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For the founding member of Cross BonesLia Booke.
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Chapter One



Cradling the receiver, I groaned. Another meaningless phone call from another staff member in another department calling the wrong desk about a problem I couldnt help them with.

Someone cleared his throat on the other side of the counter. Excuse me?

Throwing Just leave your books there and Ill see to them, his way, my breath caught for an instant as I looked up. For a moment I believed Id been accosted by a diabolical visitation rather than a patron.

I wonder if you could help me. He slipped off his shades. Unusual to see someone wear shades indoors, and if the glass, mirrors, and white-tiled floors of the librarys reception area didnt gleam so much, Id have thought he was a pretentious jackhole.

What I was supposed to make of the narrowest of black lines on his lower lids I didnt know, but evidently the kind of someone to wear shades to the library was the kind of guy who also wore eyeliner.

His lips twitched, probably in response to my raised eyebrows. I assume the library has Wi-Fi?

Wi-Fi. Come on, Hutton. You know the answer to this one. Yes. Yes, it does. Id worked in the citys Central Library for over six months now; the answer should have come to me a lot quicker than that, but something had done a Ctrl+Alt+Delete on my brain.

Is there a charge for it?

No, its free. You just connect to the guest network and youre in. The receptions probably best over there Id barely finished pointing when he interrupted.

Id prefer to work in this department; much quieter. He grinned, and I wondered if it was the sterile decor of the foyer to my right, with light streaming in through the glass ceiling, that made his teeth gleam. Too much foot traffic and too many conversations going on over there. He gave a short burst of laughter and shrugged. His black leather jacket squeaked in protest, strained by the weight of his laptop bag slung over one shoulder. He pushed a pile of hardbacks toward me and stood back, stroking his jaw.

It was just quiet enough for me to hear the scritch scratch of palm on stubble.

Right, well, Ill take care of these, then, I said, averting my gaze. The unflinching nature of his eye contact made me uncomfortable. Wordlessly he said yes, I wear eyeliner, and Im confident enough to make unbroken eye contact too. There was a forceful element to his presence, as if in looking at me, he tried to force me to look back at him. I bet hed never considered not being the center of attention in his life.

Laughing under my breath at my reaction to a total stranger, I reached for the top book of the pile before glancing up, and he flinched. Turned his back and headed for the study area right at the back of General Lending.

I must have run the scanner over the books bar codes but didnt hear the first four beeps, so accustomed was I to the routine nature of the job. Id changed employers, moving over from the citys university in search of better pay and more sociable hours. The drudge work wasnt much different, except now I dealt with members of the public as opposed to students alone. There was more variety to the people I got to speak to each day, and sometimes that was good, sometimes bad.

Lifting my gaze, I looked in the direction the dark-eyed Angel of Death had headed. He wasnt in my line of sight anymore, but I shivered like a guilty thing surprised.

Hutton, for Gods sake, get a grip.

One more book to return, and when the scanner beeped, I looked at the computer screen. No overdue books in this eclectic collection checked out by Daniel Cross.

So thats his name.

Did you see that? my colleague Katie asked on her return, looking away from me and craning her neck to see the back of the room.

What? Feigning disinterest, I gathered Mr. Crosss books into one pile again.

That tall drink of… Slipping behind the counter, she lowered her voice to just above a whisper. That tall drink of water whos just set up his laptop.

Oh him, I drawled. Well, Katie, if I were a woman or a gay guy, I might pay attention. But as Im not… I shrugged and pretended Id never been naked in bed with another man before. I tend not to notice when other men walk in.

She tutted loudlyfor a librarian. Ugh. Youre no fun.

What you mean is, I said, backing away, Im not a girl you can gossip with. Well, I need to put theseI hoisted the books in my arms, shuffling them almostback over there. And I nodded in the general direction of a random shelf unit. So youll just have to man the telephones yourself.

Goddamn it, Reece, if I have to deal with another drunk guy who spends half an hour swearing up and down he knew Dostoevsky when he was a lad, Ill

Have fun. I winked and turned my back, shoulders shaking with barely suppressed laughter.

This guy was better read than I was, judging by the spines of the novels I reshelved, and I worked here. Still, if he was hanging out in a library with a laptop, perhaps it was in his job description to be a bookworm. A reviewer maybe, or a writer of some sort?

Not expecting to find anything of note, I scanned the C shelves, looking for his name, finding nothing. Just because the guy had a laptop didnt mean he was a writer, and even if he was a writer, that didnt make him a novelist. Hell, maybe he was just killing time between jobs and the laptop was for playing games. I could always check the computerized catalog later to see if we had anything of his in, but again, that was on the assumption he was a published author and an author of novels at that.

I caught sightnot that I was lookingof someone unmistakably Daniel raising both hands, and I wondered if he was about to run his fingers through his hair. No, just a two-arm stretch. Of course. Those mussed-up strands were obviously designed to look careless and messy, but hed probably spent an absolute age on getting them right this morning.

Jesus, Hutton. You never notice these things.

But notice them I did, reasoning a man who left the house wearing even the narrowest smudges of eyeliner behind shades was the type to spend ages in front of the mirror arranging each strand of hair with minute precision.

I had no reason to go anywhere near his desk, littered with his shades, a notepad, pens, and, of course, the laptop. No reason at all, but that was exactly what I did.

Work or play? I asked, aiming for casual. Thank God for that. An opening line that doesnt make you sound like an idiot.

Wait. Opening line?

Huh? He clasped his hands behind his head, craned his neck as if working out a kink. Oh. This. Yeah, work. Deadline.

Youre a writer? I wondered.

Yep. I usually work at home, but I had to get out. Its driving me mad, staring at the four walls and a blank computer screen.

Writers block?

Good Christ, no. I dont believe in all that shit. He laughed, and from anyone else such laughter would resound with mockery, but from himthis mysterious Daniel Crossit merely said, Me? Im above all that. Just an excuse used by lazy gits who prefer talking about not writing than actually getting their arse in the chair and fingers on the keyboard. He shrugged. Sometimes it takes a bit more work to get the words out, but theyre always there. I shake things up from time to time. Change of scenery. Figured Id get the chance to do some work here. Who knows?

Sorry. I Didnt mean to disturb you. But I did. I took a faltering step back.

No, no. Please. He waved a dismissive hand and sat forward, leaning in to his laptop. I wasnt complaining about your interruption. Im not in the zone yet anyway. Just kicking a few ideas around.

If you dont mind me asking… I felt like a nervous schoolboy. What do you write?

Novels. Well, two so far. That is, ones published and the others out soon. He chuckled, looked down at his hands and up at me again. Working on the first draft of my next one. Got some short stories out there too. Magazine articles here and there.

Youre, like, a published author, then?

I could have sworn his cheeks colored before he answered. Well, yes, I am.

I wonder if we have your book in stock. I frowned, recalling my cursory, fruitless search minutes before.

See, this is where I fail. Im supposed to whore my books out to all and sundry, but it feels too much like Imelbows on the desk, he buried his face in his palms for a few seconds and, when he reemerged, took a deep breathbragging.

Its not bragging if someone asks, is it? If it makes you feel any better, Ill buy it instead of checking it out of the library. That way when the royalties start rolling in, Ill own one of the stitches in your Ferraris upholstery. Ugh, Hutton. What is up with you?

He shook his head. No, no, dont do that. Uh, I dont usually do this, but Im assuming youre something of a bookworm? Unless this is just a job to you? Anyway. He lowered his gaze for a moment. Shyly.

I cocked my head to study him while he spoke. Yes, study. He had a face that begged to be looked at.

I could give you one of my author copies. On one condition.

Which is? I lifted my eyebrows. Ten minutes ago, Id had no idea who this guy was. And yet now we were about to enter into some sort of bargain? Agreement? Whatever it was, the conversation wouldnt end here. Thank God. And the relief pulsed through me like the dying echoes of panic.

If you hate it, you must let me know.

Then well definitely have to keep in touch, I blurted out, relief performing a one-eighty and again becoming panic. Fuck. What did I just say?

He grinned. Oh I haventhe held out a handintroduced myself. Daniel Cross.

Yes, I know. I bit my lip. I mean, when I checked your books back in, your name showed on the computer screen. I stared at his hand for a second and realized what I was supposed to do. Oh. Im Reece. Nervous of taking his hand, I did so anyway, and his was a warm, confident handshake without being forceful. I couldnt wait to let go and, at the same time, didnt want to.

Reece. I assume you have a surname, Reece?

Yes. I know I do. Somewhere in my brain, its… Now wait. Gimme a minute… Hutton. Reece Hutton.

Pleased to meet you, Reece Hutton. Daniel Cross winked and only then let go of my hand, began to search through the pockets of his jacket, flung over the back of his chair. Now where did I…? I know I had them somewhere. Ah, found one.

I looked at the card he handed me, flipped it over, read the details. You have a business card?

Well. He had the good grace to look bashful. Sometimes it pays to get shameless if youve just about talked someone into reading your book. Send me a text or an e-mail. Ill get a copy to you.

Makes sense to have a card. Publicity and all that. You might end up snowed under with fan mail, though, if you hand these out.

Or e-mails telling me what a shitty writer I am, whos got no business being anywhere near word-processing software.

People say that? I asked, tucking the card into my back pocket, steadying my hand there.

Maybe not in so many words. I get complimentary e-mails at times. But you can get one hundred nice ones, and its the you suck cheesy donkey balls e-mail you remember most. Eyes losing focus, he shook his head. Still. You put your work out there in the public domain, you gotta take the rough with the smooth. Glancing sideways, he winked. The royalty checks soften the blow, though.

Not even remotely less jittery now than when Id touched him, I swallowed back a knot of nerves and in so doing, cleared the way for my attentionas well as a tangle of arousalto shoot straight to my groin. Id better get back to work. Leave you to it. He winked at you, Hutton. Get a fucking grip. Just a wink. Taking a few steps, I retreated but didnt show my back to him yet. I didnt want to, but Id need to pretty damn soon if I was going to maintain some semblance of dignity and professionalism.

Dont forget to text me; Ill get the book to you.

Sure. Ill be in touch. I turned, headed for the short flight of stairs leading down to the main body of the room again, and, heart thundering, looked over my shoulder before seeking sanctuary on the altar of the main desk.

Yes. Daniel Cross was still looking.

And I was still having trouble breathing.

* * *

I arrived home that evening to banging and clattering in the kitchen. As Id been working late, Georgia had agreed to let herself in with the spare set of keys and start on dinner.

Start on dinner involved swearing at the cupboards for not being in the right place or containing whichever pot or pan she sought.

I hung up my jacket and leaned against the kitchen door frame, arms crossed. This is what I like to see.

What, the little woman getting dinner on the table? Where the fuck did you leave the olive oil?

Me? I didnt use it last. You made that stir-fry andthere, try that cupboard; no, thesee? There it is. And the day youre anyones little woman I couldnt finish the sentence. The thought was too comical. Although a welcome-home kiss? That I wouldnt object to.

Not until you say the magic words. Looking over her shoulder, she winked.

What? Hi, honey, Im home? Grinning, I crossed the room and slipped a hand round her waist and pulled her back toward me.

Mr. Hutton. Is that a gun in your pocket

No; I am just pleased to see you.

Dropping the knife on the chopping board, she laughed. And I didnt even have to wear the apron and stilettos this time.

Oh God. I groaned into her neck, thankful her messy blonde ponytail meant I could taste her skin all the sooner.

She wiped her hands on a tea towel and turned around to face me. Wait till you hear my news.

Do tell. I had a clue but wanted to hear it from her.

I met Sarah during my lunch break today.

Round about the time I was shooting the breeze withGo on.

We talked.

As women do when they get together. I brushed her bangs back off her face, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, worked my other hand underneath the hem of her blouse. It was hard to be in the same room as Georgia Lawrence and not touch her. Itd always been like that, since the first night. Introduced at a party and boom, two hours later, naked. Admittedly not in the room in which wed met; that would have been a bit much, even by our liberal standards. Wed had the decency to go back to my place first, but from an eight oclock Hey, Im Reece to her screaming that very name took a couple of hours and a taxi ride home. Nice work, Hutton.

And I think youll like what we said.

Hmm? I murmured, still distracted by the low vee of her neckline. Nuzzling into her neck, I worked at the top button, just to deepen that neckline and make the view even more

Reece. Are you listening? Cause I really think youll like this.

Id like it even more if you had fewer clothes on.

Reece! Georgia smacked my hand away, laughing when I put it right back where it had been, working at another button. I spoke to Sarah at lunchtime. She sighed when I undid the last button and pulled her blouse open.

And? Running my fingertips over the swell of her breast, I waited for the catch in her throat andthere. Caught breath and I had her attention. You were saying?

Its hard to keep my mind on the conversation when youre doing that.

Do you want me to stop?

I didnt say that.

You were telling me about Sarah. Even pushing the cup of her bra aside, letting my palm touch the nipple as I cupped Georgias breast made me harder. God, I wanted her. I didnt know what had gotten into me, but whatever it was, I liked it. It wasnt even the thought of Georgia and Sarah discussing what theyd met up to discuss; Id been turned on before I got home.

Maybe that was it. Id known this conversation was coming. Id known the time of confirmation or denial was soon.

She said yes.

My hand still on Georgias breast, I flinched, fingers contracting momentarily. She said…? The nipple hardened between my thumb and forefinger. She said yes? Cradling Georgias face in both hands, I kissed her, and straightaway our tongues met, not bothering with gentle overtures, just desperate, deep kisses, which came with familiarity and the certainty this was going to be fucking hot.

Pulling away, Georgia managed to mutter, She did, before kissing me again and hooking her leg round mine.

I really have no idea what I did to deserve a woman like you, you know, I murmured against her neck. Her skin was so soft and warm, I could touch her for hours without getting bored.

You must have been a dirty pervert in a former life.

Works for me. I listened for the gasp as I worked a fingertip past the edge of her thong; she always wore the briefest slivers of underwear, thank God. Christ, youre wet.

Former life andoh God, Reece. Georgia pushed against me, and my finger slipped inside easily. And another. And this one.

You must have been thinking of me before I got home.

I was thinking of you and Sarah.

Instant arousal jolted through me like electricity. Fucking hell, Geo. Youre…

Well, we have to do something to make your birthday go with a bang.

It will that, all right. It took reserves of self-control I didnt know I had to move slowly, to stroke her from the inside and listen to the quiet gasps heaving her chest. She tried to resist pushing back against me; I knew it. And failed. With only two fingers moving against her G-spot, I was in control, her hips following me every time I threatened to withdraw.

Dont stop. Georgia gripped my arm, held it steady, and tried to push against me harder, but I resisted, moving away as she came forward. Reece.

Laughing quietly, I let my breath whisper over her skin, the curve where her neck became shoulder. If we get too carried away, I might have to take you into the bedroom and fuck you.

Then do it. Her voice, absent of hesitation, sent a wave of anticipation rippling up my spine. I dare you.

Withdrawing my fingers from her pussy, I gave her clit the merest hint of pressure with the heel of my hand, smiling in triumph when she gasped. Ask nicely.

Hmm?

I said… Drawing her earlobe between my lips, I nipped it gently, just enough to make her flinch. I said, ask nicely. I want you to remember your manners.

Please.

Once more with feeling, Miss Lawrence. I circled her clit with one finger, not touching it, just promising to. But not yet. Please what?

Please. I want you to just She gulped. I want you to fuck me. Now.

With pleasure. I didnt even look behind me, just hauled her by the wrist to the bedroom, shut the door, and threw her up against it. Christ, Ive been thinking about you all day. No you havent. I was desperate to get home tonight, I breathed, all but tearing her blouse off and dropping it beside us. No you werent. You were busy. No, not busy. Occupied.

God, Reece. Georgia grabbed me by the waist and pulled me against her. What is with you?

Are you complaining? I couldnt remember the last time Id been this hard, this desperate to get inside her, this keen to prove something. Turn around. Hands on her waist, I made her obey. Hands flat against the door.

Turning her head to the side, she laughed. What are you gonna do? Arrest me?

You want me to cuff you?

All I got in reply was a quiet, seductive moan.

Now. Hands. Against the door.

Her left hand came up, nails clicking against the hard wood. Then her right. Now what?

Stay where you are. No. Movement. Dont move an inch. Christ, she was gorgeous. So willing, so compliant, so eager to please, so fucking dirty. And mine. I helped her off with her thong, pulling it past her knees, and she kicked it off completely. Remember what I said? Dont move. No peeking. Stay. Where. You. Are. Resting my hands on her hips, I kissed her neck once before backing away, smiling when she flinched.

Her head inclined ever so slightly. She didnt break the rules, but she did shudder when I opened the bedside cabinet drawer.

See? I pointed out. Nothing more ominous than this. And I said nothing more, letting the silence emphasize the tearing foil when it came.

In seconds I had my belt and zip undone and the condom on, wondering how the hell I managed it so quickly with shaking hands. I hadnt wanted her this badly in a while. It was always good between us, but this went way beyond need. This was desperation.

Reece?

Shh. One hand on her waist, I pulled her back, worked the tip of my cock inside her, just an inch, waiting for the

Oh.

There. Christ, you are ready for me, arent you? Youre so fucking wet I could just slide my cock all the way in.

She pushed back, but I held her steady.

I murmured against the back of her neck, Oh no you dont. Stay still. And I gave her more. But didnt go deep. Not yet. God, I love the sounds you make. I just wish I had the… Gulping, I closed my eyes, pulled back, fucked her a little deeper. I wish I had the self-control to draw this out even longer so I could make you moan a bit louder.

Catching the scent of her shampoo, I looked at her hair, still up in that messy ponytail tangled around my hand, and I gave it a tug to hear her gasp.

But I cant. Fucking. Wait that long. I slammed every last inch of my cock into her so hard the air whooshed out of my lungs in one throaty growl. Jesus, Georgia. Fucking hell, this. Is. I cant Burying my head in the side of her neck, every thrust forcing a gasp out of her and breath I didnt know I had out of me, I fucked her as hard and deep as I could at this angle.

Reece.

Jesus, Georgia, I cant

Reece.

What is it, baby? Im gonna Oh God, dont ask me to stop. Dont tell me to stop, not now when Im

Harder.

Just hearing her say that one word did me in. My knees threatened to buckle, and I braced myself with one hand on her hip, the other against the door, above hers. Oh fuck. Say that again.

Fuck me harder, Reece. She tightened her pussy around my cock, almost pulled me in deeper, and I could live for a thousand years and never work out how she did that.

Thats fucking perfect. God, Im coming, baby. I cant. Fucking. Wait. Blinded by the force of my orgasm, I came, roaring as if pained, legs nearly collapsing under me, but somehow I managed to stay upright, though shaking. Sorry. Sorry, I just couldnt wait. I eased myself out of her, shifted my weight from one foot to the other to see if I was capable ofliterallystanding on my own two feet. Ill make it up to you. Just let me get rid of the

I know what you were doing.

I jerked my head up.

She didnt move. You were thinking of someone else, werent you?

My blood turned to ice water. Not trusting myself to speak, I waited for her to break the silence.

Come on, Reece. After the conversation weve just had?

A seconds delay, waiting for the penny to drop. Oh. Oh.

You thought I wouldnt realize? This time she turned her head as far as she could, looking over her shoulder. You wont have to pretend its someone else for very long. Just wait till your birthday.

My blood, still cold but now tainted with guiltor reliefflowed again.

Of course. She thought

If youre like that on your birthday, well, God help the two of us. Actually, no. God help all three of us.

Yes. God help us, I murmured and kissed her neck, screwing my eyes shut against the phantom of my conscience. I wasnt thinking of any other woman, Georgia. Just you. Only you.


Chapter Two



Happy birthday, Reece. Sarahs eyes twinkled with mischief as she handed me the box. Small enough to sit comfortably on the palm of my hand, it was tied with a red ribbon in a festive bow and had a little more heft than Id expected. Obviously not mere birthday candies then. Something more substantial, judging by its weight. Couple that with the smirk on Sarahs face and my suspicionsas well as something a little less cerebralwere well and truly aroused.

I flicked my glance from Sarahs mouthfor which I had plans, and by the look on her face, so did sheto Georgia, whod wandered over to her favorite armchair and slouched there, observing my reactions.

Well? she said, and her smile told me she was in on it, whatever it was. Arent you going to open your birthday present from Sarah?

I thought Sarah was my birthday present from Sarah. I winked at our guest, our third, before pulling the bow undone.

This is just a little something extra, Sarah said, and not for the first time I noticed how sharp her cheekbones were. Enough to slice through hot butter.

Open it, then, she added, and I shook myself back to life.

Dont lose it yet, Hutton. All the funs yet to come.

Removing the box lid, I smiled. The smile became what my American friends would call a shit-eating grin.

Now isnt this just the most interesting present Ive ever received? I hooked a forefinger round one of the cuffs, lifting them out of the box.

They dangled from my hand, clinking slightly like the sound of a belt buckle poised for undoing, and I couldnt work out what gleamed morethe metal cuffs or the two pairs of eyes staring back at me.

* * *

Close em, Georgia said, pushing me back onto the bed.

I couldnt help but laugh before asking, Why?

Because she said so, Reece, Sarah put in.

But its my birthday. Dont I

No. Georgia gave me another playful push, and dutifully I closed my eyes. The blindfoldbought at a specialist shop; no adapted ties or scarves for usslipped on and tightened at the back. There, she whispered. Can you see anything?

I shook my head as if blindness took away my ability to speak for a moment. No, but youre taking away my eyesight? Shit, dont tell me youre gonna undress and I wont be able to I lifted a hand into nothingness, but one of them slapped it away. This time I allowed myself to fall back onto the bed.

As soon as my back hit the covers, four hands unbuttoned my shirt, pulled open my belt, hauled off shoes and socks, batted away my hands whenever I tried to make contact.

Reece. Georgias easily recognizable voice sounded as if she was attempting to be stern. She failed, but I listened anyway. Youre not going to touch us.

Goddamn it, woman. What the hell kind of birthday is this if Im not allowed to

Youre supposed to lie back and think of England, Sarah said. And the only reason youre not cuffed to the headboard yet is, wella girlish giggleyou need to be naked first. Bit difficult to get a mans clothes off if hes already tied up.

Voice of experience, is it? I retorted. Well, ladiesand I use that word quite looselydo with me as you will. I showed my palms in mock surrender, gasping when a pair of lips found one nipple and silenced me with a gentle tug. Sarah, I judged. Her hair was slightly shorter than Georgias, and shed been on that side of me, although disoriented as I was, I might have missed their swapping places while I thanked my lucky stars for having the life I did. I still say its cruel and unusual punishment not letting me undress you both or even see you, I began but halted at the swirl of a tongue tip around my navel. Fuck.

With two women in bed with me, it wasnt long before I wore nothing but a smile, a blindfold, and a pair of handcuffs.

You can operate the quick release easily enough? Georgia asked.

Hold on. I twisted my wrists and did exactly that, but lay still, awaiting their next move.

Good. Just checking, Georgia said, likely for Sarahs benefit, and did the cuffs up again. Now youre completely at our mercy.

Jesus, what a shitty birthday this is turning out to be.

Dont make me spank you.

He might enjoy that, Sarah murmured, laughing. He looks the type.

What do you mean by that? Just because Im naked, blindfolded, and cuffed to the bed while two hot women do theirHey, whatGeorgia, what is she doing?

The mattress had shifted, and as Sarah had spoken and laughed, the sound had receded just a little.

Please God, let her be getting naked. I dont give a damn if I cant help her with that or see it; just get one of these women naked so I can fuck them in the next ten seconds or Ill

Jesus. I lifted my hips off the bed when a handGeorgias? Yes, Georgiaswrapped around the base of my cock and stroked so gently I almost couldnt feel it. Then the flick of her wrist and…down. I wish I could touch…

You realize using the quick release constitutes use of the safe word? One click and all of this ends?

Jesus, Georgia, if you carry on doing that, Im gonna blow in three seconds flat. I wont be capable of

The mattress adjusted itselfSarah, sitting on the edge of the bed. Mind if I join you?

Please do I began.

You forgot something, Georgia told her, and I inclined my head as if that would enable me to read what the hell was going on outside that damn blindfold.

Ah, no need to see. The bedside cabinet drawer slid open. Closed.

Expert hands rolled the condom on, familiarity making Georgia sure of her actions. Sarah had no doubt performed the same action numerous times, but never on me. Despite what the three of us were about to get up to, the intimacy of such an act would surely make someone new tremble, and the hands on me were sure. Georgias.

Intimacy. I could have laughed. Perhaps would have were I less aroused. Youre about to fuck two women, and youre concerned with intimacy, Hutton?

Palms lay flat against my hip bones, and I strained up to meet them, to force my skin against them. They followed my movement rather than opposing it, their touch remaining light. This gentleness hinted at tentativeness, which in turn silently whispered, this, then, is Sarah.

Loose, long hair trailing over my abs gave a seconds warning, a prologue to soft lips closing over one of my nipples. I opened my mouth to gasp, whimper, say something, plead for more.

When the mattress again shifted, I turned my head, unthinking. Blind, I followed the sound, soon distracted by Sarahs lips tightening just enough to cause a frisson of pain. Just enough to make me like it. Georgia had something up her sleeveprobably divesting herself of sleeves and everything else she worebut Sarahs mouth, Jesus, it was hard to remember my own name, the way she flicked her tongue over

Oh God. It seemed like every one of my muscles tensed, forcing out those breathy two words when her body moved over mine. The cuffs clinked against the slats of the headboard, chain tightening. With her hands on my shoulders, she rocked back and forward, holding her pussy against the head of my cock. Sarah.

Oh. She giggled. He remembered my name. Obviously speaking to Georgia then. Georgia, whod said nothing for so long Id lost the sense of where in the room she was. Maybe I should

What you should do is let me in so I could

I dont think youre in a position to tell Sarah what she should do, Reece. Georgia spoke from the far corner of the room. Observing. And undressing too, I prayed.

Its my birthday, is it not?

True. She was the type of person to cock her head then, make herself look thoughtful. Well, its up to you, Sarah. And a shrug as well. Id put money on it. Make him ask nicely, at least.

Good idea, Sarah whispered. Something for me. Not showing off. Not playing to the gallery. Not teasing me with a conversation in which I was a bit player. The whisper against my collarbone was just for me. I think you should at least say

Please. I pushed my hips up against her, and she laughed again, a mere breath.

The back of her hand trailed down my chest, over my abs, and when she touched my cock, I could have sworn my eyes watered. Christ, I needed this. It wasnt like it had been an age since Id gotten laidGeorgia was always readybut this. This Id been looking forward to. And I couldnt have imagined how warm Sarah was when she guided me into her, wet though Id barely touched her. Youve been looking forward to this too, havent you? How tight. More so the deeper I wentthe deeper she allowed me to go.

Oh. Yes. I didnt care who saw my smile. I didnt care if Georgia thought I was getting too cocky about this and decided to punish me. The so-good-it-hurt friction as Sarah rolled her hips without rising off me made all risk of dont get above yourself, Reece punishment worth it.

Floorboards creaked to my right, and Sarah stopped. I held my breath, praying for her not to move away. Just stay just stay just stay, dont

Reece. Georgia sat on the edge of the bed and whispered, close enough for me to feel her words as cool breath on my jaw. Perhaps the blindfold was a trifle unfair. Her voice grew distant as she backed away, down the bed. The movement of the mattress reverberated through everyones bodies, and Sarah, gripping my hips in both hands, shifted. Tightened a little inside. Her staying exactly where she was reassured me; nothing too untoward was about to happen, but I didnt have a fucking clue and wanted to see…feel…do something.

Yes, Geo, I realize that

And, she went on, stressing the first word as code for dont interrupt me again, it is your birthday after all. So I think… Her hand slid along the side of my face, pushed the blindfold up and off.

I blinked against the lamplight a few times before making a stupid, futile attempt to take in and accept the sight of two women. Naked. In my bed. Me, in one of those women. Reece, you lucky bastard. You could die tomorrow and

…it wouldnt do any harm to let you see Sarah.

Oh yes. Thick with lust, the words growled out from the back of my throat. Yes yes yes.

But you still cant touch her. Either of us.

Well. I shrugged in a twisted sort of way, lying with my hands above my head. Again the chain clinked against the slats. Anytime you feel likeholy shit. My eyes widened when Georgia cupped Sarahs breast, and the look that passed between them sent my blood pressure rocketing.

One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand, dont do this to me, you two. I stared up at the ceiling. Dont come, dont come, dont come.

No? Georgia lifted her hand away when I met her gaze. Are you sure?

I wont last another second if you… I gulped. Four one thousand…

Because I was thinking. If you cant touch Sarah… Georgia ran her thumb over Sarahs bottom lip and shot me a sideways glance, smirking. Maybe I should.

Sarah shuddered. And I felt it. I felt it.

I didnt need the blindfold then. I screwed my eyes shut, arched my back, and, for the first time in a long time, spent all my mental energy trying not to come. Fuck.

That, Georgia said, is exactly what were going to do. All three of us.

The only sound to emerge from my mouth was halfway between a gasp and a whimper.

I alternated between throwing my head back so I didnt see them, didnt get that much closer to comingyetand drinking them in. The sight of Georgias hand drifting down and settling on Sarahs clit nearly set me off, so I had to screw my eyes shut again. The blindfold had been a blessing, had I but known it.

Id had worse birthdays, that was for sure.

Sarah moaned and arched her back, all but resting her head on Georgias shoulder. Georgia moved her fingertips faster, and I could have sworn I felt the beginning ripples of Sarahs orgasm. Already. And my own. Too soon.

Sarah turned her headto whisper something, perhapsbut Georgia silenced her with a kiss, a deep one judging by her hollowed cheeks and

Fuck. Im not gonna last much longer, I panted. One one thousand, two one thousand, three one

Sarah broke off the kiss and, as her hips whipped back and forth, bit her lip and continued staring at Georgia. YouI-Im gonna

I had no idea which of us she was speaking to, but when she came, it was unmistakable. Georgias hand tangled in her hair, pulling her head back, letting her scream into thin air, and I tried to hold back; Jesus, I tried.

But. I just. Couldnt. The way Sarahs hips moved, each pulse inside her driving me closer to the edge, made it inevitable. I arched my spine off the bed, and I registered Georgia saying something

Dont.

Before I did. Silently. I thought. The cuffs jingled above my head as I strained against them, eyes watering with the hybrid emotion of relief mixed with apprehension. Oh shit, what is she going to do to me now? The power of my orgasm tore my last breath out of me, but even though I came so hard it was almost painful, even in that moment suspended between coherence and insanity, I prayed, please dont let that be the last one.

Gasping for breath afterit could have been seconds or hoursI felt my back touch the bed again. And Sarah wasnt there anymore. She flopped down beside me, groaning in exhaustion. No, tiredness. She wasnt exhausted yet.

Fuck. I recognized the voice as my own. I couldnt help it. I couldnt wait.

What did I tell you? Georgia attempted to sound cross, but

Cross. Cross. Cross.

there was a smile in her voice.

I couldnt… Im sorry, but I couldnt… My eyes still watered, and I sniffed.

Well, what am I supposed to do?

Im sure Ill think of something.

Hes got a mouth, hasnt he? Sarah put in with a girlish giggle.

I need to… I hit the quick release on the cuffs, rubbing my wrists as the circulation returned to normal. With your permission…?

Sure. Georgia shrugged. Dont be long. I might get bored and have to think of something else to do. Someone.

You… Still shaking, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. Dont do anything without me. And I left the room to the sound of low laughter.

In the bathroom, I got rid of the condom and grinned at my reflection in the mirror. Covered in sweat, hair all messed up, a scratch on one shoulder from where Sarah had gotten a little carried away, and personally I reckoned Id never looked better.

And what little strength I had in my knees threatened to give out when I returned to the bedroom.

Two naked women lying on the bed, arms wrapped around each other, legs entangled. An embrace that could only be described as every heterosexual mans perfect wet dream.

Ah. There you are. Sarah smirked as Georgia ran her hand down Sarahs thigh. We wondered where you were. Got bored waiting, so we started without you.

Dont hold back on my account. I stepped toward the bed before pausing. This was a sight I had to drink in. Treasure. I wondered if theyd let me take pictures.

Of course we wont. Georgia laughed and leaned back against me as I joined them on the bed. I curved my body against her back perfectly. But if you want us to do something, were not psychic. You have to tell us.

So we know, Sarah put in.

So we know exactly what you want as a gift, Georgia said. And well give it to you.

Anything? My eyebrows shot up. Well, as if this day could get any better…

Sarah nodded. Sure, why not? Your birthday, your call.

You know me, Georgia put in. Willing to try anything, especially if I get off on it too.

Jesus. I flopped onto my back, staring up at the ceiling in wonderment. I willed my cock back to life. I didnt want to see my next birthday without experiencing a double-header blowjob. No man should go to his grave without having at least one. I hope theres some Red Bull in the fridge; I swear you ladies are gonna be the death of me.

What a way to go, though, right? Sarah asked.

I am so with you there. I chuckled, taking a deep breath and propping myself up as best I could, leaning back on my forearms. I dont know what the hell I did in a former life to deserve this, but I fully intend to use up every last one of my karma points tonight.

Me first, though. Georgia turned over to face me and every one of her curves molded against the contours of my body. Its only fair.

Well, never let it be said Reece Hutton isnt a gentleman, I said in mock resignation, sliding an arm round her waist.

Happy. Fucking. Birthday.

* * *

Sarahs philosophy was Always the guest star, never the main attraction. She chose a shower and a mug of coffee over our invite for her to stay the night. Besides, that beds made for two people, not three, she added.

Theres been three people in it for a couple of hours, Georgia pointed out.

Yes, but weve all been on top of one another. Sarah looked over the rim of her coffee mug at me. And while thats okay for the birthday boy, it doesnt make for a comfortable nights sleep, does it? And Im exhausted. I dont know how you handle him on your own, Geo.

Oh, I have a few tricks up my sleeve.

Ill just bet you do. Sarah giggled, and I couldnt help but wonder what the hell Id done to land on my feet like this. A girlfriend willing to give me anything I wanted for my birthday, and her best friend had the same attitude. Anyway. Im gonna get off home now. She drained her mug and set it down on the kitchen countertop. Thanks for the coffee. And the orgasms. Both of you. We all snorted with laughter at that point, and I, personally, sent up a blasphemous prayer of thanks that there was little to no post-threesome awkwardness.

Mind you, Hutton, it would have been damn worth it even if there had been. How many men can rightfully say theyve

Ill call you a cab, Georgia threw over her shoulder as she left the kitchen for the living room. Which means I wont see Reece kissing you good night.

Shes an incredible woman, Sarah commented, stepping closer to me, hands behind her back. Head inclined, she exposed her neck. Offered it, almost.

She certainly is. I cupped her face and ran the tip of my tongue from the base of Sarahs neck up to her earlobe. And so are you.

Happy birthday, Reece. A teasing whisper and a low laugh vibrated her throat. I hope you enjoyed it. Playfully she tugged on the waistband of my jeans, drew me closer.

