throwing his head back just as he released a roar that drowned out the thunder.
He collapsed over me and his body shuddered against mine as the world seemed to shudder around us.
After a while, he raised his head and kissed me as I ran my fingers through his sweat- and rain-dampened hair.
“I never realized thunder was an aphrodisiac,” he said, slurring slightly.
“Could’ve been a coincidence.” I grinned at him. “Maybe we were just horny as hell and there happened to be a storm.”
A warm breath of laughter rippled across my collarbone. He kissed my neck and said, “Well, there’s only one way to test that theory.”
“Which is?”
“Next time there’s a thunderstorm,” he murmured against my skin, working his way up my neck kiss by kiss. “We go out…” Kissed just below by ear. “…we get caught in it…” He nipped my earlobe. “…and see if this happens again.”
A roll of thunder and the gentle touch of Nathan’s lips made me shiver. “And if it doesn’t?”
“You’ll be there.” He kissed me. “I’ll be there.” Another kiss, longer this time. “Of course it’ll happen.”
When he kissed me again, I knew the storm outside would be over long, long before we were finished tonight.



Chapter Twenty-nine


Thanks to Dylan’s aggressive advertising campaign and a great deal of word of mouth from customers, The Epidauran’s lobby was packed with people on the first day of the Indie Short Festival. The line in front of the box office went down the sidewalk and around the corner. The concession stand could barely keep up.
With one auditorium down thanks to that damned projector, showings sold out even faster. Each showing was a three-hour collection of short independent films with an intermission in the middle, and by the third showing, Dylan and I had to call employees in on their days off to keep up.
“We have got to get that projector up and running,” Dylan said as we watched the crowd clear out after the second matinee showing. “If we’re this slammed on a Friday, then you know Saturday and Sunday are going to be insane.”
I let out a breath. “I know.”
“Think you can fix it?”
“Possibly,” I muttered. “I might be able to pencil it in after turning the water into wine.”
Dylan glared at me. “Be serious.”
“I am being serious,” I said. “That thing is completely fubar.”
He raised an eyebrow. “It’s what?”
“Fubar.” He gave me a blank look and I said, “Fucked up beyond all repair.”
Turning his attention back to the lobby as the last of the crowd funneled out through the glass doors, he scowled and said, “Well, if anyone can fix it, it’s you.”
“It’ll have to wait until after the late showings. Unless you don’t mind me disappearing and leaving you to handle all of this for the rest of the day.”
“If it means having another auditorium open tomorrow,” he said, grimacing as we watched the next flood of customers squeeze in from outside. “I’ll deal with it. Go.”
“You sure?”
“If I need you, I’ll come get you.”
“Dylan, are-”
“Go.” He pointed at the projector-room door.
I shrugged and headed upstairs, secretly glad to be away from the chaos. I was thrilled that we were so busy, selling out showing after showing, but being in the middle of it was exhausting.
In the projector room, I paused, eyeing the stubborn machine that was probably going to be the death of me.
Go ahead, it seemed to say. Just try to make me work.
“Oh, hey, boss,” Max said, scrambling to look busy. He quickly put his feet, which had been resting on the windowsill, on the floor and shoved his comic book out of sight. Clearing his throat, he said, “Gonna try to fix that thing?”
I nodded and pulled my toolbox out from under the table with my foot. “Figured I should get something working up here.” I eyed him, and he gulped nervously, but I let it go. Max was a good kid. He could be lazy, just as most of my employees could, but all it took was one patented Zach Owens Evil Stare and he’d be on his best behavior for a few days. That comic book probably wouldn’t move from its hiding place for a week, until he decided to try to get away with something again.
“So, uh, seems like things are pretty busy this weekend,” he said, craning his neck and watching people file into the center auditorium.
“That’s the idea of a film festival.” I opened my toolbox and seriously considered pulling out a hammer and making sure the projector never caused me any grief again, but eventually settled on actually trying to fix it. Part of me wondered if there was any point to this. As far as I could tell, the thing had gone to the Other Side and wasn’t fixable. But Dylan was right, it was worth a try.
As I reached for a Philips screwdriver, my cell phone vibrated on my belt.
It was a text from Nathan. How’s the festival going?
Better than expected, I wrote back. Probably have to make it four days next year.
Great! A few minutes later, Going to have time to grab something to eat later?
Doubt it. Will probably be concession-stand diving all weekend.
The phone was silent for ten or fifteen minutes. I guessed he was busy with a client or co-worker, and it gave me a chance to make a little headway on the projector. Right about the time I was ready to ask Max for a little help with some percussive maintenance, my phone vibrated again.
Want me to bring something by later?
I pursed my lips and looked at the message for a moment. As much as I wanted him to come by, there just wouldn’t be time for me to stop and eat with him. As it was, we had a hell of a time working in state-mandated breaks for the employees this weekend. I just couldn’t justify taking more than a few minutes away unless it was to fix this projector. Even my sporadic text messages made me feel a bit guilty.
I sighed and typed, Don’t think I’ll have time. Wish I did.
I can drop something off for you. Let me know.
My mouth watered at the very thought of something other than concession-stand crap. That, and if it gave me a chance to see him, even for just a few minutes…
I quickly sent back, I’ll owe you big time if you do.
We made plans for him to come by around seven thirty, and I went to work on the projector. After a great deal of swearing and mentally tallying how much creative budgeting it would take to just buy a new projector, it was as close to fixed as it would ever be.
Gritting my teeth and murmuring prayers to a few different deities, I put my finger on the power switch. Feeling a little like Dr. Frankenstein, hoping the thing would come to life this time, I flipped the switch. To my relief and surprise, it did come to life, clicking and whirring like it was supposed to.
I almost laughed aloud. “No way. No fucking way.”
“Is it working?” Max looked up from the other side of the room.
“I think.” I paused, squinting through the window to see how the picture looked on the screen in the empty auditorium. “I’ll be damned, I think it is.”
“The question is,” Max said, “will it keep working?”
“Shh, don’t jinx it. It’s working now. With any luck, it’ll keep working and we can use it tomorrow.” I watched the screen for a moment longer. “Run it through this film, then play it again. Let me know if it craps out again.”
Max nodded. “Will do.”
With the projector running, I left the room and headed down to the office to let Dylan know that the beast was alive.
“Hey, the-” I paused when he looked up from rifling through some papers. Bank deposits and till summaries, by the looks of it. “What’s all that?”
He shook his head and closed the folder. “Nothing, just crunching some numbers. What’s up?”
I eyed the folder-Dylan didn’t usually bother with the tedium of numbers, particularly when we were this busy-but didn’t question him. “The projector’s working.”
“Oh, thank Christ,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Question is-”
“I have no idea if it’ll keep working.”
He scowled. “It’s definitely time for a new one.”
“It was time for a new one when Reagan was still in office,” I said, chuckling as I dropped into my chair and put my feet up. “We’ll have to figure out the budget, but I think we’ll manage.”
“I hope you’re right,” he grumbled. He shot the folder on his desk a dirty look, then looked at the clock and stood. “Two back-to-back intermissions coming up. Let’s go.”
I groaned and put my feet down. No rest for the wicked, I thought as I followed him out of the office.
As the evening wore on, the swill at the concession stand smelled better and better. Around seven, I realized I hadn’t even remembered to eat lunch.
Then, like an angel of culinary mercy, Nathan showed up with takeout from one of the nearby Thai restaurants.
“Oh, my God, I could kiss you right now,” I said as he walked in with the plastic bag and a couple of drinks.
He grinned. “Please do.”
I gestured for him to follow me. “Let’s go someplace where I don’t have to stay quite so professional, and I will.”
As soon as we were in my office, I made good on my promise. I intended to kiss him only briefly, just enough to flirt a little and maybe wind him up, but then I needed to taste him just a second longer. Then I didn’t want his fingers out of my hair. When I caught myself seriously considering finding a quiet, hidden place in the theatre, I forced myself to pull away. I knew a few such quiet, hidden places, and I couldn’t afford to give in to that temptation on a busy night like this.
Come by on a slow night, Nathan, and I’ll give you the real tour ofThe Epidauran.
“So I assume you like Thai food?” he said, nodding toward the food on the desk.
I snorted. “What kind of cretin do you take me for? I love Thai food.”
He laughed. “Good, because-”
The door flew open. Max leaned in and started to speak, then looked at Nathan. Confusion brought his eyebrows together, then enlightenment raised them. He cleared his throat.
“Hey, uh, boss,” he said. “Need your help in the projector room.”
I groaned. “Tell me it didn’t break again.”
He nodded. “Sorry.”
“Fuck.” I rolled my eyes. To Nathan, I said, “Come on, guess we’re eating in the projector room.”
“Anywhere’s good for me,” he said with a shrug.
“Hey, I thought we weren’t allowed to have food or guests up there,” Max said as Nathan and I followed him out of the office.
“You’re not,” I said. “But when you run the place, you can have anyone and anything you want up there.” He looked over his shoulder and laughed, but I didn’t miss the uncomfortable glance he cast at Nathan. Yes, Max, I’m fucking him. Deal with it. Then it occurred to me that it was a good thing he hadn’t come into the office a few seconds earlier. Though their discomfort with my sexuality annoyed me, this was a business, and I had to stay professional. I thought better of sneaking off with Nathan to a quiet, hidden corner in the future.
Upstairs, I gave the projector the evil eye and decided it would be best to eat something before I tackled its latest issues. Otherwise, judicious application of percussive maintenance might be the least of its problems.
Max left to help in the box office for a little while, so Nathan and I had the room to ourselves for a few minutes. I sat back in a chair and put my feet up while he leaned against the window.
“My God, you’re a life saver,” I said after we’d eaten in silence for a while. “The crap at the concession stand was even starting to sound good.”
He laughed. “That bad, huh?”
“You have no idea.”
He looked out a window into one of the auditoriums, which hummed with the voices of a shifting crowd. The sound slowly diminished in volume, so the showing must have just ended.
“Wow, you guys really are slammed today,” Nathan said.
I laughed. “Did you think I was lying?” I glanced up at him, and the somewhat-sheepish look on his face made my stomach drop. “Nathan, you-”
“I know,” he said, nodding and putting a hand up. “We’ve talked about this.”
I tapped the side of the Styrofoam carton with a chopstick, trying not to let my irritation seep into my voice. “And yet you still don’t trust me.”
He exhaled, looking anywhere but at me. “I told you, these things take time.”
I think you’ve had enough time to figure out I’m not Jake. I wanted to say it, but bit it back instead. Getting caught by an employee in the middle of a heated lover’s spat would be almost as awkward and uncomfortable as being caught in the middle of a kiss. That, and I just didn’t have it in me to argue with him tonight.
I let out a breath and looked at him, gesturing toward the window with my chopsticks. “Well, you’ve seen it for yourself. Busy day here.”
“Yeah, I see that.” He picked at his food for a moment. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I swear to God, I’m not going out of my way to find reasons not to trust you.”
“Well, it’s not like Jake has helped,” I said. “Even since we both split with him.”
“Good point.” He laughed bitterly. Meeting my eyes, he said, “I’m sorry, though. I was out of line.”
“Don’t mention it.”
He sipped his drink and pushed himself off the windowsill. “Well, I should probably let you get back to work. You still coming by tonight?”
I smiled. “You still want me to?”
He grinned and kissed me. “After that kiss in your office, you’re damn right I do.”