Like you have to ask? I kissed her, a light peck on the lips, and there was the faintest response, the merest hint of dont let your next kiss end so quickly. Are you sure we cant persuade you?

Dirty bastard.

Thats me all over, I murmured against her lips before kissing her properly this time, snaking my tongue over hers, twisting my fingers in the still-damp hair at the back of her neck.

Hey, thats enough of that nonsense, you couple of perverts. Georgia leaned against the kitchen doorway tryingand failingto look cross.

Daniel. Daniel Cross is his name.

Damn it, shes caught us, I whispered in Sarahs ear, trying not to think of someone who wasnt here.

Oops. She giggled, looked at Georgia. How long will they be?

The guy I spoke to said about ten minutes.

Better get my things together then. Ill grab my coat.

While Sarah slipped into the hall to gather her belongings, Georgia sidled over to me and took my hand. I hope youre not completely tired out, she said in a low voice, conspiratorially, as if she didnt want Sarah to hear. This was just between us.

And why is that?

Because I am nowhere near finished tonight. You better not be either.

Jesus, Lawrence. Where do you get your energy from?

I have absolutely no idea. Maybe I should blame it on you leading me astray?

Sure, sure. Its all my fault.

Listen, why dont we order Chinese? I know its late, but Im hungry. That way you get a chance to gather your senses and prepare for round two.

Round two? You mean thatI nodded in the direction of the bedroomwas just a warm-up? Woman, youll kill me. Keep going at this rate and Ill need to bring in

Hey, guys. Sarah interrupted what Id been about to say, and my heart skipped.

Just in the nick of time.

The taxi will be here soon, so you better see me to the door.

So quickly? Damn, just as we were all getting along so well, I joked.

Ill give you a quick buzz when I get back so you know Im home safe, Sarah said, and we gathered by the front door to say our good-byes. I gave her a last long, lingering kiss, and so did Georgia.

The night was far from over. Calling for takeout and having a shower was never going to be a full stop after the evenings activities. More like a comma. A pause before the next round.

Georgia called in the order while I was in the bathroom, and she showered while I paid for it. Nice timing, Lawrence.

You started without me? She padded across the carpet in her bare feet, cocooned in a huge robe, towel wrapped round her hair, and sat beside me on the floor.

I sat with my back against the settee, picking at the various packets and cartons with a fork. Chinese food it may have been, but I wasnt too clever with chopsticks, so traditional cutlery it was.

Im damn hungry, I said, pointing out, Ive worked up a huge appetite.

Yeah, you have. She grinned, kissed me on the cheek, and leaned against the settee. Rice, rice, wheres the rice, Reece?

Here. I already started on it, but dont worry. I left you some.

Thanks. As unable to master chopsticks as I, she spooned some into her mouth. God, thats good, she mumbled through a mouthful of food. Im starving.

Weve both had a long evening.

And a good time, I hope?

Rolling my shoulders, I winced as something popped back into place, then laughed. You need to ask?

Glad you liked it. I thought it was shit hot too.

Anytime you want to repeat it…

Oh. She gulped back more rice and grinned. I knew you were going to say that.

Psychic now?

No. Youre just predictable.

Georgia. Ive just had two women at once. What sort of bloke would I be if I didnt enjoy it so much that I thought about doing it again?

True. True. She looked sideways at me. Though I thought you were about to say something in the kitchen earlier. Just before Sarah left.

I frowned, and something in the back of my mind strove for recognition, a voice. Like the echo of a bell ringing, there was something there but…not. A sound or word as yet unmade, unsaid.

Yeah. When you made a remark about how much energy I have, needing to bring in…? Care to finish that sentence?

Ah. My lips quirking in a smile, I tried not to laugh. Well, I wouldnt want to cause offense or suggest you were a sexual deviant, Miss Lawrence. For a moment, just a moment, my blood ran ice-cold, but I shrugged it off, wondered how to avoid the subject. Then realized I couldnt. Id have to tell Georgia what had been on my tongue without telling her exactly what had been on my mind. Lets just say I was going to make a remark that youve got so much energy I might have to bring in another man to take care of you. Again.

Reece. She shuffled closer, put her hand on my knee. You romantic old fool. Thats the nicest thing anyones ever said to me.

Youre full of shit, Lawrence.

Well, hey, if you ever feel like being a gentleman and returning the favor, just let me know.

My heart skipped, and I wondered if the increase in my pulse rate showed in coloration of the face, maybe a widening of my pupils. Anything discernible. Georgia knew me well, but did she know me well enough to read my mind?

Your definition of a gentleman is a guy who watches another man fuck you senseless? Even saying the words made my throat swell up. I had to cough a few times before I was able to breathe properly.

Turnabouts fair play, wouldnt you say?

Well, when you put it like that.

Come on, Reece. You cant tell me you havent at least thought it might be fair to bring in another male guest star…?

Again? So thats why you engineered this entire situation? Georgia Lawrence, you devious wench. You seduced me into this entire event just so you could have your wicked way with me and, well, whoever.

I did not. She ran a hand up my thigh, and I cursed the fact that Id pulled my jeans back on after my shower. That would have felt a hell of a lot better skin to skin. I just wanted you to have a memorable birthday, thats all.

Bringing another woman into the bedrooms the perfect way to make certain of that.

There was nothing devious about it. I promise you.

I believe you. And I did. Georgia? I curved an arm around her shoulders as she pulled the towel off her hair and let it fall in damp rats tails.

Hmm? She looked at me as she toweled a few strands, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Would you…? I ran a finger round the collar of her robe, barely touching her skin but loving the way she shuddered.

If youre involved, then yes, I more than likely would.

Its been a while since we fooled around with another guy. Like you said, if I wanted to be a gentleman and return the favor, I only had to let you know.

Those rosy lips of hers curved into a smile as mischievous as the twinkle in her eyes, more seductive than the Mona Lisas. Why, Reece, whatever are you thinking?

I shifted my weight slightly, raising one knee, bracing my foot against the floor. Memories of what Georgia had done on other nights, in front of me, with my consent and blessing, flashed up in my minds eye. God knew how, but I grew hard. This soon.

Got anyone in mind? Straight down to it, now that the tone of the conversation had changed. Somewhere along the line, flirtatiousness had left the building, leaving behind only straight talking. Nathan?

The thought of her sucking his cockagainmade me want to throw her down and fuck her senseless.

Would he? she began. Unless youve got anyone else in mind?

God, what did I do to deserve you? Well, you know. I shrugged in what I hoped was the very epitome of nonchalance and brushed aside a wet tendril of hair so I could run a crooked finger down the side of her face. Skin so smooth, heart so welcoming, mind so damned filthy. And I loved her for it. If I find out any more of my mates are damnable perverts, Ill be sure to clue you in.


Chapter Three



The next week at work, I kept picturing Georgia. Not Sarah, just Georgia. I carried her with me, thought about everything we did. Every time her image faded and tried to become something else, I called it back deliberately, like rewinding a VHS videotape over and over again, memorizing every last detail of a film already watched a thousand times.

Dangerous it may have been, given the effect she had on me, but I had to do it. I had to risk the effects of those images becoming obvious in public. Trouble was, this desperation to replay the way Id fucked her on the settee, in bed, in the shower bothered me. Taunted me with its obvious attempt not to be thoughts of someone else.

Georgia had accused me of being insatiable every night since my birthday. Maybe I had been. And even though the need for sleep and the obligation to work punctuated our breathless sessions of fuckingand thats what it was: fucking, not making lovemy mind never went to sleep. It didnt let up. I ravaged her again and again, fucked her hard and deep, made her scream and

Jesus.

Wiping a hand across my brow, I leaned against the counter, grateful to be seated at least, even if I could barely focus on the computer screen in front of me.

It was mentally exhausting thinking like this, but the only way to empty my mind of other things was to fill it with Georgia.

Tom, Im having problems focusing on this damn screen. Will you take over and Ill see to the returns? Standing and walking was still a possibility.

Tom growled, or tried to, in an attempt to sound threatening. Late night again, was it, Hutton? You should have just phoned in sick.

And miss the chance to spend the day gazing at your smiling face?

Yeah, go on. He play kicked me as I rose from the chair. Itll save these old bones lugging piles of books around, I guess. He was only three years older than I. Tell her to leave you alone, he muttered.

Huh? Concentrating on not dropping the armload of hardbacks was as much as my distracted brain could handle.

Georgia, Reece. You come into work that tiredyou have to tell her to give you some rest.

Youre funny, Yates. Really. You crack me up.

Okay then. If it wasnt her, you must have been up late partying. Whoda thunk it? A librarian party animal.

Yeah, cause we all know how gentlemanly and respectable you are, right? I laughed over my shoulder as I walked away and, for some reason, glanced past Tom into the foyer.

Faltering, I turned my back and tried to think of anything but the person whod just turned the corner and headed in this direction.

Yep, Tom said behind me. Definitely too much partying. Try sobering up before you come in to work next time, Hutton.

His chuckle followed me, as did Daniels burning gaze. It rippled my spine, and I couldnt get away from him, out of his line of sight, fast enough.

But no doubt hed seen me, and no doubt hedWhat?

No doubt hes here to see you? How arrogant is that, Hutton?

That wasnt necessarily true. Hed come in before to get some work done. Why couldnt that be the case today? There was absolutely no reason to assume hed had any trouble keeping someone off his mind. Someone like me. No reason to believe hed tempted sleep to come take him away from conscious longing for one person by fucking the living daylights out of another until he couldnt breathe.

He was in here somewhere; the hairs on the back of my neck told me, and when they prickled, I assumed I was in his line of sight. That sense of being stared at, though not strictly scientific, was nevertheless undeniable. It didnt make sense. It just was. And in a moment, hed undone all my hard work. One glance had destroyed my facade of nonchalance.

And it took all the strength I had not to look over my shoulder, lest I catch his eye and no longer have a legitimate excuse for avoiding him. One drop of Daniel was enough to cloud the entire cocktail of emotions with guilt.

Hey, you.

Just as well Id only been holding one book at that point; somehow I managed to keep ahold of it and not make too much of a fool of myself. Lost in my own thoughts and my awareness of that back-of-the-neck tingle, Id failed to pay attention to how close he actually was. Over my shoulder, yes, but right there?

Daniel?

Anyone would think you were avoiding me. He crossed his arms, leaned against the wall, and I definitely did not pay the slightest bit of attention to the way his waist curved into his hip.

No, just… I gestured with the one book in my hand before slotting it back in place on the shelf.

Distracted?

Something like that. I nodded at his laptop bag. Shouldnt you be working?

Just wanted to come over and say hi before I set up. Would have been rude to say nothing, dont you think?

Yeah. Looking down at my feet, I hooked my thumbs into my jeans pockets, immediately realizing what that body language would say to an observer. But I couldnt readjust or my discomfort would become obvious. Thats if it wasnt already.

How have you been?

Fine, fine. The way I spoke, one wouldve thought it was the truth. The way Daniel spoke, one would have thought it had been ages since wed met. A week or two, if that?

You didnt get in touch.

Oh?

About the book.

Oh that. Yeah. Sorry, I… The realization that I sounded dismissive of his work did nothing to improve my mood. Ive had a few things… Shrugging, I looked at him so as not to appear any more rude or standoffish.

His frown exactly mirrored the one I felt tightening my brow.

It was my birthday recently. I hadnt intended to tell him that. I just wanted to show Id had other things on my mind and hadnt been avoiding him.

Really? How old?

Twenty-eight.

Only one year behind me, then.

I know. Ive been reading about you on your Web site when I should have been doing other things. Im getting old.

Do anything special?

The noise I made was the bastard love child of a cough and a laugh, and I almost choked.

Reece? You okay? Did I say something funny?

No, its just…my birthday was… Christ, youre not actually going to tell him, are you? What are you trying to prove?

That scandalous? His lips twitched, and I could have sworn he was teasing me. He paused. I have a suggestion.

Oh?

You eat food, dont you? He straightened, smiled, and crossed his arms. Unless youre a Martian in disguise who sucks nutrients out of the atmosphere.

No. Despite my nerves, I laughed. Definitely human. With a shrug, I added, I think.

What times your lunch break?

Somehow managing to turn my splutter of shock into a simple clearing of my throat, I studied his face for signs of I didnt know what, but all I saw there was that vaguest of smiles, a hint of a twist to those thinned-out lips.

You havent even started work yet, and youre already thinking about eating?

He shrugged. Im a growing boy. I need sustenance.

Hmm. Right, well, around one or thereabouts. I didnt want to think about the reasons behind his question. Nor my willingness to answer.

Great. You can show me a good place to eat round here.

I can? I stared at him with widened eyes. If hed been a woman, Id have thought he was asking me out.

Yeah. You look like a guy with an interesting story to tell.

I thought I just looked like Id hung one on last night; now youre telling me I look like I have something to say?

Im a writer. His half smile grew into a grin. I collect stories, and scandalous birthday tales are at the top of my list.

And before you know it, Ill end up in one of your books.

Depends. He cocked his head. Is your story that interesting?

Laughing nervously, I avoided his gaze but still felt it burning my skin. I dont know about that. Images of Georgia flashed into mind again, and I rubbed one wrist with the opposite hand, imagining the phantom of long-faded cuff marks. Nah, its not. Im pretty boring really.

I bet youre lying. His eyebrows lifted in a gesture perfectly synchronized with his verbal challenge to my honesty.

Searching my mind for something to say, anything, I faltered, breath catching in the back of my throat, but before I could blurt out something stupid, he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

Ill be workingor trying toover there. He nodded in the direction of the study desks hed headed for last time. Why dont you give me a kick when youre off on your lunch break and you can tell me your pretty boring story? My treat. A belated birthday gift. And I have something else for you too, coincidentally enough.

I shrugged, but more in surrender than indecision. I guess.

Great. He hoisted the strap of his laptop bag on his shoulder and backed away a step. Ill see how much work I can get done in the meantime. Pause. Its a date. Beat. He winked and disappeared.

That videotape Id been watching had jammed in the player, and the images Id forgotten now refused to appear. Daniels presence, magnetic enough as it was, had wiped the tape clean.

A couple of hours till my date with Daniel and I didnt know if that unsettled wave disturbing the pit of my stomach was dread or anticipation.

* * *

This is a good place to eat? Daniel removed his shades and looked around us as we entered the diner.

Dont tell me; youre used to more upmarket eateries?

You make me sound like such a snob.

Though I was on edge about being here with Danielhell, anywhere with Danielwe fell into bantering like wed known each other for much longer than we had. His presence unnerved me, but he clearly desired mine or we wouldnt be here now. Were not all rich and famous authors. Some of us have to subsist on a meager librarians wage. I allowed myself a smile as we seated ourselves at the back of the room and waited for a waitress to materialize.

You wouldnt believe how often I get that. I think people are disappointed when they finally see I live in a normal apartment block and dont even drive a car.

Youre so hard done by.

I am actually, Daniel protested. Anyway, speaking of writing, I did have something for you

Hey, Reece. A waitress appeared at our table, pencil and pad in hand. You going to introduce me to your friend?

Oh hi, Piper. Yeah, this is Daniel. Daniel, this is Piper, who Im sure is only nice to me because I tip well.

You always choose my table, so dont act all innocent with me. If he didnt have a girlfriend, Piper added, turning to Daniel, Id think he was after something.

Daniel caught my eye before shifting to one side, looking Piperor rather, Pipers legsup and down. I wouldnt blame him, he murmured.

She colored demurely. I like him. You can bring him again.

If you didnt have a fiancé, I said, who happens to be bigger than me, Irish, and a wee bit mad, I might be after something.

She looked at Daniel again. He did seem to draw peoples attention effortlessly. See what I have to put up with? Right, Reece. Put me out of my misery. What can I get you?

Now theres a loaded question.

Stop it.

Fine, fine. I laughed. Egg salad for me. Daniel?

Same. Ill go by your recommendation.

Would you gentlemen like anything to drink? And by gentlemen, I mean Daniel, cause clearly

Well both have a coffee, thank you, I put in, glaring at her, or trying to.

As you wish, my liege. She scribbled something on her pad and scooted back to the counter.

You seem to know a bit about each other. Daniel leaned in, rested his chin on his hands. Her fiancé? And your…girlfriend, she mentioned?

I gulped. For some reason. I did a lot lately that I couldnt understand. Thought a lot that I didnt understand. Yes. Georgia.

And what did she give you for your birthday?

I coughed so hard my eyes watered.

Reece? Did I say something…?

No, no, its fine. I waved a dismissive hand. Um, its…

Youre definitely a man with a story to tell.

Well, shes a very adventurous woman, is Georgia. You said you had something for me?

Yeah. Daniel cocked his head and frowned. He drew back, seemed to shake himself out of a daydream, and reached for his laptop bag, which hed left on the chair beside him. Anyway, as you hadnt been in touch, I decided to drop this off at the library for you, but here we are. He looked up, arched a brow, and grinned. He looked perfectly devilish with his hair immaculately mussed up and his lower lids edged with eyeliner.

Oh. The book. Your book, I mean.

Im inclined to send you on your way with a please dont tell me my babys ugly while I crawl into the corner and suck my thumb.

Shut up. I laughed as I looked at the paperback, titled Act of Contrition, then flipped it over to read the blurb on the back.

Honestly. Ill be constantly hitting refresh on my e-mail in-box or checking my text messages until I hear from you again.

I caught his eye, then quickly looked away.

I mean, for your opinion on the book. Ill be scared youll tell me I suck more than a Bangkok lady boy. Bit of a late birthday present, and unwrapped because I didnt know it was your birthday. Daniel shrugged. Hope the day went well.

Yeah. I nodded. You could say that.

Again his brow lifted.

I wanted to tell him and didnt want to tell him. Two blokes, sitting in a diner waiting for their order to arrive? Normally if one had a story like mine to tell, he wouldnt hold back. Listen to how much of a stud I am. But Daniel and I had known each other a relatively short period of time, and I didnt know if sexual exploits were up for discussion, if our dynamic was such that telling him would score me man points or destroy any hope of male bonding.

I dont know how far I can go.

All the way, of course. He winked.

Well, when you put it like that. I laid the book to one side on the table, tapped it a few times absentmindedly before clasping my hands together in front of me. What does every man want for his birthday?

An Xbox?

Smiling, I shook my head.

Candy and hand jobs? Waita pony!

You want a pony for your birthday?

Okay, nipple clamps and a butt plug.

Youre a sick man, Daniel Cross.

Yeah, I mean, how many butt plugs does one man need?

My eyebrows shot up, and I had no idea what to say to that, eventually settling on, Youre in the right arena though.

Your girlfriend bought you a b

No, she did not.

Damn. So you were saying?

I took a deep breath. Jesus. I cant believe were having this conversation. Her best friend. My heart thundered.

What about her…? No way. Daniels words drew the attention of surrounding diners, and he waited a few seconds for their scrutiny to die away, then leaned in closer. She…? You…?

I nodded. Once. Twice. Slowly.

Jesus. Now I definitely have to meet her. Daniel sat back, shaking his head, a grin of admiration splitting his face. I dont know whether to shake your hand or… A quiet huff of laughter. She gave you a free pass to run off with her best mate for the night?

Oh no. Now Id said it, now hed accepted it, it was almost fun. Certainly a relief that he hadnt reacted with, well, whatever. She was there.

Reece Hutton. I think youre my hero.

And to think I was nervous about telling you.

Are you kidding? I mean, who hasnt had a threesome at least once in their life?

You have?

Sure. Both flavors.

What? Christ. Someone up there is having a monumental laugh at my expense. We have more in common than Daniel realizes and…and…

I mean, its easy to score these days, but its usually with casual friends, you know? Your girlfriend and her best mate, though? Fuck. I think theres a South Sea island with an obscure tribe who worship you as their god. Well, damn if that doesnt piss all over my pathetic pseudo birthday gift.

I followed the direction of his nod, looked at the paperback again. How many people can say theyve had a book published?

Daniel leaned across the table. How many people can say theyve fucked two people at once? he whispered.

Well, you have, I shot back.

And arent we just a couple of damnable perverts?

The world froze. The background noise in the diner faded to nothing, and Daniel and I existed in our own little bubble until

The bubble popped.

I have a newfound admiration for you, Reece. He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. But its refreshing to meet someone who freely admits to being adventurous, he added, and the way he said that one word sent a shiver down my spine.

I had no idea what to make of the directness of his stare and had the feeling that his leaning forward again, grinning, was his way of breaking the spell he kept weaving. Ill say something to make Reece uncomfortable, then pretend I didnt, just to keep him on his toes. Im Daniel Cross. Im in charge. Yeah, uh, is it all right if I show this to Georgia as well? I laid my hand atop the book as if to remind myself it was there.

Here you go, gentlemen. Well… Piper paused by our table before laying down the plates. Gentleman and Reece. Bugger, I forgot the cutlery; gimme a minute.

Are you allowed to say bugger to a customer? I asked.

I wasnt saying it to you. I was saying it towards you. Seconds later, she returned with our knives and forks, grinned at Daniel, then stuck her tongue out at me.

That makes all the difference. Shouldnt you say bon appétit or something?

Shut up and eat your egg salad, bitch. Ill get your coffees.

You know, Daniel gestured at her retreating back with his fork. I like her. I like her a lot.

Fancy yourself as a ladies man, do you?

Ladies, men, anything with a pulse, Daniel shot back. And feel free to pass the book on to Georgia after youre done. If Id known there were two of you, I would have brought another copy.

Its all right. We share everything.

He looked up. Smirked. Ill just bet you do, Hutton. Ill just bet you do. Those perfectly arched eyebrows lifted, and he threatened the ghost of a smile, instead licking his lips. Slowly. I know what you meant. Im just being a slut again. Im also an attention whore, so Id love to know what you both think. I just hope you dont hate it.

Dont worry. Well sit you down and get you drunk before telling you which parts sucked.

Cool. Im always up for a drunken session of…criticism.

Jesus, Cross.

What? What?

If I was a woman, Id think you were Suddenly my throat dried, closed up.

Youd think I was what? Flirting? Heres the thing. Do you have a pulse?

Oh fuck, yes. Judging by the pounding in my ears, yes. Of course.

Then Im flirting.

Coffee, coffee, coffee. Get that down your necks. No wisecracks from you, Hutton, Piper warned.

I dont think Im capable.

Daniel, enjoy your coffee. Reece, I dont much care. Enjoy your meal, or whatever bollocks polite waitstaff come out with. Ciao. Piper gave a demure finger wave and disappeared, leaving us to it.

Whatever it was.

What a woman, Daniel said, looking after her. So, Georgia.

Christ, do you ever switch it off?

You think I have an off switch? Aw, does this mean you wont speak to me anymore? He pouted. And I so need your approval.

I rolled my eyes. Yeah, well, if its approval youre after, Im sure Georgia will want to meet you after she finds out Ive been gifted a paperback from a real live novelist.

Id love to meet her. You could always invite me round for dinner and spend the evening stroking myhe reached for his coffee mug, downed a large gulp, and set it down again. He pausedego.

You…

Yes? Those raised brows, the wide smile. Daniel Cross couldnt look innocent if his life depended on it.

Nothing.

Anyway, wont Georgia mind about you inviting me round without her say-so, if shell be there too?

When did I…?

Just now.

I did? I felt like I was on a runaway train with no emergency stop. Well, maybe dinner.

Dinner?

Yes. Its that meal between lunch and supper. One evening. And no, she wont mind at all. Shed love to meet you.

As long as you dont talk me up, make me seem all glamorous. Ill turn out a disappointment when I show up on the doorstep looking like a normal human being. But be warned. I drink like a fish, and I wont do the washing up afterwards.

Ah, thats the price of my lamb casserole. Youre not vegetarian, are you? You do eat meat?

I definitely do. He laughed.

Well done, Hutton. Completely the wrong thing to say. The undercurrent was there.

Just dont go silent on me again, even if you are occupied with fucking your girls friends; Ill get paranoid about what you think of Contrition.

I told you. Well get you drunk.

And take advantage?

No off switch. Of course, I muttered.

Alcohol helps any situation, Reece. Whether its taking advantage or soothing my bruised writerly ego.

Good. Well do that then. I laughed, comfortable and jittery in his company. Ill speak to Georgia. See what she says. Well arrange a date.

Ill look forward to it.

Ah. There it was again. That undercurrent.

I just hoped I was a strong enough swimmer.


Chapter Four



So. Georgia speared the last piece of lamb with her fork and jabbed it in midair in my direction before eating. Are you gonna tell him what were really thinking?

Bitch, I said with my eyes. You deliberately waited until I was sipping my wine before you said that.

Pardon? I cleared my throat and took another sip before she could speak again, this time to fortify myself rather than wash down the last of dinner.

Daniel, also seated at my smallintimatedining table, looked from Georgia to me and back again.

Georgias gaze met Daniels, and she smiled, licking her lips. Ostensibly to taste the last of the casserole sauce, but she knew damned well what she did to me.

And with any luck, Daniel too.

Yes. I think we should tell him why hes really here. She spoke to me but looked at Daniel, and his eyebrows lifted…in expectation? Curiosity?

He definitely wasnt bothered if his barely there smile was anything to go by. A vague twist of his lips spoke of amusement rather than discomfort. And the fact that he didnt break eye contact with my girlfriend spoke a thousand words.

Not yet, Georgia, I silently urged. Not yet, for Gods sake.

Sure, were being friendly. Reece invited an acquaintance round for dinner. Georgias voice trailed away, and she lifted her wineglass to her lips, drained it in one go, and set it back down again.

The way she stroked the stem between forefinger and thumb made my eyes water.

If I wasnt mistaken, it drew Daniels attention too, if only for a split second before he returned to maintaining some semblance of respectability. The waver in his posture was gone so quickly I wondered if it had ever occurred at all and if he, too, felt the need to cross his legs.

Specifically so we can all get to know each other better, Georgia drawled, resting her elbow on the table, cupping her face in one curved palm. Ever the coquette, she inclined her head anddear God, Georgia, did you just bat your eyelashes?

Daniel cleared his throat, leaned back in the dining chair, and ran his hands along his legs. Just once, but enough to tell me Georgia had aroused his interest.

Not scared him, no. Daniel Cross was too secure to be unsettled by some mild flirtation, but this change from genial dinner companion to wineglass-stem-stroking vixen probably made him wonder when the switcheroo had happened.

I doubted very much that a glance from Georgias baby blues had his palms sweating, so I put it down to a desperate need to do something with his hands. But even that need would suggest shed riled him. Shaken, if only temporarily, his rock-solid foundations.

I caught a glimpse of the way his fingers curved over his thighs, and something flickered in the back of my mind, one step away from enlightenment.

Daniels hands completed their slow reach to his knees and paused. Turned, fingers to the insides of his thighs, elbows slightly bent as his hands returned, but only halfway. He stopped, fingertips playing against the seam of his inside leg. Barely. Only enough to be noticed by someone who was desperately trying not to notice.

Hmm, was all he said, breaking a silence I hadnt even noticed had descended.

Startled, I flicked a glance at Georgia. Her eyes met mine, but I knew shed been looking at Daniels hands too. Her gaze had lifted to look at me, so they must have previously been scrutinizing something lower.

And that teasing enlightenment finally revealed itself in the knowledge Daniel had done it deliberately. Unsettled? No. Aware of Georgias flirtation? Of course. Possessed of the ability to respond in ways so subtle I questioned my reasoning on the matter? Definitely.

Something told me Daniel was keeping the rest of himself still so our attention would be drawn to the most restrained of movements, even if the only movement came from his hands on his thighs, fingers leading the way to

But… Licking her lips with noticeably more relish than when shed had food in her mouth rather than Daniel on her mind, she closed the gap between herself and my other guest by little more than an inch.

But I saw it. And Daniel would too if he had a writers attention to detail. If he knew how these things advanced by degrees.

Theres something weve been skirting around all evening that none of us have tackled head-on, Georgia said in a not-whisper. Quiet, low, seductive. This was her Im talking to you and only you voice. The one that could have formed any words known to man and made them all sound like you are the center of my universe.

Oh? Daniels eyebrows lifted, defining amusement. Enlighten me.

Georgias smile grew wider, and her gaze dippedno doubt to Daniels mouth; she had a thing for lips and what they could do to her and oh God, shes thinking about him in that way; she wants him.

Your book, of course. The smile became a grin, and she sat back, body language shifting in an instant to nonchalant, carefree, playful. The grin she bestowed on me like a badge of honor marked the switch back to whatever had come before this interlude.

I could barely remember. I thought wed been a civilized couple entertaining a guest. Then shed cast a spell and just as easily broken it.

My…book? Daniel dipped his head during the pause, emphasizing that it wasnt born of uncertainty about what to say next. No, he was questioning usmainly Georgiaabout her motives. Are you sure thats what you wanted to discuss?

Yep. Weve both read it. Havent we, Reece?

Startled by this summoning, I jerked upright, laying one hand on the table to ground myself in reality. Yes. Yes, we have. I drummed my fingers on the table. They fascinated me as if they belonged to someone else. Disembodied.

You sound a bit uncertain there, Daniel teased, looking at me with hardly any movement elsewhere in his body. Just a tilt of his head, gaze focused on me.

Are you going to test me on it?

No, no. I believe you.

He read it first, Georgia put in. Whizzed through it. Kept trying to tell me about it, but I forbade him because that would have spoiled it for when I read it.

I felt my cheeks burn, tried not to catch Daniels eye again, but inevitably did so, and above the stubble peppering his jaw, a faint blush colored his cheeks. Maybe the wine, maybe bashfulness about his work. I have a fan? He raised his glass, toasting me with the last few drops of wine before he drained them. Makes it all worthwhile. A dimple showed on that same blushing face, a wink punctuating his sideways glance with momentary flirtation.

Georgia had ramped it up a few notches. Daniel had risen to the challenge admirably. It was only I who held back, not wanting to seem out of my depth.

I shouldnt have been surprised Daniel was going along with this. Whatever undercurrents there were in the roomand there were definitely somehe wasnt fazed in the slightest.

I knew what Georgia and I had discussed in the sense of skirting the issue, dancing around it, hinting, articulating with nothing more than a glance, a smirk, an unspoken suggestion. We had mastered wordless communication as a couple, and something told me Daniel wouldnt take too long to interpret those wordless words too.

Well, I liked it. A lot, Georgia added, lowering both her lashes and her voice, laying a gentle hand on Daniels forearm, fingertips grazing the inside of his wrist.

I shuddered as if it was me shed touched. Seduction by proxy.

Especially the conversation in chapter seventeen. The way Wes spoke to Father Thomas, I knew the priest was hiding something.

Ah, the ecclesiastical equivalent of the doctor-patient privilege. Daniel nodded. I was a bit concerned about making a man of the cloth a baddie, in case readers thought I was picking on all priests. He shrugged. Not all. Just this one.

And even then he wasnt all bad. I prefer ambiguous characterization. Im sick of reading books where people wear black hats and white hats.

Daniel burst out laughing. Youve heard that saying too? Yes. No ones entirely good or evil. We all have faults.

Not everyones covering up a decades-old murder though, I pointed out.

True, true.

Unless theres something about yourself youre not telling us? I teased, falling into the easy conversationor if not falling, then jumping and hoping for the best.

Absolutely not. He touched a hand to his heart in mock offense. Im an angel.

Georgia snorted with laughter. Ill believe that when I see it. How a… How old are you?

Twenty-nine.

How a twenty-nine-year-old man could write a fifty-six-year-old murderer so well unless hed sold his soul, I dont know.

Ah, you got me. Didnt get much for it though. A farthing, a groat, and some milk bottle tops. The writing talent? Oh thats all mine.

Cocky shit, I murmured, picking up the wine bottle. Youre still nervous about letting people read your work, and you know it. More wine?

You got me again. Well, as long as you liked it and youre not buttering me up, I can afford to be cocky. And yeah, fill er up. Im not driving. I can afford to get as drunk as a lord this evening.

Thank God for taxis, I said, filling his glass to the brim.

Unless I pass out on your couch, he said with a wink before taking a sip. Cheers. Turning to look at Georgia, he added, And you must promise not to take advantage of me.

Georgia leaned both elbows on the table, fingers interwoven as a place to rest her head. You know what they say about promises and piecrusts. She lifted her eyebrows, and I returned her stare with a frown of vague confusion, waiting for the penny to drop.

Daniel set his glass down, a satisfied smile curving his lips. Either he appreciated my choice of red or some other thought amused him. His gaze flicked up, caught mine. Made to be broken, he said quietly.

* * *

So. I stopped, one hand on the front door handle, and looked over my shoulder at Daniel. That smirk had barely left his lips all evening, and the wine hadnt done anything to dilute his inherent flirtatiousness. An entire vineyard of chardonnay, merlot, and paint stripper couldnt drown that out, I suspected.

So, he echoed.

A crash from the kitchen interrupted us, and Daniel rolled his eyes, allowing himself a quiet laugh at the profanity that reached our ears. Georgia in the kitchen was a sight to behold and best beheld from a distance sometimes. How one woman could make so much noise washing the dishes I didnt know, but suspected part of it was her not-so-silent signal. Im still in the kitchen. Out of earshot if you speak quietly enough. Get to it, Reece.

Our body language had communicated encouragement on her part all evening and a request for confirmation that she was sure on mine. Do it, her every move had said. Are you sure? Id asked in return.

Daniel cocked his head. Reece?

I caught his eye and tried not to shiver. Nothing, nothing.

Are you all right? He took a step closer.

I let go of the door handle. Your taxi will be here soon.

Not immediately. And it would be rude of me to jump in a cab home without saying good-byehe licked his lips and I swallowed, hardproperly, dont you think?

Clearing my throat, I looked down, my gaze skirting his leather jacket, its snug fit around his waist. The way it sat just so on his hips. I looked up with a nervous smile twisting my lips. It probably looked more like a grimace.

Hed said good night to Georgia properly, kissing her on the cheek. A hairbreadth away from her mouth, and Id seen. Georgia had almost turned. Just enough to have caught his breath on the corner of her mouth before giving him that look.

And Daniel had looked at me, as if checking my reaction. Is this all right?

More than all right, Id wanted to say. Please. Go ahead.

That nervous twist became a smile of something like anticipation. But it couldnt possibly have been, because I wasnt thinking of Daniel kissing me good night. Nor wondering what it would feel like, or how far either of us would turn to the other. Lets shake hands like gentlemen.

He gave a sharp burst of laughter, too quiet to be mocking. The sound was conspiratorial. Listen to us. Bonding. Dancing around the border of whatever hasnt happened yet. I dont know who told you I was a gentleman, Reece. Another step closer. One of us could touch the other without much effort. But they were lying.

Dont stare at his lips, Hutton. Dont stare at his lips.

His voice dropped still further. But its one of my more endearing qualities, dont you think?

Jesus, dont touch me. Please touch me.

The corner of Daniels mouth pulled back in amusement. He knew what I was thinking. His smirk, his dimple told me so. Are you uncomfortable because I kissed Georgia, and did so in front of you?

I rolled my shoulders. Considered backing away, but Id only come into contact with the front door and there would be no escape from Daniel Cross. As if I wanted it. But at least the door would hold me up. You know Im not, I blurted out.

But youre her boyfriend. He inclined his head slightly, insinuating himself into my line of sight. One might think Id overstepped the mark.

I dont think she minded.

And you?

I Breath caught in my throat when Daniel licked his lips, and he laughed. Hed made me falter, hed noticed, and the scoreboard tilted in his favor. Ive seen her do a lot more than that with other…people.

Women? Daniel waggled his eyebrows. Men? And his expression drained of all humor. I dont think Im entirely wrong in this observation, but theres been what you could call an undercurrent this evening, hasnt there?

Oh? I gulped back air that did nothing to ease the ache in my chest, the tightness, the near suffocation. Has there?

Im a writer. Ive trained myself to notice these things. Daniel lifted his hand, and I flinched. He lowered it again, frowning. Let me put something to you.

Cool relief washed through me. I would not be the one to risk embarrassment by raising the subject. Daniel Cross, the mind reader, would take the first step. He knew what I was thinking. Had to.

Let me suggest… He leaned in close to whisper in my ear, and the part of me that wanted him still closer fought to suppress a shudder. Any movement on my part would either drive him away or force contact, and I wasnt sure which frightened me more. Let me tell you what I think is going on here.

Okay. I could have put my hand on his waist without stretching my arm. He was there, only inches away. Within reach.

I think Georgia wants me. Daniels breath whispered across my cheek, and I nearly turned. Wanted to. I also think youre okay with that. I know youre an adventurous couple.

We like to mix things up.

Would that include turnabout for your birthday present?

ItI turned my head by the slightest of anglesmight.

Hmm. Daniel quirked an eyebrow and looked me in the eye. God alone knew how I managed to meet his gaze. Interesting. He paused. Given that Im a slut.

Daniel. I said nothing further until hed lifted his head, keeping his gaze on me. Denim brushed against denim and leather protested as he moved. You insult yourself.

I speak the truth, he murmured.

I wondered if that was his seduction voice. Knew he didnt need one. Daniel Cross himself was enough. And maybe, maybe if I tried hard enough, I could convince myself I was so fucking hard because Georgia was feet away and not because Daniel was right. Here.

His breath warmed the skin of my neck, and for a moment I considered all possible reactions to his kiss.

A kiss that never came.

Instead he spoke. I want to fuck your girlfriend, he whispered, and such a blatant, ungentlemanly, sluttish wish made me harder still. And I want you to watch me do it.

Oh God, Daniel, dont say any more. Dont. Ill come right here and now if you

Reece? He stood so close hed be able to feel my cock straining against my jeans if he moved just so.

I slowly, slowly, slowly exhaled.

You didnt say no.

My lips twisted into a half smile. Who could say no to you, Daniel Cross?

Ah. A brief nod of acknowledgment and agreement. Now I think were on exactly the same page, Reece Hutton.


Chapter Five



How many times I read Daniels text message on D-day I couldnt count, but I clung to those three words until they became a mantra, a prayer, a supplication: See you tonight.

When the intercom buzzed, Georgia and I already stood in my hall, leaning against opposite walls with our arms crossed, staring at each other. My place, because it was as near to neutral territory as we could manage. We jumped, and I started for the handset, saying, Maybe I should…?

Yeah. You get it.

Hello? Why so formal, Reece? You know its him.

Why good evening, Mr. Hutton. Its your friendly neighborhood pervert here, come to join you for an hour or five of eye-watering filth, if you please.

Whether it was humor or nerves that made me do it, I laughed as I pressed the Enter button and hung up. Way to break the ice, Cross.

What did he say? Georgia laid her hand on my shoulder, slid the other round my waist. Was that him?

Yep.

Her slowly released breath chilled the back of my neck, and I shivered.

Its really happening, she said.

Looks like it.

Are you sure about this?

I turned my head, though couldnt quite look her in the eye. Youd do the same for me. I smiled. I know you would.

And its not even my birthday.

Call it an early Christmas.

Youd better get the door.

I unlocked it, waited for Daniel to reach the top of the stairwell, clasping Georgias hand behind my back for reassurance that she was still there. Neither of us trembled as far as I could tell, but as soon as Daniel rounded the flight of stairs and appeared on the landing, my heart jumped, my hand in Georgias flinched, and I let her go.

Hey, I said. Wondered what the procedure was for this sort of thing. Not that Georgia and I were complete innocents, but previously wed brought in friends. People wed known for a while.

Not folks wed known a relatively short period of time.

But, I figured with a mental shrug, that in itself was a bit of a risk. Sure, you needed to feel at ease with the person to get naked in front of them, but say it went horribly wrong? Youve ruined a friendship for the sake of a one-night stand.

At least here, now, with Daniel, there was no long-standing friendship to sabotage.

It had come to this. The question of whether or not to shake his hand, offer the rife-with-double entendre thanks for coming.

Here. I brought some lubricant, Daniel said, holding up a bottle of wine, laughing at what must have been my expression of surprise. Just to loosen us up a bit. He passed me the bottle and slipped an arm round Georgias waist. Hello again.

Her brows lifted, the corner of her mouth twitching, threatening a smile.

A smile Daniel cut off in its prime when he dipped his head to kiss her.

She stiffened initially, and I nearly dropped the bottle, cradling it with my free hand as the other gripped the neck.

Just a second later, her tense muscles relaxed and she melted against him.

His other hand crept up to cup her face, and I wondered if he was considering tangling his fingers in her hair, something she loved, especially when I gave it a gentle tug, just to remind her I am here.

But that kiss. It wasnt me. I stood by, watching Daniels cheeks hollow in that way that told me hed deepened the kiss and Georgia had let him.

Even after breaking off the kiss, he kept his face close to hers, only a breath away, smiling. He kissed her again, lightly, on the lips, and lifted his head.

To look at me.

Smirking.

And the quirk of his eyebrows, the dimple in his cheek, the twinkle in his guylinered eyes all conspired to give him the air of a man who just did not give a shit because he knew what he was made of.

Someone started early, I said, gesturing with the unopened bottle, assuming hed had a beer or two before coming over.

Not at all. He straightened but kept that one arm around Georgias waist. Shes mine too now. Im stone-cold sober. Well share. And I thought it was a pretty good way of breaking the ice. Now Ive put my mark on her.

Ill go open this. I took a step nearer the kitchen, but he stopped me with one word and a hand on my arm.

Wait. He paused while he bit his lip, and something told me his hesitancy was a facade. Arent you gonna kiss me too?

I flinched, gasped quietly, and he laughed, showing pearly white teeth and a devilish glint in his eyes. Again.

There was a moment, the merest sliver of time, pregnant with the opportunity to ask did you mean that before someone took a breath, someone moved, someone shook their head and the window of opportunity closed.

Wine it is, then, Daniel said.

I stepped into the kitchen alone, but they soon followed me, which made sense. No need for me to leave them in the hallway to get to know each other. We were all in this together, for the three of us to…

Well, not for Daniel and me, but that was the only pairing not on the menu.

I wouldnt have minded if youd kissed him, you know, Georgia said, and I looked over my shoulder before uncorking the bottle, expecting her to wink at me, but no. Daniel was the focus of her attention. I wouldnt have minded at all.

Ah. Apparently menus can change, then.

And just before I turned back to the wine, I caught the smirk on his face.

I rather think Reece would have a say in that, dont you?

I opened my mouth to speak, but Georgia beat me to it. He wouldnt mind either, would you, Reece?

I shrugged. No point in contradicting her when she was in this sort of mood. Though the subject matter unsettled me, it was Georgia who spoke, so she got a free pass.

After all, he said tonight was my night and I could have anything I wanted.

So it is, Daniel told her, winking at me when I handed him a glass. And so you shall. Pause. That is, of course, providing Reece doesnt feel uncomfortable.

Turning away to pour another glass, I wondered if my face was as red as the wine we were about to drink. Here, I said, handing Georgia her drink, sipping my own and unable to resist a peek at Daniel over the rim of my glass.

He laughed, clearly one hell of a lot more comfortable with this line of conversation than I was.

No point being nervous about this, is there? he asked. I mean, were all adults. We all know what were doing, I presume?

Sometimes I wonder, I wanted to say out loud.

We were all here for the same purpose, knew what was going to happen. But that was later; this was now. How to get from here to there presented a minor dilemma. It needed one of us to take that step, to announce with body language subtle enough to still be dignified that its on.

We lingered in the kitchen, making small talk, drinking wine, making no move to seat ourselves in the living room and relax, nor to adopt the bedroom as a backdrop for…whatever.

Soon our three glasses were empty, and none of us suggested a refill. It was just a matter of time.

Theres something you two ought to know about me, Daniel said, setting his glass on the countertop alongside mine and Georgias.

Now you tell us, she said, frowning.

I hoped it was nothing serious, suspected it wasnt. Though wed only known Daniel a short period of time, weat least Itrusted him, which was just as well given what we were about to do. We were all sexually adventurous, that much was plain, but weagain, at least Ifelt at ease with him, beyond the level of comfort needed for this evenings proceedings to occur.

Dont worry; its nothing bad. Just a surprise. Daniel winked. I should hang my jacket up. Back in a sec.

He exited, and for the few seconds he was in the hall, Georgia and I looked at each other, shrugged, both frowning.

Honestly, the pair of you look so worried. He laughed on his return, now jacketless. This is just me doing some showing off. He pulled the waistband of his shirt up and over his head in seconds.

Obviously has experience undressing in a hurry.

Jesus, Daniel; were not even in the bedroom yet. Georgia laughed, not in the least shocked although pleasantly surprised, judging by the shine in her eyes.

Im assuming that rooms for subdued lighting or darkness. Daniel winked, shameless about being the center of attention. And you need to see this when the lights good. He tossed his shirt onto the countertop, doing nothing to hide his bare skin. A man who was brazen enough to rip his own shirt off in front of a couple he was about to go to bed with would have no reason to cover himself, of course.

Id seen bare male torsos before on numerous occasionsmostly hot summer days during games of football in the parkbut this situation was unique to say the least.

He turned his back, drawing audible gasps from me and Georgia.

Jesus Christ. Georgias soft voice articulated what I couldnt, staring in mute amazement at the most elaborate tattoo Id ever seen, covering most of Daniels back.

He turned his head to the side, not looking at us, but paying closer attention to our surprise and, yes, admiration, even if in my case it could only be expressed in silence.

That is some ink youve got there. Georgias words emerged in a gasp of admiration, and I could only agree with a slow nod. That must have taken a lot of work.

Yeah. From here, at this angle, Daniels cheeky grin was clearly visible. But it only distracted me for a second, and his tattoo drew me again.

Two wings inked in incredible detail with trompe loeil feathers layered his shoulder blades and trailed to the small of his back. Folded angels wings threatened to unfurl with each twitch of his shoulder blades. The colors were subtle: just enough pale blue at the ends of some feathers to make them look snow-white, enough yellow here and there to give the appearance of light refraction.

Daniel Cross, only here to show off. He stayed still. Everything about him screamed cocky little shit; he knew his tattoo would have such an impact the first time we saw it.

Hell, I would if I had a tattoo like that, Georgia murmured, nearing him to touch his bare skin.

He shiveredor perhaps it was a shudderwhen she laid her palms against him.

Sorry; are you ticklish?

No, no, touch me all you like, gorgeous, Daniel said, punctuating his words with a quiet laugh. Twisting his neck even more, he looked me up and down, adding, You dont mind, do you, Reece?

Wondering if I was more drawn by the sight of his ink or my girlfriend touching his ink, I took a deep breath, willed myself to speak. No. Not at all.

And I didnt. And I wanted a piece of this. I wanted the games to begin. Thats what were all here for, isnt it? I asked, and the room was silent. Not an oppressive silence, but one gravid with promise. All it would take was one word, a few words, a look, one move.

Georgia ran a hand over one of Daniels shoulder blades. Her other came to rest on his hip, and for a moment her mouth was so close to his skin I thought she was about to kiss him, but instead she spoke. I think we should take this into the bedroom.

Still touching Daniel, she looked back at me, the corners of her mouth lifting, a near-imperceptible accent to the lust in her eyes.

* * *

Daniel stopped after crossing the threshold to a bedroom that wasnt his, looked back over his shoulderdear God, what shouldersand silently inquired of either Georgia or myself.

Not that his reticence was born of uncertainty. Given his cocky nature, his ink, the fact that he wore makeup, he wasnt shy. Neither was he impolite, and that was why he hesitated. Your bedroom, your rules, his pause said.

Georgias hand was still on him when he reached the bed, but there would have been something wrong in him lying down first. Though the lamplight was dim, I still saw a chivalric ladies first in his raised eyebrows, the hand lifting hers from his back and gesturing toward the bed.

Every piece of clothing removed was preceded by a hitched breath, a shudder, a murmur from one of us. Every time Daniel or I moved, the other took his place, making sure that though Georgia sped toward nudity, she was never untouched by at least one of our hands and, more often than not, a mouth.

I knew where she liked to be kissed; familiarity made me more confident than Daniel Cross for once in my life. His kisses were hesitant and experimental, his touches laden with trepidation and an unspoken is this all right?

He and I danced around each other, coordinated in our attention to Georgiayou undo the buttons on her blouse; Ill see to her skirtthough we avoided eye contact. Some diabolical sense of timing meant we worked together though apart, divided by the woman who united us.

Every time he touched her, combing his fingers through her hair, leaning in for a kiss, stroking his hand down her exposed abdomen, Georgia shuddered. And because we were so close as I spooned her, the pair of us curved like lazy commas against Daniels exclamation mark, I shuddered too. The nanoseconds time delay felt like no delay at all. And that temporal nothing meant Daniel may as well have been touching me for the way I reacted to what he did to her.

It was an ordinary mattress, no waterbed, but we drifted, killing time that couldnt touch us. Daniels hands and mouth strayed no farther south than Georgias waist. His territory claimed, he left me to hold her hips steady against my hardening cock, straining through my jeans, which I only kept on through a childish sense of you first, you first, you first.

We cast little more than tentative glances each others wayif I kiss her here, you touch her thereand had said next to nothing since entering the bedroom, at least to each other. Daniel murmured as he kissed her, brushing the hair off her face with one hand, tracing the unseen ley lines of her body with the other. I didnt catch all of what he said, but what I did hear were requests for reassurance. He had the uncertainty of a first-time lover, of one who knew others had enjoyed what he did, but they were them and Georgia was uncharted territory. Undiscovered. Virgin, in the most incorrect sense of the word.

So we didnt look each other in the eyes, but a few times I watched what his hands did to see the results. Maybe he did the same as I slipped a hand past the waistband of her underwear. I pulled her head back to expose her collarbone. Before he dipped his head to taste it, was it her eyes he studiedor the fingers tangled in her hair?

Its time, the disembodied voice that somehow wasnt me, inside my head, said. Daniel barely touched Georgias breasts, fingertips threatening to lift a slightly-displaced cup away from her skin. More practiced, I unsnapped the clasp behind her, and the instant the fabric went slack, he found an already stiff nipple against his hand and a helpless moan at the back of her throat.

I tugged the bra free and dropped it behind me over the edge of the bed, and the shift in my weight drew her attention.

Reece? The first clear, enunciated word shed spoken in a lifetime and it was my name. She twisted a hand behind her back, laid it on my thigh. You should get these off.

For a reason I couldnt fathom, Daniel was the one I looked at. When our eyes met, his brows lifted and the corner of his mouth twitched in the threat of a smirk. Very well. You get to fuck her first. And whatever else he saw in me required his full attention for a few heart-stopping seconds, chilling my blood despite most of it being diverted somewhere a bit farther south.

He blinked, lowered his mouth to Georgias again, mercifully occupying himself with something other than me.

Hed been waiting to see if I would undress. And of course I would. I had to. Georgia and I had fucked with most of our clothes still on, on many an occasion, but here? Now? It wouldnt be much of a threesome if anything remained against skin but someone elses body.

And Daniel had paused to see if Id be able to undress not only with him in the room, but with him watching.

Though my head spun, my heart thumped, and my hands trembled, there was one part of me that made nakedness, a condom, and getting inside Georgia a priority. Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, went round and round my head, but not enough to give me performance anxiety. If anything, the dizziness, the increased heart rate, the tremors were all a result of anticipation, not fear.

I hauled my jeans and shorts off as quickly as I could, not giving myself time to think about anything I shouldnt think about, and turned away to open the bedside table drawer.

Just get the damned thing on, Hutton. You can do this. You can do this.

Talking myself through it worked. As long as I didnt think about undressing with Daniel there. Getting a condom on with him less than a foot away. Fucking my girlfriend with his hands on her.

Reece… She moaned anothers name into Daniels kiss, and I ached for her even more, wondering if I appeared schoolboy amateurish in my attempt to get her finally, completely naked.

Georgias body was there for us to play with, and yet she played us both, hooking one ankle back over my leg, curving an arm round Daniels neck and pulling him closer.

At least he wasnt looking at me while I pushed into Georgia, teasing her soaking wet pussy with only the first couple of inches. I wanted to ask if it was me or Daniel or both of us who had that effect on her, but it took all my concentration to hold her hip in place as she tried to rock back against me.

Usually in this position she reached back for my thigh, a hand, anything to get some kind of control over how fast I moved, how deep the angle. But as soon as her arm twitched, as soon as her hand lifted off Daniel, he wrapped a hand round her wrist and fought to bring it back to him.

The tension from wrist to shoulder told me she resisted, but against Daniel there was no point. No chance.

He broke their kiss, and I stopped, waiting to see what hed say or do.

But nothing. Nothing except a quick glance at me and all my nervousness wasnt there anymore and I didnt know why. I parted my lips as I pushed into Georgia another inch, and even when she moaned, he didnt look at her. He watched me. Not the hand on Georgias hip to hold her steady. Not the knee nudging her leg up to allow me more control. My eyes.

And the moment died, as did Georgias pretense of not wanting Daniels hand on her. She gave and fell against him, a hand in his hair pulling him closer.

He muttered something, a muffled few words against her face, and she nodded. She pushed back against me, or at least her hips tried to; her muscles tensed, but I held her still.

Do you? he murmured. Again she nodded, and he laughed. A quiet huff of laughter against her face, and his hand came to rest on her waist, the backs of his fingers grazing my abs when I pushed all the way into Georgia.

I gasped and let the three of us believe it was a reaction to being inside her. It had happened many times before, but no one who saw her naked would ever treat the hundredth time as any less electrifying than the first.

Not every time had Daniel as a witness.

Being inside her with one hand on her hip, his hand close enough to make contact if I moved a certain way, threw my concentration. The only thing I could do was try to move him away without touching him, to lie down behind Georgia, slip my arm under hers, fingertips nestling against the ridge of her collarbone. And pull her toward me that way. Using her as a barrier.

The presence on the other side of that barrier didnt stop the inevitable. Couldnt stop Georgia rolling her hips just the way I liked at exactly the right speed to push me toward orgasm.

That presence didnt distract me enough to stop me getting closer every time Georgia pushed back against me, tightening her pussy, and God, I can never work out how you do that

No matter what he didcupped her breast with one hand, his touch skirting mine, cradled her head, kissed her, bringing himself inches away from me againhe couldnt distract her body from its natural rhythm. Its responses to me.

I was here first, Daniel, something in the back of my mind said. I know how to make her come.

But it would have been stupid, pointless, nonsensical for him not to kiss her the way he did. Deep, slow kisses that hollowed his cheeks, made her strain up for more. More of whatever he was doing with his tongue, and

Fuck. I saw them stiffen at my word and hissed in a desperate breath, hoped theyd take it as random loss of control rather than anything serious. A result of what I felt, not what I saw.

Close your eyes, Reece.

Nuzzling the back of her neck, I breathed her inlemon-scented shampoo, grapefruit body lotion, and the specter of someone else, the echo of his kisses still lingering in the scent of his cologne, the redness his stubble left on her skin.

Oh God. It was a breath meant only for her, but he probably heard it too. The way her pussy tightened around my cock was all mine though. And he wouldnt get to feel it.

Yet.

When he did, shed still be shuddering from the aftershocks of the spine-bending orgasm Id send tearing through her body.

She was close. I felt it. I knew. Which meant Id be close behind, but before Georgia let go, before she shattered, Daniel had to be ready to take over.

Summoning reserves of self-control I didnt know I had, I pulled her with me, and the sudden pressure shocked Georgia into following when I leaned back.

Daniel broke off the kiss, lifted his head, and questioned me with a glance, but I turned away.

Reece? Georgias voice, more confident, assertive, unafraid of demanding I explain.

One hand trapped under her, I had to unwrap the other arm from around her front and use that to reach back, fiddle with the bedside cabinet drawer.

Oh God. I followed the mutter with a curse under my breath, glaring at the ceiling and gritting my teeth as I struggled. Soon rewarded, I grasped the foil packet when my fingers made contact, not wanting to let go of it or the woman I was still inside.

Or my orgasm, only a few strokes away now if only I could hold on, hold on, hold on.

Righting myselfor at least returning us both to our former positionI looked at Daniel, relieved his eyes werent fixed on me this time, but the foil square I held out to him. Well?

His gaze lifted then, and his lips parted as if to say something. Silence, though. Nothing. Nothing but the tip of his tongue moistening that bottom lip a millisecond before he took the condom, his eyebrows quirking in…God, I didnt know. It could have been amusement or something else entirely. Either way, obedience was there. A quick, silent nod and he rolled onto his back, condom packet held between his lips as he lifted his hips to haul off his jeans and shorts.

Reece? Georgias voice a tentative whisper now, and I silenced her with a kiss on the side of her neck.

A kiss and a question. You want him? I knew she did. The shudder that ran through her told me everything. The epicenter was the spot at the nape of her neck, between her shoulder blades. Not her pussy, even though she tightened around every stroke. Even though she gasped every time I moved inside her.

Clothing on Daniel took a jingle, an unzipping, a shuffle to fall away, but I didnt look, giving Georgia all my conscious attention. I couldnt remember touching her below the waist before now, and as soon as my fingertips brushed her clit, she jerked back.

Tell me.

She made a throaty noise I supposed was affirmative. But it wasnt enough. I wanted to hear it.

You want him?

Daniels weight shifted. He growled something from the back of his throat. Foil ripped, and I knew I wouldnt be able to hold off much longer.

Yes.

You have to come for me first, Georgia.

Daniel moved closer. Put a hand to her face. Watched what I was doing to her. I wished I could have seen her face and I could have pulled her round, twisted her round to kiss me, but whatever expression was on her face right then held him enraptured. Fingertips tangled in her hair, he stared at her as I fucked her, trying not to look at him, utterly naked, his cock so damn hard and ready to fuck her as soon as I

Georgia, Im gonna

Im

I knew. And Daniel knew as well. Somehow. The desperation in her voice must have told him. It wasnt unique to translation by the man who knew her best. He knew she was an instant away from coming, and silenced her gasp with a kiss, pulling her to him as her pussy tightened around me, each ripple more forceful than the last until it got to be too much and Daniel or no, she felt too damned good not to let myself go.

Oh God, oh God, Georgia, I Spine arching, I threw my head back and came, ears ringing with a growl almost like a roar, which I didnt realize was mine until I fell, helpless, onto my back, still inside her.

Oh God. That was… Breathlessness cut her off.

And Daniel took over. A quiet laugh. He nodded as I looked at him, my eyes heavy-lidded with exhaustion. Yeah. Well whatever it was, were not finished yet. Not by a long shot. His gaze flicked from her to me. My turn, I believe?

Past embarrassmentor made temporarily so by satiationI let my lips curve into a lazy smile. Be my guest. Holding on to Georgias hip, I pulled away gently, listening for the gentle catch of breath she always gave. Satisfied we may have been, but she never liked me pulling out so soon after she came.

Never mind; you have someone right here to take my place, I nearly said out loud.

But didnt.

I dropped a kiss on her shoulder, ran a hand down her thigh. Pulled it up by the knee and lifted my glance to Daniel. Bold now, I hooked Georgias leg around his waist, and he smirked.

Georgia? Tracing the lines of her again, from thigh, past the dip of her waist, back up to the curve of her breast, I whispered in her ear, Georgia? Ill be right back.

Ill be all right, she whispered, her voice thick with lust, the orgasm Id brought her to receding to make room for the next. Daniels gonna take care of me. Arent you? She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he laughed quietly. Looked at me.

Damn right I will.

And I wasnt sure if that was for my benefit or hers, but it made me shiver.

Though it was his gaze that held me, I still caught a glimpse of the way his hips moved, the way his hand gripped her waist. I knew what he was doing, and her breathy sigh confirmed it. Not a moan or anything as throaty as that. A sigh in response to him sliding into her easily. Made ready by me, or just that damned turned on, ready she was.

I wont be long. Turning to move off the bed, I had my back to Daniel when he spoke again, but I still heard.

Neither will I if she keeps moving like that.

And she laughed at this conversation about her, conducted around her. She laughed, and her laughter followed me out of the room, down the hall.

In the bathroom, I got rid of the condom, rubbed my eyes with both hands, ruffled my hair, stared at my reflection. Flushed, perspiring, a bit like any other time Id, well, fucked Georgia. There was no other word for it. Threesomes werent about making love. They were about using each other to get off. Bringing in a third for variety. The novelty of it.

And by the sounds of things, theyre enjoying each other pretty well.

I splashed my face with cold water, dried off, laughed at my instinct to finger comb my hair back into place again. Who the hell was I trying to impress? The pair of them had already seen me naked, horny, covered in sweat, at and past the point of orgasm. As vulnerable as it was for any man to get in front of anyone else.

Whatever he did to her worked, given the volume of her moans now. Desperate, throaty cries for Jesus and God and all the profanities theyd frown upon.

And though it was my home, my girlfriend, a feeling of guilt washed over me as if I listened to something I shouldnt have been witness to. As if the only right thing to do was turn around, occupy myself with a shower or something until they were done.

But I had no idea how long Daniel could go on. And it sounded like, no matter how close Georgia was again so soon, he had no intention of stopping when she came.

Oh so this is a competition, is it, Cross?

Wondering why I felt guilty, I creptand wondered why I creptto the bedroom doorway. This was my house, my bedroom, my bed, my Georgia.

The floorboards creaked when I stepped into the room, but I didnt expect either of them to notice, being so wrapped up in each other. Georgia, ankles locked together behind Daniels back, his perspiring shouldersfucking hell, those shouldersrippling with exertion. And the great tragedy of fucking someone like Daniel Cross was that magnificent tattoo wouldnt be visible.

But it was to me. Oh yes. It definitely was to me.

Whether his exertion was needed to fuck her that hard or to hold back from giving it to her any harder, I didnt know, but it was enough to make her cry out and lose her voice midscream.

When she came, he still didnt stop. I hovered in the doorway, one hand on the door handle, the other on the wall, needing something against which to brace myself. Something to keep me upright. I could have joined them on the bed and been totally welcome. I could have kissed Georgia, let my tongue taste the dying moans of this orgasm, let my hands whisper promises of the next, but this was somehow Daniel and Georgia, no Reece. Just those two.

Daniel didnt stop. He whispered something in her ear, likely a request for reassurance that she was fine, but he kept moving inside her. Back. And slamming in again, hard enough to deepen his own breathing.

As I watched, Georgias hands claw at his ink-covered back, the nails digging in where a tattooists needle had gone before. I wasnt sure which demanded more of my attention: her painted nails or his painted skin.

Tension rippled up his biceps when he propped himself up on his forearms, seconds away from orgasm, tendons in his neck cording and jaw tightening as if in pain.

Oh God, you… He growled something, not at Georgia. Not even at me. Just something he had to say at the instant he came.

Panting, face flushed and glistening with perspiration, he dipped his head to kiss the top of Georgias. A pause and he lifted his head again. He shifted his weight and looked directly at me with more focus in his gaze than Id have expected from a man whod just had an orgasm, one which likely still rippled down his spine.

The deep, shuddering breath told me he was more concerned about coming down than bothered about my presence.

The way his eyebrows lifted told me hed known Id return and stop, wait in the doorway as if I encroached on his territory. Not aloof. Not even territorial. Closer to Ah, there you are. Ive been expecting you.

But there was so much more unsaid in the way he maintained eye contact even as he ran his fingers through Georgias hair.

And that smirk, the way the corners of his mouth merely threatened to curve told me my presence didnt unsettle him. It wasnt unwelcome. It was expected. And it was exactly what he wanted.


Chapter Six



A few days later, through a combination of texts exchanged while we were both at our respective workplaces, Georgia and I arranged to meet up and eat out that evening. Our schedules had clashed somewhat after the latest threesome, leaving little opportunity for an autopsy, and wed barely had any time together.

Neither of us could be bothered cooking, and I got the feeling from the tone of Georgias messages that she wanted this to be one of our look what weve done; arent we daring evenings out to mark another step taken along the path of depravity.

It didnt take us long to choose a Chinese restaurant in the city center; wed been there before, knew the staff by name, enjoyed the food and the atmosphere. None of that was important though. What mattered was the near certainty wed snag a secluded booth at the back of the room, claim it for our own, and use the resultant privacy to discuss what we hadnt articulated in any of our texts.

How was work? I asked, slipping an arm round her waist, giving it a squeeze. Shed got there before me but not gone in; the two of us liked to make an entrance. And it was polite to wait for the other to arrive.

We liked to do everything together.

Boring. She wrinkled her nose, the scowl disappearing when I kissed her. Briefly. Any more than that and we might be tempted to allow ourselves to carry on, and in public that wouldnt do.

We were always ready for each other, physical health permitting, but with the underlying tension there, buzzing like an electrical cable to the rhythm of Cross, Cross, Cross, there was more danger than usual wed forget where we were.

Hardly glancing at the menus, familiar with what was available already through regular patronage, we placed our orders and made flirtatious small talk until our mushroom soup arrived. Or at least that was what I planned to do. Georgia, however, bit the bullet.

Have you spoken to him? Both forearms on the table on either side of her place setting, she leaned in, eyes shining.

Him? I gave her nothing but a light smile and a restrained mirroring of her posture.

Yeah, you know. Dropping her voice still further, she added, Daniel.

Should I have? I lifted my brows, trying not to smile at the childish expectation illuminating her face. Certainly I wouldnt appear as diabolical as Daniel when I looked at her that way, but my hair was dirty blond to his dark, my eyes blue to his brown. And there was something naturally devilish in him anyway.

I may have indulged in threesomes on more than one occasion, but unlike Daniel Cross, I at least had the advantage of looking innocent.

Not necessarily. She shrugged, her shoulders far more nonchalant than her tone of voice. Just wondered.

Couple of text messages, thats all.

He hasnt said anything?

Well, there was that one e-mail he sent. I frowned as I considered how to phrase my next sentence.

What was it about?

There was an attachment. Something hed mocked up in Photoshop. Ah! I clicked my fingers, grinning as if suddenly enlightened. He sent me your sexual report card; that was it.

Bastard. She tried to kick me under the table but merely skimmed my leg with the toe of her shoe.

Texts, passing the time of day, that was it. Truthfully Id been glad of that. A little something to maintain the lines of communication until I worked out how I felt about what had happened. To establish okay, were still cool with each other. This was the most awkward stage after bringing in a new third. Making sure nothing had changed while acknowledging that, of course, everything had.

But he was okay?

Seemed so. Didnt want to push it. He was the same Daniel as ever. Joking. Talking about his work. Just likeI paused when the waiter bought our starters over, let the conversation wait until we were able to once more take possession of our privacynothing had happened. I lifted my spoon, tapped it lightly against the side of my bowl as if the faint tinkle would help me find the right words. No, no, thats not the right way to put it. More likeI took a deep breathwere both making an effort to prove how normal everything is after our distinctly unnormal evening.

Hmm. Georgias brow furrowed, and she contemplated the soup before her, not yet partaking. Thats a good thing, right?

Definitely, I said before taking my first mouthful. God, I needed that. Hes making an effort to get things back on track. Carry on as normal.

Every time either of us slept with someone else, things changed. Sometimes an inordinate amount of effort put in to proving how okay someone was afterward proved the exact opposite was true.

But it was inevitable. Wed look at each other differently. Thats if Daniel and I looked at each other at all in future. Our dynamic had changed. Pinning it down, articulating it, adjustingall of that would come in time, hopefully.

At least if it all goes tits up now, its not too big a disaster, Georgia commented. Its not as if we ran the risk of screwing up a friendship of long standing. Pass me another chunk of bread, would you? Thanks. Anyway. What I mean is, you knew Daniel well enough to introduce him. He was game. Good. But its not like either of us has known him for years and years, or we have any established relationship parameters with him. Were not breaking any rules with him because there are no rules. We cant go by the book in this instance. No ones written the damn thing.

I guess. Sometimes she surprised me with her pragmatism. And I always fell into the trap of thinking someone as adventurous as Georgia couldnt surprise me anymore.

You knowshe jabbed her finger in midairyou should call him.

Pardon? The beer Id ordered did little to cool me down.

Yeah. Do something blokey. Take him down the pub.

Aw, like a playdate, you mean? I cocked my head, fluttering my eyelashes in a parody of gentility.

Fuckwit.

Bitch. Ill put you over my knee.

Promises, promises. Georgia winked before turning her attention back to her starter. Nothing like a bromance. Just hang out. Establish where things stand. You know.

The look in Daniels eyes after hed fucked Georgia that first time told me no way was he embarrassed, touchy, sensitive about this. Quite what it said, I wasnt sure. But not embarrassed. Not that. Never that.

Course, when you call him… Georgias voice was a playful singsong, not pleading but leading up to something.

When?

Yes, when.

The thought of seeing Daniel again in a social Hey, arent we normal? setting made my blood spark with nerves. Or anticipation. Or excitement.

Georgia Lawrence is always up to something when she gets that look on her face. And dont ask what I mean. That smile. Youre thinking something.

I am not.

Lawrence. Dont make me hurt you.

All right, all right. I was just thinking, when you give Daniel a call…

When, yes. I nodded, waited for her to continue. She had that plotting look on her face. A stirring in the pit of my stomach and somewhere farther south told me Id like it.

Maybe you could suggest, purely as a way of reestablishing the mature, adult relationship dynamic between the three of us…

Yes?

Georgia winked. You could suggest a rematch.

* * *

There was a mere sliver of something out of the ordinary about our slow walk to the row of taxis. Georgia had an early start, and no matter how horny I was, she needed a cab ride homealone. And sleep. I neededjudging from the state of mea cold shower. This time, this evening, I filtered my perception of the world through fear-tinted spectacles.

Lord knew why I was so nervous. It wasnt as if we could see much more of each other than we already had. But the thought of asking him to…of telling him Georgia wanted…of admitting I was intrigued by the idea of…

Nervousness colored my behavior, from the way my hands trembled as I zipped up my jacket to the way I walked out onto the street with my head down, determined not to make eye contact with anyone. Even Georgia.

My mobile phone, an anorexic sliver of technology, doubled in mass. Tripled. Quadrupled. Radiated mockery. Lurked in my inside pocket, threatening to explode unless I did something with it.