Chapter Thirty


“You’re awfully quiet.”
Lying beside me in bed, Nathan turned to me and smiled, but it seemed forced. “Sorry, guess I’m a bit spacey tonight.”
“Anything wrong?”
The smile fell and his gaze shifted to the ceiling again. I rolled onto my side, propping myself up on my elbow. I put my hand on his chest and he put his over mine, clasping it gently. For a long time, everything was still except his heart beating beneath my palm and his thumb running back and forth across the side of my hand.
He ran his free hand through his sweaty, disheveled hair. His sudden shift from playful and horny to this was unsettling. In fact, it was hard to believe this was the same person I’d just slept with. He didn’t seem angry. Whatever it was that had changed, I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. It almost seemed, I realized with a sick feeling in my gut, like regret.
“Nathan?”
He looked at me. “I’m just…” He paused. Sighed. Looked up again. “Just been thinking about all of the bullshit with Jake. And, you know, how we got started.”
The sick feeling turned into a sinking feeling. “What about it?”
He shrugged and started to speak, then stopped. After a moment, he turned to me. “I guess I’m just trying to be realistic about all of this. About us.”
“We can’t change how things got started between us.”
“I know.” He ran the tip of his tongue across his lower lip. “I just keep going back to this whole trust thing. With all the bullshit we keep running into about trust-”
“I trust you.”
He sighed and squeezed my hand gently. “I know you do.” The silence hung between us for a moment, loudly emphasizing what he didn’t say.
I pursed my lips. “I don’t know what else I can do to convince you to do the same.”
“Zach, it goes beyond just you. It even goes beyond Jake.” He closed his eyes and let out a long breath. “The way we met got us off on the wrong foot, but even with that aside, my track record with guys is…” He paused and shook his head. “The one before him was just as bad. Worse, even.”
I chewed the inside of my cheek, then touched his arm. “What happened?”
He closed his eyes again, taking another long, deep breath. “I lived with a guy. Name was Stephen. In law school. We met when we were first-year students, split during our third year.” He was quiet for a moment, his gaze fixed on something, his lips tightening into that familiar almost-a-snarl line. “Fuck, anything you can think of that a guy can do to be an ass, he did it. Treated me like shit. Stole from me. Drank too much. Cheated on and off me.”
“Cheated on and off you?” I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”
He laughed bitterly. “Apparently cheating on me with another guy wasn’t enough. He also used one of my papers to cheat in a class we had together. Damn near got us both thrown out of school, but fortunately, I convinced the dean that I had nothing to do with it.”
“Jesus,” I said. “And you stayed with him for two years because?”
“Same reason I stayed with Jake for four years.” He didn’t sound so angry now. Sad, if anything. “Because I loved him.”
And right now, I hate them both. “I guess love is blind, isn’t it?”
“Or stupid.” He shrugged. “So between Stephen and Jake, my love life has been rather disastrous. In fact, Stephen…” He shifted a little on the bed, as if the conversation made him physically uncomfortable. “That bastard is the reason I prefer to give rather than receive.”
Ice water surged through my veins. “Fuck, is there anything he didn’t do to you?”
“He never forgot my birthday.”
“Oh, what a charmer.”
“So, after all the shit with those two,” he said, “I’m sure you understand why trust and I aren’t very good friends.”
“I’ve understood that from the beginning,” I said, trying to hide my frustration behind sympathy. “I just don’t know how to get us past it.” How the hell was I supposed to compete with the Ghosts of Nathan’s Fucked-Up Past? No matter what I did to prove that I was worthy of his trust, all he heard was the lies of his past.
He trailed his fingers along my shoulder. “Zach, you get where I’m coming from, don’t you?”
I sighed. “Yeah, I do.” I understood, but it didn’t make it any less frustrating. This was the first relationship I’d ever had that didn’t start with at least a basic foundation of trust. Neutrality, at least, the assumption that both parties were innocent until proven guilty.
Before we even knew each other’s names, we’d distrusted each other. We’d started out in a way that couldn’t possibly be conducive to any kind of lasting relationship because this wasn’t supposed to become any kind of lasting relationship. We’d been thrown together by lies, drawn back together by physical attraction, and now teetered precariously because we lacked the one thing no relationship could function without.
I didn’t want to lose him, but I didn’t know how to keep him.
Nathan released a long breath and rubbed his eyes. I wondered if he was thinking the same thing and if he’d come to the same conclusions. It doesn’t matter how great a house is if it’s built on sand. Sooner or later, it’s going to come down. With a sick feeling twisting in my gut, I wasn’t sure if I should try to find a way to put us on solid ground, or just come to terms with the fact that it was a lost cause.
His hand sought mine and clasped it gently, running his thumb alongside my hand.
I swallowed hard. There has to be a way. Looking up at the ceiling, I chewed my lip, trying to think of something. Anything.
A thought crossed my mind that gave me pause. Did I dare? I cast a surreptitious glance at him, watching him stare at the ceiling, his brow knitted together. This could work or it could seriously blow up in my face, if he even agrees to do it.
This was something I’d never even thought to do without having someone’s complete trust, so I questioned the wisdom of even considering it. Then again, maybe the best way to get him to trust me was to convince him to jump in with both feet. To just do it.
Was it worth the risk?
“What’s wrong?” he asked after a long silence.
I sat up, swallowing hard. “You want to trust me, right?”
He exhaled. “I do, I definitely do.”
Leaning away, I reached for the nightstand drawer. “If you want to trust me…” When I came back, I looked at him, watching his eyes widen at the pair of handcuffs hanging from my outstretched hand. “Then trust me.”



Chapter Thirty-one


Nathan’s eyebrows lifted slowly as he eyed the handcuffs in my hand. Then he swallowed hard and his gaze rose to meet mine. Darted back to the cuffs. Back to me.
“Are you-” He glanced at the cuffs again. “Are you serious?”
I shrugged, the subtle movement jarring the handcuffs and making the chain rattle slightly. Nathan shivered.
“It’s your call, but I’m willing to if-” I hesitated. “If you trust me.”
He chewed his lip and neither looked at me nor the cuffs in my hand. My heart pounded. This was a bad idea. What the fuck was I thinking?
“Nathan-”
His eyes suddenly met mine, but the movement didn’t seem to be in response to his name. The way he drew a breath and shifted his posture-losing the uncertain expression in both face and body-struck me as coming from something in his mind. An end to an internal debate, a conclusion drawn.
Moistening his lips, he simply nodded.
“Are you sure?”
Another nod.
“First things first,” I said. “Safe word. You know how that works, right?”
“I say it, everything stops.”
“Exactly. Any ideas?”
He shrugged. “How about just ‘stop’?”
I shook my head. “Has to be something neither of us would use normally during sex at all. Like a color or something.”
Grinning, he said, “I don’t think I’ve ever had cause to say ‘stop’ during sex with you.”
“You know what I mean.” I laughed. “There has to be a big different between ‘stop that’ and ‘stop everything’.”
“Okay, how about…” He thought for a second. “Cigarette?”
I shrugged. “Works for me.” Nervous smoker. Thinking about smoking. Yeah, I’m definitely making him nervous. I cleared my throat. “You sure you’re okay with this?”
“As sure as I’ll ever be.” He gave me a reassuring smile.
I inhaled slowly, hoping he didn’t see my own nervousness. Though he seemed less uncertain now, I couldn’t say the same about myself. Was this really a good idea? I’d never done BDSM unless I was one hundred percent certain that I had the other person’s trust. But in this case, I could think of no other way to gain his trust than to ask for it this way-make him take the leap of faith out of his comfort zone-and not take advantage of it.
Yet I was the one who was nervous. This could blow up in my face so easily, almost too easily. A wrong move. Pushing him too far. Even letting him sense my own worries. This could be five steps forward or ten back.
Do not fuck this up, I warned myself.
“Give me your hand,” I said quietly.
Without even flinching, he did so, extending the arm closest to me. I held his wrist gently, my eyes flicking back and forth between his arm and his face in search of a sign, any sign, that he wasn’t as comfortable with this as he let on, but he gave me nothing. No subtle recoil when I touched him, no goose bumps when the cuffs creaked open, no bob of the Adam’s apple or sweep of the tongue across his lips.
The knot in my gut loosened. Maybe he really is okay with this. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea.
Then the cuff touched his wrist.
Twin shudders rippled up his arm and spine, ending in a sharp intake of breath. He swallowed hard, and his eyebrows jumped as his gaze darted toward the cuff, which was still open. Pressed against his skin, probably colder to him than it was to me, but open.
I looked at him, making no move to bind him until he gave me the go-ahead. “You okay?” I asked.
Warily, he eyed the space between us where hands and metal intersected, the crossroads that seemed to have caught him off guard. It was a simple thing, a thin piece of metal encircling his wrist, but it put him at my mercy. Under my control. For someone as unpleasantly acquainted with trust as Nathan, it was a simple but terrifying thing.
His arm didn’t move. Neither did my hands. I needed him to tell me whether to proceed or back away. I had a feeling he needed me to tell him which way to go. We’d reached an impasse. A stalemate.
His Adam’s apple bobbed again. The unspoken safe word hung in the air, waiting to be said.
I started to speak, but his other hand moved. Slowly, but not hesitantly, he reached across to where our hands were still in suspended animation. His fingers nudged mine away from the open cuff and panic lodged my breath in my throat. Shit, shit, I shouldn’t have-
Metal creaked. Clicked.
I looked down just as he moved his free hand away.
He’d closed the cuff around his own wrist.
Our eyes met briefly. I took a breath and nodded toward his hand, then the headboard. He raised his hand over his head, letting it rest on the pillow. The other cuff clanged against one of the slats. Nathan shivered, but he seemed to try to suppress it. He was nervous, but willing. Uneasy, but still here.
I laced the other cuff between the vertical slats, then brought it around and gestured for him to give me his free hand. With only the slightest hint of reluctance, he obeyed.
I closed the cuff around his wrist, tightening it enough to prevent him from slipping his hand free, but still leaving some room for him to move.
“Is that comfortable?” I asked.
He gulped. “Comfortable isn’t the word I’d use.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah.” He paused, glancing up at the silver shackles around his wrists. With less certainty than before, he added, “It’s fine.”
“Are you sure?”
He nodded. “So, um…” He cleared his throat, probably trying to hide his nerves. “What exactly are you planning to do?”
“Do you trust me?”
He hesitated, straining to look at his bound hands. “Yes.”
I bent to kiss him. “Then don’t worry about it.” I knew it unsettled him, the vulnerability of restraint, but whether he knew it or not, he was more in control than I was. Any control he surrendered, he did so willingly. The more he surrendered, the longer he let me bind him this way, the more he’d understand that I wouldn’t hurt him. If he could grasp that physically, maybe he’d understand it emotionally, too.
Still, I wasn’t in this to completely freak him out. I guided his fingers to the quick release on each side of the handcuffs. “If you want to open them, just push that switch.” I did exactly that, and the cuff fell open. With just that momentary freedom, or simply the knowledge that an easy escape was close by, his entire body relaxed. Even when I fastened the bracelet around his wrist again, only some of the nervous tension returned.
His thumb wandered over the release tab, testing it, though not enough to actually open the cuff. Then his eyes darted toward me. “Isn’t that what the safe word is for?”
“It is,” I said. “But the safe word only works if you say it and I comply with it-” His eyebrows jumped, his body tensing and his thumb pressing a little harder on the release. I quickly added, “Which, of course, I will. But this way…” I nodded toward his hands. “You have a way out that’s within your control.”
At that, he visibly relaxed. He exhaled and laced his fingers together, evidently satisfied that his escape switch was close enough for his comfort. I took that as a good sign.
“Guess you get to be in control this time.” He laughed nervously as I sat up.
“Sort of,” I said.
“Sort of?”
I ran my fingertips down his chest and abs, biting my lip when his muscles quivered at my touch. “Handcuffs or no,” I said, “I’m never completely in control when I’m around you.”
“If you-” He sucked in a breath as my fingers trailed over his hipbone. “If you haven’t been, then you’ve been fooling me.” There as an almost imperceptible lilt in his voice, a nervous sound, as if he was searching for uncertainty in me. Or reassurance that he hadn’t just agreed to surrender control to someone who was on the verge of losing it himself.
I leaned over him and kissed his neck. “Believe me, Nathan,” I growled against his throat. “I’m lucky I can breathe when you’re around.” Kissing my way up to the underside of his jaw, I said, “I haven’t been completely in control since the day you walked into The Epidauran.”
He let out a ragged breath. “So I’m not the only one.”
“Not even close.” I kissed him, then worked my way back down his neck. “And having you like this…” I flicked my tongue across his collarbone, laughing softly when he shivered. “…having you completely at my mercy…” I ran my tongue around his nipple. “…is hotter than you can fucking imagine.”
Another breath and another shiver, but it was different this time. Arousal, not nervousness. Still teasing his nipple with my tongue, I let my hand drift down his side and rest on his hipbone. The tip of my thumb followed the groove between his hip and thigh, running back and forth, barely touching, stopping just shy of his cock every time. His body trembled every time my thumb came close, and he growled with frustration every time it drew away.
I kissed the center of his chest and worked my way down. I moved as slowly as I could, inching down his abs one kiss at a time, giving every tremor time to come and go completely before creating the next.
Metal jingled as his body tensed. His eyes were closed, his lips parted.
“You okay?” I asked, making sure my breath hit his skin just right to make him shake.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” he whispered. He bit his lip and furrowed his brow, eyes still shut tight, and I hesitated to continue.
“Are you-”
“Don’t stop,” he said. “Please, just don’t stop.” That’s when I realized his words were slurred, his ability to speak ebbing with every breath.
I drew a small circle with the tip of my tongue just above his navel, then blew on it, watching the goose bumps appear on his skin.
Metal crunched against the wooden bed frame as Nathan’s entire body tensed. I glanced up, grinning at the sight of his trembling muscles and the cords standing out on his neck. His forearms rippled and, though I couldn’t see them, I guessed his hands were curled into tight fists, pulling the chain against the bed frame. He whimpered softly as my tongue teased his skin, dangerously close to his cock, still refusing to touch him the way I knew he wanted.
“Fuck,” he breathed.
“Am I frustrating you, Nathan?”
“You could say that, yes.”
I laughed and flicked my tongue across his cock. I did it only once, but it was enough to lift his spine off the bed.
“You fucking tease,” he growled. The chain ground against the bed frame, emphasizing his aggravation.
“I could do this all night,” I whispered against his skin. “Touching you…” I closed my fingers around his cock, stroking slowly. “…tasting you…” I ran my tongue along the whole length of his cock, barely keeping myself from coming as a shudder lifted his torso almost completely off the bed. “…teasing you.”
“Torturing me is more like it,” he said through chattering teeth.
I laughed and kissed his skin just to feel it quiver. “I think you’re enjoying it, though.” It was meant to sound playful, but I wanted confirmation. Just to be sure I hadn’t pushed him too far. Though I had done little more than tease him, I was on high alert for any indication, however subtle, that he wasn’t comfortable with this. I’d seen experienced subs suddenly buckle and beg to be released, and those were situations built on foundations a bit more solid than this makeshift effigy of trust.
“Zach?”
His voice brought me out of my tangle of thoughts, and I looked up. He’d raised his head and now watched me.
“You stopped,” he said. He was right. My hand had stopped, and all I’d done was breathe on him.
“I-” I paused. Didn’t want him to think I had doubts. All of this had to be part of my game, or else he’d get nervous. I grinned at him. “Just seeing if you were paying attention.”
He let his head fall back onto the pillow, laughing softly. Without being able to see his face, I couldn’t tell if that laugh was a nervous sound or if he was just wound up.
But it was up to him to tell me if he was nervous or uncomfortable, so I continued, if cautiously.
I stroked his cock, gripping tighter, then barely touching him, then gripping tighter again. He trembled at my touch, groaning every time my fingers tightened around him.
On one of the down strokes, my mouth joined, following my hand almost all the way to the base.
“Oh, fuck,” he groaned. The handcuffs rattled against the headboard, and he cursed again. “Fuck, Zach, that’s…” He trailed off, but he’d said enough to reassure me that he was still very much a willing participant. Frustrated, maybe, but uncoerced.
Abandoning my worries, I focused on what I was doing. Stroking, sucking, slowing down, speeding up. I teased him relentlessly, driven by his moans and pleas, by metal rattling against wood.
He squirmed beneath me, metal grinding against the bed frame as the chain protested his efforts to free his hands. I wasn’t concerned, though. If he wanted to free his hands, he could. I no longer worried that he was nervous. Every sound and tremor came from a place of arousal, not fear.
Then the click of the quick release made my blood run cold.