Well? A smiling, laughing Georgia linked one arm through mine. Are you going to?

What, now?

No time like the present.

But we only have a couple of minutes walk to the taxi stand, and I dont want to waste time with you on calling Daniel.

Ooh. She sucked in a breath through pursed lips. Slick, Hutton, very slick. You could almost persuade me.

Could I?

No. No, best not. Christ, I want to, but a night with you and Ill be knackered. Why I agreed to an early shift, I dont know.

You need the money?

Yeah. She shrugged, linked her arm through mine. It all comes down to that.

I almost wish we hadnt had this evening out, I said as we turned the street corner. She frowned, waiting for me to explain, and I winked. Reminding me of what I cant have.

Youll just have to go home, have a cold shower, or take care of things yourself, wont you?

You, Lawrence, are the classiest chick Ive ever dated.

Dont tell me you dont, Hutton. Thats why God gave you a right hand. I know I sure make use of mine often enough.

Youre a cruel woman, putting images like that in my mind just as you head home. I slid an arm round her waist, pulled her close for a good night kiss. Better to get this done now than when she was halfway into a taxi. Sure, we had an audience at times, but the cab driver would be inappropriate. Invited thirds were okay. Complete strangers, not. If you wanted, you could send a video to my mobile phone. You know, just to entertain me.

She swatted my arm away, laughing, and pulled open the door of the cab at the head of the queue. Pervert.

Thats me. I took a step back, edging away to make the good-byes easier. She had a nasty habit of teasing me so badly I often did go home to take care of business.

And call him.

My eyebrows lifted.

Daniel. Georgia winked. Tonight. Go on. Set something up. If you can. Code for I want you both. Again. Given the presence of her driver, she couldnt go into too much detail, but I knew what she meant.

And I couldnt help but picture it as she rode off into the sunset under a blanket of fantasies, me under orders.

Though nervous, I had no way of explaining my nerves to myself, or at least didnt want to face up to the cold, hard truth, so I pulled my phone out into the open. Oxygen made it shrink to normal size and mass, not at all threatening. I slid open the casing, scrolled through my phone book, and stared at DanX on the list, my gait slowing to a stroll not half as leisurely as it must have looked. People walked past, not impeded by my slowness, like torrents rushing by a pebble in a river.

I tapped Call a few times with my thumb, each drumbeat exerting a little more pressure than the last until it built up enough momentum to click the button.

Hey.

Daniel?

No one else.

You busy?

Nothing important. Just writing a sex scene between two men, a donkey, and a bucket of custard.

What?

He chuckled. I imagined the breath tickling my ear, and looked around me as if passersby all knew what I was thinking.

Not really. Honestly. What kind of man do you think I am? Dont answer that. Again he laughed. Whats up? Unless you were just calling for the pleasure of hearing my voice.

I imagined him sitting back in his seat, maybe with a thumb hooked into the waistband of his jeans

My imagination colored in the outline of him for a split second before my conscience nudged me back into the present. Am I interrupting you?

Youre always welcome to interrupt me. After all, weve sort of bonded now. He paused. Dont you think?

I exhaled. Slowly. Wanting to listen to him but not wanting to give myself away with a gasp or any signal of surprise, embarrassment, or fascination.

Anyway. His single word punctuated the conversation, moved it from playful and borderline flirtatious to businesslike. The Daniel of my imagination sat up straight, gripping the arm of the chair, and his smirk vanished. What can I do you for?

Gulping, I looked around as if trying not to see Daniel. Can we talk?

Daniel cleared his throat. Thats what we are doing, isnt it?

Yeah. Not here though. Jesus. Why did I say that?

You want to get together?

Get to the point, why dont you, Daniel? Uh… Damn it, youre hemming and hawing too much. Speak like youre not a total fucking retard, Hutton. Yes. If thats all right with you.

Sure. Why wouldnt it be?

Just, you know. Residual awkwardness. About. Things.

I dont feel awkward at all.

Dont you?

No. Im Daniel Fucking Cross.

I stopped and leaned against a shop front. Oh. Well. I drew in a deep breath. Good. Good.

Hey, listen, Reece. Are you okay? You sound a bit jittery.

If he could tell that much over the phone, there was no point in trying to hide anything from him. I am a little.

Why?

Jeez, youre direct, arent you?

Im not the one whos jumpy about what happened.

I definitely am, I blurted out, and breath snagged in my throat. It was the most honest thing Id said in a long time.

And thats why you want to get together? Face your fears?

I swore there was a distinct element of teasing in his voice, and Id have laid money on the likelihood that Daniel Fucking Cross had a smirk on him like the cat that got the cream.

Neither of us spoke, and despite the cool evening breeze, a tense silence descended, coiling itself round the conversation like a snake. It constricted the distance between this street corner and wherever Daniel was, bound us, became a thing apart, something tangible.

Gripping the phone so tightly my knuckles probably showed white, I looked heavenward, and my throat tightened around the breath I struggled to draw. No one paid me any attention, too wrapped up in their own lives to realize mine was…

…tilting.

Something like that.

Yes. These things are…I was about to say easier, but maybe not. These things are always best done face-to-face. Just to bleach out that awkwardness youre prone to, Reece.

Force the issue.

Exactly. Phone calls are a bit stilted. Or can be. Daniel cleared his throat. Youre welcome to come round here anytime.

What, like now? I could have kicked myself, but the pause, the heavy pause, the held breath, the freeze-frame between us told me, Not yet. Dont panic yet.

No time like the present. And he unknowingly echoed Georgias words from earlier.

I closed my eyes against the relief or something similar that coiled in my gut. That snake was back. No. A serpent.

Or some kind of fallen angel.

Reece?

I swallowed back the nerves and the dont do this and the feeling of foreboding disguised as opportunity. Im in the city center just now, soI took a deep breathyou said you live on Turner Road, right?

Yeah; get the cab driver to pull up outside number twenty-two

Ill just walk. I could have taxied over but theorized the ten, fifteen minutes between now and Danielgeddon would give me the opportunity to either man up or chicken out.

Great. There was definitely a smile in his voice. Definitely. Ill be waiting.


Chapter Seven



Georgia sent her customary Thats me home safe text message, and I nearly turned on my heels and headed straight home. I didnt know why I had such a feeling of you shouldnt be doing this, or at least didnt want to face up to the reason it existed, but exist it did. The pit of my stomach wouldnt settle, and a quiet voice in the back of my head whispered, you still have a conscience, then?

I called him. He said to go round there if I wanted.

Hitting Send, I stopped, leaned against a guardrail lining the curb, and tried not to look too suspicious. I clutched my phone, hoped my frown would create a holographic image of Reece Hutton puzzling over a text message to cover whatever was really happening inside me. Come on, Georgia. Forbid me. Tell me no. Stop this.

Great! Let me know how you get on. Will grab some sleep now. Speak soon. XXX.

Fuck, I muttered, slamming the phone shut and tucking it away in my pocket, out of sight. I carried on walking, each step making me more and more nervous because each step brought me closer to Daniel.

And when I reached his apartment block, he must have been looking out the window for my approach because he let me in without a word when I buzzed his intercom.

His front door opened as I reached the top of the stairs, and attitude streamed out of his every pore. He laughed when I faltered.

Im not interrupting anything, am I? I asked.

Oh, this? He looked down at his bare torso, low-slung jeans resting on his hips. If Im working at home, I usually just hang out in shorts or jeans.

You couldnt have pulled a shirt on?

You want me to? Daniel grinned. Its nothing you havent already seen before. Besides.he stood back to let me cross the threshold, and closed the door behind us, not speaking again until hed stepped ahead of meI thought Id give you another chance to see my ink.

It was just as well he now walked ahead, padding along the laminate flooring in bare feet, because he wouldnt see the widening of my eyes.

Hang your jacket up if you like. He pointed to the coat hooks on his left and hovered in the kitchen doorway while I struggled with my zip.

Yeah, well. After shrugging off my jacket, I hung it up with trembling hands, then wiped my palms on my jeans. Its some tattoo.

Im proud of it. Helped design it myself. He winked before entering the kitchen and asked, looking over his inked shoulder, Coffee?

It took a moment for his words to register. As he flicked the kettle on, with his back turned, I saw his ink as if for the first time. Last time hed been naked and…Christ, hed been fucking my girlfriend. I hadnt known who to watch. Her. Or him.

Theyre ready to spring out of your shoulders.

Daniel looked back at me and grinned. I chose a good artist. Coffee? he asked again.

Oh sorry. Yeah. Milk and one spoon, thanks.

Instant all right?

Sure. Im no coffee snob.

The gray ink looked silver in this light, the yellow, gold. Maybe it wasnt the light that made the colors appear somehow metallic. It could have been the fact they colored Daniels skin.

He stood at the kitchen counter, back muscles rippling every so often as he reached for a couple of mugs, unscrewed the coffee jar. This was the perfect opportunity to study him more or less still.

The last time Id seen his wings, theyd glistened with sweat, Georgia clawing at him as he fucked her into

You say something? Daniel asked.

Uh no. Just clearing my throat. So…what made you get it done? You never did say.

We were occupied… He shrugged. His wings rippled or, as I fancied, fluttered, the feathers inviting my touch. Just felt like it.

You got that much work done on a whim?

He turned around, and for a moment I was disappointed that I no longer had a view of his wings, but the front wasnt bad either. Leaning against the kitchen countertop waiting for the kettle to boil, he crossed his arms, biceps curving rather than bulging. Okay, it wasnt so much a whim as a… He grinned, looking perfectly devilish. An ex of mine used to make a crack about the way I looked.

The way you looked? Why, whats wrong with it?

My hair. Because its dark, and I wear it tufted up in places. Bed head, I call it. Or just-been-fucked hair. He laughed, and I joined in halfheartedly. Not because I didnt think it suited him, but because Daniel Cross saying the F-word in such a context made me picture things… My hair, the arch of my eyebrows, the fact I wear dark shades, and when I take them off people see my guyliner. Theres that, and the fact I wear black a lot. He said I looked like Lucifer.

He? Oh…right. My cheeks burned. Why I was surprised, I didnt know. Daniel didnt wear his bisexuality like a cloak. It wasnt something he put on and took off. It was as much a part of him as his need to breathe. Yeah, I thought when you first came into the… I cleared my throat. I mean, I thought you looked…

He raised those perfectly arched eyebrows and stared at me intently. After all weve been through together? You can say anything.

The first time you came into the library, I thought you looked like the Angel of Death.

He burst out laughing, threw his head back, and I remembered watching those teeth nibble at Georgias neck before he sucked her earlobe into his mouth andYeah, its not the first time Ive heard that. So I figured…if Im a fallen angelat this he looked directly at meI want my wings back.

I pulled my lips into a smirk. Yes, when he looked at me like that, Daniel Cross was the devil, and Id happily have followed him to hell if he

Coffee, then, he said, spinning round on his heels when the kettle clicked off.

How long did it take?

A few minutes. Youve been standing there.

Ha bloody ha. I meant the ink, Cross.

Oh, around four or five sessions. Three hours every fortnight. So not that long considering how intricate it is. Hurt like hell while it was a work in progress, but the end result was worth it.

Whoever did it is a bloody talented artist. The detail of the feathers, layer folded on top of layer, astounded me. Each feather, edged with either blue or silver-gray, looked icy cold; the outer plumage with its hint of yellow-gold appeared backlit by a glow from within, like an infernal halo.

The guy who did it, hes called Ian Black. I wouldnt let anyone else touch me. He paused, and those damn shoulders shook again with repressed laughter. I mean with a tattooists needle. Here. Daniel handed me a coffee mug and leaned against the counter while sipping from his own. Cost a fortune but it was worth every penny. And I sat down with Ian for a while, told him what I wanted. We came up with the design between us. I had a few ideas of my own; he incorporated some of his own ideas from some of his other work.

You saw it?

He has photos all over the shop. Sign of a good tattooist, that. Not afraid to show you what hes done before. If you ever think about getting inked…

Im not sure about that. I dont know what Id get done, and if Ive got to the age of twenty-eight already without… I dont have any.

Yeah, I know. Daniel saluted me with his coffee mug, making the gesture look somewhere between conspiratorial and teasing. Ive seen you naked, remember?

I choked on my coffee but managed not to spill any. Seems a shame though.

What? He eyed me over the rim of his coffee mug, and I could well see why his ex had commented on the diabolical arch of his brows. There was no other word for them but devilish. And I never normally noticed these things. But with him I did because something about Daniel Cross demanded I notice him, over and above the fact wed taken turns fucking the same woman.

Its on your back. You cant see it.

Unless I pose naked in front of a mirror. Well, shirtless at least.

There is that.

Daniels eyes clouded over then, and I lost him. Course, theres also the fact that… A slow smile. He shook himself back to life. Nothing, nothing. Never mind. You wanna go through to the living room? Its more comfortable in there.

There was still a barrier there, a confusion about that very boundarys location. Wed shared a lover, been naked in each others presence, brought our shared lover to orgasm countless times, seen each other come, and yet there was still this tentative unease arcing between us. Somewhere between dancing and fencing.

I dont know if you know anything about the Bible, but…

Only the parts about fallen angels, he threw over his winged shoulders, leading the way into his living room. A battered settee was pushed against one wall, an armchair nestled in the bay of the window, and a rug covered the carpeted floor in the middle of the room.

I was just thinking about Daniel. The prophet, I mean. He was visited by an angel who called him a very desirable man.

A sharp bark of laughter. Really? And tell me, Reece, was it a good angel or a bad angel who visited Daniel?

I caught his eye, and the sheer intensity of his gaze, that switch from hilarity to look at me; now tell me sent shivers up my spine. I dont recall. Good, I think.

How sad. He took a step closer. The bad ones are always more fun. Dont you think?

Automatically I reared up, my spine rippling. Part of me wanted to go. Part of me wanted to stay.

Its definitely more fun being a fallen angel. Daniel leaned in closer and…

…put his now empty mug on the coffee table.

I exhaled slowly. Relieved. Disappointed.

Reece? Are you all right?

Yes. Not convinced, I tried again. Sure. Why dyask?

You seem a bit…

Well. You know. Residual… I drained my coffee mug, wishing the caffeine was something a bit stronger. Something. Christ, I need a stiff one.

The thought nearly choked me, and I turned away while composing myself, placing my mug by Daniels on the table.

You wanted to talk about this residual something?

Yeah. Kind of. I frowned, struggled to find the words. Georgia. There, Id said it. Her name. Brought her presence into the room in a roundabout way.

What about her? He crossed his arms, assertive rather than defensive. A challenge in his body language, and I didnt know what the challenge was. A dare of sorts. He smirked.

She wanted me to get in touch. About what happened before. With us. The three of us, I mean.

Oh? Daniels eyes widened, and enlightenment spread across his face like a sunrise. I see. She wants to go again?

Oh yeah.

Daniel the Dark Angel strikes again. Well, Hutton. I did think once she had a taste of my sweet lovin, nothing else would be good enough.

Fuck you, Cross.

Anytime, Hutton.

At that throwaway remark, my head jerked up and I met his gaze for only a moment and looked away. Jesus, Daniel.

Just teasing. Pause. And he leaned a little closer. Maybe.

I exhaled slowly, surprised I even had breath left in my body to surrender. I dont know what…why Im here.

Yes, you do.

Or why Im so nervous. I mean, its not like I havent… I gestured into the air with one trembling hand and brought it back to the other, wringing both of them. We havent, you know…

Shall I tell you why youre so jittery?

Somehow I managed to meet his gaze again but summoned no further encouragement than that.

And Daniel the Dark Angel read me like a book.

Youre wondering what the hells going on between us.

Well. Nervously I laughed. That is why Im here. To sort out…I mean, talk about

No, not the three of us. I mean the two of us. You and me. Reece Hutton and Daniel Cross.

I dont get it.

I saw your hand shake just now. Daniel reached out and covered both my hands, still wrapped around each other, with one of his own. And his touch did nothing to still my jangling nerves.

Given what were discussing, thats no surprise.

Youve had threesomes before, right?

Right.

Of both flavors?

Yes. You know that.

So you cant tell me youre jittery because youve been sent here to talk about setting up another ménage.

There was nothing more to be said. He had me there.

Shall I tell you why youre so jittery? Daniel bit his lip, paused as if wondering whether or not he should go on. Then he jumped. Youre wondering if Im going to kiss you.

You what?

That wasnt a denial. He took another step closer. Well? Am I right or wrong?

Just because I… I couldnt handle the mocking in his eyes. He knew more than I was willing to acknowledge. This isnt… I mean I cant…

Cant you? Daniels brows quirked. What cant you? he asked with a taunting lift of his chin.

Mute and rooted to the spot, I silently bade him continue. Silently bade him stop. Please stop. Oh, there were a thousand and one reasons why this was a bad idea, and I couldnt remember any of them.

Daniel moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue, then reached up to my neck.

I shook my head without shaking it, moved it slowly from side to side, fighting to calm the maelstrom of thoughts and guilt and what-ifs in my mind. But each time I turned my head, even one degree, I moved under Daniels hand and the halfhearted attempt to say no, I cant became a reminder of how much I wanted to say yes.

If Daniels hand hadnt been on me, if hed been standing only a foot farther back, if there had been more air between us, maybe I would have been able to breathe, but the slow back and forth of his thumb on my jaw hypnotized me into silent compliance.

You know something, he murmured, inching closer, ever closer until even daylight wouldnt get between us. Ive been wondering what it would be like to kiss you for a while.

Oh God, this isnt why I came here, I

And youve been thinking of the same thing.

Every time you speak, I forget myself.

We should do something about it. Daniel dipped his head, drew back, furrowed his brow, and I thought, surely he cant be nervous; hes Daniel Cross, but he wanted to make sure I was sure. Again he inclined his head, his thumbs rhythmic back and forth slowing still further, and I couldnt stop myself moistening my lips, whether in readiness for his kiss or simply because being close to Daniel made me nervous.

His hand on my waist made me jump, and the short path to its resting place on the curve of my hip blazed a trail of electricity. When I gasped, Daniel closed the distance between us by pulling me in closer, and in an instant I thought, no, hell be able to tell just how

And despite the fact that we both wore jeans, he couldnt hide how hard he was.

I know you want this, he whispered, so close his breath warmed my skin. Just let me…

Ive never kissed aOh God. My resistance, such as it was, melted away when his bottom lip dragged over mine. The gentleness of the kiss was incongruous with his stubble. Though soft rather than prickly, it was a constant reminder that I was kissingor being kissed bya man. But I didnt care because that man was Daniel.

He rested his forehead against mine, breathing deeply but slowly, and his mouth curved into a smile. Still cradling my neck with one hand, his fingers flinched, making my skin tingle. There. That wasnt so bad, was it?

Nervous laughter burst out of me, and I shook my head slowly. No. Definitely not.

The slow slide of his cradling hand down my torso parted my lips against his. Both of his hands on both of my hips, and when his grip tightened, he pushed himself against me so forcefully I stumbled back. He did it again, and I realized it was deliberate. Seconds later my back hit the wall, forcing every last breath out of my lungs.

There, he said with a slow grin, made even more seductive by the playful arch of his brows, his tousled hair, the twinkle in his eyes. Now you cant get away.

Dont you have work to do?

It can wait. At least until Ive kissed you properly. When his lips brushed over mine, nudging them, breathing them apart, there was nothing else in the world I wanted more than Daniel Crosss hands on my hips, his hard cock pressing against me, the tip of his tongue teasing at the corner of my mouth. He stopped to take a breath. Reece…

I thought he was about to touch his forehead to mine again, but no, he nuzzled in to my neck, and every movement brushing that damn stubble against my skin reminded me whom I was touching. Whom Id kissed.

Fuck, I blurted out.

What? Is something wrong?

No, just the…that. My neck.

Ah, you like it? His lips curved into a smile, and he murmured against my mouth, Because I like kissing you.

Dont. But my voice was weak, little more than a whisper. I moaned into his kiss, surrendering to whatever it was I felt. His tongue against mine was alien and yet right. I kept saying to myself, over and over again, this is a man, youre kissing a man, Jesus, Reece; youre kissing a man, but the stubble against both my palms, his hard cock pressing against me replaced every other thought with one simple fact:

This is Daniel.

I broke off this kiss, but Daniel was breathless and panting, clearly as desperate for oxygen as I was.

Ive wanted to do that for a long time, he said.

Oh? Please dont do it again, Daniel. Please dont kiss me.

He rolled his eyes as if casting his mind back, lost in the memory of whenever. Lets see…first saw you in the library when I brought that pile of books back, asked about the Wi-Fi, so…

Yeah?

About half a second after that, he said with a grin. Shall I tell you what I love about your mouth?

No. I gulped. Closed my eyes for a few seconds. Little more than an extended blink.

This. He traced the line of my top lip with one finger, and I didnt dare even breathe in case he lifted his hand away. Ive never met a man with a Cupids bow like that. Its perfect. He paused, fingertip now hovering as close to my mouth as he could get it without making contact. His hand went to my neck again, fingertips moving over the curve behind my ear.

Daniel, dont.

He pulled his hand away, stepped back, and though it was what my mouth said I wanted, I still felt that loss, that absence of Daniel.

You dont want me to kiss you?

I have a girlfriend.

That wasnt what I asked.

I cant. This isnt why I came.

Youve both fucked other people.

Yes, but not like…

Daniel cocked his head, rested one hand on his hip. Not like this?

No. Not like this.

It was only a kiss. I dont think Georgia would mind.

Maybe not. Probably not. Shaking my head, I stepped away from the wall, paced, rubbed my temples, tried to think straight. This isnt why I came. Ive never kissed a man before.

Well for your first time, that wasnt bad, and lets face it, if the first man you kiss is Daniel Cross, you struck gold there.

Christ, youre so arrogant. But I was half laughing.

And youre so hard.

I stopped, looked up, glared at him.

What, you think I didnt notice? Daniel shrugged. Reece, I know a hard-on when its pressed against me, and you sure werent thinking about any woman when you had your tongue down my throat.

Jesus. How can you…?

Look. He stepped closer, and though I wanted to leaveand didntI remained rooted to the spot. Can I just say something? Be completely honest with you?

Mute, I nodded. Once.

I want you. Daniel shrugged. Thats it. I just…want you. Georgia wants another threesome, well fine. But to be naked in the same bed as you and not touch you? He gave a brief half laugh. Have you ever been this closeDaniel pinched his forefinger and thumb togetherto someone you wanted, knowing they were somehow off-limits? He shook his head. I couldnt do it. Not again. The first time? Well, fine. I didnt know how difficult it would be. But I couldnt do it again unless…unless…

I knew what he meant. I knew exactly what he meant. Im not sure Georgia would go for that. Maybe she would. I didnt know.

Interesting that you didnt object to that.

I took a deep breath. What am I supposed to tell her?

Tell her we discussed it. Tell her I said no. Tell her I said yes, but with conditions.

Fuck. I turned away, covered my face with both hands.

Come on; would she really object?

To seeing her boyfriend getting fucked by another man? I spun round to face him again, surprised at my tone of voice.

Well. He shrugged. I wouldnt go that far, but… He grinned, showing his dimples. I know you want to fuck me.

Look, I have to go. I took one step toward the door, then faltered. Just forget I ever came here tonight.

Thats impossible.

Daniel followed as I finally gathered the presence of mind to head down the hall and grab my jacket. I didnt want him to think I was walking out on him, merely trying to deal with my own confusion, but had no idea how to put it into words.

Shes been with other men. Ive been with other women. Thats it. Thats how its always been. Weve never… And I thought back to the threesome with Georgia and Sarah. Other times wed played. And those times had been in the presence of the other person. Maybe Georgia would allow it if she was there. But if she didnt want to see me and…?

Reece? Daniel laid a hand on my shoulder after Id pulled my jacket on, and I jumped.

Nothing. Never mind. I have to go.

Hmm. Well, maybe you do. But listen…

I couldnt wait to get out of there and didnt want to leave. Nevertheless, I looked him in the eye one last time before I turned tail and fled.

Whatever you decide to say to Georgia, however you decide to play it…

Yes?

You know where to find me.


Chapter Eight



I arrived back home misted with perspiration and shrouded with confusion. I kept asking myself what the hell just happened over and over again but came up with nothing beyond he kissed me. Daniel kissed me.

Overly simplistic, of course, but the truth. Still, it did nothing to tackle the subtext I knew was there. My confusion came from not knowing where it had originated, this attraction to another man, and a reluctance to nudge at the subject too hard. Like poking a sore tooth just enough to check that it still hurt, I edged around Daniel in my mind and tried to think of other things when the truth got to be more than I could bear.

Nervous energy made me shiver as I stepped back indoors and hung my jacket up. It certainly wasnt cold except for the telltale ripple running up and down my spine. Guilt? Perhaps. It wasnt like Id done anything terrible. Just allowed myself to be kissed by another man.

I thought of Georgia. Considered the possibility I should have pushed Daniel away. But I hadnt wanted to. Id been curious, and once that curiosity had been sated, Id wanted to carry on kissingbeing kissedby him.

Shower. Have a shower, Hutton. If I gave myself instructions, Id be able to get through a simple evening routine without too much trouble. Shower, hot drink, brush teeth, sleep. In theory.

Within seconds the warm waternot too hothad washed away the sheen of perspiration over my body but did nothing to cleanse my imagination of all sorts of images I shouldnt have been picturing. Every time I thought of Daniels lower lip in the instant before he kissed me, I shuddered, told myself that wasnt what Georgia had wanted. Shed wanted me to persuade Daniel, not seduce him.

Oh God. Above the sound of running water, my words echoed around the bathroom. Daniel would only get involved if I was…willing.

And I was. I was. I was.

How was I going to tell Georgia? Should I?

Of course I had to. She wasnt stupid. Shed know something was up. She was bound to ask what Daniel had said, what his reaction had been.

He was willing. All too willing. But it was me he wanted, and I couldnt stop myself wanting him.

Fuck. A profanity, but murmured rather than thrown out into the world, as if trying to keep my confusion to myself for just a little while longer. And I braced myself against the tiled wall, let the water run over my hair, down my back.

First things first, Reece. Georgia. I barely heard myself speak, but that was all right. I knew what I was thinking. Of Daniel mostly. And he refused to stand aside so I could plan what to say to Georgia.

Id been naked in bed with other men before. Always with Georgia dividing us, but now? Things were different. For five minutes, an hour, an eternity, however long that kiss had lasted, there had been no one else between us. Not another woman or man or even a breath of air. And given how hard Id been, it was real.

Given how hard I was now, it was no passing fancy. Even curious wasnt a big enough word to describe what I felt. Daniel wanted me, and I had to have him. It was that simple.

Oh God. One forearm pressed against the wall at head height, I leaned in, touched my forehead to the back of my hand, and gasped. I screwed my eyes shut as if that would be any help, but not being able to see what I was doing didnt change the fact that I had my hand on my cock and an image of Daniel on the back of my eyelids. He wasnt going anywhere until this was done.

Id known from the moment hed come inside my girlfriend and looked at me, not her. Maybe not known. Suspected? Hoped? Played with the idea of messing around with him?

I hissed in a sharp breath as my hand tightened. Fought against the image of dark hair where there should have been blonde. Dark eyes where there should have been blue. A muscular, tattooed back, rippling with barely restrained energy where there should have been untainted skin, a slender waist, rounded hips.

Daniels hips. I knew what they were capable of. Id seen them in action as he fucked the hell out of

Jesus. I stroked my cock faster, a little tighter, still not wanting to look at myself. I just. Couldnt. Help it. Whatever the proper name for this was, right or wrong, I wanted Daniel. Right or wrong, frightening thought it was, guilt-ridden though I was, I wanted him. At the very least, I wished it was his hand grasping my cock, tightening with every stroke, making my breath hitch every time it sped up.

Shell let me. She has to.

Jesus, Daniel, you dont know what you started tonight.

Ive watched her with other women. Its only fair.

What difference did it make that I was a man and Daniel was a man?

Daniel.

Only when my chest tightened did I realize it was through lack of breath, through having used the last wisp of air in my lungs to say his name out loud.

And the only way to breathe again, to clear my head, to enable myself to fucking think, was to make myself come and yes, yes, yes, wish it was Daniels hand on my cock, tightening at just the right moment, in just the right place, to make my eyes water.

Fuck. A whisper this time, barely audible above the running water.

I couldnt not think of him. There was no need to fantasize about Georgia, or so I told myself at least. Id had her enough times to know what the reality felt and tasted like. Daniel was the curiosity. Daniel was the one I wanted to know.

I think I whimpered when I was a few strokes away from release, or cried out, but the only way I could continue was by biting my lip and keeping as quiet as possible. No one saw the images in my head, and there was no one else around to hear me, but I wanted to keep this to myself. Entirely to myself. It was less incriminating that way.

If hed been a guy I knew at work, at the local pub, on the street, fine. But Id seen him naked. Id seen his shoulder muscles ripple with exertion and

Oh God. My knees buckled.

his hips twisted when he pushed even deeper into

I clenched my hand against the wall and murmured something when I came. A swear word. A prayer. Daniels name. Possibly all three. And when I regained the power to think, to breathe, I told myself it was only the shower that made me feel as if my eyes were watering.

* * *

Oh, the irony, Hutton.

I paused at the foot-high wall bordering the church lawns for a moment before speeding on. Not eager to get into this, I wanted it over with.

A church.

St. Josephs was a place of worship that appeared to have been planted in the city center, out of place, out of time, and out of context. In actuality it had been here first, and its steeple gasped for air, forced to even greater heights than its architect intended by the choke hold of a neighboring mall, a nearby department store, by people.

There was no cemetery here, hence the looming presence of the Meadowwells Shopping Center and Pearsons Department Store. No remnants of bygone generations due any sort of reverence. Nothing hallowed bar the church itself and, I supposed, by extension the greenery that ringed it. Flat strips of clipped turf protecting Gods house from commerce and concrete.

Students from the local universityalso named St. Josephsdotted the grass here and there, seeking shade under the trees that thrived on church grounds. Georgia and I often met up for lunch here on hot days and when our schedules allowed, and I sought her out among the denim-clad, hungover, and deadline-fearing.

Like a rose among thorns, I thought, catching her eye. Shed bagged our usual bench by the church building itself, and I vaulted over the barely there border wall to greet her. My heart had leaped when Id picked out her tight pink blouse and dark blue skirt, either from excitement or guilt. The balance was tipped in favor of the latter.

Hey. Hungry? I got salmon and cucumber or Georgia tilted her head for a kiss, which I gave, and resumed rummaging in a carrier bag.

Nah, not in the mood, I confessed. My stomach flipped over. The thought of food made me ill.

Drink?

What have you got? I hoped shed say an unopened bottle of Jack Daniels, knew she wouldnt.

Water or Coke.

Coke, thanks. It would have to do. What time do you have to be back?

Ive got another half an hour yet. Jills off sick today so Im doing the work of two, but if they think Im cutting short my lunch hour, they can get fucked. Here. Georgia handed me the bottle of Coke without meeting my eyes, and I wondered if that was a sign of something. Oh youre there, youre there. I know youll always be there.

I slugged back a mouthful, wishing it was several degrees cooler and a hell of a lot stronger. Christ, I needed that, I muttered, looking away from her into the middle distance. She was attractiveoh hell yeah, was she everbut…

But Daniel.

How did it go? In four easy syllables, Georgias voice broke through the wall my conscience was trying to build. With Daniel, I mean, she added.

Oh. I rolled my shoulders, less to shrug, more to unknot them. You know.

No. She nudged me, and there was a smirk in her voice, possibly on her face too. Thats why Im asking. She gave a light, tinkling laugh. So?

We discussed it. I watched my fingers pick at the label on the bottle. He was open.

Really? Her word was long, drawn-out, breathy. An exhalation of relief, I wagered. It was that easy?

Well, you know Daniel. I shrugged and at last managed to look at her. Hes a slut.

An adventurous one though.

Yeah. I nodded, lips drawn tight against anything incriminating I might want to say. No, need to say. And I looked away again. I could watch her. I could speak. Not both at the same time. With any luck, Georgia would take my inability to look her in the eyes for nerves, although Id find it difficult to explain why I was nervous about discussing a threesome with my girlfriend and a guy Id already seen naked. A guy whodWell, I…

Come on. She swatted me on the leg. I flinched as if shed stabbed me. Details, details.

Running a finger round my collar, I sat up straight, still not looking her in the eye, trying desperately to recall any words exchanged with Daniel so I could give her that at least. He, uh, yeah, hes, you know… The roll of my shoulders this time was less of a shrug, more of a hunch.

Reece Hutton, are you blushing?

It was awkward. Him being bi. You know. I mean…

Come on, Reece. After the shit weve got up to together, you cant tell me youre unsettled by his sexuality. Youve seen him naked.

Yes. I know. Thank you. My eyes darted back and forth. No one had overheard, I suspected. Do I tell you, do I tell you, do I tell you? It was the weirdest damn conversation of my life. Seeking out another man to ask…oh hell, its not like… Leaning on the arm of the bench, I covered my eyes with my free hand. Its not like we hadnt put the proposition to him before.

Whats the difference now? Her voice, dripping with concern, betrayed the frown that doubtless furrowed her brow. What happened? Did you have an argument? Its you, isnt it? You dont want to go again?

No, its not that.

You do? I mean, you dont mind? Is it because its the same guy? Youre worried about me getting attached, arent you? Well hey, you neednt worry about that happening. Its you Im with. Daniel, thats just a bit of fun. But you have to admit hes good at what he does.

Yes. I heard myself cut in as if it was someone else speaking. I know. Lifting my head, I let my fingers drag at my skin, almost clawing with my short nails. Anything to distract me from the tension arcing from Georgias body to mine. A light afternoon breeze ruffled my hair, and I shivered. Or shuddered. One of the two. Hes good at… I took a deep breath. Hes commanding. Confident. And hes… I feel sick, I feel sick, I feel sick. Twisting things. No, thats not right. Putting a new spin on things.

Reece, youre starting to worry me now. Whats going on? A new spin?

Georgia, before I say anything, I just want you to know, I didnt see this coming. Liar. He, I mean Daniel…

She lifted both exquisitely arched brows, silently bidding I continue.

Had a suggestion. Well, more of a…a… My throat clogged with nerves, and I had trouble swallowing them back. Condition. Ish. Sort of.

Reece. Georgia inclined her head. Youre making very little sense.

He, um… I continued to pick at the label on my bottle, technically littering the churchyard with each minuscule piece of paper dropped, but caring not a bit. Given the nature of our conversation, I thought Georgia and Godin that order of prioritymight have worse things with which to concern themselves. Hes bi.

Yes. I know.

And hes seen me naked, I murmured.

Yes. IOh. Georgia gasped, and from the corner of my eye, I saw her lift a hand to her mouth. I could have laughed, so comical and clichéd was her enlightenment. He…?

Took a shine to me, yes.

What exactly does that mean?

Well, see, hes up for a threesome. I said it. I said it, in a fucking churchyard on a sunny day with university students nearby and pedestrians and traffic and shoppers in my view. Like it was an ordinary day. If its a true threesome.