Chapter Thirty-two


I pushed myself up on my arms as metal clanged against wood. Nathan rose, something unreadable in his eyes as they locked on mine.
My heart pounded. “What’s-”
He kissed me, one hand on the side of my face as the other went to the back of my neck, the dangling cuff cool against my skin as it dragged over my shoulder. There was desperation in his kiss, in the way he held me closer and tighter with each passing second. My mind swam with confusion and panic, but my body responded to his kiss and his touch as if there was no reason for concern.
Barely breathing when his lips released mine, I whispered, “What’s wrong? Why did-”
“Nothing’s wrong.” He kissed me lightly, the fingers on the back of my neck running up into my hair with the cold cuff trailing behind. “Nothing’s wrong except…” He paused, swallowing hard as the pad of his thumb brushed over my cheekbone. “I just needed to touch you.” He kissed me again, drawing me down with him as he sank back to the bed.
After a long moment, he broke the kiss and looked at me, running his fingers through my hair. His gaze shifted back and forth between my eyes and his own hand with the cuff dangling beside my face. For a moment, he seemed to lose focus, looking at something unseen as he ran the tip of his tongue across his lower lip. His brow furrowed slightly as if some thought had crossed his mind, something that required extra concentration.
Just as he had earlier when he’d made the decision to go through with this, he let out a breath and met my eyes, his mind obviously made up about some question I wasn’t aware of. Then, with one hand still on the back of my neck, he reached for the nightstand. The handcuff clanged against the drawer, but it was the sound of foil brushing across foil that made me shiver.
His hand came back with the condom between two fingers, just as I’d expected, but I wasn’t prepared when his eyes-intense, determined, decided-met mine and he held the foil packet out to me.
Just the thought of being inside him made my entire body tremble. I couldn’t breathe. Never in my life had I been this perfectly, painfully turned on, and for a moment, I couldn’t even move because I was sure that if my skin so much as brushed his, I’d come.
I wanted to ask if he was sure, but my mouth went dry. That and the look in his eyes answered any question I might have thought to ask.
I took the condom and tore the wrapper with my teeth. He exhaled hard through parted lips and held my gaze, watching me watch him. When I shifted my weight onto one elbow, reaching between us to put the condom on, he put his hands on my neck and pulled me into a deep kiss.
Putting a condom on without looking wasn’t difficult, but trying to do anything while kissing Nathan was nearly impossible. Without breaking the kiss, he slid a hand between us and helped, rolling it on quickly. But even once it was in place, we didn’t move. Didn’t separate. Didn’t do a damned thing except make out like we couldn’t imagine doing anything else.
Eventually, though, I couldn’t wait any more. After a second, third and fourth attempt to break the kiss, I pushed myself up on my arms and gestured for him to come up with me. He did as I poured some lube into my hand.
“Which way do you prefer?” I asked, surprised my voice wasn’t shaking more than it was.
“Your call.” He grinned into a long kiss. “You’re the one in control.”
“In that case,” I murmured against his lips. “Get on your hands and knees.” He shivered, and I hoped-prayed to any deity I could think of-that it was only anticipation, not dread or regret. The hunger in his next kiss told me my prayers were answered. Then he turned around, just as I’d hoped.
Kneeling behind him, I ran my hands up his sides, just looking at him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Nothing, I’ve just…” Never seen you this way. Christ, you’re beautiful, Nathan. I cleared my throat. “Nothing.” Running my hands over his hips, I whispered again, more to myself this time, “Nothing at all.”
With one hand on the small of his back and the other guiding my own cock to him, I pushed against him. He tensed. Took a breath. Held it. I waited, moving my hand gently across his lower back to keep him aware of me, though somehow I doubted he’d have any difficulty remembering I was there.
When he released his breath, the tension in his back and shoulders seemed to melt away, and only then did I press harder against him.
The room spun around me as my cock slid into him, and I held on to his hips, trying to stay in the present. Even with my fingers digging into his hips, my grasp on reality slipped away, my head getting lighter with each stroke I took.
Then I realized that, overwhelmed as I was, I’d forgotten to breathe. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and the spinning slowed, but didn’t stop. I didn’t expect it to. Being inside him felt too damned good not to make me dizzy.
He tensed, his breath catching as I withdrew.
“You sure you’re okay?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said, barely whispering. “I’m…” His breath caught again as I pushed back in. “Fuck, don’t-” Another gasp.
I stopped. “What? Don’t-”
“Don’t stop,” he growled, leaning back against me to pull me deeper.
Relief flooded through me, as if I’d expected him to call things to a halt. I wouldn’t have hesitated to stop, but he felt so good, so damned good, I didn’t want to stop.
We moved together, my hips mirroring his forward-and-back motions. I let him guide me, allowing him to find the speed that was most comfortable for him, and that speed was well past slow and gentle. Caution and uncertainty fell by the wayside in favor of desperation and hunger. I slammed into him, harder and faster in response to his pleas and growled demands for more. More than once, my body tried to lose control, but I willed myself to keep going. I couldn’t come yet. Please, God, not yet.
My legs burned with fatigue and, when it became too much, I lost speed. I ran my hands up and down his back as I struggled to catch my breath.
“Fuck,” he moaned. “Oh, fuck, you feel so good.”
“So do you,” I said. “I just had to slow down for a minute. My legs were getting tired.”
“Fine by me,” he said. “I like it like this, too.”
Taking longer strokes now, I rested one hand on the bed beside his and wrapped my other arm around his waist. I’d intended to trail my fingertips down his abs, to tease him just a bit before I stroked his cock, but the quivering beneath my touch fascinated me. When I exhaled against his spine, his abs contracted, and when I kissed the back of his shoulder, they relaxed as he released a shuddering breath.
I flattened my palm across his stomach. Instead of moving down, my hand slid up, toward his chest.
His body shifted slightly, and a second later, his hand was over mine, clasping it gently. In our earlier desperation, we hadn’t bothered to take off the cuffs, and they dangled noisily from his wrist, jingling each time we moved, each time he breathed.
Even though we moved slowly, each stroke was nearly too much, threatening to send me into the stratosphere with the electric pulses that rippled up my spine. My need for release bordered on painful, but this couldn’t be over yet. God only knew when-or if-I’d be able to do this with him again, and I intended to feel, savor and memorize every last stroke.
“Oh, God…” The vibration of his voice beneath my hand sent goose bumps all the way up my arm.
“Like that?” I said through clenched teeth, struggling to stay in control.
He took a breath, started to speak, but only moaned. Finally he managed a nod. A shudder worked its way through him. He was close, he had to be.
I freed my hand from his and slid it down his chest, intending to stroke his cock, but he grabbed my hand. He laced his fingers between mine and held our joined hands against his chest. I could only move from the hips now, but this closeness, this intimacy, overwhelmed me more than the violent, powerful thrusts from just minutes before.
Riding him slowly, holding him close this way, I lost myself in him. I completely and utterly lost myself in him. This wasn’t what I’d expected when I suggested pushing our boundaries with a set of handcuffs and some hard-won surrender. I’d only hoped to give him a chance to see that he could trust me, that I wouldn’t hurt him.
But I was the one surrendering to him. The more I held him and moved inside him, the more I realized just how much I wanted this. Not just the sex. This. Him. My eagerness for his trust, I realized, came from some deep, untapped well of emotions that I wasn’t supposed to feel for him.
Wasn’t supposed to, but did.
I wanted his touch.
I wanted his trust.
I wanted him.
This wasn’t supposed to happen, but damn if I’m going to try to stop it.
“Oh, God,” he groaned, a violent tremor shifting his body beneath mine. “Oh, God, Zach, don’t…”
“I won’t stop,” I said, thrusting a little harder. “I won’t stop unless you tell me to.” I kissed the back of his shoulder blade, and the resulting shiver was as much mine as his.
“Don’t stop,” he whispered. “Fuck, don’t stop, don’t stop…” He groaned again, sounding almost on the verge of tears. Pushing himself against me, he said, “Please don’t stop…” His fingers tightened around mine, keeping my hand against his chest.
“Jesus, Nathan, I love the way you feel right now,” I said, trying to keep my teeth from chattering and my voice from cracking. “You’re close, I can feel it, and it’s-” My voice caught. “It’s fucking incredible.”
“Oh…my…God…” The sound vibrated against my hand beside his heartbeat. “Oh, God, Zach, I’m-” He gasped. Shuddered. “Fuck, I’m-” Another shudder, more violent this time. “Holy fuck-”
I didn’t think it was possible for me to be more turned on than I was in that instant, but when Nathan’s hot semen hit my wrist and forearm, I could take no more. With a deep groan that seemed to come from somewhere else, I managed a few last, desperate thrusts before my voice fell to little more than a whimper and I came.
We both sank to the bed, collapsing under our own weight. After catching my breath for a moment, I managed to push myself up on my arms and get rid of the condom before dropping back onto the bed beside him, completely spent.
His eyes were closed and his hand was over them, as if shielding them from a bright light.
“Jesus,” he said.
I reached for his other hand. “I think you can probably take that off now.” Before he could even lift his hand, I hit the quick release and the cuff opened.
“Can’t believe I forgot I was wearing that,” he laughed, rubbing his wrist gingerly.
“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
He turned his wrist, probably checking for welts, then shook his head and put his arm around me. “Nope. Not a mark.”
I just smiled, but said nothing.
After a lengthy silence, he sat up, running a hand through his sweaty hair. “I need a cigarette.”
“You’re not using the safe word now, are you?” I laughed.
“No.” He chuckled, leaning down to kiss me. “No, I never even thought of using it. I just really, really need a fucking cigarette now.”



Chapter Thirty-three


A few days had passed since the night a set of handcuffs brought us closer together, and we found ourselves sitting in silence in his living room. Nathan sat on the couch and I laid across it, my head on his lap and my feet on the armrest. He combed his fingers through my hair, the slow, repetitive motions nearly lulling me to sleep.
It had been a long day for both of us. He’d been in depositions all day. I’d been up to my eyebrows in both people and equipment that refused to work properly. Ah, the American dream, I thought. Working yourself into the ground so you’re too damned tired to do anything else.
His fingers slowed, gradually losing the rhythm that had almost put me to sleep. It wasn’t a deliberate change of pace. If anything, it seemed as though he’d forgotten his fingers were moving at all.
I watched him, but he didn’t notice. His eyes seemed unfocused, fixed on something in the room but not really looking at it. He seemed to be looking right through it, staring at something that was a million miles away, just like the thoughts in which he was lost.
“Hey,” I said. He looked down, blinking once as if trying to bring himself back to the present. I touched his arm gently. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” He held my gaze for a moment, then looked away. “I was just thinking.”
After a moment, I said, “Is that an invitation for me to ask what you were thinking about, or…”
He laughed softly. “That depends. Do you really want to know?”
“Does it include Saturday’s winning lottery numbers?”
Another laugh, this time with a bit more enthusiasm behind it. “Don’t I wish?” Then he paused and looked away, again finding whatever it was he wasn’t looking at earlier. The humor faded from his expression. When he looked down at me again, he ran a single, gentle fingertip down the side of my face. “It does involve you, though.”
My heart jumped into my throat. His affectionate touch reassured me that it wasn’t anything to be alarmed about, but the pair of crevices forming between his eyebrows cancelled out that effect. Swallowing hard, I said, “Go on.”
He chewed his lip for a second. “I’ve been thinking about the other night.”
I didn’t need to ask which night. If it had been on his mind half as much as it had been on mine, he probably still heard the handcuffs rattling just like I did. “What about it?”
Without looking at me, he gave a half shrug. “I’m not really sure, just…” He paused. “Just thinking.”
“Do you regret it?”
His eyes darted downward and met mine. “Regret it? Do-” He shook his head. “Jesus, no.”
I exhaled, trying not to make my relief too apparent. “Neither do I.”
He smiled. “I definitely don’t regret it. I guess it just…”
“Made you think?”
“Obviously.” He laughed halfheartedly, then his face turned more serious again. Trailing his fingertip along my jaw, he said, “I just keep thinking that it should have made me nervous. Or, more nervous than it did, anyway.”
I chewed the inside of my cheek, unsure what to say to that. Fortunately, he went on before I had to think of a response.
“You suggested doing it so I could learn to trust you,” he said quietly. “But I think I already did. I just didn’t know it yet. And that night, everything we did just made me realize it.”
I furrowed my brow. Though this was what I had hoped for, that he would realize there was less distrust between us than he thought, there was a note of hesitation in his voice, as if this revelation unnerved him.
He went on. “As much as we’ve gone around and around about trust, I think I trust you more than I do most people.” He paused. “Maybe more than I should.”
Cold water ran through my veins. “More than you should?”
His fingertips drifted tenderly down the side of my face. “More than I should if this is…” He was quiet and distant for a moment. Then he took a breath. “If this is what it was when we started out.”
My heart pounded. “A rebound thing?”
He nodded. “Especially given how this rebound thing got started.”
I swallowed. “Maybe it started out that way, but maybe it isn’t meant to stay that way.”
“Shouldn’t it, though?” He cleared his throat. “Shouldn’t it stay that way?”
Sitting up, I bit my lip and thought for a moment. “I probably shouldn’t have offered to buy you a beer the night we met, but I can’t change the past, and…” I hesitated. “I don’t think I can change the future, either.”
“What do you mean?”
“Whether we should or not,” I said. “We are. And unless one of us walks out right now, we will.” Leaning closer, I slid my hand around to the back of his neck, not sure if I just wanted to touch him, if I wanted to reassure him, or if I was silently pleading with him to stay.
We looked at each other in silence. Blood pounded in my ears, and my stomach turned with uncertainty. This was a crossroads. A point of no return. Now or never. Stay or go.
I wasn’t going to walk out. I couldn’t be sure if he would. I hoped to God he didn’t.
The next move is yours, Nathan.
He took the kind of deep, deliberate breath that suggested he was steeling himself against something. Preparing to say or do something, to take a step in one direction or another. I couldn’t predict which way he would go, only that he was about to do something.
When he released that breath, the air rushed past my face and I realized he’d moved a little closer.
His gaze shifted down and momentary panic swept through me as I expected him to back away, but when his eyes came back up, so did his hands. First one, then the other, touching my face and drawing me closer.
Looking at me, he hesitated. No, that wasn’t right. His pause was neither uncertainty nor hesitation.
If the half-grin and the look in his eyes-somewhere between lust and reverence-were to be believed, he was stopping on purpose. Enjoying the moment. Savoring it.
One hand went from my face to the back of my neck. My arms wrapped around him as if they had a mind of their own, and we came together in the gentlest, most passionate kiss I’d ever experienced.
It wasn’t our first kiss, not by a long shot, but it may as well have been. The gentleness, the tenderness, the intimacy. This was uncharted territory. This was a degree of “us” we’d never before encountered.
That was the moment I realized I was in love with him. It didn’t matter how we got here, only that we were here, and I was undeniably, unabashedly and unflinchingly in love with Nathan Forrester.
He broke the kiss and looked in my eyes. His thumb brushed over my cheekbone, and my own hand mirrored that motion on his face. Neither of us spoke, but a million things ran through my mind, every last one of them halting right at the tip of my tongue.
I had no doubt that I loved him. It made perfect sense. In fact, I couldn’t comprehend that there was ever a time when I wasn’t in love with him. But knowing it was a far cry from saying it.
He kissed me again, then said, “So where do we go from here?”
Anywhere, as long as you’re there. “I was wondering the same thing.”
Running his fingers through my hair, he kissed me gently. “There’s always the bedroom.”
I don’t want this to be over yet. “Or…” I traced the edge of his goatee with my fingertips. “We could stay here.”
He smiled. “There’s more room to move in the bedroom.”
“Who says we need to move?”
“We don’t need to,” he said. “But if you want to…”
“I don’t,” I said, letting my fingers disappear into his hair as I pulled him closer. “Not unless you do.”
“In that case…” His upper lip touched mine. “I’m not going anywhere.”