Oh. My. What?

Yeah. Somehow I managed to lift the bottle to my lips and took a sip of Coke. Somehow I kept it down. A fucking free-for-all, I muttered.

So what? He fancies you?

Ssh! Keep your voice down, would you? It was the first time in a long time that Id snapped at her, but when I turned my head, she wasnt wide-eyed with astonishment. Her lips twitched in what I thought was humor.

What, youre embarrassed? Is it because of where were sitting? Georgia patted my leg with the affection a dog owner would bestow on a pet. Given the fact we met here to discuss a threesome in the first place

No, Im not embarrassed. I And I nearly choked on my own astonishment. I wasnt. I just…wasnt.

Good. So. Georgias fingers, still on my knee, flinched. Reece?

I dont need… I shifted away from her, and her hand hovered in midair before she lifted it back to her own lap. I dont need to get it on with a guy in front of a fucking audience.

Thats exactly what I did with Sarah. Remember? For your birthday.

Jesus, are you expecting me to pimp myself out just so you can have Daniel again?

The guy fancies you. Its a compliment. She elbowed me. Gently. I hardly think hes gonna force himself on you. If it freaks you out too much, having an audience for the first time you kiss a man, thats a shame, but

We didnt, I blurted out, and for once I got a reaction out of her.

You what? Her lips twitched, unsure whether to smile or something else. Didnt what? She knew before I told her. Georgia Lawrence wasnt stupid.

We didnt have an audience. I wetted my lips and somehow managed to clear my throat. It was a damn miracle, but I looked at her. Right in the eyes.

Reece…

When I went round there… Come on, just say it. It was only a kiss. He kissed me.

He…? Slowly Georgias eyebrows lifted. He. Kissed you?

Yeah. I nodded and looked away. Saying the words had been easier than Id expected, but the roiling in the pit of my stomach was worse.

Bloody hell.

Is it so hard to believe? I shot back, glancing at her sideways. A minute ago you were all for it. Ooh nice one, Hutton. Deflect the attention away from yourself by trying to make it her fault.

Yeah, when it was all of us… Georgias voice had a dreamy quality to it, pensive, contemplative, as if she was trying to work out what planet she was on, never mind what was going on between us. You kissed him back? She paused. You kissed him back. No longer a question. A statement. A realization.

Yes. I had. And afterward Id been so turned on Id stripped naked, kidded myself it was for the sole purpose of showering, then jacked off in the shower while thinking of him. Not her. Him.

And that realization made me sit up, literally. My spine stiffened even if my resolve did not. Its all right if I fool around with another man as long as youre there to see it? I asked, not knowing if I wanted an affirmative reply or a negative one. Or maybe even a free pass to get it on with Daniel behind her back. A Get Into Daniel Free card.

Fuck. An image of that tattoo, glistening with sweat, flashed through my mind, and I shuddered. I was with Georgia. Georgia. Had to keep myself present, no matter how bad I had it.

I bit my lip. My reluctance to confess said it all. Georgia heard nothing but my relative silence, and it was deafening.

You did, she said after a time. You did.

You did a hell of a lot more than kiss Sarah.

Yes, because it was your birthday, she spat, then held herself back, an incongruous flash of venom against the backdrop of serene holiness planted on an oasis of greenery. We agreed beforehand. And you were there.

I thought you wanted me to persuade Daniel to

Yes, but not… Georgia looked all around us as if afraid wed be overheard. Judged. Not that we were ashamed of our nonconventional relationship, but sometimes people could judge.

I guessed we were safe in a sea of students who had more than likely acquainted themselves with some exotic herbs on the odd occasion and jumped into bed with a person or people they hardly knew. At least Georgia and I played sober, with people who were on the same page as we were.

Or so Id thought. Daniel had nursed a secret attraction to me, and now it was no longer a secret.

He kissed me.

You didnt have to enjoy it quite so much.

Let me get this straight. Confused and irritated, I tapped at the air between us with an accusatory finger. You wanted me to bring Daniel in again. So youre obviously attracted to him. When you found out he wasI gulpedattracted to me, that was okay as well. You were fine with us getting up close and personal. But when you find out hed gotten a little too close? I dont get it. I thought that was what you wanted?

Yeah, while I was there.

For you to get off on? I asked. You wouldnt mind seeing me get it on with another man, as long as I didnt enjoy it?

You

Did you fake it with Sarah? Or were you genuinely enjoying it?

Thats different. You were there.

I tutted and turned away from her, not angry, just confused. Something about this situation didnt sit well with me, but I couldnt work out if it was genuine irritation at Georgia or a pathetic attempt to deflect some of the culpability for this situation away from myself. Look. I took a deep breath. I didnt know it was going to happen.

That hardly helps, Reece.

Would you rather I got into bed with a guyfor youif I thought he was entirely unattractive? How would that make me feel? Disgusted. Thats how.

Youve done it before, and youve never kissed… Have you?

Never, I confirmed in one easy word, shaking my head. Never.

Why Daniel?

I shrugged. I dont know. The silence between us grew even more deafening, and I had to break it. Had to. I dont know. Momentarily I raised the palm of my free hand and could have laughed. Who the hell did I think I was supplicating? It just… He…kissed me. And it just was.

Well. She sighed. A resigned sound, not at all pleasurable, but at least it wasnt a pained groan or threatening growl. The fact that it happened behind my back shows it couldnt have been for my benefit, so if you two cant control yourselves when youre around each other…

Jesus, Georgia, it was only a kissits not like we were humping each others fucking legs.

And he said himself itd only happen if he could…well, as you said. A free-for-all. He wants you. You want him.

I My head jerked up, and I caught her eye again. Stopped when I saw resignation there.

And where does that leave me? Her voice trailed away, and she shrugged, avoided my gaze for once, focused on something else. Anything but me. Between the two of you, and not in a good way.

Weve both been with other people.

But always with the other one present, she said through gritted teeth. Of either sex.

I havent even been with

Youve done enough to get a fucking boner for another guy. Almost absentmindedly, Georgia saluted me with her water bottle. Havent you?

I blinked against the memory of that damn shower. It had been him in my minds eye for sure. Not her.

Tell me this, Reece. She screwed the bottle cap on and gathered her things together. Bottle in handbag, pockets zipped up, crisp packet scrunched up. A prelude to an exit, if I read the signs correctly. If I wasnt in the picture, how far would it have gone between you?

What? My brow tightened in a frown. And denial. I didnt want to think about that. It fucking scared me. My experience of men was zilch, and the very thought scared me blind. I dont know. If you werent in the picture, we wouldnt be having this conversation.

Okay, so were not the most conventional couple. But we have our own rules. And if you feel the need to go outside of us for whatever, you need to make up your mind.

What? Georgia, you cant just…

You expect me to hang around and wait for you to decide?

No. I thought you… You want him, dont you? He

Lets not do it then. Lets stop playing.

What?

If its too much for us, well stop here and now. I can do without him. Georgia clutched her handbag in the last seated movement of someone trying to work up the courage to leave. Can you?

I…

Up until now, Ive been enough for you. Seems like thats not the case anymore. I share, but not like that. Not if Im no longer enough. You need to make up your mind.

What, just like that? You send me to him, get pissed when he kisses me, and demand I choose which one of you I most want?

She stood, and my gaze followed her as she rose, rolling her shoulders. If it was only a kiss, you shouldnt have to think too long then.

Georgia, this is

Do what the hell you like with him. Just get it out of your system. But I dont want to know. I dont want to hear about it. I dont want to be part of a two-guy thing if Im not the main attraction. Call me selfish, but thats the way it is. She held on to her damn handbag like it was a shield. More like a barrier. But…

But what? I gulped. Whatever she said next had the potential to stab an icicle through me.

But I wont compete with him. She shrugged like we were discussing our shopping list rather than our relationship dynamic. I dont want both of you if this is how things are. And you cant have both of us. I wont compete. And Georgias parting shot hurt. The icicle hurt. You come back or stay gone.


Chapter Nine



I craved Georgia and Daniel, craved a hell of a lot more than actually seeing them, but guilt kept me from both.

Logic told me Id done nothing wrong. Apart from kissing another manbut Id stopped it before it went any further. And I hadnt cheated on her.

Not with my body anyway.

Hell, I hadnt so much as spoken to Daniel since the Kiss. A text here or there. An e-mail. A conversation though? No. Being in the same room as he was? Hell no. I hadnt dared.

And this went on for a couple of weeks. Me, waiting for Georgia to get in touch to arrange the collection of some bits and pieces shed left at my place. Me, pretending I wasnt desperate for some trace of Daniel.

Maybe he was being mature about this, giving me the space I needed to figure things out. I already knew what I desired, but was too damn chickenshit to do anything about it.

Daniel blinked first, early on a Friday evening.

I stared at DanX on my mobile screen as if not answering his call would ever be an option.

Daniel? A request for clarification.

Reece? Questioning, but not overmuch. Just ah, there you are.

Wasnt expecting to hear from you, I murmured. Tonight, I mean.

You hoped youd be able to hide behind empty texts until I faded away? He laughed, softening the impact of the accusation.

Not that it had hit the mark. Me, want Daniel to fade away? Never.

You should know by now, Hutton. Me and boring are as far apart as night and day. Ive just been biding my time.

For?

He took a deep breath. Letting things blow over. He knew about the split. Hadnt texted back with any invasive questions. Typically masculine in his attitude to the news, hed typed out That sucks, man. and left it at that. I figured if I made my move too soon, youd think I was less of a gentleman than I may at first appear.

I shook my head slowly, laughing under my breath. Daniel was so blatant, so shameless at times, that his determination to use every available opportunity to flirt was endearing rather than offensive. Your move?

Lets face it, Hutton, Im Daniel Fucking Cross. Everything I do makes it look like Im putting the moves on someone. I cant help myself. So I thought it best to remove myself from your aura for a bit, just to let your blood pressure return to normal.

Youre unbelievable, you know that?

I get that a lot. So, say yes.

Yes? To what?

I dont need to ask the question. If Im involved, youll like it.

Daniel…

If you insist. I know this is a bit last minute, but I figured there was no harm in calling you, especially after all this time. Well… He cleared his throat. A couple of weeks, whatever. I have a tradition on a Friday night. If I have nothing else on, I go to the cinema. Call it a writers quirk. I love soaking up the fruits of others creativity. Anyway, I usually go on my own, but youre welcome to join me. If you want. I just thought…

I dont know. Shut up, Hutton. Shut. Up. This is the sign you were waiting for. Daniel blinked first. Blink. Back. I wouldnt want to… Yes, you would.

Youd get out of the house. Unless you already have something planned?

No, I dont, I blurted out.

And you dont have to say anything cause well be watching a movie. Win-win. Youre not one of those annoying people who talks all the way through, are you?

Wouldnt dream of it. And so it seemed I had agreed.

Good. Cinemas only at the end of my street. That was why I bought this place, actually. Perfect for a writer, if you ask me. So you want to meet me at the cinema or here?

At the cinemas fine. An evening with Daniel, fine. More than fine. Being alone in his apartment with him? That was an inch too far over the arbitrary line Id drawn in my imagination. Not yet. Not yet.

Theres one condition. I have to warn you.

Oh? What now?

You buy the popcorn.

* * *

Daniel asked if a new action thriller was okay with me, but I wasnt bothered. I would have been willing to watch a damn chick flick if it got me out of the house and kept me with Daniel, but guns and car chases seemed like a pretty good way to pass a few hours.

You didnt have to buy the popcorn, you know. He grinned as we took our seats. In the center of the back row, which he claimed gave the best view in the house, adding, Though sometimes it depends what youre looking at.

The look in his eyes made me shudder, no matter how much I tried to convince myself it was down to a reflection from the dim screening-room lights.

Fine, Ill keep it to myself.

Youll do no such thing. At close quarters, even with the spotlights above us being of such low wattage, I couldnt miss the dimple when he grinned. Im hungry. I dont think you understand the life of a writer, Reece. Leaning on the mutual rest between our seats, he cocked his head in my direction, gave me puppy-dog eyes. How hard it gets.

I stared for a second, but the look on his face and the images in my own head got too much for me. The movie couldnt start soon enough as far as I was concerned.

Id thought I needed to distract myself from Georgia, but my entire right side thrummed with the electricity proximity to Daniel brought, tingling on the surface of my skin.

Distracting yourself from Georgia with Daniel? What the fuck were you thinking, Hutton? Talk about out of the frying pan…

The curtains across the screen swished back, and knowing the spotlights were about to fade out completely, I cast a final sideways glance at Daniel. Hardly moving an inch, he looked back at me, and my last image of him before inky blackness took over was a sly, heavy-lidded wink that said, I see you.

The trailers went on forever, and I flitted between wanting the movie to start and not. The sooner the film got under way, the closer wed be to leaving the cinema, and Id be able to breathe again.

But as uncomfortable as it was to sit this close to Daniel and not be able to touch him, it was a delicious discomfort. This way I got to be with him, but the enforced restraint meant I didnt risk making a fool of myself. If I didnt touch him, he couldnt tell me not to.

Despite everything that had passed between us, despite my self-consciousness whenever he was around, despite my heightened state of awareness just being in his aura, I still felt I shouldnt want this. But I did. I wanted to be near him, but any closer than close would short-circuit something in my brain and wipe out all ability to speak or touch.

Or kiss.

He shifted in his seat, instantly making me hyperaware of him again.

The movie was entertaining. I thought. My judgment would have been fairer had I been able to remember more than a few lines here and there. But I was more aware of the man beside me than any image on the screen in front.

Especially when Daniel leaned in to me, as he occasionally did, to whisper the odd comment about the film. Given his dislike of talking in cinemas, I assumed he was only doing it to wind me up.

And it worked.

Hey. He touched my arm briefly to get my attention, and I wondered if he realized he already had it.

I turned my head to him, and breath jarred in my throat. At that exact moment, light flashed on-screen to illuminate every contour of his face: his cheekbone, the arch of his eyebrow, the quietly confident smirk.

Oh yes. He knew.

I couldnt take my damn eyes off him.

I think… The closer he leaned in, the warmer his breath was on my skin. You have something I want.

I do?

Yeah. And just like that, his entire demeanor changed from flirtatious to playful. The popcorn.

The…?

God, yeah, Im craving something tasty. What? Not gonna share?

I wet my lips, but it wasnt enough to enable me to speak properly. My entire throat was dry. Here, I croaked, reaching for the popcorn carton balanced between my legs.

He laid a hand on my arm. No, its all right. Ive got it. Without taking his eyes off me, he reached for the carton.

Although I couldnt see him in great detail, every time light flashed on the screen, his face lit up and there was something intensely erotic about the way his cheeks hollowed when he sucked on the piece of popcorn. The twist to his lips as he chewed and swallowed. And all the damn time, he stared at me. If I saw correctly, his gaze occasionally flitted down to my mouth but stayed mostly fixed on my eyes.

Mmm, he murmured, only just loud enough for me to hear above the soundtrack. Tasty. He licked his lips, I was sure to draw my attention, and it worked. His bottom lip was fuller than his top and made me think all sorts of

He moved his hand again and I flinched, but it was only going for the carton I still held. Here. He waited a beat. Why dont you try some?

My lips parted in shock, and he took the opportunity to hold the popcorn to my mouth, use his forefinger to push it past my lips and onto my tongue.

Trying to hold on to the popcorn meant my lips pursed around his finger as he pulled it back.

Addictive, isnt it? he asked with another damn wink. You know you shouldnt, but you cant help yourself.

Shaking myself back to life, I tried to take in the film, but no matter how I shifted in my seat, leaned back, crossed one ankle over the other knee, fidgeted, nothing worked. Because Daniel was always sitting next to me. Whispering from time to time or adjusting his posture so Id think he was leaning over to me and then not. Straightening his cuff or crossing a leg over the opposite knee, leaning back in his seat, hogging the armrest.

At one point I hypnotized myself by staring at the silhouette of his hand hanging off the end of the armrest, not pale but certainly less dark than the absence of light around it. The hand I wanted curved round my neck as the other stroked my

Clearing my throat, I jerked upright in my chair and tried not to look like someone whod just allowed his mind to run away with itself.

Daniel lifted his arm off the rest, held a finger to his mouth contemplatively. You okay? he asked without leaning in.

Yeah, sure. I paused to see if the lie clanged as loudly against the near darkness as it did against my conscience.

Hey. He moved his hand away from his face as a casual gesture, I thought, and somehow managed to hook a finger round one of my own. Youre jumpy. One finger became two became his hand became a gentle squeeze, which to anyone else may have felt reassuring, but with me? My pulse rocketed. Even when he lowered his handour hands.

I took a deep breath before replying. Is it any wonder? I didnt look at him but felt his gaze on me.

Finger by finger, he let go of my hand while relief and addiction fought for supremacy. I had not a clue how it was possible to want the thing that scared me, but there it was.

Above the dialogue on-screen, I heard Daniel draw a deep breath, the kind of inhalation that usually preceded speech, and my spine stiffened, bracing itself against a desire to lean intoor away fromhim.

Reece. Elbow on the armrest, he twisted round to face me properly. Come here.

Instead of mirroring him, I shifted to my right, lent him a shoulder or a listening ear.

Incongruously, the warm breath on the side of my face made me shiver, and I wondered what it was he had to say.

Nothing.

I gasped when the tip of his tongue flickered against my neck, unable to tell him to stop or carry on. The way it trailed up to the spot behind my neck rendered me speechless, and when his kiss, or his taste, grew more insistent, even then the only sound I managed was a whimper. I doubt he even heard it.

What I did know was the way he breathed against my ear without saying anything audible, without moving, drove me crazy. Shifting in my seat, I moved the popcorn carton from my lap to the empty seat to my left. It was just too damn uncomfortable having anything touch me. Hell, I was so hard even my jeans fit too snugly and I had to uncross my legs.

Not drawing back from my ear, his cool words sent a jolt of fire through me. A hand coming to rest on my thigh all but made me combust. Am I getting too close?

I gulped. Knew what I wanted to say but not how to say it.

Or not close enough?

Yes, that. Clearing my throat, I inclined my head, and his breath whispered from my earlobe, down my neck to the collar of my jacket, where fabric formed a barrier between breath and skin.

The hand on my inner thigh moved up, squeezed my erection once, briefly, then moved back down my leg. His touch was gone before my widening eyes had returned to normal, and the voice in my head wondered, did he really do that?

Fuck. The word emerged as a sigh, though intended as an exclamation, and Daniel, now sinking back in his own seat, laughed. Fuck. Turning my head to look at him at last, I didnt know whether I wanted to call him a bastard or grab his collar, pull him toward me, and kiss him till he couldnt breathe. I saw no earthly reason why he should be allowed the luxury of oxygen when just being around him took my breath away.

He grinned, while focusingor pretending toon the screen, and I wondered exactly what he thought. It was probably best I didnt know. I had enough problems dealing with the thoughts in my own head.

Probably another hour or so of the movie to go, I estimated, willing myself to concentrate.

God, I dont know how Im going to get through this.

* * *

Daniel zipped up his jacket and hunched his shoulders against the biting cold. What did you think?

Other moviegoers milled around us, spilling from the cinema into the night, heading to the parking lot or walking home. The ground was wet, shallow puddles here and there refracting the neon from the sign above us into a thousand shards of eye-watering light.

I looked at him and blinked.

The movie? he prompted. I was asking what you thought of it.

There was a film showing?

He shook his head, trying to look disapproving, I supposed, but the smirk ruined the attempt. Reece, you… He tutted, flicked up his collar, and thrust his hands in his pockets. Listen. And suddenly his demeanor changed from lighthearted to other. Are youI mean, do you want to…? He stepped closer, eyed any passersby, and I wondered what necessitated his desire for public privacy. You can stop at my place if you want. I mean Id… His gaze scanned the crowd, now less of a crowd and more of a moviegoers equivalent of chucking-out time at the local pub. Stragglers wandered past us, not listening, but Danielthe normally confident Danielwas concerned someone would overhear.

And it had to have been on my behalf, because he didnt give a shit what anyone thought.

Id take the settee. You could have the bed. The bedroom. Just so you didnt have to go back home.

I dont know. I looked down at the ground, shuffled a bit, could have kicked myself. I must have looked like a nervous kid. Two grown men dancing around each other like we were strangers.

Look, we go back to my place to get out of the cold, and I can either call you a cab, or… He shrugged, took a step closer to the parking lot, a step farther from the shelter of the cinema, and a step farther from me.

He had me on a piece of elastic, because I followed. Okay.

Sure? He raised those damn eyebrows expectantly.

This is such a bad idea. I should say no.

Yeah. Saves waiting for a taxi in the rain. I sent up a silent prayer of thanks that there wasnt a single taxi waiting in the cinema parking lot. If there was, Id have to jump in a cab and absent myself from Daniel far too abruptly. I was a great believer in making life difficult for myself. Slow good-byes did no one any good in the long run, but I sometimes used them to convince myself I wasnt really leaving.

Its not raining that hard. Just a drizzle.

Changed your mind about me coming back to your place?

Me? He grinned as we walked, side by side, mirroring each other. Collars up, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets. Never.

An instant parting would have forced the issue. I would have to choose between a homeward journey and the admittance, then and there, that I wanted to go home with Daniel.

And I shouldnt have wanted that. I should have turned my back on Daniel, hailed the first available taxi, jumped in, said a few mea culpas, and headed back to a flat containing nothing but the chalk outline of a dead relationship.

But I kept walking. Because Daniel was my way of forgetting a slow good-bye to someone else. He was the reason Id needed to say it in the first place.

You know… He drew a deep breath and stopped. The surprise of him pulling up like that caused a delay in my comprehension for half a second, and I backed up, leveled with him again. I didnt want you thinking…

The way he looked with spots of rain occasionally running from his hair down his face made me shiver. But I told myself it was a cold evening.

There are no greater lies than the ones we tell ourselves.

Theres no ulterior motive to this, Reece. He cleared his throat.

It seemed incongruous that two people who had been intimate to whatever degree could be fully dressed, out in public, and yet somehow reticent.

Shaking my head, I tried to focus on him, his words, but that bottom lip of his distracted me. Even still, while he searched for the right words, it invited kisses.

Daniels tongue flicked across his lips. I just thought you could do with some company, thats all, and if that sounds patronizing, its not meant that way. He shrugged, and we started walking again, fell into step. Youre welcome to stay over if you want. If you dont fancy going back home.

We continued in small talk for the rest of the short walk to his flat, and with every left step, I decided staying was the only option. Every time my right foot hit the ground, I tried to convince myself to read over the script in my mind. All I had to do was ask him for the number of the nearest cab company. Stay, go, stay, go; my mind changed with every footfall.

I followed Daniel up the tenement stairs and waited while he fumbled for the correct key on the fob. He paused before flipping past the thumb drive and the keys to his filing cabinet and computer desk then ran a finger along the correct key slowly as if contemplating something. Then he came back to life, stuck the key in the lock, and

Stopped.

Reece? He straightened, didnt unlock the door, but turned in a half circle where he stood so he was facing me. You know what my job is.

Yes? Frowning, I nodded, unsure of where this was going but sure hed tell me.

Im a writer.

Yes, I know that.

But sometimes I have trouble with words. Like now, for instance. Theres something Id like to say, but if it comes out wrong, Ill just have to trust you to translate. His words were quiet enough to cause little or no echo in the stairwell, secretive, conspiratorial, and most of all, discreet.

I gulped. It was never pleasant when someone tried to prepare me to hear something.

Theres something I want to do before we go in. I mean, try. Like a tryout or something. He bit his lip, that lip I wanted to feel on my neck.

Images of him leaning in to kiss my neck, the rough of his stubble against the smooth of my skin, flashed in front of my eyes, and it took effort of which I didnt know I was capable to bring myself back to the present.

Just to see if… He stepped in closer, hands in jacket pockets while his keys hung from the lock, unturned and taunting me with their silent not yet. You see, after everything thats happened, I just need to check that you… Daniels breath whispered over my skin. Arent… He gulped. You know…

With one tilt of my head, one degree of incline, one hand on his lapel, I closed the gap between us. Kissed him or let him kiss me, I wasnt sure which, but when our lips met, all doubt melted away.

I clenched my fingers, not enough to bunch the leather of his jacket under my hand but enough to let him know I wanted to touch him. Wanted him closer.

The tip of Daniels tongue traced an invisible line from the corner of my mouth along the inside of my top lip, and I sucked in a breath. The smell of himleather, deodorant, washing powder, sheer, unadulterated sexfilled my lungs, and oh God, Daniel, Daniel, Daniel, who the hell needs oxygen when I can just breathe you in instead?

Then that wasnt enough. I wanted to taste him as well, drew his tongue into my mouth, letting

Jesus. He broke off the kiss, panting, touching his forehead to mine for a second before straightening.

Did that answer your question? Whatever the question was?

I think so. I dont know. Reece. Fuck. He took a deep breath, frowned, looked away, and I imagined himknew if I were in his position, that was how I would feelin pain. Questioning himself. Us. This.

Go on.

Youll think Im an idiot.

Whats new?

He smiled, thank God. The ice wasnt fully broken yet, but the thaw had begun. You know what they say about the road to hell.

Daniel Cross is at the end of it?

He burst out laughing, the grin lighting up his face. He looked me in the eye, and something in us connected. An understanding, maybe, that if neither of us knew where this was going, we at least agreed to be confused together.

What I mean is… Can I be straight with you?

A straight Daniel Cross isnt something Id

Shut up, Hutton.

I grinned, nevertheless surprised at our ability to joke around at a time like this. But black humor had eased many a difficult situation. It was a minor release in anticipation of a greater one.

Im only human, and my self-control wont last forever. Itll only hold for as long as I believe Im not torturing myself for nothing.

Hes asking for hope. Hes asking if…

Oh God, Daniel, if only you knew I have even less self-control than you do.

I could have sworn his lower lip wavered. So…I can call a cab, or…when we get indoors, we hang our coats up and grab a beer. He took a deep breath.

Hes asking me to choose for him.

I rolled my shoulder muscles, attempting to work out the kinks of tension. And the tension was only there because I was nervous, ever nervous, of saying it out loud.

So I didnt.

I simply reached for my zip and undid my jacket.


Chapter Ten



Staring up at the ceiling, I saw nothing in the inky blackness and Daniel in my minds eye. According to my mobile phone, it was after one in the morning, and though I was tiredemotionally exhausted, in factsleep refused to come.

Though the duvet cover and pillowcases smelled of washing powder, the bed felt like Daniel. This was his. He slept here. He fucked here.

I groaned out loud, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. Why I had to think of that, I didnt know. Each thought about Daniel pushed the possibility of sleep further away until it was no more than a barely perceptible dot on the horizon.

He, conspicuous by his absence, was all around me.

After hed shown me to my quarters, Id taken in the fact that the wardrobe and chest of drawers matched. Coordinated. He slept in a sleigh bed. Made of genuine leather too; not cheap, hed boasted before adding with a playful wink, And with what goes on in the bedroom, its best to make it comfortable, dont you think? His eyebrows had lifted as he exited, looking over his shoulder and adding, Flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.

Fallen ones? Id shot back, closing the door on his fading laughter.

Rest? Some hope. Kicking the duvet off me, I bared my torso to the air, resting one hand on my chest, the other cradling the back of my head, a buffer to stop my thoughts from corrupting Daniels pillow.

This is fucking torture.

If he felt half as bad as I did, he wouldnt be sleeping either. Then again, he was a lot more confident about his sexuality than I, so maybe that demeanor hed long since mastered of yeah, Im bi; what the fuck of it? made for a softer pillow than my guilt trip over Georgia and the fact that it wasnt her making my cock hard.

God, I want him to touch me so badly.

If I was at home right now, I could be jacking off and taking care of this monumental fucking hard-on instead of lying here wishing it was Danieloh God…

I imagined it was his hand slipping past the waistband of my shorts, his hand gripping my cock as it slid to the base, loosening ever so slightly on the upstroke.

Fucking hell, Hutton. Stop it.

Ceasing all movement but not letting go, again I stared blindly at the ceiling. The damage was done. Coming here tonight had bad idea written all over it.

I wanted to come. Needed to come. But lying in someone elses bed, especially his…it wouldnt be a good idea.

Running my thumb absentmindedly around the tip of my cock, I gasped. Told myself to stop.

I swung my legs out from under the covers, and as soon as my feet hit the floor, I breathed a sigh of relief. Half out of bed, I could convince myselfor try tothat I had half won the victory over the images painting themselves on the insides of my eyelids.

Images involving Daniel touching me, breathing into me, whispering in my ear that he had to see the look on my face when I

Burying my head in my hands, I smothered a groan, summoned as many thoughts as were possible to evict desire for Daniel from my head. The prime minister covered in blackberry jam. My geography teacher from high school, Mrs. Bennett. Fish guts.

None of it worked.

I got up, paused with my hand on the door handle. Unless I mastered the art of levitation, there was a chance my footsteps would alert Daniel if he was awake. A creaking door hinge, a running tap.

And I wondered if that was what I wanted.

Groping my way down the hall, past the living room door, I held my breath, keeping my ears tuned to any signs of a floorboard creaking in the living room, someones weight shifting on the settee.

Please be awake, Daniel.

No. Sleep.

Logic told me to go back to bed, but the devil on my shoulderand the wings on Daniels backpersuaded me to stay up a while longer, justifying this after-dark mischief by reasoning Id never sleep anyway. Daniels bed was too big without him in it.

I kept the light off in the kitchen. The darkness made me feel less guilty. Moonlight and weak streetlights, diluted by distance, pricked my conscience.

I wondered if the householder would forgive me if I raided his alcohol stash. It would be difficult to explain. Im only stealing your whiskey cause I need to drink to forget how much I want you.

The after-midnight mist eddying round the streets outside hypnotized me, looked almost Gothic, blurring the glow of streetlights and watering down the moons usual brightness.

When it came to Georgia, the only right thing to do was man up and call her soon about picking up her stuff. The ungentlemanly part of me wanted to askbegher to come back. To share and be shared. I wanted her in my bed. I wanted Daniel there too. I didnt want to choose. Selfish little me didnt want to.

Whether it was the ghostly atmosphere outside or the chill one in my personal life that most troubled me, I didnt know, but the cause of and solution to many of my problems slept mere feet away.

Slept, or ignored the visitor creeping round his house.

* * *

I didnt know how long Id been standing at the kitchen sink before the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

A creaking floorboard and a door opening elsewhere in the flat. Daniel was awake, and my body tuned in to that fact before my mind acknowledged it. I knew before I knew.

Gripping the edge of the sink, I refused to turn to the door when it opened.

Ah. I thought youd be in here.

Couldnt sleep. Considered raiding your alcohol stash, but figured you wouldnt be too pleased.

Help yourself. Theres beer in the fridge if you want one.

No. I laughed and shook my head. The door clicked shut behind meusagain, and Daniel crossed the room, stood at my shoulder. Hope I didnt wake you.

Nah, I just couldnt drop off for some reason. He rested a cool hand on the small of my back, and I flinched. Dont worry about it. He inched closer, close enough to touch more if one of us cared to cross that remaining breath between us. The hand on my back slid to my hip; the other mirrored it. His fingers tightened on my hips, and for the briefest of milliseconds, his hard cock pressed against me, still enough to make me dizzy even through the fabric of his shorts and mine.

I gasped, but by the time I exhaled my surprise, hed broken contact.

Reece?

I still gripped the edges of the sink, shoulders hunched and my head hanging like a guilty person scrutinized.

Which was exactly what I was.

Is something wrong? Stupid question. Forget I asked. Reece, Reece, Reece, he singsonged under his breath.

I gulped and turned my head away as if not looking at him would quiet the thudding in my chest. He was in the same room, and that was enough. Daniel?

Dont. Then his hand was on my back again, and he dropped a light kiss on my shoulder. Dont try to convince yourself this is wrong.

The gentlest flicker of his tongue on my skin made my spine ripple.

But

I know, he whispered, and as he spoke, he let his stubble brush against my skin, not rough at all. Just a reminder of who this was. But I want you. You know I want you. You dont have to justify why youre here, but… He dropped another kiss on my shoulder and his thumb circled gently in the hollow at the small of my back and Jesus, Id never known what a turn-on that could be. Well. Thats just it.

I looked at him, and he lifted his head. The fact he looked straight at me made up for the fact that his lips were no longer on my skin. Barely. And I waited for him to explain.

Youre here.

Some of the tension left my body. Only some. But enough for my shoulders to drop, and when they did, Daniel slid his hand round to my abs, not pulling me back but stepping closer himself.

You could be anywhere else tonight, but you came back here. His breath warmed the skin just behind my ear, and when he kissed me there, I shuddered. Hmm. You like that? His hand slid lower, resting just above my waistband, and I gripped the countertop, gaining no purchase. Reece. I know this is difficult for you, but you have to understand, its just as difficult for me to see you in my home and not touch you.

Its just as difficult for me not to be touched.

I just feel that… I cleared my throat and turned, intending to state my case firmly, but any chance of remaining assertive disappeared when my cock brushed against his.

What? His hands resting on my hips, he held me steady, and somehow, with him in front of me and the kitchen counter behind, I managed to stay upright. What do you feel?

That I should be a bit more… I mean, this seems like its happening all too soon.

Is it? Daniel dipped his head, either to force me to look at him or to nudge me with his jaw as he kissed me. Youre a free agent now.

I know, but its… My chest heaved with repressed emotion and unsaid words. Like Im jumping into something else before my relationship with her is even cold.

Reece. He smoothed back my hair with one hand, the other remaining at my waist. Maybe it was already cold, and thats why you jumped.

No, it… Too much protesting, Hutton. There was always a chance he was right. There had to be a reason I was here with him now, even if I didnt want to admit it to myself or articulate it. It was easier just to give in. I was in Daniels house, and his hands were on me.

He must have felt the fight go out of me, the denial. Because when he kissed my neck, it was the confident, self-assured kiss of a man who knew Id not bother to say no again. Neither of us would believe I meant it.

Daniel nudged me a little, trailed kisses down to my shoulder, but I edged away, and he broke off. Id wanted to see his face, as well as I could in this half-light.

I lifted my hands to his neck, held him still, running my thumbs over his jaw, asking myself if I truly wanted this, and when he wet his lips with the tip of his tongue, I knew yes. I pulled him in and for the first time kissed him. I was the aggressor now.

He flinched but stayed with me. His lips parted first, and I kissed him more deeply; it wasnt as if we hadnt done this before, but Id never been so forceful, as if I dared myself onward. I felt guilty about being here, but I was and there was little point regretting it now.

And the way Daniel kissed, he could make me forget everything Id ever regretted in my life.

Jesus. He broke the kiss, panted against my neck, resting his forehead against my shoulder for just a second, and that second was long enough for me to feel how cold his hair was, misted with perspiration.

I bit my lip, wondering how far Daniel would want to take it. He didnt seem the type to try to persuade me into something with which I was uncomfortable. He was too comfortable in his own skin to do anything other than let what happened, happen. Whatever he did was to be enjoyed. By both parties. Sometimes all three.