Chapter Thirty-four


The clock on the wall above the office door moved as slowly as it always did, but I willed myself to be patient.
Since the night Nathan and I brought out the handcuffs, things had changed between us. The sex was hotter. The nights were longer. The stress of constantly trying to prove myself trustworthy was gone. Just the thought of seeing him again tonight-even though it had only been a few hours since he’d left my apartment to go to work-made me almost giddy.
As the evening wound down, I tried to ignore the clock, since it seemed to be slowing down with each passing minute. Soon. I’d be with Nathan soon.
“Someone’s been in a good mood today,” Dylan said as he walked into the office and dumped some folders on his desk.
I shrugged, not bothering to try to hide the smile. “I’m allowed a good mood once in a while, aren’t I?”
He laughed over the rim of his coffee cup. “The underlings will thank you for it.”
“Hmm, maybe I should go on the warpath just to keep them on their toes.” I laughed.
“Anything to keep them honest,” he said, but there was decidedly less humor in his voice this time.
I cleared my throat, my own humor fading. “Keep them honest?”
He muttered something I couldn’t quite hear.
“Dylan?”
Looking me in the eye, he sighed. “I think we’ve got a thief among us.”
My blood turned cold. “Oh, really?”
He nodded. “Discrepancies in the tills the last few days.”
“How much are we talking about?” No, good mood, come back. Don’t go, don’t-
“Added up over the last two weeks,” he said, looking at me over the top of his glasses. “Almost three hundred.”
“What!” I sat up so fast I kicked a cup of pens off my desk. Pens and cup clattered onto the floor, but I didn’t pay attention to them. “Dylan, how long have you known about this?”
He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Morgan brought it to my attention the first day it happened. Then it-”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I said, red-hot anger filling in for my good mood, which had vacated the premises. “You’ve known about this for two weeks?”
“I’ve been trying to figure out who’s doing it,” he said. “But hell if I can.”
“Fuck,” I said. “You could have told me.”
“I thought I could chase them down myself, but-” He shrugged again. “Evidently not.”
I let out a breath. No sense arguing about things that couldn’t be changed. “So what have you found out?”
The more he explained, the worse the situation got. By the time he’d told me everything, the only thing that was clear was that there was a thief on our payroll, but it was nearly impossible to figure out who.
And with three hundred dollars-and counting-missing, we needed to figure out who it was as soon as possible.
“Looks like it’s going to be a long night,” I said, eyeing the information Dylan had compiled in his search for the thief.
“The money won’t magically appear if we figure it out tonight,” Dylan said. “Might as well get some sleep, then work on it.”
“Go ahead,” I said, flipping through copies of bank deposits, time cards and till summaries. “I’ll stay.”
“I thought you had plans tonight?”
My stomach twisted into a knot of fury and disappointment. “Yeah, I do. But this has to be done. Now.” Whoever you are, you thieving little fucker, you’re stealing money and you’re keeping me from getting laid. When I figure out who you are…
“Zach, you might as well do it tomorrow.”
“Right. Tomorrow.” I spread the folder across my desk and leaned down to pick up the pens I’d knocked over minutes before. “Between trying to keep everyone and everything working. Might as well do it now before anything else goes missing.” I unclipped my phone from my belt.
“You’re not calling the cops, are you?” Dylan asked.
I laughed as I hit speed-dial. “For three hundred? Please. No, I’m just-” I stopped when Nathan’s voicemail picked up. When the recording finished, I said, “Hey, it’s me. I got hung up at the theatre. It looks like this could take a few hours, but I’ll let you know when I leave. Let me know if you want to get together tomorrow night instead.”
After I’d hung up, I tossed my phone on the desk and looked at the papers in front of me.
The deeper we dug into the time cards and till summaries from the last two weeks, the more confused and frustrated I became. No one employee was on the clock on every single shift when money was missing. All of the till summaries and deposit slips were double-counted, initialed by two employees, and there was no pattern that I could see.
My phone rang as I pored over the time cards for the seven hundredth time. I knew from the ringtone that it was Nathan, but didn’t answer it. He was probably just calling to let me know whether or not he still wanted me to come over after work, so he’d leave a message. As much as I hated blowing him off, I didn’t want to lose my concentration as I sorted through this mess. The more I focused, the sooner I’d finish, and the sooner I could be with him.
The answer was here. Somewhere amidst all these names and numbers, something would tell me where the missing money had gone. We’d had thieves before. I knew the signs. It was in here somewhere, and I needed every bit of my concentration to find it.
As the evening wore on, guilt tugged at my gut even as I continued scouring paperwork. I really needed to call him back. I felt bad for ignoring him, no matter how irritated I was with this situation, so-
Something on a time card caught my eye, and a light suddenly came on in my head. I read it over a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. I wasn’t.
“I’ll be damned,” I said.
Dylan looked up. “What? Did you find something?”
“Sneaky little shits,” I muttered. “Check this out.” I pulled out a time card and a till summary. The time card was for Lisa, one of the full-time employees, and her signature was on the till summary and deposit slip.
“You think it was Lisa?” he asked, stunned.
I shook my head and pointed to a correction on her time card. “She went home sick that day. On her next shift, she came to me and said she’d forgotten to clock out, so I took care of it for her.”
“Then how did she sign the deposit and summary?”
“She didn’t,” I said. “I have a feeling whoever did it put her signature on it.”
“Wouldn’t they have known she was gone for the night?”
“Not if the person who forged her signature was on the morning crew.” I looked over the schedules and signatures again. “And I think that’s our pattern.” I pointed to the schedule. “Dean and Max are the only ones on the schedule every single day that money was missing, but they weren’t always on the same shift.”
“And one of them was always closing the till and doing the deposit,” Dylan said. “You little bastards…”
We went over the papers a few more times to make sure we were right about the pattern. By the time we were done, there was no mistaking. Upon closer inspection, the forged signatures were so obvious I couldn’t believe we’d missed them. We had our thieves, and tomorrow we would be down two employees.
Satisfied that the problem was resolved, I gathered my jacket and cell phone and headed for the door. We locked up, set the alarm and stepped out into the night.
On my way out, I flipped my phone open and had my thumb on the speed-dial when I looked up and stopped in my tracks.
“Nathan,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
He smiled, but it seemed forced. Very forced. He shrugged and said, “Just didn’t want to wait to see you.” There was an edge to his voice. Something spoken, but unspoken. A subtext I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
“Have you been waiting long?” I asked.
Another shrug. “Not long. I figured you’d be getting out soon.”
I put my hands on his waist and kissed him lightly. For reasons I didn’t quite understand, I expected him to pull away from me, but he didn’t. He wasn’t terribly receptive to me, but he didn’t pull away.
“You okay?” I asked as I released him.
He nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He smiled, but it still seemed forced.
An uncomfortable silence lingered before I finally said, “So, should we get out of here?”
Something loosened in his shoulders and his expression seemed more genuine. “My place?”
“Sounds good. I drove in today, so I’ll follow you.”



Chapter Thirty-five


On the way to Nathan’s house, my stomach twisted into nervous knots. I replayed our conversation outside the theatre. Something wasn’t right. Something didn’t add up. Just like when I scoured the time cards and till summaries in the office, I knew the answer was right there in front of me, I just couldn’t see it for some reason.
He said he was there because he wanted to see me. Because he didn’t want to wait until I got to his place. He’d smiled when he said it, but something in his eyes suggested that there was more to it. Something he wasn’t saying.
And in spite of his insistence that he was there because he couldn’t wait to see me, he didn’t seem all that thrilled when he did see me.
The epiphany came to me so suddenly I jumped, my foot very nearly hitting the brake by accident.
The desire to see me sooner than later hadn’t driven him to The Epidauran that night.
It was suspicion.
“You son of a bitch,” I muttered, glaring at his taillights as we continued up the street toward his house. For all I’d done to convince him that I was faithful, for as much as I thought we’d put those damned trust issues behind us, he’d come to check up on me.
To catch me in the act.
Nathan pulled into his garage and I parked outside. Part of me wanted to call him out right then and there in the driveway, but I didn’t. We were going to discuss this. I just didn’t know how I should bring it up. Calmly ask about it? Let him have it?
At least take it inside. Don’t make a scene out here. I managed to avoid slamming the car door, then, grinding my teeth so hard they hurt, followed him into the house. Maybe feel him out, figure out what kind of mood he’s in, then bring it up. I chewed the inside of my cheek, knowing full well I was just making excuses to myself to avoid confrontation.
In the kitchen, he put his arm around my waist, but I recoiled, stepping out of his grasp.
He stared at me, stunned. “What the-”
“Why were you there tonight?” I growled.
His lips parted in surprise. “I, I told you,” he said. “I wanted to see you.”
“I gathered that,” I said. “But I’m wondering if that’s the whole story.”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Were you there because you wanted to see me?” I asked. “Or because you wanted to see if I was telling the truth about why I bailed on you tonight?”
He set his jaw, leaning against the kitchen counter and folding his arms across his chest. “Now who’s the suspicious one?”
“Tell me I’m wrong.”
“You are,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “And for as much as you’ve complained about me not trusting-”
“If you’re coming by the theatre to make sure I’m telling the truth, I think that-”
“I just told you I wasn’t doing that.”
“Then why did you look so fucking pissed off when I came out tonight?” I snarled.
“I-” He stopped, his breath catching.
“Did you think I was lying to you?” I asked, not sure if I was more hurt or angry.
He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, you weren’t answering your phone, you-”
“I was working.”
He glared at me. “That’s never stopped you from picking up before.”
“I called to tell you I’d be working late, didn’t I?”
“Funny,” he said. “Jake always did, too.”
My blood turned to ice. “So you did come down to see if I was lying.” It wasn’t a question.
“What did you expect me to do?”
“Oh, gee, let me think about this,” I snapped. “I don’t know, maybe…trust me? For once?”
“So I’m supposed to just ignore the things that seem suspiciously similar to things he did?”
“Are you accusing me of being like him?” My temper boiled just beneath the surface and it took everything I had to keep it in check. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, Nathan, but he didn’t just cheat on you, he cheated with you.”
“So since you’ve been through it, too, you of all people have got to understand why I’m so fucking paranoid about it.”
“Nathan, I wouldn’t cheat on you,” I said, my voice wavering. “And I wouldn’t lie to you. We’ve been through this. I have a business to run. Long hours happen, no matter how much of a cheating bastard our ex was.” I shrugged apologetically. “It can’t be helped.”
He was silent, looking at me but not speaking. I wasn’t sure if he was contemplating his next move or waiting for me to continue.
I searched his eyes for…something. Anything. Just as I did every fucking time we argued, when I’d defended myself and done everything I could to convince him that he could trust me. And yet wasn’t I the one who’d had reason to call his trust into question tonight?
But there I was, defending myself. Again. As always.
Even after I thought we’d come a long, long way the other night. I thought things had changed. But still he didn’t trust me, and once again I’d gone from the accuser to the accused.
I let out a breath and dropped my gaze, grinding my teeth as anger swelled in my chest. I’d been patient. I’d bent over backward to prove to him that I was trustworthy, even though I’d never given him a reason to doubt me in the first place.
But now I was tired.
Tired of fighting.
Tired of being on trial.
In fact, I was exhausted, and in that moment, I realized that this wasn’t how a relationship should be. I loved him more than I could even tell him, but I couldn’t make him trust me, and after trying to do just that for all this time, I was fucking exhausted.
I shook my head. “I can’t do this.”
Nathan blinked. “What?”
“This.”
“This? What do you mean?”
I gestured at him, then myself. “All of it. Us. This fighting, this-” I shrugged, shaking my head again. “I’ve done everything I can, but you refuse to trust me. I don’t know what you want from me, Nathan.”
Something straightened his posture, his shoulders tensing and eyebrows lifting as if in alarm. “Zach, what are-”
“You don’t trust me,” I said. “And I can’t make you.”
“You know I-”
I put a hand up. “We’ve been through this. We’ve been through this too many goddamned times.” I let out a long breath. “I’ve apologized for what happened with Jake even though I was as much a victim as you. I can’t make you trust me, but I can’t stay in this relationship if it’s nothing more than one long apology for a crime I didn’t commit.”
“That isn’t true. It’s not, you’re not.” He paused, shaking his head as if to clear his thoughts. “It’s not like that.”
“Then what is it like?” I shifted my weight. “You waited outside the theatre tonight. Why? Because you wanted to see me, or because you wanted to see who I was with? See if I was even there?”
He dropped his gaze, swallowing hard. For a long moment, he was silent, chewing his lip. A lump rose in my throat even as anger swelled in my chest. I wanted this to work, but I couldn’t keep giving, giving, giving, if he wouldn’t take it from me, and I hated him then for not taking it.
As much as it hurt, I had to walk away from this. I’d given him everything I had, and there was nothing left for me.
I picked up my jacket. “I’m sorry, I-” I stopped myself. “I don’t even know what I’m apologizing for this time.”
“Zach, wait.” He touched my arm. Didn’t grab it, didn’t try to hold on to me, just touched me. Trying to bridge a divide that wasn’t going to get any narrower.
“I have waited.” The ice in my voice hid the ache in my throat. “And I’m done. If you don’t trust me, there’s no reason for me to stay.” I swallowed hard. “What was it you said the night we met? That possession is nine-tenths of the law?”
“Yeah,” he said, running a hand through his hair and staring at the floor between us. “Yeah, I did. Why?”
“I’ve given you that much. And more.” I willed my voice not to crack. In spite of the cold façade I showed him, this hurt more than anything had ever hurt before. “But you won’t give anything in return. If possession is nine-tenths of the law, then I have the same thing I had that night.” I shrugged enough to pull my arm away from his hand. “Nothing.”
“That’s not true,” he said quickly. “You know it’s not true.”
“No, I don’t know that.” I took a step back, separating us a little more. “I don’t know if you’re still angry because of what happened with Jake, or if you still want him or-”
“I do not want him,” he said, his voice sharp.
“Then what do you want?”
“I want you.” The sharpness left his voice and he was closer to pleading now. “Don’t go.”
“What reason do I have to stay?” I said. “Time and time again, we go through this same bullshit and I…” I shook my head again. “I just can’t. I don’t want to own you, but I need a bit more than a tenth.”
“You have more than that,” he said quickly.
“Do I?” I said through my teeth.
He took a breath. Swallowed hard. “Please…”
I shook my head and took another step. Now I was closer to the door than I was to him. I had to go. If I didn’t leave soon-now-he might convince me to stay. This had to end before I lost the will to end it.
“Zach,” he said, his voice cracking with what I assumed to be desperation. “Please, stay. Let’s talk. Please…”
“No.” I put my hand on the doorknob. Something in his eyes, in the sharp upward flick of his eyebrows, bade me to continue, but it was all I could say. Maybe it was cold and callous, but so be it. There was nothing more I could say without either hurting him more than I already had, or giving him more opportunity to beg me to stay. And stay I would if he pleaded enough, so the less that was said, the better.
“Don’t go,” he said in a hoarse whisper. I wondered if his voice was as close to cracking as mine. “You’re the one I want, not him.”
“You want me?” I didn’t want the anger to seep into my voice, but it was either that or let him know how close I was to tears. Anger won. “You say you want me, but I can’t figure out how else to show you that you have me. I give you every reason to believe you can trust me, and you don’t. I’ve given you every bit of myself, and the only things I’ve ever wanted in return are your trust and-” I stopped myself. If I went there, if I told him that all I wanted was his love, I’d fall apart.
“Zach-”
I put my hand up. “I’ve given you everything I can think to give, done everything I can think to do, and you won’t take it.” I swallowed hard, willing my composure not to fail me now. “I’m tired of holding on, so what else can I do but let go?” I opened the door, looked at him one last time and said the words I was tired of saying but seemed to be the only thing I could muster just then:
“I’m sorry, Nathan.”
He started to speak, but the click of the closing door cut off the sound. My knees threatened to give out as I headed down the porch steps, and I murmured a prayer over the sound of my thundering heart that the door didn’t open again. I’d walked away from him. I didn’t know if I could do it again.
The door didn’t open. I made it to my car, breathing a sigh of relief even as my throat ached with emotion.
I turned on the car, backed out of the driveway, and it was over.