There were so many reasons I shouldnt have been here, and all of them sounded like Georgia, but the way his hair felt under my fingers, the way his mouth tasted, the way his hard cock pressed against my thigh all whispered Daniel.

I pulled him closer, thought holding on to him would steady me.

I thought about this all evening, he murmured. It was a fucking nightmare in that cinema. He licked his lips before trailing kisses along my jaw, down the side of my neck. Honestly, Reece, I go to the cinema on my own a lot. Sometimes with other people. But I have never had as hard a time concentrating as when you were so close to me and I couldnt do a damn thing about it.

I bit my lip, wanted to say something, but knew whatever I did say would come out wrong or not be as articulate as I wanted. Daniel was the writer. We both worked with words, but I organized other peoples stories; he created his own. He had the air of someone comfortable with his own sexuality, at home in his own skin, and able to express himself in ways to which I could only aspire.

And I kept thinking about touching you. I thought about the way youd sound when you came.

Skin moved over skin and sensory overload made me screw my eyes shut, but doing so had the opposite effect to what Id expected. Not being able to see the way his shoulder moved as he stroked made my cock even more sensitive to his touch. When he leaned in to whisper something in my ear, I caught the smell of his…soap? Cologne? Whatever it was, it was unmistakably him.

I thought about how hard youd get if I touched you here. His voice sounded feral. Somewhere between a growl and a moan. Not like a wounded animal, but something hungry.

God. I… My voice moved, in two words, from monosyllabic to staccato to breathless.

Reece? I could have sworn he gulped, his voice as on edge as mine. And I waited for him to speak, almost certain of what hed say before he said it. He took a deep breath and asked a single-word question. Bedroom?

* * *

This is what you wanted, Hutton, I told myself as we stepped across the bedroom threshold, me trembling with nerves and Daniel with…something. You wanted this, even if it scares you.

Reece. I dont want us to be strangers to each other in the morning. His lips moved against mine, his jaw under my hand. Which is why I want to sleep in here tonight. He pulled away and clambered over to the other side of the bed, throwing himself down onto the pillows.

Looking over my shoulder, I said nothing.

Well? You gonna stay sitting up all night? Beds are made for lying in.

Yeah. I rolled my shoulders in a rippling kind of shrug, able to follow his logic despite the bizarreness of the conversation. And this. Us. Our situation. I guess they are. As I lay down, he shifted his weight and stretched out an arm for me to fall onto. I turned my head toward him, and he curved the arm around, combing his fingers through the hair at the back of my head.

I kept expecting him to say something, but he never said a word, just kept his head turned in my direction, his hand on the back of mine. After half a minute or so, he brushed his other hand across my face, settling it in the curve of my neck as he moved toward me. The breath he whispered across my face just before kissing me was half a sigh, an exhalation forced out by a low, low moan from the back of his throat.

Reece, you… His entire body molded itself against me as his tongue slipped into my mouth, dipping slowly, tasting before he pulled away again. Always leaving me wanting more.

There was something inherently sensual in the way Daniel kissed, as if it wasnt just about lips and tongue. Truly sensual in that he engaged touch and taste and sound as well, by running his fingers through my hair, taking his time to brush my lips with his own, moaning into the kiss and whispering my name when it was over.

Id had sex with women that didnt get me half as hooked as one kiss from Daniel. Maybe it was because it was all so new. Maybe it was the excitement. The illicit thrill.

Maybe I just needed to shut the fuck up and enjoy what he did to me, for however long it lasted, despite the waves of conscience lapping at the back of my mind. Its only been a few weeks, Reece. Only a few weeks since…

And every stroke of his fingertips on my jaw was a way of holding back the tide.

Touching his forehead to mine, he breathed against my lips, let me catch my breath, and kept up the steady, slow rhythm of his hand on my face. Then he shifted, moved onto his side again, no doubt to ease the pressure against his hard cock, but it did me no good to feel it against my thigh. I wanted…I wanted…

Christ. I didnt know what I wanted.

Daniel lifted his hand away from my face and inched it down my body. For those long seconds, I thought he was going to touch me. Again. Wanted him to. And I waited. Held my breath.

Exhaled when his hand broke contact with my skin.

His low groan, the way the silhouette of his arm moved, the hiss of skin on skin told me what he was doing, and I had never, ever wanted anything as much.

Oh God, he murmured, and I wasnt sure if he was lost in the moment or if his words were a response to my hand traveling down his arm from elbow to wrist. Following the glacier-slow down-up of his hand stroking himself. Christ. I cantI want… He gasped against my face and stopped. Reece. Im fucking aching here. I need to come.

I slipped my hand past the waistband of his shorts, brushed the head of his cock and

He jumped back. Enough to break contact.

What? Id been uncertain all this timenot whether or not I wanted this, but whether or not I should touch him.

Just getting these damn things off. Raising his hips off the bed, in seconds he was naked, boxers discarded. You dont mind, do you?

Mind? I echoed just before he pulled me into a deep kiss. I thought… Breath caught, jarred, eventually made it through my body. I thought Id done something wrong.

Whatever you do to me is never wrong. He kissed the corner of my mouth, whimpering as I made contact again.

Is that… Just as breathless as him, but from nerves as well as desire, I faltered, unable to keep up that perfect rhythm. Is that… Jesus, Reece. Youre a grown man. Say it. You like that?

Fuck. Oh fuck. Yes. Daniel tangled his fingers in my hair, holding us both steady for a moment while he sighed and slowly, slowly moved back and forth.

All I had to do was hold him, wrapping my fingers round his cock, feeling each ridge and contour as his hips did all the work.

Oh. My. God, he moaned in my ear. Fuck, that feels good. I knew it; I fucking knew itd feel… Jesus, Reece, you have no idea. He drew my earlobe into his mouth, gently at first, and when I felt teeth, sensed the danger of a bite, I tightened my hand as he fucked it, knew hed gasp, the need to breathe greater than the desire to cause pain. Barely able to speak, his rapid breaths warmed my neck. His shoulders tensed and released, tensed and released with every stroke I gaveor every thrust he took. Reece, dont… Just…whatever youre doing… he moaned, falling onto his back.

Hands flung above him gripped the headboard as I moved onto my side. When I wrapped my fingers round his cock one by one, sliding my hand from the head all the way down, he growled from the back of his throat, quietly, almost purring.

God, yes. Do it slowly. Wait. Tighter. Jesus.

Eventually he lost all ability to speak, reduced to moaning on the upstroke, gasping when I moved my hand down. Occasionally he said one word, a monosyllable, under his breath, and I moved over him, leaned in for a kiss.

A moment before my lips brushed his, I heard him say it again.

Reece.

The intensity of the manner in which he spoke gave me pause, until Daniels hand snaked round the back of my head, held me close, his fingers tightening against my scalp as mine tightened around his cock. Reece, Im gonna come. He sucked in a breath as I sped up. I need… I want you to His hips rose off the bed, forcing his cock through my grasp. If the light was on, I could have seen him. Known whether his eyes were open or closed. Maybe he frowned.

All I knew was his lips parted beneath mine as he gasped for air, and when I kissed from the corners of his mouth along his jaw, he moaned softly.

Daniel?

I want more.

My strokes slowed, half to give him a chance to breathe, half to give myself the same privilege.

Reece? Slowly, from the hips, he pushed himself against me, moaning when I tightened my hold. I want…

More confident now, I stroked him faster, wondering how I could ever have been wary of this. Him. What do you want?

I want… He grabbed my wrist. I want you to fuck me.

Electricity shot through me; his hand on my arm caused pins and needles.

Reece? My name on his lips was nothing more than a whisper. Say something.

I dont know what to say. I bit my lip, and my hand, yet on him, stilled.

Youre still here. He moved over me, his cock pressing against my thigh.

I let out a slow breath from between pursed lips. Daniel. What was I supposed to say? This, what he was askingI didnt know if I could. I wanted to, but aroused and unsure, I didnt know what the hell I was doing.

His lips against mine, he murmured as his fingertips traced the line of my jaw, Itll feel amazing. His lower lip trembled as he drew in a shuddering breath. Like nothing on Earth. Honestly, Ive never… God. I just want to feel your cock inside me, Daniel whispered. Its all Ive been able to think about.

Are you…?

He kissed me. Lightly. And fast. To still make the contact, but without rendering either of us unable to speak. Sure? His lips curved into a smile against my own. Never more so.

No, I meant are you serious?

Reece. He took a deep breath. Definitely. I want youhe kissed meto fuck me. Now.

Jesus, I dont know what Im doing. Help me out here, Daniel.

He reached across me and pulled open the bedside cabinet drawer, rummaged around and laughed under his breath. Thank God.

What?

Condoms. He tossed a foil packet in my direction; it landed on my chest. Its always when youre really, really fucking desperate to get laid that you run out. He fished something else out of the drawer as well, left it on top of the bedside cabinet.

My head turned toward the light thud it made as he set it down. I saw nothing but the vague outline of a bottle.

Lube.

Oh fuck, were really gonna do this.

Dont worry. Daniel lay next to me on his side, propped up on one elbow, head resting against his palm. Youll be fine. Youll be better than fine if Im any good at reading people. Mind your eyes; Im going to put the light on. Youll see why in a minute. He chuckled, and when he flipped the switch on the bedside lamp, I blinked my eyesight back into focus.

Im glad one of us has got faith in me, I said, ripping the packet open with trembling hands.

Ill talk you through it. A huff of laughter warmed my neck a split second before he kissed my jaw. Ive been told Im very talkative when Im…you know.

I should only start to worry if youre silent?

No chance of that happening.

Youre the expert.

Why, Reece, are you suggesting Im a bisexual pervert whos more than happy to let someone like you fuck the hell out of me?

As I reached for the lube bottle with hands slightly less shaky now, Daniels weight shifted and he ran a hand down my thigh. I shuddered. Youre… I gulped. Youre gonna have to help me out here.

Need a hand?

Could say that.

He took the bottle from me, flipped it open, and squeezed some lube onto one hand before tossing the bottle aside. There.

I craned my neck as he stroked the lube onto my cock; there was something so intense about the way he touched me, the silent acknowledgment of what we were about to do, that I couldnt even face him, unseeing.

God, I want this so much I cant… Daniel lifted his hand to my neck, pulled me in to a kiss more desperate than any I could remember, making it impossible for me to recall a time when I hadnt touched or kissed him. You have to get inside me. Now.

His words turned my spine to jelly, and thank God I was lying down; nothing would have kept me upright after hearing such lust in his voice.

Just. He sighed. Reece. He kept his hand to my face as he shifted his weight. You have to.

Then tell me.

Get behind me. Daniel got on his hands and knees, and unthinking, hypnotized, I followed, put one hand on his hip and

Jesus fucking Christ.

Yes? But there was a smile in his voice. An inherent I know what youre thinking.

I ran a hand from his hip to his spine, faltering when my fingertips met the edge of his tattoo. Thats why you put the light on.

He laughed. Thats why.

Pressing harder, I traced each bump in his spine, and it arched under my hand. I trailed my hand back down to his hip. Jesus, youre…

What? He cocked his head but didnt look over his shoulder. Every muscle and sinew just below the surface made his ink come alive, and when I touched the edge of one wing again, I was surprised to feel skin against my own rather than a feather.

Nothing, nothing, I whispered. Doesnt matter.

You need something to look at back there while youre… He moved back onto me, and when he touched the head of my cock, I jerked back, shocked at the sudden contact. Jesus, Reece.

Gripping his hip with one hand, I used the other to guide my cock partway into him, less than half an inch, just testing the waters, as if I could stop here and take no more. As if one kiss from Daniel was ever going to be enough without fucking him.

Easy. He panted once. Twice.

Am I Hurting you?

No. Just go slowly, he said breathlessly. Make me feel every inch.

Fuck. Barely able to believe what I was hearing, less able to move without trembling, I pushed against him, watched my cock slide in as slowly as I could manage. I wanted to be inside him all the way, but he was right. He was right. Make him feel every inch. Youll never fuck him for the first time ever again. God, Daniel, you should see this.

His head fell forward, and he pushed back; I didnt have to do a thing but watch him take every. Single. Inch of me into him, even as his movement took every last breath out of my lungs.

Gasping soundlessly, I held on to his hips, held him steady. Or myself. And when he moaned, it could have been me making the sound.

Fucking hell, Reece, thats just…

What? Tell me. Screwing my eyes shut, I tried not to move too fast. I tried to keep it slow and steady, just the way he wanted, but he was so tight and it felt too damn good not to pull out nearly all the way and move back in just a little faster with each stroke. Talk to me. You said you were a talker. Speak to me.

Slowly. He groaned when I moved in him, and I stopped to give him a chance to speak. And to give myself a chance to breathe. Thats exactly how I like it. Pushing against me, he arched his back, pulled me in deeper.

Arousal blurred the corners of my vision; all I saw was the rippling of Daniels backbone, the way every beam of lamplight hit the contours of his back, casting shadows from his shoulder blades over his wings.

From the base of my spine up, every vertebra liquidized, throwing me forward. I thought about holding on to his shoulders but couldnt keep my balance and ended up leaning over him, bracing myself on shaking arms.

Sheets bunched underneath Daniels hands, tightening with every slow stroke I took. His hands balled into fists below mine with every breath he exhaled.

So I couldnt see that beautiful, inked skin of his, glistening with perspiration? I didnt give a damn. Not now. I felt every breath he took underneath me, and when he moved, the warm skin against mine made me want to fuck him harder.

Daniel. I bit my lip, let my head fall forward. Couldnt. See. But just about reached the base of his neck, just to

Fucking hell, Reece. He spoke through gritted teeth, Id have sworn to it, and the way he sounded made me grit my teeth too. Jesus!

What? IOh shit. I must have bitten him in the heat of the

No, dont stop.

I drew back. He repeated himself. And I gave in. I wasnt sure whose arms shook the most; I wasnt sure who perspired the most. All I knew was we fell into the perfect rhythm, me fucking him slowly from the hips and gradually picking up speed. He followed my lead but kept gasping out words, growling from the back of his throat, telling me how good it felt.

Jesus. I cant… Deep breath. Gulp back air. Im gonna come. I cant believe it, Im fucking Daniel and hes gonna make meI cant wait…

Dont. Doesnt matter. Just keep doing…

I blinked to clear my vision, but it wasnt moisture; it was white light.

…that.

God, Daniel, I want to come. I need to.

Then fuck me harder. He freed his hands from below mine. Oh Christ. He moaned and arched his spine again, rocked back and forward, slowly, then faster and faster still. Put your hands on my hips. He paused. Now.

I managed to haul myself up, but as soon as my hands were back on his hips, I couldnt stop myself. Sucking in a breath through gritted teeth, I let my head fall back as I fucked him, knowing I wouldnt be able to focus on anything if I tried. Not even his tattoo. Nothingnothingwas capable of distracting me now that I was this damn close. Im gonna come. Daniel, I cant. I cant stop, oh Jesus fucking I came so hard my spine felt like it was trying to arch back on itself and couldnt hold my head up. I lost myself for a moment, couldnt remember my own damn name andFuck. Panting, I fell forward, shaking worse than before, covered in sweat. Easing myself out of him, I collapsed onto the bed with him lying at my side. Jesus fucking Christ, what was that?

That. He grinned. Laughed. That wasnt bad for a first timer.

I smiled back, half in relief, half in something else when he ran a finger along my upper arm.

Reece.

Ah. There. I found myself again with Daniel.


Chapter Eleven



Daniel turned his head on the pillow to look at me. What now? In the cold light of day, he was still Daniel. And I didnt know why this surprised me.

Isnt that supposed to be my line?

But where do you see this relationship going, Reece? he asked in a faux whine before smiling. Look. He shifted his weight, propped himself up on one elbow, and looked down at me, his free hand resting on my torso. Daniels thumb tap-tap-tapped against my rib cage; he took a deep breath, and the tapping became a back-and-forth motion, stroking, but something gentler than that. His brow furrowed when his eyes met mine. I think we crossed the line last night.

Oh did we ever. Yeah.

Were not strictly flirting anymore.

No. I dont think we ever were.

Hmm. True. True, he murmured.

I didnt think I was capable of this.

What, finding another man attractive? He gave a quiet laugh, stroked his fingers dangerously close to my nipple. I shivered, and he moved his hand away. Welcome to the wonderful world of the bisexual. Twice the chance of a date, twice the chance of a knock back.

But both at the same time? I bit my lip. Liking men, well, you and this. Whats just happened. And women? I dont have the right to… Screwing my eyes shut, I said it. I dont have the right to like both at once.

No? The scratch of skin on stubble and I opened my eyes to him stroking his chin with the hand on which hed propped himself up. Well, damn. Nobody told me that was in the rule book.

Funny, Cross.

Guess Ill have to hand in my professional bisexual membership card, then.

Youre not helping.

Daniel grinned. Honestly, Reece. Its allowed. In fact, fuck it. There is no this is allowed, this isnt. You dont have to pick a team and stick to it forever and ever, amen. I kinda like it this way. Its a continuum, not either or. More fluid. This way everyone gets a piece of Daniel.

Seriously, youre

Itd be cruel to say no to an entire section of the population just because theyre the wrong gender or I was already taken. I mean, what did they ever do to deserve that? Itd be downright cruel of God to put someone like me on Earth and deny anyone the chance of fucking me. I exist for a reason.

And that reason is?

Daniel Fucking Cross is his own reason for existence, Hutton. Hes beyond all explanation.

Christ, now youre talking about yourself in the third person.

Does it make me more desirable?

Even lying down, I shook my head slowly, trying not to laugh. Theres no need to flirt with me now. Youve already got me into bed.

I know. He shrugged. But I dont have an off switch. Weve already established that. Besides. I see no reason to stop flirting just because Ive got you where I want you. Call it arousal maintenance.

He wasnt wrong there. It all felt strange. A short time after splitting from a woman, ending up in bed with a man. It should have felt wrong but didnt. Strange, yes. Definitely novel. But wrong? No.

How do I know…? I began and caught his eye. Nothing.

How do you know if this is what you want or not?

I paused before indicating with a twitch of my head that yes, Id been thinking along those lines.

Felt like you wanted it last night when you were fucking me.

I shuddered.

Look. We both got turned on, right? And its natural to be uncertain if Im the first guy youve ever been with. But theres no law against it. There are no rules. You dont have to choose this team or that team. Hell, you dont even have to choose this person or that person if everyone involved agrees.

I frowned. Said nothing. Hoped the look in my eyes would encourage him to continue.

I dont have a problem with being part of a triple. Just so you know.

My eyes widened in surprise.

What? Youre shocked at how matter-of-fact I am about these things? Come on; it cant be that much of a shock to a guy who played around with threesomes that there are people who arent exactly vanilla out there.

Point taken. I sighed. I guess Im just not used to people being so pragmatic about it.

I might sound pragmatic to you, Reece, but Im just trying to be. Im no more together than you are, not really. If this is whats needed to carry on seeing you and for you to be happy, then Im absolutely cool with being in a triple.

God, I dont know. It seems like too much.

What, you feel greedy?

Yes. Exactly. Thats exactly it. Sometimes I wondered if he could read my mind.

Nothing wrong with that. Saying greed is good won Michael Douglas an Oscar, dont forget.

He was talking about money.

Only because hed never met Daniel Cross.

Youre unbelievable.

I get that a lot. Daniel grinned, completely unashamed. Speak to Georgia.

My heart skipped, and he must have felt its arrhythmia.

Maybe if she knows its not a fling. Something youre doing on a whim. Sexual, yes, but not solely about that. Not just casual. Perhaps… He bit his lip, looking deep in thought and, for once, serious. She might be agreeable. If you ask her to consider it.

I cant believe youre saying this.

Ideal solution as far as I can see. Id certainly be cool with it cause Im bi, and you? You like us both. She gets two men. Everyones happy.

Ive never met anyone as forthright as you, you know.

Ah you know me. Im special. He took a deep breath before continuing. Put it to her. Maybe not straightaway. You havent seen her in a while, right? Sound her out. Wait a bit. You know her better than I do. We know were all sexually compatible. Aside from that? Well, its up to you if and when you speak to her. Im just making a clumsy attempt to be mature and sensible about it all.

You? Mature and sensible? I grinned, more out of nerves than humor. Thatll be the day.

Watch it, Hutton, he said before dipping his head to kiss me. Or I might have to hurt you.

Id like to see you try.

His brows knit together in the briefest of frowns. Do you think I would?

My expression probably mirrored his; such was my confusion.

Last night… He ran both his hands through my hair, smoothing it back off my forehead as he settled himself above me. Did you get nervous?

A strange thing to ask, I thought. I believed my nervousness had been plain, but Id gotten over it. Eventually.

Because… His lips only a breath away from mine, Daniel paused before continuing. There was nothing to be nervous about.

Apart from the fact it was my first time with another man?

Well, yes. Those same lips curved into a smile made of memories and filthy thoughts. Can I ask you something?

A sliver of ice wormed its way along my spine. Sure.

Did you think you were going to hurt me last night?

I took a deep breath, held it until the words came to me, and when I eventually spoke, they rushed out along with the air I exhaled. I was worried I might. Even though youd obviously done that before.

Youre allowed to say it, Reece. He smirked. In amusement rather than mockery, it seemed. Again he dipped his head to kiss me and whispered, Youre allowed to say I have experience being fucked by another man.

Does it… I may have been allowed to talk about it, I may have fucked him myself, but the words still jarred. Isnt it…?

Uncomfortable? His lips traced mine in the gentlest shadow of a kiss. Good God, no. Did I seem uncomfortable to you?

No, you… Casting my mind back, which didnt take too much effort given it was all I could think about, I pictured his muscles rippling under my hands as I

Jesus, it feels like nothing on Earth. I cant describe it; its like the most… Daniels eyes lost their focus, and his hand lifted off me as he gestured, lost in the memories I couldnt erase either, didnt want to. It can feel a bit awkward. You know, if youre not ready for it, but… He shrugged. Get turned on enough, use plenty of lube, go slowly the first few times. Its all good. He finished with a wink.

Jesus, I would never have thought wed be having this conversation.

Hey, come on now, Hutton. You wanted me from the first moment we met. Admit it. He laughed and nudged my leg with his knee. You want me now; I can tell.

Damn him and the way he made me feel. I just had to think about fucking him and my cock reacted. And that dimple when he gave me that know-it-all smirk took my breath away.

How old were you? You know?

His eyebrows lifted. I see. The first time?

Yeah.

Fifteen with a woman, seventeen the first time I fooled around with another man, and nineteen the first time I fucked another guy. Same age when he fucked me.

Jesus, you dont hold back, do you?

Why should I? You asked. No need to feel embarrassed.

And you were okay with it?

I answered you, didnt I? Oh, you mean with whatever his name was?

Whatever? Youre so classy.

Yeah, I remember his name. I just didnt think it was appropriate to mention another guy when I was in bed with you.

I dont mind. Strangely I didnt. I liked hearing about Daniel. His past. His history.

Well, I was nineteen. He was a few years older. Not many. Liam, his name was. A bartender.

Ah so thats why you went with him. Free booze?

Daniel grinned and held his hand up in mock surrender. You got me. I fucked my way into his liquor cabinet.

Talk about a cocktail.

He snorted with laughter and laid his palm flat against my skin again. And you say Im the classy one?

Mustve picked it up from you. I winked, a casual gesture to cover my underlying nerves. So?

He paused before answering, shook himself out of a daydream or a memory. Was I okay with it? Well, I was a little nervous, but Im like that my first time with anyone.

Daniel Cross? Nervous?

Ssh. Dont tell. Ive got a rep to protect.

Listen. I shifted my weight, and he lifted his hand off me again, which normally would have disappointed me, but there were things I needed to say. Ask. And they were the sort of words that were easier to say without physical contact reminding me of how Daniel Cross felt. Leaning back on both forearms, I scrutinized his face for signs I was, in fact, going too far. Found none. Urged myself to carry on. I was nervous, yes, but curiosity overrode that feeling. You were nineteen.

I was. Sweet nineteen and never been

Yeah, yeah, I get the picture.

He gave a soft huff of laughter, and his gaze flicked down to my lips before he met my eyes again. Okay, go on.

Did you suspect before then? I mean, you said seventeen was when you first… I let my head fall back and stared up at the ceiling. Couldnt find the right words there, either.

Did I know I was bi?

Thank you, Daniel, for asking the question for me.

Sure. I suspected as much.

And thank you for answering.

Noticed other guys. He paused, and the next point of contact wasnt a word at all.

I had five senses and Daniel appealed to all of them, but touch seemed to be one of his favorites.

Jesus. I lifted my head again, met his eyes, and he had that yeah, I know what you want grin on his face again.

And his hand lightlyever so lightlywrapped around my hardening cock.

But what if… I screwed my eyes shut and took a deep, shuddering breath. What if… Jesus, Daniel, how do you expect me to concentrate when youre doing that?

Im not doing anything.

I opened my eyes, and his cocky, oh-so-full-of-himself grin had faded to a confident smirk, a mere twitch at the corners of his mouth. I thought Id just do my bit to help you come to terms with your sexuality. He winked.

Youre allfuckheart, arent you? I gulped.

Sorry, was I interrupting? You were about to say something, werent you? Now propped up on one elbow, resting his head on his cupped palm, he grinned, so infuriatingly confident I could have smacked him. I could have kissed him. I could have fucked him till he…

Youre doing a damn good job of distracting me.

Daniels palm stroked the underside of my cock all the way to the head, twisted, came down again, tighter, with a flick of his wrist, and for a moment I forgot how to breathe. Am I?

You know you are. I let myself fall back against the mattress again, though my back arched off it every time Daniel moved his hand. Hed wait for me to relax, then give a quiet laugh that screamed show me what I do to you and stroke me just fast or slow enough to turn me on even more. Tight enough to make me gasp, loose enough to make me think he was going to go easy on me.

You were going to say something, I assume? He bowed his head, let his fingers run back through his mussed-up hair, the laughter in his voice threatening to curve his lips again. Hmm. I bet I know what youre thinking. He leaned over me, and the hand that had seconds before run through his hair now ran through mine. Youre thinking, Im twenty-eight years old. If Im attracted to men, why didnt I know before now? Arent you?

Gulping, I nodded. Something like that. It was pretty damn difficult to concentrate with his hand on my cock and his breath on my jaw as he whispered in my ear.

You hadnt met me yet, had you?

Arrogant bastard.

Arrogant bastard who knows how to make you come like you never have before.

His words sent a jolt of electricity through me, shocking in the truest sense of the word.

Hes right. Hes fucking right. And I dont know if its because hes the only man Ive ever been with or if he really is the one.

Reece. My name. On his lips. Id never heard anything like it. He sounded like he was the one so turned on he couldnt think straight. You want to know what it feels like?

I froze.

And he felt it, because his face lifted away from mine and he stared at me, a frown of concern furrowing his brow. Oh. A short burst of nervous laughter. You thought…? No, God, no. He dipped his head to kiss me and touched his forehead to mine. I didnt mean that.

I swallowed hard, and when he pulled back enough for me to focus, I met his gaze with my own. What did you mean?

Something different. His lips touched my jaw. Id love to, but Im not gonna fuck you. I promise. The words came as a growl from the back of his throat. Not until… Youre ready went unsaid, but we both still heard the words. I want to try something.

Gulping back air polluted by a knot of nerves, I closed my eyes, vowing that when I opened them again, Id be okay with this. Whatever this was.

I think youll like it.

I said nothing.

A little trick I learned years back.

From?

From my ex.

The first one?

The first one. Liam. It felt fucking amazing when he did it to me. Id love you to… He took a deep, shuddering breath, and it felt like he was sucking the heat away from the surface of my skin. Wait and see, thisll feel…

And my eyes flew open. I turned to look at him again, and his lazy, confident smirk was gone. His eyes still had their focus, but barely, and what little remained was on me.

Have I ever done anything to you that didnt feel good? he whispered.

I opened my mouth to speak. Couldnt say a word. Tried again. Managed a quiet no.

Then turn onto your side.

My eyebrows lifted.

Trust me. As soon as you want me to, I stop. Im not gonna fuck you, I promise. I just want to show you what it feels like to be closer to someone than just having their fingers on you.

My jaw tightened against the automatic we cant that sprang to my lips. The desire, the curiosity, was far stronger than my sense of what I was. Reece Strictly Heterosexual Hutton had long since left the building. After fucking another man, I could hardly tell Daniel I didnt do that sort of thing.

He wouldnt pressure me if he had the slightest hint I felt uncomfortable or nervous or scared. And maybe I did. But my overriding emotion then was curiosity. I wanted to know what it felt like. I wanted to experience what he promised, which was why I said not a thing as I moved onto my side and Daniels weight shifted behind me.

The bedside table drawer opened and closed; I heard the flip of the lube bottle cap opening. Seconds later, Daniels weight shifted again, and we rolled toward one another.

He kissed my shoulder, and I shuddered. Trust me; thisll feel like nothing else, he whispered.

I have no doubt about that.

A breath of laughter whispered across my skin at the same moment something cold touched me, and I jerked away from him.

Steady, Daniel murmured. Its just a little something to make it easier.

I wanted this. I was curious enough to let Daniel do what he was doing, but still couldnt relax completely, not with his fingertips easing their way between my legs.

I wriggled, not out of discomfort, just from the new sensation, the fact Id never been touched there before, the sheer

Jesus.

You okay? Behind me, he stopped. Didnt move a muscle.

Yeah. Yeah, its just…

Youre not used to this? Dont worry. I know youre tense. Just reltry to relax. Daniel laughed quietly against my shoulder. Is this uncomfortable? He moved his fingertip in a slow circle. Bend your knee a little. Move it up the bed toward you.

Shivering, I did as he suggested.

Nervous?

Cold. Its just the… Say the word, Hutton. Say the word. The lubes cold.

Sorry, I thought Id warmed it against my hands enough before I touched you. You want me to stop?

No. My vehemence surprised even me, so God knew what it did to Daniel.

Good. Good. His voice was back to a low growl, confident in his ability to seduce, less concerned now that he knew I was as okay with this as I could be.

Fuck. The sheet bunched under my hands as I clawed at it, trying to get used to the sensation of Daniels fingertip inside me.

He must have known it was a breathy exclamation of surprise, not pain, because he withdrew slowly but pushed back in, farther this time. Daniel only used one finger, but even so it felt as if he was hitting nerve endings that sparked off others, trailing all the way up my spine. Something tingled at the back of my neck, and it wasnt just his kiss; it came from inside me. God, thats…

You like that?

Jesus, Daniel.

Do you?

Yes.

You dont want me to stop, then?

No, you

Then he wasnt inside me anymore.

Daniel? I propped myself up on shaking arms, looked over my shoulder.

Dont worry. Were not finished yet. He winked. He winked at me, the impossibly sexy, cocky, seductive bastard. Move over to the edge of the bed. Come on. Daniel patted the covers before bundling them, pushing the duvet to the end of the bed to make it easier to slide over. Feet on the floor.

What the hell?

Trust me. Feet on the floor. But stay sitting on the bed. No, lying actually… He reached for the lube bottle again and slid to the floor on his knees. I cant wait.

His back was turned, and the way a shudder rippled his back muscles made my heart skip a beat. No way was I lying down just yet. Not when I could prop myself up on both arms and look at his ink, remembering how it looked when I

Enjoying the view? he asked with a smirk, glancing over his shoulder.

Well, with wings like those…

Daniel held his hands together. A lesson learned. Theyd be warm this time, less of a shock to the system, although how much more Daniel could have in the tank to surprise me, God alone knew.

Lie back, he said. You have to lie back or the angles all wrong. I wont be able to touch you the way I want to.

His voice weakened me. His voice and the way his eyebrow lifted when he looked at me. Spine-melting in his intent to seduce, he made me fall back on the bed with a look.

One cool hand slid under me, and I wriggled my hips, lifting them slightlyjust as his lips slid over the head of my cock.

Fuck. Breath caught in my throat and I wanted to beg him not to stop, but I couldnt speak.

And he didnt.

Slow enough for me to stay relaxed, enough for me to want more, he eased one finger inside as he covered more of me with his mouth.

Oh. God. The words came out of me in one breathy groan. It sounded like my voice telling him yes yes yes. It felt like my hand in his hair while the other clawed at the bed sheets, bunching the covers more tightly with every dip of his head. What… Oh God, thats… I was only capable of fragmented sentences, monosyllabic pleas, but no matter. Daniel Cross had the translation skills of a man who knew exactly what he was doing, exactly how I felt, exactly what I wanted him to do.

He moaned as he sucked me in deeper, a low trembling from the back of his throat that reverberated along the underside of my cock as his tongue teased the first shudder of orgasm out of me. As his fingers crooked just right to

Oh fuck My spine arched clean off the bed, and the corners of my vision clouded over, the sensation from his gently probing fingers intense enough to be just this side of painful. He didnt hurt, but any more, any deeper, any faster and it might have. It was as if I had a line Daniel couldnt step overyetand he knew exactly where it was. He danced back and forth, circling with his fingertips inside me in tandem with his tongues teasing strokes against the head of my cock, but the line remained. He knew.

God, thats just… The question What are you doing to me? formed somewhere in the back of my mind but failed to complete the journey to my mouth. ImYoull make me… There was no point telling him. He knew.

Daniel laid his free hand across my hip bone, not to restrain me but just, I thought, for the pleasure of touching me. As if his fingers inside me werent enough. As if the way his mouth covered me, tongue flicking along my cock, wasnt enough. He had to touch more of me with more of him.

I dropped both my hands back on the bed on either side of my head; a millisecond later the power of my orgasm lifted my back off the bed again, but Daniels hand did nothing to hold me down. No restraint, just contact. And he kept sucking even as he eased his fingers out of me a little more with each wave of eye-watering pleasure.

Rapid breaths became more steady over timeI didnt know how longand I realized Daniel had relinquished all contact but that hand on my hip.

Fuck. That was… It sounded like my voice. So it must have been my words that rent the silence.

A quiet laugh. Intense?

Yeah. I nodded, sweat-soaked hair rasping against the sheet beneath me.

Daniel shifted on the floor, joined me on the bed, and looked down at me, smiling. Godand Danielknew what I must have looked like, but at that moment I didnt care.

Kiss? He didnt wait for an answer, took what he wanted anyway, and the vague taste of semen on his tongue made me shudder, as if his fingers were still inside me, making me come again.

I have no idea what youre doing to me, Daniel Cross, I said as he broke the kiss and drew away, just far enough so that we could bring each other into focus again.

His expression was clear, neutral even; then he blinked, and his smile reappeared, confident and seductive and secure in the knowledge of what he did to me.

Whatever that was.

But he knew.


Chapter Twelve



The following Friday, I hung out at Daniels place to bleach out the awkwardness of a recent telephone conversation with Georgia. Wed arranged to meet up in a few days time, and though it was what I wanted, it also made me nervous. So nervous only one man could calm me down, and that man was Daniel. I needed something to remind me why I was putting myself through all this. Probably if I left him well enough alone, I could persuade Georgia to give things another go. But I couldnt. Daniel had been right. Greed was good, and I was greedy enough to want them both.