Chapter Thirty-six


At the theatre the next day, I barely spoke to anyone. Rarely left the office unless I absolutely had to. Didn’t bother making my usual rounds. Just generally didn’t give a shit. I couldn’t even muster the energy to put my feet up on my desk as I always did.
Dylan gave up trying to shoot the breeze with me, and our employees avoided me like the plague. I hadn’t snapped at anyone, but they must have sensed the change in my demeanor. Even some of the less perceptive employees got the message quickly enough and got out of the office as fast as they could.
I wasn’t usually one to let my personal life interfere with my professionalism, but everyone has their breaking point. Like anyone else, I had been known to buckle when the weight on my shoulders became too much.
Ironically, I couldn’t really describe it as a weight on my shoulders. If anything, it was a weight off my shoulders, and that realization just made it hurt more. Knowing that I was better off without Nathan didn’t make it any easier to let him go.
I loved him, but love doesn’t do anyone a damned bit of good without trust, so I had to take my leave. It was the right thing to do. It was the only thing to do. It was a relief.
But damn if didn’t hurt like hell.
The day crawled by, but was mercifully uneventful. Dylan took care of firing our resident thieves. He handled it partly because I’d fired the last person, and partly because he knew I simply lacked the energy to even engage an employee in a stern conversation, let alone terminate them.
The cursed projector managed to keep the reels turning all day without a problem, and for that I was especially grateful. Not only did I doubt my ability to concentrate enough to fix it, but doing so meant going into that room. For the first time, I regretted fooling around with Nathan in there, and wondered how long it would be before I could go into the projector room and ignore his ghost.
After the last showing cleared out and the theatre was cleaned and ready for the next day, everyone clocked out and left. I stayed behind, reconciling some ticket-sales figures in the box office. It could wait until tomorrow, but it gave me an excuse not to go back to my empty apartment just yet.
Someone knocked on the glass, and I glared at them through the opaque shade.
“What part of ‘closed’ don’t you people understand?” I muttered, keeping my voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry past the window. I shook my head and focused on the papers in front of me, ignoring a second and third knock on the glass. They’d get the message sooner or-
Clip-clap.
The metallic sound sent a shiver down my spine and my head snapped up. I stared at the drawn shade as if I expected to suddenly gain X-ray vision and see right through it. But I didn’t need to see through it.
Like the match being struck on the stage at Epidaurus, the sound of that Zippo lighter took my breath away. Never had a sound so small echoed so loudly through my consciousness. In my mind’s eye, the flame flickered to life, and something deep inside me did the same.
Clap.
With my heart in my throat, I reached for the pull on the window shade. I opened the shade and couldn’t breathe when sight confirmed what all my other senses already knew.
Nathan.
His back was to me, but he must have heard the shade, because he turned around, the cigarette stopping just inches from his parted lips. Our eyes met through the glass and the silver glow of the streetlights. His Adam’s apple bobbed once, then he took a drag off the cigarette and watched me through the thin stream of smoke he exhaled.
I pointed toward the door beside the box office and stood, giving him a give me a second gesture before I stepped out of his sight. As I shut the box office behind me, I leaned against it for a moment, eyeing the door I’d indicated to Nathan, trying to decide just why my heart pounded so fucking hard.
Part of me wanted to be relieved and thrilled to see him.
Part of me wanted to hate him for showing up after I’d left.
I don’t want to see you again. Thank God you’re here.
And why? Why was he here?
“Only one way to find out,” I said aloud. Taking a deep breath, I went to the door and turned the lock.
He dropped his cigarette on the sidewalk and crushed it with the toe of his shoe, kicking it into the street before following me into the theatre. I locked the door and faced him. Standing just a few feet apart, we looked at each other in silence.
Aside from the faint glow from the box office and the cool fluorescent lights behind the concession stand, the lobby was dark. The only sound was the buzz of the refrigerators behind the counter.
The tiny lobby suddenly seemed huge, the empty space around us practically begging me to step away, to widen the narrow void between us. But I didn’t move.
“Nathan,” I said, saying his name as if it somehow made this situation more unnervingly real than it already was. A faint echo carried my voice into the shadows and the room was again silent except for the buzzing refrigerators.
He shifted his weight. “Got a few minutes?”
Get the fuck out of here. I wet my lips. For you, I have all the time in the world. “Yeah. Yeah, I have a few.”
“Listen, I-” He paused, shifting once more and taking a deep breath, furrowing his brow as if rethinking his approach at the last possible second. Then he released his breath and looked me in the eye. “I came to apologize.”
Time seemed to stand still. Confusion made it almost impossible to breathe as I tried to gauge how I should react.
I wanted to lash out. Oh, Nathan, we are long past anything an apology can repair. I wanted to reach out. You don’t have the faintest clue how much I love you, do you? I wanted him to get out. I’m better off without you, no matter how much it hurts.
I kept my expression neutral, which didn’t take a lot of effort. My emotions contradicted each other so dramatically they cancelled each other out, leaving me feeling something close to nothing.
Time rolled forward again as I finally managed to draw a breath. I cleared my throat. “Okay…”
“You were right about why I was here last night,” he said.
I tightened my jaw. “So you-”
“Let me finish,” he said quietly. “You were right. You were absolutely right. I should have trusted you, and I didn’t. Not as much as I should have.” He swallowed hard. “Zach, I’m sorry. I never should have doubted you as much as I have. You’ve never given me any reason not to trust you.” Closing his eyes for a moment, he took a long breath in through his nose. “The truth is…” He paused, chewing his lip and staring at the floor between us.
“What?”
Squaring his shoulders, he looked me in the eye. “The truth is that I do trust you,” he said. “I trust you more than I have anyone else. Ever. I have from the beginning, and that scared me. I guess I was…” He paused, then sighed. “It scared me. It fucking scared me. So all this time, I guess I was trying to find a reason not to trust you like this.”
“That doesn’t make sense.” The words came out sharper than I intended. Gentler this time, I said, “Nathan, why would you want to distrust me?”
He held my gaze, though it seemed to take a great deal of effort. “Because it was safer that way.”
“Safer? How-” I stopped when the penny dropped in my mind. I understood. If he didn’t trust me, then he’d be vindicated when I eventually betrayed him.
What he didn’t give me, I couldn’t break.
I took a breath. “You know I wouldn’t hurt you.”
He nodded, exhaling slowly and looking anywhere but directly at me. I was surprised he hadn’t needed another cigarette. At this rate, I was tempted to have one. Or maybe he did need one, but wanted to settle this before either of us left this room.
Running a shaking hand through his hair, he said, “I know that, and I’ve known it all along.” When he looked at me this time, it was hard to tell in the low light of the lobby, but I was almost certain there were tears in his eyes. “I can’t even begin to apologize enough, and I don’t know how I can convince you that this is the God’s honest truth.”
For a moment, he was silent, probably waiting to see if I’d respond. I wanted to, but I didn’t know how. At this point, I was lucky I still remembered how to breathe.
After a long silence, he must have assumed I couldn’t-or wouldn’t-reply, and continued.
“I’ve been holding back from the beginning,” he said. “You put more into this than I ever had any business asking for, even when you weren’t getting a damned thing in return. It shouldn’t have been like that.” He stepped toward me. “It shouldn’t be like that.”
My heart pounded, blood thundering in my ears. He’d moved us into the present tense, brought us back out of the past and into the now. Of course I’d expected him to suggest getting back together, but now it was out there. Subtle or not, it was there. Spoken. Brought to life.
He came a little closer. The distance between us shrank, pulling the air out of my lungs.
“Zach, say something,” he whispered. “Give me-” He caught himself, cursing under his breath and looking away for a moment. When he met my eyes again, he said, “I don’t know what else to say.”
And I didn’t know either. “Maybe,” I said quietly, “there’s nothing left to say.”
His eyes widened and his lips parted. “Wait, please-” But he stopped when I took a step toward him.
“Maybe,” I said. “We’ve said everything we need to say.” Slowly, cautiously, watching him as I did, I reached across the chasm between us and touched his hand.
He held his breath and I held mine, the universe coming to a complete halt as our hands made contact. He watched his fingers wrap around mine. A silent, breathless eternity passed before I convinced my own fingers to respond. They laced between his and closed, completing this subtle reconnection.
Then he looked at me, and we both smiled. He touched my face gently, drawing me closer with only his fingertips. The warmth of his breath on my skin made me shiver, and it was only then that I caught the vague hint of mint. Probably gum he’d chewed on the way down the sidewalk. The cigarette he’d had outside must have been an afterthought, a last-ditch effort to settle his nerves, even if it diminished the effect of the mint.
But still, the mint was there. He may not have known he was going to kiss me, but he’d hoped to.
And now that he was so close I could almost taste him, I realized I’d hoped, from the second his Zippo lighter had broken the silence earlier, that he’d kiss me.
“Zach, I need to give you something,” he said, drawing me still closer. “Something I should have given you a long time ago.”
Our lips were nearly touching, but I managed to say, “And that is?”
Just before he kissed me, he whispered:
“Everything.”
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