But how to convince Georgia my feelings for both of them were equal and did not detract from the other?

Still. I went to Daniel.

Fuck off, will you? He growled something else too, something indecipherable, from the back of his throat, spitting anger at the computer screen as I walked into the office carrying two mugs of coffee.

I hope you were talking to a bunch of people who dont exist and not me, I joked, approaching tentatively, holding out one of the mugs as an offering to a vengeful god.

Yeah. Thanks. His words were almost a grunt as he took the mug. When he gulped back a mouthful of caffeine, I wondered if it was enough to drown the resentment at that which irked him. Bunch of disobedient bastards.

Obviously not.

Wed already discussed his recalcitrant characters and the chasm between what they were meant to do and what they actually did.

Im supposed to be the god of this fucking universe. He shook his head slowly. Groaned.

What?

Nothing. He slumped back in the chair, and the leather protested. Its like word dentistry at the moment.

I studied him over the rim of my mug as I took a sip.

Pulling teeth.

Ah, I said, lowering the mug. I see.

I know what needs to be written, but every time I type a paragraph, it comes out completely shit and I think come on, man, youre Daniel Fucking Cross; you can do better than that, but no, its like my damn brains gone on strike. He drained the mug and slammed it down in front of him.

What did that desk ever do to you?

He shot me a sideways glance, and I wondered what thoughts ran through his mind. Nothing in his heavy-lidded eyes told me. When Daniel didnt want to be read, I couldnt read him.

Fuck this; Ive had enough. He hit the Off button, and the screen went black.

My eyebrows shot up, and I gave myself a few seconds to absorb the shock and decide what to say. Havent you just lost everything?

Autosave, he said, sitting back again, running a hand through his hair. And anyway, he added with a shrug, even if it doesnt work, it was all shit anyway. I just cant… Daniel rolled his shoulders, twisted his neck to work out any muscular stiffness, and leaned against the headrest, facing me, and I realized those heavy-lidded eyes, drowning in frustration and anger…werent. They were thick with something else, which either he didnt want me to see yet or I refused to translate. Cant be bothered. Elbow on the chair arm, he beckoned me with one hand, fingers curved back to the palm.

I drained my coffee mug and set it beside his, gentler than he had, having no reason to hate the laptop or the desk on which it sat. This is so domestic. I took his hand and stood behind his chair, and our entwined fingers rested on his left shoulder, my other hand on his right. Falling into these gestures like were meant to be together. I stiffened then, momentarily startled by this easy slide into domesticity, a comforting partnership where all Daniel needed to relax after a hard day at work was my hand on him.

This isnt working, he muttered, and my heart leaped, sending a pulse of iced water through my veins.

What?

I cant get that fucking chapter finished, not with my head refusing to cooperate. Ill see to it tomorrow.

Oh. The iced water warmed slightly, though I still shivered. Right.

You sound disappointed. He tilted his head for a moment, trying to catch my eye, but I hung back, not wanting him to see the relief that must have been evident on my face.

Looking forward to reading it. That was all, I lied. Im your number one fan, remember?

Christ, dont go all Annie Wilkes on me. When he relaxed again, I had to fight the temptation to run my fingers through his hair.

A fight I only believed I stood a chance of winning for a moment.

He groaned when I dragged my free hand through his hair, disturbing what was already a carefully arranged bed-head style. Youll send me to sleep if you keep doing that. Its like an Indian head massage.

Just me trying to stop you from getting a headache.

Well its working, whatever it is.

You cant fall asleep here. Cinema, remember? Its Friday night, I reminded him. You usually go. I thought we… I cleared my throat. An easy approach, a hand in his, stroking his hair, and I began speaking for both of us.

I dunno if I can be bothered.

Its a sacred ritual. Friday. Cinema.

Im not sure if I like you telling me what to do.

You love it.

He chuckled and held my fingers to his mouth, touching them to his lips but not kissing, warming my skin with his breath and the promise of deeper contact. Why dont we stay in tonight? he murmured, and I barely heard him. Only just.

Get your coat on; itll blow the cobwebs away. Help you think straight.

I was hoping for something else to make me feel better.

Later, Cross. I, too, laughed then, but it was nervous laughter, uncomfortable, and the area between my shoulder blades tingled, like the threat of a shiver. There wasnt much else we could do that we hadnt already done, but while physical contact, easy banter, feeling at home here, were all dangerously close to normal, the physical side of our relationship took some getting used to. As if the more we jumped into bed with each other, the harder it would be to deny that not only was IChrist, Hutton, say the word: bisexual. Not only was I bisexual, but I couldnt restrict my emotional attachment to Daniel or Georgia either. My body wanted them both and so did my heart.

I gasped, and Daniel twisted round in his seat to look at me. Something wrong?

No. Shaking my head, I wondered how long Id try to deny the truth and cover it over by lying to myself. The main thing causing me discomfort was the knowledge that however strong my physical feelings for Daniel, there were emotional ones to be dealt with too. Daniel?

Yeah?

How do you…? How do you stop yourself going mad sometimes? I know… I know being bisexual means you have the potential to fancy someone of either sex. But… But what the hell am I supposed to do when Im attracted to two people at the same time and its something more than mere attraction?

Reece? Kicking off the floor for leverage, he turned the chair so he could get a better look at me, shifting forward as he sat so he didnt have to let go of my hand. Now its your turn to tell me whats wrong.

Against my will, my jaw clenched. I wanted to speak, but my subconscious said, Nuh-huh. Shut it, Hutton. Being bisexual didnt have anything to do with desiring two people at the same time. Being a greedy, mixed-up bastard did though. And I knew Id still be that person if I was straight and wanting two different women.

But I wasnt, and I didnt. Sarah had done it for me, but beyond that night with her and Georgia? No. Same went for the other women wed brought in.

Though the potential was there, this dormant, greedy part of me hadnt awakened until Id gotten into bed with Daniel.

I was in trouble, whichever way I looked at it. It really didnt matter that he was a man. No one cared about that sort of thing these days. All that mattered was Daniel existed and hed strolled into my life with a pile of books under one arm, a laptop bag slung over the other, wings inked on his back, and a devilish smile on his lips.

Reece?

I came back down to Earth, remembered where I was and when I was. Nothing. Really. Nothing. Forget it.

Hmm. His lips twisted in something related to, but not exactly like, a smirk. If you say so, the gesture said, and I translated it to Okay, not now, but well discuss it later.

Come on. I stepped back, nearing the door, and our hands drew apart. Coats. Were going out. Fresh air. A movie. Chewing gum for the eyes. Then youll come back and blast a hole right through the middle of that manuscript.

Ha. Glad someones got such faith in me. Daniel hauled himself to his feet and followed me out of the room, not saying anything further about the conversation wed nearly had.

And it was obvious to me he wasnt the one who needed to get out of the house.

* * *

Sitting in the dark, as always hyperaware of Daniels presence, I couldnt help but think of the first of our cinema visits, when the air between us had crackled like electricity.

Now there was an atmosphere again but of a different sort. He seemed distracted, no doubt because of his work. Not something I could help him with beyond being there. Or keeping out of his way, depending on his mood.

But he needed me to remind him to take his jacket off, as if hed forgotten where he was. And he leaned on the armrest, chewing his thumbnail. When light from the screen flashed up, illuminating his face, and I caught his eye, he stopped, as if a glance from me had told him stop acting so jittery. But immediately after his arm was still, his knee jigged up and down in time with whatever internal rhythm prevented his nerves from coming to rest.

Hey. I laid my hand on his leg, partly to still his restlessness and partly because I wanted an excuse to touch him and calming his nerves seemed as good a one as any. He immediately turned to me, his head moving sharply, robotically, and I jumped, though not enough to lift my hand off his thigh. Whats up?

He waved his hand in what should have been a nonchalant gesture. Nothing. Just stuff.

Stuff? I bit my lip when his brows knit together. The book?

Daniel inclined his head just a touch. A yes without saying yes. But that wasnt all that bothered him. It was a surface excuse, one used to mask his deeper concerns, whatever they were. He was transparent now, too disturbed to cover over his turmoil.

Id never seen him like this beforenot angry, not upset, not whatever. All the things he was not did nothing to help me define what he was.

No popcorn this time as an aid to flirtation. I had a bag of candy in one pocket but wasnt sure he needed me lifting a feed me, flirt with me move straight from the Daniel Cross Handbook of Seduction.

I leaned in, lifting my hand off his leg, and hoped my sharp intake of breath would tell him I was about to say something even though I had no idea of what Id say. Youre not… I frowned, but in confusion. The furrows across his brow told of something as yet unspecified. Anger? No, not that. Frustration?

What? A single word and I didnt know if it was to urge me to finish my question, or an annoyed demand for me to just get on with it so he could continue watching a movie he wasnt that bothered about anyway.

Daniel Cross, a man notorious for being comfortable in his own skin, suddenly jumpy no matter what his surroundings.

Somethings… I drew back, bit my lip. Somewhere in the midst of all this, Daniels confusion had infected me and Id forgotten the one or two words my befuddled brain had come up with. Listen, I… I neared him at the exact moment he turned his head in the opposite direction, but, I hoped, not to snub me, just to make it easier for him to hear me.

Ask him whats wrong, Hutton. Just two words; thats all.

But the nearness, the sheer bloody smell of him, nervousness dusting his skin like perspiration, drew me in. And breathing him in wasnt enough; I had to taste his skin.

Daniel shuddered when I flicked the tip of my tongue along the side of his neck, and I swore I heard a moan when I sucked his earlobe between my lips. It could have been my imagination fooling me; the noise of the film masked most sounds in the auditorium, and the way Daniel jumped back all but convinced me he couldnt have liked what Id done.

Slumping back in my chair, I shot him a sideways glance, caught the way he leaned over to his right, resting his elbow on that armrest now, as if contact with me was abhorrent. He rubbed his jaw, massaging it as if Id hit him rather than kissed his neck, then shifted his weight as if he wanted to jump out of the seat and walk out.

No. Run.

Fine. I shrugged mentally; physically it was impossible, the weight of disappointment too great on my shoulders for such a casual gesture. Screw you if you wont tell me whats up.

We … Daniel spoke just loud enough to be heard above the movie soundtrack but didnt look at me. Sideways glances were all we exchanged. We have to go.

What?

We have to go. He pulled his jacket on in one fluid movement as if hed been rehearsing the move in his mind since we got here. Now. He sprang out of his seat and only turned back to look at me when he reached the top step. Well?

It took a moment for me to process what was happening. Only a moment and I pulled on my jacket and followed him out of the auditorium, blinking against the fluorescent lights when I made it through the exit door he hadnt even bothered to hold open for me.

It took a further moment for me to orient myself, but Daniel sped ahead and stepped onto the escalator for the ground floor. Mystified as to what the hell was going on, I zipped up my jacket as I tripped after him, wondering when he was going to stop or at least slow down enough for me to have a chance of catching up.

Daniel. I panted, coughing sharply against the cold air of outdoors. Hed stopped just outside the exit as if that same bracing night air had halted him in his tracks.

But still he didnt look at me.

What the fuck was all that about? The ticket price could go hang; it didnt bother me in the slightest. What I couldnt understand was his mercurial behavior. From flirtatious in his flat to this standoffishness here. Now.

We shouldnt have come out tonight.

Staring at him mutely, I waited for enlightenment. So now what? He regretted leaving the house, or he regretted leaving the house with me? As hed left the screening room, hed summoned me with that pause, that single word. If my company repelled him so much, so suddenly, why pull me along in his wake?

It was a mistake, I… He pulled the zip of his close-fitting leather jacket right up to his chin, and though it was a cool evening, I couldnt help feeling shut out, as if it was contact with Reece Hutton he shied away from.

It was a mistake and you what?

Nothing.

No, not nothing. I looked around but we were alone. Leaving the screening early meant everyone else was still upstairs enjoying the movie. Id barely taken any of it in, Daniels mood hanging over us both like a thick gauze through which my perception of the world was filtered.

Look, lets just go home; we can talk about it there.

Are you sure you want me to?

Daniel only then met my gaze, and this time his expression spoke clearlyironically, of his confusion.

Now you know how it feels, Cross. I thumbed over my shoulder at the building behind us. Back there it was like you couldnt stand to be sitting anywhere near me.

He gulped, and I imagined his Adams apple bobbing behind the turned-up collar of his leather. You thought?

Maybe youd have preferred it if Id stayed up there and you could have gone home alone? Okay, stop now, Hutton. Id never liked anyone whining at me, so there was no way I was going to commit the same sin in conversation with Daniel.

God, no. I asked you to come with me, didnt I?

That was you asking, was it? Look, somethings up. I wish youd just… I stepped closer. Lord knew what Id been expecting him to do. Back away? But he didnt. It seemed very much likeand Im stumped here, so help me outit seemed very much like you suddenly didnt want to be at the cinema with me.

I didnt, he shot back, and his blatancy stunned me.

You what?

I didnt want to be at the cinema with you, Reece. He took a step back, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched against the cool breeze. I wanted to be at home with you.

I opened my mouth to speak. Couldnt.

Well? He looked over his shoulder, just as he had upstairs in the auditorium.

And just like I had then, I followed him now.


Chapter Thirteen



Daniel held the door open for methis timeand it was only after Id stepped into his flat, apartment, whatever, that I gathered the courage to say it.

Are you gonna tell me what caused the mood swing?

His jaw stiffened as he leaned past me to lock the door without giving me room to pass by. Our eyes locked, but his threatened anger or some other emotion I darent articulate.

Leaving his key ring swinging from the lock, his hand curved around my neck, the coldness it had carried in from outdoors making me flinch, but the way he wet his bottom lip warmed me up again. I think, he murmured, and even in the space of two words, his voice cracked. So he gave up. And kissed me.

His lower lip dragged over mine just slowly enough for me to detect the trembling. His fingers snaked up to my hair, assertive in their tightening against my scalp, a counterbalance to his tentative kiss. I think you know, he whispered against my mouth.

No. I blurted the word out, the monosyllable exploding in the sliver of air between us like a firework. Or a hand grenade. I dont know. Blinking slowly so I didnt have to look at him, I took a deep breath. No matter how much I wanted to stare, sometimes the sight of Daniel Cross was too much and closing my eyes against him in temporary blindness was the only way to avoid permanent damage. Thats why I asked.

In… He bit his lip.

No, he cant be nervous. Daniel Cross doesnt get nervous.

In my office earlier, when I got pissed off at the book. It wasnt that which bothered me. It was… His brows knit together as he searched for the correct wording.

Im right here, Daniel. Right. Here.

Youre here.

I gasped as if hed pulled the air out of my lungs, just as hed pulled the thought from my head and voiced it.

You were here earlier when I was trying to work, and you were what put me off.

My eyes widened, but it was a reflex over which I had no control and something blinded me. Not Daniel. My own need for him. I thought… I gulped back air in desperation. I thought getting out of the house and doing something else would help. Your writing, I mean. Taking a break.

God, no. Daniel shook his head, and his lips threatened a watery smile. My writing wasnt the problem. You were. And I took the problem with me when we went to the cinema, didnt I?

I thought of the uncomfortable shifts in his body language back at the cinema. The way hed leaned in the opposite direction from me, veering out of my aura and telling me he couldnt wait to get the hell out of therewhich had been the truthbut not for the reason Id believed.

It was hellish sitting in that damn place and not being able to touch you.

Come on, Daniel. I half laughed, the sound fading as his expression came into focus. A frown, thinned lips, and paling skin. Its not as if youve never touched me in a cinema before, is it?

Maybe so. Those thinned lips at last curved, and he leaned closer, his breath warming the skin of my jaw. Though he didnt make contact, I imagined I felt his stubble brush my skin, this image nothing more than a wish fueled by his nearness. But I couldnt exactly touch you the way I wanted to this evening, could I?

I gulped, my mouth instantly arid. Oh?

You must have known. Daniel stood closer still, held his palm against the rise in my jeans, and I would have gasped had I still possessed the ability to breathe. You must have been able to tell what was wrong with me. A long, slow exhalation against my neck before he kissed me and his hand squeezed just a little tighter.

Fuck.

Exactly what I was thinking. Though I couldnt see his face, I felt his smile against my skin as his lips curled. God, I want…

We both paused, gathering our breath.

And he lifted his head, looked me in the eyes, and said nothing. At least verbally.

I still knew what he was thinking. Maybe earlier in the cinema Id been confused, but now I knew, and what I saw in his eyes scared the hell out of me.

But nothing I saw stopped me wanting it.

Bedroom. Both hands grasping my jacket, he pulled me with him as he walked backward down the hall, stopping occasionally to haul my jacket off or for me to unzip his and push it off his shoulders.

Jackets hitting the floor were soon followed by the muffled thump of shoes kicked off and the clink of belt buckles colliding.

I half stumbled against Daniel, half pushed him against the wall, unable to decide between pulling his shirt up and over his head and kissing him. Screwed both up, got my hands tangled in his shirt.

Here. He laughed, the sound turning into a throaty growl that I had a hard job not echoing when he tugged his shirt up and off and dropped it where we stood. Wed left the house bundled up in shirts, jeans, jackets and restraint, checking most of those at the door on our return. The hallway, now carpeted with discarded clothes and self-control, led straight to the bedroom, but we still couldnt wait. Those damn clothes had to come off now or fall away, burned by our skin into a pile of ashes at our feet.

The other time I…we… Daniels words were all over the place, his hands all over me, and his breaths came in short, stuttering gasps. It wasnt enough.

Id known all along what he was getting at. Waited for him to say it.

Jesus, you have no idea how desperate I am to fuck you.

Daniel. I pulled back, frowned as I inclined my head, but he only gave me a seconds contemplation time before clasping my jaw in both hands and kissing me again.

Breathless with wanting, he had to keep stopping to draw in oxygen, but lust abbreviated his shallow attempts at doing so. I saw it in his eyes. A flash, a momentary fuck it; I want you more than I want to draw breath.

Reece.

Who needs to breathe? Just kiss me. Daniel. Im sure I was about to say something, but I just want to kiss you. I

There it was again, his tongue against mine, desperate, then gone as he broke off the kiss to breathe or utter a few words, gasping like a drowning man. I want to

I know.

A frown played across his brow before desire made him forgetful of whatever had concerned him, and he shrugged. Kissed me. Again.

I couldnt remember the last time Id been wanted like this, and there was no way I was going to say no. Absolutely no chance of turning Daniel away when he was like this. He wanted to be inside me, and I wanted him to fuck me.

Oh God. I wanted him to fuck me.

We stumbled across the threshold into his bedroom, not even bothering to flick on the light. We knew where we were going, had walked this path a thousand times before, one of us sightless and walking backward, both distracted with wanting.

Daniel went for my belt, and in the half-light filtering in from the hallway, I saw his hands shake. He bit his lip, trying to hide it, but the jingle of my belt buckle gave him away. He couldnt hold himself steady. You dont have to… I mean, you can say no.

Daniel. When I said his name, he lifted his head, his face in shadow. I couldnt clearly see what I held, but the rough stubble along his jaw against my palms was enough. I dont want to say no. I heard his sharp intake of breath, and his stubble abraded my palms as he turned his head. When his lips made contact with my hand, my fingers twitched.

As long as youre sure. Daniel paused, and I felt his gaze on me in this half-light. Another intake of breath and he came to life. Pulled my belt open and went for the zip. Fuck it, he said in between kisses. Im all fingers and thumbs.

I could barely believe it. Here we were, in this situation, and Daniel was the nervous one. I took over, kicked off my jeans and shorts, and went for his belt, listening for the inevitable hitch in his breathing at each step along the way. When his belt buckle jingled. When I slipped the belt out of the catch. When I got fed up with taking things slow, hauled his belt loose, and went for his waistband button.

Jesus, Im really doing this.

Reece.

At the sound of my name on his lips, I slowed. Slid down the zip and let my fingers trail over his cock, curving around it through the fabric of his shorts.

Jesus. My word became a hiss of breath as I moved; his breaths, warm waves of air against my face.

Youll make me come if you keep doing that.

Already? I teased, the smile in my voice almost forcing out a laugh. A nervous one, but a laugh all the same. But Im not even touching you.

Doesnt matter. He held my wrist to still me.

Then what are you going to be like when youreI gulpedinside me?

Oh fuck. He shook his head, then leaned in so our foreheads were touching. Christ, youve got no idea. No idea at all. He slid trembling hands over my hips and walked me backward until my legs hit the bed.

We fell, or lowered ourselves, ended up lying on top of his covers, Daniels kisses more frantic and hotter than before. His hand went to my cock, and he stroked me slowly, just enough to let me know he was there and his last morsels of self-control had decided I wasnt going to come until he let me.

I have been thinking about this, he whispered in my ear as his hand tightened. All. Damn. Day.

God. Daniel, youre gonna make me…

Not yet. He lifted his hand away, laughing.

What? I tried to lift myself up, but he told me to lie back. The laughter was back in his voice. So too was his confidence. Now that he had me flat on my back and desperate for him to make me come, he knew who was in charge.

Daniel knelt on the floor, and though I knew what he planned, the way he took his time in going about it sent a shiver up my spine.

I want to be inside you so badly. His voice, little more than a desperate growl, sent a shiver up my spine. But I have to taste you first. I fucking have to.

I opened my mouth to speak, a helpless yes or Jesus or Daniel, but his lips closed around my cock before I could utter a word. No possibility of speech and hardly any of coherent thought.

I grasped the bedclothes even tighter with each dip of his head, screaming oh fuck yes, just like that inside my mind, silent on the outside but for the occasional attempt at breathing.

Every time I tensed and tried to pull air into my lungs, Daniel responded with a low moan, which drove me closer to the edge.

As I threw my head back, my eyes clouded over, either watering with the intensity of what Daniels mouth did to me, or with white sparks telling me I was seconds away from losing it.

Oh fuck. So I can speak again. God, thats… But only stuttering pleas for him to never, ever stop. Thats…

His lips tightened as he took more of me in his mouth and just as the way his tongue flickered over my skin got to be too much, just as his hands moved over my hips, just as his thumbs moved back and forth over my hip bones, the room spun around me and I came.

And said the only word of which I was capable.

Daniel.

The mattress shifted as Daniel sat on the edge of the bed, hauling off his jeans and shorts.

Still short of breath, I watched his back, the light from the hall casting shadows below his shoulder blades and down the ridges of his spine as he moved. With each muscular ripple, his wings threatened to unfurl and lift off his back, and though tempted to reach out and lay my palm flat against the lifelike artwork there, I resisted.

Moving up the bed to lay my head on the pillows, I puffed out a groan and covered my eyes with one hand, the other resting on my abs, rising and falling with each slowing breath.

You okay? Daniel lay beside me, covering that hand with his own.

Yeah. Yeah. I uncovered my eyes again and nodded. That was… It didnt matter that I couldnt finish the sentence. Daniel had a way of looking at me that assured me there was no need.

He leaned in to kiss me and whispered, Well, I sure enjoyed it. Another kiss before he continued. I love it when youre so turned on you cant speak. I love knowing I do that to you. The hand over mine slid down to my hip, and he pulled me toward him, let his cock press against my leg.

And the nerves were still there, despite this wanting.

He took my hand, guided it to his cock, and groaned when my fingers tightened around him. Reece. His voice, no longer flirtatious, sent a frisson of electricity around us, shutting out the rest of the world. Are you sure about this?

Never more so. Nervous? Yes. Scared even? Perhaps. But sure.

Daniel pulled in a breath and shuddered. I wasnt sure if it was the way I touched him that caused it or his thoughts. You can say no at any moment. His trembling lips curved into a smile against my own. I really hope you dont.

I wont say no.

His warm breath against my face was a sigh of relief.

I couldnt believe I was about to do this. I couldnt believe Id ever thought this evening could end in any other way.

Youll be all right, Daniel said, propping himself up on one arm. Youre in safe hands. He drew back and reached for his bedside table. Fuck, Ive wanted this for so long.

Why didnt you say anything before tonight?

Daniel stopped what he was doingrummaging in the drawerand shrugged. I thought youd suspect. And I didnt want to rush things by putting it into words. Besides, he added, Ive always been bi; Ive always liked men and women. It was obvious I fancied you from the first time we kissed, I would have thought, but to say hey, lets fuck? He gave a quiet laugh before tearing the foil of the condom wrapper between his teeth, and I shivered. Would have been a bit too much. We had to go at your speed.

He rolled on the condom, and I was too scared in those seconds to even touch him.

Christ, were really going to do this.

You remember what I did before? I didnt hurt you then. Im not gonna hurt you now. He reached for the drawer again, retrieved the lube. Not if I can help it, he murmured, pouring some lube onto one hand, snapping the bottle shut with the other. He tossed it aside, not appearing to care where it landed, and stroked the lube onto his cock, his lips parting in a near silent gasp. Jesus. He reached for me, and I flinched. What is it?

I knew he was anticipating my backing out at any moment, but no way in hell was that going to happen. Not after seeing his shoulder muscles tense as he stroked the lube onto his cock. Not after he looked at me, moistening his lips before biting one nervously.

How… I frowned. Scared of sounding ridiculous. I dont… Jesus, Reece. Why falter now? Third time lucky. I tried again. How do you want me? There was laughter in my voicenervous laughter, but it was there all the same.

Daniel slipped his arm around my waist. Id love to be able to look at you, but its probably better for you if you turn over. The arm around my waist lifted off me as I followed his suggestion, holding me again once I faced away from him.

Christ. The growl of desire implicit in Daniels voice faded to a moan. Are you sure about this? His cock pressing against my backside should have scared meshould have, but didnt. Tell me youre sure, because…

Screwing my eyes shut, I said, Yes. I am.

I dont know if I have the self-control to stop now. Fuck. His fingers tightened on my waist. Lift your hips up.

His weight shifted behind me as he knelt, still with one hand on me. Are you… There was a breathlessness to his every word, something way beyond desperation.

Wonder.

I flinched again when his cock touched me.

All right?

Yeah.

Ill go as slow as I can. He hissed in a breath. Just. Relax.

I tried to, but nerves and anticipation conspired to threaten tension.

Christ, Reece, you should see this. You should… The head of his cock pressed against me, then pushed, and an inch slid inside, making me gasp, and he stopped. You okay? Reece?

I nodded, realized he probably wouldnt be able to tell it was something more than a nervous twitch in this light, and tried again to speak. Yeah. Just go slow.

I will. I will. Thats just the way I like it.

I shuddered, a ripple from the base of my spine all the way up to the nape of my neck, and Daniel moved again. Only by the smallest increment, but Jesus, I had no words to describe the feeling.

God. He slid his hands up my back, fingertips digging in anytime either one of us moved, anytime he moved a little deeper.

At one point I thought, this isnt gonna happen, and tensed again, and he whispered something I couldnt make out.

Daniel?

Push back against me.

I tried it, not wanting to stop or go back, desperate instead for him to

Jesus. Daniel moved in deeper than Id expected, deeper than hed expected given the surprise in that one word. Reece. Are you?

Wide-eyed, startled, I gasped for breath, could only manage a gasp, a Fuck, and he pulled back, but I said, No, and he froze behind me. Dont stop.

His fingertips dug into my back, and despite the tension, my nerves, his, he moved again, slow enough not to hurt me. Slow enough to drive himself mad with desperation, judging by how labored his breaths were. The heels of his hands dug into my back as he moved them up to my shoulders, his touch behind me moving as slowly as his touch inside.

I wasnt sure which sensation was more intense, but combined, they rendered me incapable of anything more than a quiet moan, a whispered, Please.

Please what, Reece? He forced the words out through obviously gritted teeth, shaking with the effort needed to maintain his tenuous self-control. Please what?

His fingertips crept past my shoulder blades, and my eyes watered with the premonition of him grabbing hold of me and

Reece? Please what?

Just… I gulped back air, realized I was trying to gulp back nerves or embarrassment at talking like this. At wanting him to fuck me harder. Needing him to.

Just. Dont. Stop. My words must have sounded labored to him, pained even, but he didnt hurt me. I was new to all this, but God, Id waited long enough to be fucked that way and didnt want to wait another second for him toJust do it. Just fuck me.

Oh God, Reece, you feel…

Every ridge and contour of Daniels cockoh God, Daniels fucking me, hes inside me, Jesus, what the hell took me so long to realize heshit a part of me I never knew existed. Id waited twenty-eight years to learn what it was like to be fucked into a state of pure, liquefied desperation.

His fingers moved to the base of my neck, and my spine melted when his cock slid even deeper into me. Id been expecting pain, or discomfort, but this…

Reece, I could fuck you so deep right now, Jesus, youre… He groaned as he gripped my shoulders and pulled me toward him. I cant wait; I cant.

Hutton, hes gonna lose it. Do something.

Fuck, if you only knew how this felt.

Stop him.

This is fucking perfect.

I dont want to stop him.

God, youre unbelievable.

Hell hurt you.

I want to be all the way inside you.

I dont care. Fuck me.

What?

Now. Just. Fucking. Do it. I pushed back against him, gasping at the sensation of being fucked so totally, only aware in that moment of his cock sliding so deep, the fingers on my shoulders flinching as if scared to touch me, the helpless moan he released.

Daniels hand moved up the back of my neck, fingers tangling in perspiration-dampened hair as he pushed himself in deeper, moving only from the hips now. Are you sure this is okay? His weight shifted, and somehow he was leaning over me, hot breath on the side of my neck as he growled in my ear, You want this?

Daniel.

You want this? Reece, if I let go, Ill… He moaned, releasing just the slightest bit of tension, dipping his head so the stubble of his jaw scratched my neck.

Then… I was so desperate for him to fuck me at that point Id have said anything to get him to move more forcefully, but my body took over. I moved against him and forward once more, and though he was behind me, inside me, the gentle rhythm wed fallen into made it feel like I was fucking him. I moved back; he moaned. I circled my hips and pulled away; he hissed out a barely controlled breath.

Jesus, youre gonna make me come if you Daniels words ended in a breathy moan when I slammed back against him and cried out myself, more in surprise than discomfort.

I can do this.

I am doing this.

The hand in my hair tightened, his other clasping the bedcovers beside me as he propped himself up. God, I… He let go of my hair, needing two hands to hold himself up, but his lips stayed on my neck. Occasionally he broke contact to draw a breath, or try to, but the way his hips forced his cock deeper into me and I didnt even care because I wanted this so fucking much told me he was seconds away from losing every last vestige of his legendary self-control. Im gonna come, Jesus, I cant wait, I cant wait, fucking hell, Reece, you

Then come. Just. I gritted my teeth, forced my hips back as hard and fast as theyd go, listened for his surprised moan. Fuck me. Ah there it is. Now.

Oh God, oh God, Im gonna… Daniel knelt up again, shaking so hard even I felt the trembling reverberating down his spine, his arms, his hands, his fingers. Those fingers dug into my hips as he slammed his cock all the way into me, gave a desperate moandid you throw your head back, Daniel?and shuddered as he came.

Without saying a word, still shaking violently, he half collapsed, half lowered himself onto me, gasping and trying to draw a proper breath.

It was a few seconds before he was able to say a word.

God. Another labored breath. That was… And he kissed my shoulder with a quiet laugh. Reece. What the hell are you doing to me?

My echoing laugh was one of exhilaration and something I couldnt quite define. I didnt do anything. You were the one who fucked me.

And loved every second of it. Slowly he eased out of me. Ill be right back. Im just gonna take care of this. Dunno if Ill be able to walk though, he added with a laugh, before dropping another kiss on my shoulder. Dont go anywhere.

As if.

Moments later the mattress shifted and he left the room, leaving me lying on top of his bed, exhausted, tired, and probably bruised where hed clasped my hips.

Hed been inside me. Daniel Cross had been inside me.

And now he wasnt.

I released a long, slow, heavy breath. Not just any breath, but the sigh of a man who was now somehow other. Though Daniel was no longer inside me or even in the room, I still felt him. He was still here.

And Id been marked.

* * *

In the morning when Daniel suggested a shower, I thought he referred to both of us, but he grinned and shook his head. Nah. If I got you in the shower, wed never get anything else done.

At that precise moment, I had trouble articulating why that would be a bad thing.

But he was right. Id spent the night with him, but the day called for other matters to be dealt with.

Even the scalding shower couldnt ease the tension in my shoulders. The coffee Daniel made helped me wake up, but even after my second mug, something didnt sit well with me. Though I wore yesterdays clothes, I was clean. Id skulled enough caffeine to keep me going for a few more hours.

Youll be all right? The inflection in his voice made it a question, not an assurance, and I wished someone else could give me that.

I shrugged. I just didnt know. I have a few things to do. Errands to run. Boring shit like that. Maybe routine tasks were the order of the day. Enough to keep me going, not enough to tax me mentally.

Gimme a call later.

Sure. I nodded.

Though our good-byes were awkward, every stilted word promised later. This wouldnt be the last time something happened between us. Itd snowball. I couldnt stay away from Daniel Cross. Didnt want to. He was in my head, so why not place myself in his orbit? The damage was done.

Trotting downstairs in his apartment block, I almost reached for my mobile but forced myself to hold back in case Daniel glanced out the window, saw me talking to someone, and concluded I was talking about him. Not that it mattered all that much. And not that I looked back at his window as I left the block.

I turned left and headed for the nearest bus stop, wondering what my chances were of flagging down a cab. It was only when I was a safe distance away and round the corner that I gave in and slid open my phone, calling the number Id had on speed dial for so long.

I hadnt wanted Daniel to see me make the call, nor to be anywhere near him, even in his line of sight when I did so. Having his gaze on me would be bad enough, let alone his hands. Each brush of his fingers would be a whisper of guilt creeping through my veins to nestle in the pit of my stomach.

Hello.

How very formal. Georgia?

Who else?

I wanted to…

A heavy sigh, more of a groan, audible above the sound of traffic passing by.

All the better to freeze you out with. Im just calling to see if youre still okay for Monday. Doing an absolutely appalling job of ignoring the shard of ice her groan had aimed right through my heart, I carried on walking, despite one or two faltering steps. Hungover, yes, but not on alcohol. Self-consciousness and remorse made for a heady cocktail.

Where are you? You sound like youre walking pretty fast.

Yeah. Im hurrying for a bus. Listen, Geo. I just called to speak to you and see if

Yeah, Mondays fine. Another sigh but warmer now. Tired rather than confrontational. Ill see you then. Is the evening good for you?

Geo, you dont… I stopped, moved over to the inside of the pavement so I didnt get in anyones way. Not that there were many people around. You dont have to ask.

Even so. Is the evening okay with you?

Yes, its fine.

Good. Ill send you a text closer to the time, let you know exactly when I can make it. Should be early evening though. Ill see you later.

Yeah. Offering a feeble good-bye, I reasoned that would be better than her hanging up on me without a word. I nevertheless waited for her to break the call before sliding my mobile shut. I tucked it back into my jacket pocket and looked all around me. Over my shoulder. Back in the direction of Daniels place. Saw the street along which Id walked anew, through conscience-colored spectacles. Everything shaded with Daniel.

Maybe spending the night with another man isnt the best way to build bridges, Hutton.

Clearing my throat, I turned away, heading for the stop to wait for the damn bus, which would, I hoped, carry me away from the smell of burning.


Chapter Fourteen



A couple of work colleagues commented on my mood on Monday. I gave them nothing in return but a watery smile and an insistence I was okay. I remembered hearing once that the greatest white lie ever uttered was Im fine. I also remembered telling myself once upon a time there are no greater lies than the ones we tell ourselves.

I told Tom that Georgia was coming round and left it at that. He didnt press for details or make any comment beyond I hope you guys work it out.

Yeah, me too.

Once home that evening, I loitered at the living room window hugging a coffee mug, trying to ignore the quiet. I considered switching on the television or CD player to provide some white noise, some background music so the flat didnt feel so empty, but realized it wouldnt work, so why bother? Companionable silences were comforting. This silencethick like molasses, oppressive, invasive, all-embracing, and impossible to disguisewent bone-deep.

Things with Georgia were hellish at the moment, true, but surely there was a chance of her agreeing to a triple, as Daniel called it?

Turning away from the window, I bit my lip, wondering what the odds of that were. Well, Id find out this evening when Georgia came round to pick up some things. The first time Id seen her in a while, and to hit her with such a suggestion… Not straightaway, though. Id test the waters first. Gauge her mood. Her receptiveness. With any luck…

Luck is something you dont have much of, isnt it, Hutton?

Sighing, I looked at the clock for the umpteenth time, and it was hardly any closer to seven than the last time Id looked.

When the doorbell rang, I nearly jumped out of my skin. Id been expecting Georgia to use her keys to let herself in, and her failure to do so unsettled me. Shed used her intercom pass to get into the block, but that final step, turning her key in the door, was a step too far.

At least she hasnt handed her keys back to me and told me to keep them.

Why didnt you let yourself in? It may have sounded like an accusation, but my need to know trumped my need to adhere to social niceties.

Well. Georgia leaned against the door frame, jingling her key ring in one hand, and I tried not to notice the rather large handbag she had slung over one shoulder. Big enough to be a weekender or travel bag, nearly. She looked beautiful even without makeup on, her hair up in a messy ponytail, dressed in casual clothes that somehow managed to cling in all the right places. I didnt think it was right, given this is your, I mean youre my… She took a deep breath, and I prayed for her not to offer me the keys back. Sorry, but can I…? She pointed to the hallway behind me, and I stood back to let her in.

You dont have to ask.

She cleared her throat and stepped across the threshold, as significant a move to me as a vampire accepting an invitation to enter a residence.

Geo

Look, I

My turn to clear my throat. You go first.

She shoved her keys into her pocket

Thank you, God.

and adjusted the strap on her shoulder. The fact that she didnt put it down or remove her jacket was a kick in the guts. Look at me not planning on staying, her body language said. I was just gonna have a root through your drawersI mean chest of drawers. A short burst of laughter. To see if there was anything of mine still here.

You dont have to go. Ah fuck. Way to go, Hutton. Just blurt it out. I mean, this doesnt have to

Yes. Reece. She looked to one side then down at her feet. Yes, it does.

But you…we… Standing to one side, I let her head to the bedroom without protest. There was no point standing over her, watching as she shoved a T-shirt, a skirt, a bra into her bag. For one thing, shed get irritatedmore than she likely was alreadyand for another, itd take me down a line of thought I wanted nothing to do with. Every pair of socks, every pair of lacy underwear she packed away would be another line drawn through Georgia and Reece. So I let her get on with it, all the while loitering in the hall, waiting for her to reappear.

May I remind you, she said, hovering in the bedroom doorway for a few seconds before pulling the door shut behind her. I didnt like the way it sounded, that terminal click. I didnt want this.

But The look on her face cut me off. I wasnt brave, but I was desperate enough to try again. Neither did…

She inclined her head, not taking one step nearer to me. Which was good. She didnt take one step closer to the exit.

Leaning back against the wall, I ran a thumb back and forth over my bottom lip, nearly chewing the nail but not, for fear of how nervous it would make me look. You made me choose.

My heart bleeds. What did you expect; that you could have us both?

She got straight to the heart of the matter without even trying.

Let me just say a few things before you go.

She deflated then and neared me. Or it could have been the front door that was her target; I stood in between the two, after all, and shed have to walk past me.

An almost imperceptible nod, which I took as a reluctant yes.

First of all, I dont want things to be over between us.

Reece, you cant tell me youve been pining. I assume youve been with Daniel?

Georgia. I swallowed, uncertain of how to phrase what I had to say, eventually deciding just to speak and hope she understood. I want you to come back.

But you want She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, emphasizing the curve of her waist, and I had a flash of myself, running a hand over her hip. But you want Daniel too. Dont you?

I opened my mouth to speak. Again, faltered. That doesnt stop…

Wanting one person doesnt stop you wanting another?

Her voice was calm, but I couldnt tell if it was genuine or forced. Too disturbed myself to read her emotions clearly, I hoped it was the former.

Okay then, what about when youoh God, this will sound like an accusationwent with Sarah?

For you! Georgia snapped before biting her lip as if in regret at her loss of temper, however mild. It was your birthday. It was about you. I have no desire to see you with another man.

What, ever? As if I needed her to clarify. I mean…

Reece, are you expecting me to…?

Frowning, I somehow managed to meet her gaze. Can I be blunt with you? Honest?

Please do.

Theres no reason why we cantthe three of us, I mean…

Yes, Reece. There is a reason. Besides, its obvious your attraction to Daniel is nothing to do with me. Its a thing apart. Me and Sarah? It was a show. A play. A fucking performance. A birthday present. You and Daniel? Its nothing. To do. With me. She paused. Bit her lip. Is it?

You find him attractive too, dont you?

Not as much as I doas I didyou, though. She shook her head, looked down at the floor. If I were to say lets get back together, but no more playing, would you do it? She lifted her gaze again, and I stared, mute. In her eyes was a silent challenge I couldnt answer. I can do without bringing anyone else in, but can you?

It took me two goes to swallow back the knot of guilt at the back of my throat, but she still didnt stop there.

Can you do without Daniel?

I opened my mouth to speak. Couldnt. I swallowed again and made another valiant attempt. I…I cant.

I thought as much.

No. I meant you. I cant do without you. And him; Jesus, Georgia. Its so different, but the same. I need you both.

And thats the reason. Her shoulders slumped. You need us both? I only need one of you. I cant be with a man who feels so strongly for someone else. Even if that persons still there. Around. With us. Especially then. How the hell can I compete with another man?

You dont have to.

Im not enough, Georgia said. We brought in thirds, but it was a game, and maybe we shouldnt have, but its too late now. You got attached to someone else, and its happened. Nothing we can do about it. But you know what? You were the only one I needed. I could have done without bringing in anyone else. It was all a bit of fun, but it… One hand clung to the strap of her bag. The other lifted in helpless surrender. It got serious, and, well, game over.

Georgia. Please, at least think about this.

Ive done nothing but think about this for weeks, Reece. Everyone else was window dressing. I could have done without. You? You were always enough.

If it was just sex, Georgia, I would have been enough for you afterward. You wouldnt have wanted to go with him again.

She flinched as if Id slapped her. You think I cant have sex with someone else without being attached to them?

No. Clearly thats my problem, isnt it?

I guess thats why its so easy for me, then, eh? she asked with a smile. A fake one. Watery, trembling. And she couldnt fool me. Sure, I fancied him and liked what he did for me, but I can live without doing it again because hes not the one INever mind.

This was worse than fighting. The surrender, the giving in, the this is over. Put simply, whatever I gave Daniel was, to her, something stolen from us. Shed never accept that whatever I felt for Danieland I didnt exactly know how to articulate that myselfdidnt detract from my desire for her. She saw him as a rival, whereas I saw him as an addition. Or at least Id have liked him to be.

I better go, Georgia said, still with her gaze fixed on me, not making a move for the door.

Stay.

Reece. Her hips flinched as if she wanted to take a step toward me, then thought better of it. Instead, she turned toward the door, paused, and only after that beat did she take a step.

I rested my hand on the small of her back, and she froze, though she didnt wriggle away from me or tell me not to touch her. Georgia, cant we talk?

Theres not much to say, is there?

Come back.

Dont.

She still didnt make any move to leave, so I slid my hand up her body to her neck.

Reece. It sounded like a plea. Reece, yes or Reece, no I wasnt sure, but I was willing to take my chances.

Can we at least agree to talk about this?

There isnt anything to say.

Then tell me to stop.

She swallowed. Hard. Gulped back air.

Georgia. I cupped her face with one hand, thumb moving back and forth across her throat. She trembled underneath my touch, her skin warm, and I wondered if she was fighting a desire to push me away or a desire for me to move in closer. Stay. I leaned in but couldnt bring myself to kiss her. Yet. My lips were just a breath away from hers, and she licked her lips, nearly touching mine. Nearly.

Reece, you…

Dont leave me.

I

Something thudded. Without looking down, I realized shed dropped the bag on the carpet.

And with her free hand, she gripped my T-shirt at the waist, fabric bunching in her fist, and I didnt know if it was a halfhearted attempt to pull me in or push me away.

I didnt know if she knew.

How can you…? she began, but I kissed her.

Gently, barely more than my lips brushing against hers. And slowly. Just to remind her who was kissing her.

Georgia, I breathed into her. I still want you.

Dont, Reece. It just makes it harder for me to go.

Then dont go. I still want you. I still lo

Please. Stop.

Im not going to lie. This doesnt change anything for me. I do still

It changes things for me. Georgia spoke so firmly, I wondered if shed attempted assertiveness and gone overboard by accident.

I backed away enough for her to have room to reach for her bag again. Isnt there any way? My voice cracked, and she looked me in the eye and all the anger was gone. I thought. Can I call you?

She rolled her shoulders. You know its not… Her hand clasped the door handle.

I rolled my eyes, tried not to let them water. Told them not to water.

You cant have us both. She slipped outside again, clicking the door shut behind her, and I let her go. I let her go.

Knew if it had been Daniel whod walked out on me, Id feel just as bad right now.

* * *

The silence after Georgia left made my head ache. I stood in the hallway for the longest time, staring at the front door as if my gaze would burn a hole big enough for her to step back through. How long it took for me to realize she wasnt coming back, at least tonight, I wasnt sure. How many times would I be expected to take this?

Reaching into the pocket of one of my jackets hanging on the wall-mounted coatrack, I groped around for my mobile phone to check the time. Id not bothered to take it off silent after work, which was why I hadnt known about the two messages.

Both from Daniel.

One a text, sent only half an hour before.

When hed known she was coming. Hed known. Id mentioned it casually, dropping it into one of our phone conversations at the weekend, so what the hell was he doing sending messages when hed known Id have company? And not just any old company, but the girlfriend with whom I wanted to build some type of bridge?

Damn it, Daniel, thank God this thing was on silent, I muttered into the ether, pressing the button to read his text.

There had to be something ironic in shutting out Daniel when I was with Georgia, attempting to do the same to her when in Daniels bed.

Hey. Hope its going okay. I know you think its a mess but whatever happens the 3 of us will be all right.

Glad someone thinks so, Daniel, I said out loud as if he were actually here, and a shiver ran up my spine. I would have glanced over my shoulder but for the realization Daniel wasnt an angel after all, not a demon. He couldnt manifest in a locked room where once Id been alone. Daniel Crosss powers werent paranormal, and his wings were painted on. Helike Iwas only too human.

The other message was a voice mail, and irritation flared in the pit of my stomach. As if a text wasnt bad enough when it came to risking interrupting me and Georgia. Hed called too?

Groaning, I rubbed my dry, tired eyes with one hand, using the other to call voice mail and hold the phone to my ear. And I did so tentatively like it wasnt a mobile phone at all, but a hand grenade with the pin removed.

…wish I was there, but… A heavy sigh, or groan. But something tells me that would be a pretty bad idea.

Yeah, no shit, Sherlock.

Look, Im ready to chew my own face off here…

Oh youre stressed?

…gotta know whats going on. I know, I know what youre thinking, but Im involved too, so… Another pained sigh and I managed to summon some empathy. Only a little, given the fact I was the one in the midst of all this. Circa Reece tonat, to paraphrase Thomas Wyatt. Around Reece, the thunder rolls.

Oh, hi. He must have been sitting right by his phone or holding it, staring at the screen, waiting for me to ring, so quickly did he answer. How did it go? You got my messages?

Yeah. Yes, I did. After Georgia had left.

Shes gone, then?

Dont sound so fucking happy about that. Yeah, shes gone.

You dont sound very…

Happy?

Thats the word.

No, well thats probably because Im not. My speech was clipped to the point of being abrupt, and someone less intelligent, alert, or observant than Daniel would still have picked up on that.

He cleared his throat. What happened?

Danielyou sent messages while she was here.

Yes. He probably bit his lip, frowned, looked heavenward, all those gestures Id familiarized myself with. The moves he made while he, the wordsmith, searched for a word. Reece, whats…?

I mean, Jesus, sending messages when shewhen Georgia was here? You knew shed be here; what were you thinking?

I assumed youd have your phone on silent.

Just as well your assumption was correct. It wouldnt have looked too good if Id halted the conversation to take a call from the very guy who caused all this.

Silence followed, but it deafened me. I heard, rather than saw, Daniels wide-eyed look of shock in the complete absence of breath and speech in my ear. The silent question, what did you just say?

Sorry, Reece. You say sorry. This is where you apologize. Tell him you didnt mean it. I just dont understand why you had to send messages today, this evening, when you knew I was trying to fix things with

And I dont understand what the problem is if you had the phone on silent, as I correctly assumed.

Daniel, you But wild, choking frustration cut me off. He just wasnt getting it, and I didnt even know for sure what I was angry at. Him? Because he was there? Because even when he wasnt there, he was in my head, infecting me like some disease that had worked its way into my every pore. I was hopelessly, incurably painted with Daniel inside and out, and no matter how pissed off at him I got, that wouldnt take away whatever hed done to me. If he left, hed still leave something behind. A scar, a bruise, a shadow, a memory.

Look, maybe we should talk about this.

Yeah, I whispered, nodding as if he could see me. We should, once Ive… Eaten dinner. Had some sleep. Thought about this. Had some time to drive myself crazy.

You want me to come over?

I stood up straight then, surprised by his offer to make the journey.

And surprised myself with my reply.

No. Pause, before a quieter, slightly less vehement, No. Id rather just stay in. On my own.

Hmm. I imagined Daniel chewing at his bottom lip, worrying at it as he contemplated his next words. If youre sure.

Yes. Still too aggressive, Reece. Yes. I dont think itd be appropriate to… To what? Go from Georgia straight to you.

Again? he retorted, and it hurt. He had a point, but I didnt feel like facing up to what a hypocrite I was. Not at that moment.

Yes, Daniel. Again.

Sorry. I shouldnt have said that. He coughed. Look, I sent those messages cause Ive been going out of my mind. Look at it from my point of view. Somethings happening between us, God knows what, but all I know is this evening your ex

Girlfriend.

Your ex was due round, and you were doing your damnedest to get back with her; meanwhile Im loafing around at home without a fucking clue

Youve got work to occupy you, havent you?

You think I can fucking concentrate with all this going on? Daniel threw at me, and again, silence blanketed us. Oppressively so.

Yeah. I, uh, dont know whats happening anyway. It ended kinda funny. Oh, yeah, Hutton. She wants you to choose between the one youre speaking to and the one youre speaking about. Damn hilarious. I need to think. Of how to get away with not making a choice.

Well, keep me posted. Let me know, Daniel said quietly, adding, when youve figured it out.

And I wasnt certain, but I thought there was a twist of sarcasm in his tone of voice, the thinnest sliver of bitter lemon added to the cocktail.

That could take a while. All I did was promise to get back to him without even knowing if this promise was empty.

His reply came not with words but with a near-musical beep and some static.

I hung up first, my dead phone said. I win.


Chapter Fifteen



I didnt just kill time; I slaughtered it in cold blood. Dishes, ironing, tidying up the DVD cabinet. No job too meaningless for me to use it as a way of not thinking about Danabout Georgia.

Id completely fucked up with her by not performing an impossible taskstaying away from Daniel. And how likely was it that shed forgive clichés like I didnt mean for it to happen and I didnt want to hurt you and But I watched you fuck him and the lust burned me up from the inside?

How could anyone have foreseen the way things would develop? Id seen Georgia fool around with other guys. Shed even watched me fuck her best mateseveral timesright in front of her. And wed all been very civilized about it. Thanks for the orgasms, theres my taxi, have a nice evening.

Daniel, on the other hand? Truth be told, I had never seen him as a third for Georgia. Id seen him as a third for us as a couple, had wanted us all to

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

God. Hitting the Mute button on the television remote, I leaned forward on the settee, head in my hands, wanting to tear my hair out. I wanted both. I didnt prefer Daniel. I wanted him. And wanting him didnt change one fraction of my feelings for Georgia. She saw his presence as something to subtract from Reece and Georgia. I saw it as something to multiply. He didnt take anything away from her at all.

If I had to choose, Id be as well tearing myself down the middle and giving them each half a man. I couldnt see how I could possibly be whole again without each of them in my life.

Sacrificing the dark angel for the devil I knew meant I could stay with the woman Id loved for so long, but there would be no more experimentation, at least involving other people. Whether present or historical, Daniel Cross had changed our dynamic forever and Georgia would insist on ring fencing any possibility of that happening again with a strict no-thirds policy. And every time we fought, her furrowed brow and glistening eyes would be an accusation: you did this to me.

Even if he was part of my past now, Daniel cast a long shadow into my future. Whatever happened, one undeniable fact remained: I could never go back.

I couldnt stand listening to the television and couldnt stand the silence in the flat. Too early to go to bed, it was getting to be too late to go out unless I simply pulled on my jacket and went for a

The intercom.

I sprang to my feet, rushed to the handset by the front door. Georgia?

No, its me. Disappointed?

Gripping the receiver, I braced myself with one hand against the wall. No. No. And I was honest. It was true.

I didnt phone ahead in case, well…

I could just imagine him shrugging.

You gonna let me in, then?

Pressing the Enter button, I hung up and unlocked the front door.

As Daniels footsteps echoed up the tenement stairwell, I wondered why he couldnt get here quicker now that he was here, but the reverberant rhythm lulled me into a half calm. By the time he reached my floor, hands in pockets, head down, there was nothing to do but breathe out and say it. Youre here.

Here I am. He shrugged, looking through his lashes at me before lifting his head up, and the guyliner on his lower lids took me back to our first encounter. Are you sure youre not annoyed it was me?

Oh, that. I thought it might have been, you know. But no, Im not annoyed. Im relieved. Thank God youre here, Daniel. Thank God youre here.

Well if youre doing okay… He didnt grin like I was used tolike I wanted him tobut there was a definite tug at the corners of his mouth. Im not needed here, am I?

Without thinking, I grabbed the front of his jacket in both hands and pulled him over the threshold. Course you are.

Hmm. How bout that. I might stay, then. He hung up his jacket while I closedlockedthe door behind us. The reason I didnt call ahead was… His shoulders slumped, and he turned to face me again. I thought you might…

Ignore the call?

Well. A quiet huff of laughter as if embarrassment tangled his guts. I didnt mean to piss you off with the messages, Reece, I

It doesnt matter

It does matter. Let me finish. Daniel held up a hand and, with it, held back the tide. He frowned in concentration, the man of letters stuck for words. I got worried. A deep, pained groan. Forget it. And he smiled, shaking his head. It doesnt matter. When you picked up that thing… He gestured in the direction of the intercom handset. I figured, well, something. Are you expecting her?

What? No. No, I just wasnt expecting you either. I took a step closer. But Im glad you came. And another. And another. And the nearer I got to him, the truer my words became.

Good.

I let out a groan of relief when my hands cradled his neck, when my forehead touched his. Im so sorry. It was a whisper, possibly more for my benefit than his.

Daniel held on to my hips and said, Ive got no good reason to be here. Especially after you told me not to come. I just wanted to be.

Thats as good a reason as any. I cant… I cleared my throat softly. I dont know… Taking a deep breath, still with my head inclined, still holding his face, I tried again. I cant choose between you.

You dont have to. Reece. His fingers tightened on my waist, pulling me against him. Ill never make you choose.

But

Im here now. Im not going anywhere. He wet his lip with the tip of his tongue, and oh how I wanted to kiss him. Whatever you need from me, you can have it.

The depth of his eyes drew me in. Like dark infinity pools. I should have known youd be trouble.

Daniel laughed, a short chuckle. I dont know whether to take that as a compliment or not.

You are a fallen angel.

Thats true. But even before you saw my inked wings, what made you think Id be trouble?

I… But the unsaid words choked me. And I didnt understand it. Hed been inside me. Id been inside him. As physically close as two men could possibly be. And wed loved it. So why this final barrier, this inability to tell him what Id thought way back when?

Daniel Cross was trouble. Sexy, gorgeous, bisexual, open-minded, insatiable trouble. Good with words, good with his hands, and that mouth did things to me I couldnt describe.

Go on. He nudged me with his jaw against mine, whispered in my ear. Tell me what was so special about me. Why was I so different?

I gulped. I wanted to see you fuck Georgia.

Yeah, I know you did. He nipped my earlobe, sending sparks down the side of my neck.

And I didnt know it then, but… Whether it was Daniels closeness or what I was about to say that made my stomach flip, I didnt know. Here goes nothing. I wanted you myself too.

Daniels hands tightened about my waist, and the breath he let out against the skin of my neck was long, slow, warm.

Not just for myself. Or just for Georgia. But both. Fuck. I leaned in to the curve of his neck where it became shoulder, and we must have looked like two vampires drinking from each other. The more I found out about you, the more I realized…

The more you realized…? He lifted his head slightly, turned to my face. Our jaws touched, mine clean-shaven and smooth against his neatly trimmed stubble.

The more I realized I didnt want you to be someone we brought in occasionally. I stopped. Id probably already said enough. Way too much. Just because wed fucked, just because Id turned my life upside down for him, didnt mean a thing. Who knew what this was to him, really? A bit of fun? Something temporary, well see how it goes, well fuck as long as it feels good and then be on our merry way? I wanted you there all the time, Daniel. So I couldnt say it out loud? Id make do with articulating the words in my mind. I want you there all the time. Im addicted to what you do to me. I dont want to leave this alone. Youre the first man I wanted like that. There. Id blurted it out. No going back. Right from the beginning, I wanted you.

Daniel said nothing, just ran a fingertip over my mouth, tracing the line of my top lip.

Its strange. I cant describe it. I closed my eyes, shook my head once, twice. Even if I could find a way to properly articulate that initial curiosity Id felt when hed first walked into the library, how could I force my mouth to form the words to describe that acquisitiveness, that wanting that grew into a desperate need to see him again?

I wanted Daniel. And not just as a one-off or as a third for Georgia. I wanted him to stay. And I wanted him to

Fuck me.

He flinched; I could have sworn to it. You what?

You heard. I probably sounded a lot more assertive than I felt. I want… I need…

Daniels eyebrows lifted. Silently bade me continue.

Ive just… I held my hands to his face, pulled him in for a kiss, and whispered against his mouth, Ive had the worst day in a long while, and I just want… His presence hypnotized me, lulled me into a dream state where all I knew was how much I wanted Daniels hands on me. I just want you to… Make it better. Remind me why Im doing this. Show me what

If youre sure.

Of course I am. Strange how the only person capable of making me feel better was the very cause of my entire world turning upside down. The eye of the storm, while all about us raged.

We stumbled along the hall to the bedroom, and Daniel reached behind my back to work the door handle while his other hand strayed to my waist. It had been like this from the very beginning, him guiding me into something I couldnt see.

We might not know whats going on outside this room, he murmured against my neck, backing me up against the bed, but here at least. Now… He lifted his head, looked me in the eye, and kissed me.

It was amazingto me at leasthow quickly Id gone from being nervous about him even touching me to craving the very thing of which Id been scared. I felt like Id fallen into something I couldnt get out of.

Itll be all right, Daniel whispered. Once across the threshold of the room, he was quieter, more gentle, less forceful. He was here. I was here. Ill make it all right. And he kissed me again, a breath away from my mouth, trailing the tip of his tongue along my jaw. Well make it all right.

My heart skipped at that word. We. Damn similar to us and the cause of just as much uncertainty.

Neither of us could see into the future. All we had was the here and now. And skin against skin as he pulled my shirt over my head and I tugged at his jeans.

Without paying too much attention, we shed our clothes, dropping them wherever, and fell onto the bed. Neither of us lifted our hands away from the other for more than a few seconds while we shifted position, and always, always, always, mine went back to his neck, shoulders, jaw. It didnt matter where, just as long as my hands made near-constant contact with his skin and his mouth didnt stop doing what it did to my neck.

Jesus, Reece. The low growl of his words vibrated against my throat. I dont want to wait; I just want to get inside youah, oh God…

Daniels voice faltered when I wrapped my fingers round his cock and stroked him slowly. Once. Twice.

Reece, you dont know what youre doing to me. You really dontJesus, stop. Stop, stop, stop.

I did but kept my hand on him, and above me as we lay on the bed, he propped himself up on both forearms and stared, his lower lip trembling as if he was one hard-drawn breath from losing control.

Dont. He dipped his head close, so close, until our foreheads nearly touched. Dont move.

We were even quieter than normal. Daniel was a talker, and I could be too under the right circumstances, and he liked to go slow, but this? We moved through treacle. Everything between us was on slowdown. Everything but our heart rates.

Your hand. He gulped. Silently, but his throat rippled, his body betraying what his mouth would keep under control. Youll make me come. He swallowed again, less tense this time, with his eyes screwed shut. Maybe not seeing me made it easier for him to maintain some semblance of dignity and control.

I squeezed. Gently. Just to remind him someone else was there and that someone was me.

Fuck. His eyes flew open, widened, and he groaned, the air rushing from his lungs in one helpless whoosh, cooling the skin of my face. Not yet.

Yes. Pause. Now.

Ive gotta get a condom on and fuck you this instant or I swear, Reece, Ill… Daniel looked me in the eye and flinched, eventually moving away from me, reaching for the bedside table.

Neither of us said a word.

I watched him tear open the foil square and roll the condom on. It was only when his hand went for the lube bottle that I moved, and Daniel must have felt my weight shift.

Daniel looked over his shoulder. No. Dont.

I lifted my eyebrows in inquiry. The only thing that could tear my eyes away from that glorious fucking ink was the promise in his.

Stay where you are.

Dont you want me

Just how you are. He stroked on the lube and in an instant was over me again. I want to look at you.

His words made my spine tingle, but when his cock touched me, sparks exploded at the nape of my neck.

Oh fuck.

Daniel froze. Are you okay?

Yeah, yeah, Im fine. Which was almost the truth.

Sure?

Yes. Yes, Im sure.

He went deeper, kept his eyes closed, and above the bridge of his nose, two vertical lines appeared, the ghost of a frown. God, you feel so, so…

I couldnt decide whether to hold on to his shoulders or touch his neck, but when my palms moved up and brushed his stubble at the exact moment he slid in another inch, I was gone.

Whose gasp was louder I didnt know, but his eyes opened, and they were darkeror deeperthen.

How do I feel? I pulled him down toward me, desperate to kiss him again, though distracted by the sensations his every movement inside me caused. Like lightning or sparks or feelings so intense they threatened to cross the border between pleasurable and uncomfortable.

You. Feel… Daniels cool breath against my face punctuated his speech with a cross between gasps and moans, and I couldnt decide whether I most wanted to listen to his struggle for air or feel the way he moved inside me. When Daniel Cross was involved, I was hopeless, absolutely hopeless, at making decisions. All I knew was that I liked what he did to me and I wanted him to keep doing it.

This is fucking unbelievable, he whispered against my mouth, rocking back and forward, only pulling out a little way but pushing in deeper every time he moved forward. Jesus fucking Christ, Reece, theres nothing like… He moaned, his lips parting with each exhalation until I arched my neck just enough to kiss him. Fuck, theres nothing like… Oh God, I…

Daniel couldnt have moved more slowly if hed tried, but his restraint did nothing to lessen the ripples up my spine or stop my eyes watering.

Fuck, thats intense.

You like that? He looked down at me, his eyes smiling as much as his lips ever did. You like it when I fuck you this way? Without waiting for my replyas if I was capable of giving onehe kissed me again, his tongue moving as slowly as his cock did.

Daniel tried to break off the kiss, but I liked what his tongue did too much to let him go, and held him tighter. His stubble rasped against the palms of my hands, almost burning, but I didnt care. I didnt care how foreign these physical feelings were; it was Daniels stubble under my hands, Daniels kiss I tasted, Daniels cock inching back and sliding in, each stroke easier and deeper than the last. As if his cock was made to do this to me, as if

Jesus. His head fell forward, and he ended up whispering right in my ear, I cant decide whether I want to fucking rail you or

No. I gulped. I want… Go slowly. Dont stop the way youOh Jesus, just like… Couldnt catch my breath, even though hed never moved like that ever before, so…so tenderly. That… The single word exhaled with my breath, a plea for him to never stop.

You like that? Holding himself up on his forearms, hands in my hair now, Daniel kept speaking, gasping into my mouth every time his cock moved all the way inside me. You like it when I move this way?

Something in his tone pleaded, desperate for an answer, but his slow strokes gradually took my breath away and with them my ability to speak. All I could do was slide my arms round his body, grab ahold of his hips, and pull him into me or follow his movements. I wasnt sure which one of us led; all I knew was every stroke drove me closer to the edge of something.

Christ, he cant be making me come this way, he cant, its not possAh, Jesus

Daniel smoothed my sweat-dampened hair off my forehead and stared, his gaze occasionally flitting to my mouth whenever I licked my lips, gasped, or tried to speak. But mostly he looked into my eyes, and I didnt know if it was the intensity of how he fucked me or looked at me that did me in.

God, youre… He moved from the hips, his every withdrawal making me want to say no, dont, and when he pushed back in, every part of me said fuck yes, dont stop, dont stop, dont stop.

He sped up almost imperceptibly, the only giveaways being the way his breath became shallower, his hands tightened in my hair, those bolts of pleasure shot up my spine even quicker than before.

I couldnt speak, but that didnt matter; instinctively Daniel moved in the way I wanted him to, gradually speeding up though not enough to cause me any discomfort. Holding back enough to leave me wanting more.

The bed creaked beneath us as we fell into mutual silence, the only other sound in the room being the brush of skin against skin. My hands dug into his back and caressed a tattoo I couldnt see anywhere but in my minds eye.

Daniels breaths moved from gasps to moans to helpless whimpers to the merest exhalations against my face, his eyes falling in and out of focus every time he drew back from kissing me.

God, yes, hes really gonna make me

I threw my head back, fighting for air, only aware of how tightly I held on and the warmth of Daniels breath on my neck, his occasional throaty growls telling me he was nearly there.

And every time he moved, his skin was more slippery with sweat than the last time he drew his hips back and fucked me. Oh God, Im gonna…

So youre the first of us to regain the power of speech?

The desperation in his voice drove me closer. Wait. I… Though now I spoke, every word reduced my reserves of energy even further, bleeding me dry of my strength or ability to think. Im gonna

He looked at me, right at me, into me and slowed momentarily, checking I was all right, I assumed, but something in my face must have told him not to stop.

Daniel.

Reece. He leaned in to kiss my jaw, his breaths warming and yet tickling my neck. I need to come, but oh fuck, just tell me…

Justjust keep… Jesus, Daniel, I The closeness of orgasm choked any words in my throat, and with just one more stroke inside me, my eyes watered. A second and my vision clouded over. A third and I let go of him. Every nerve ending in my body tingled far too much for me to hold on, and when he moved into me again, a fourth, deep thrust, my back arched off the bed and I came. Fuck, oh fuck, Daniel

You… He pulled back, then slammed his cock back into me, riding the aftershocks of my orgasm to his own. Feel. So. Fucking… Back. And forth. Good. He collapsed against me, panting a few times, then moaning. His heart thudded hard enough for me to feel the quiet vibration against my chest, and to silence him for a minute while he got his breath back.

I looked at him, his eyes heavy-lidded with exhaustion, and ran my fingers through his hair. Well. I laughed although no one had told me the joke. I didnt think that would happen.

A lazy smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Fucking hot when it does though.

Mmm. Lying back and closing my eyes, I murmured, I guess I should get up for a shower.

And I should get rid of this. Easing out of me, Daniel continued to look me in the face, and the smile melted away as his brow furrowed. That really was something else, you know. And he kissed me.

Yeah. Yeah, it was. I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and let them fall back onto the pillow behind me.

Listen.

I met his gaze, waited for him to speak again.

I know you were…are upset about Georgia.

I opened my mouth to speak but didnt bother in the end because he spoke the truth.

And this might have just started off being about making you feel better, but whatever happens with you and her, you should know something.

My curiosity piqued, I hauled myself up, propped up on forearms, still reclining but comfortable enough to easily watch Daniel as he moved away from me and sat on the edge of the bed. Oh? I laid a hand on one of his wings. And it still didnt move, no matter how realistic his ink was.

I do love you, you know. He glanced over his shoulder for but a second, and before I could decide whether I wanted to keep touching him or lift my hand away, he stood and left the room.


Chapter Sixteen



Needles of water as hot as I could stand performed a twisted acupuncture on the back of my neck, doing nothing to ease my headache or distract me from thoughts of Daniel.

Difficult at the best of times, but here, now, so late at night? Impossible.

He said it, he said it, he said it, I reminded myself, needing no reminders. He said it…first.

Wincing, either in pain or shock at my own realization, I wondered if cranking the dial up another notch would result in scalded skin. Didnt care. Did it anyway.

Hed said it first, which suggested hed beaten me to the punch and I would have done so myself eventually.

Turning to the spray and rinsing the last of the shower gel away, I heard the screen slide open, inclined my head until it closed again, only then releasing my held breath.

Somehow, somehow, Daniel managed to make his breath on the side of my neck hotter than the water pouring down on us both. And still I shivered.

An instant later, his hands came to rest on my hips and his kiss whispered across my skin, right behind my ear. Hey, you. A greeting that wasnt needed. I already knew he was there; his hands were on me. And he didnt need to touch me for me to sense him; Daniel Cross was unavoidable if he was anywhere in the vicinity. Just two words to break the ice that shouldnt have formed underneath a scalding hot shower.

His fingers twitched, tightened, flinched against me, either pulling me against him or holding me steady while he stepped closer.

Bracing the palms of my hands against the shower wall, I released a long, slow breath, hanging my head, letting the water run between my back and Daniels torso.

I didnt think youd mind if I joined you, he whispered, just loud enough for me to hear him over the running water. At least… He lessened his grip on me as I turned to face him, but maintained contact somehow. Always, always his hands were on me. I hoped you wouldnt.

No. I eyed him with a degree of nervousness, wondering what Id find in his eyes, but there was nothing on his face but a sly smile bordering on a smirk. Why would I?

He leaned in, his lips as close to mine as they could be without touching. I have a desire to get clean. Those lips curved into a smile as they made gentle contact with my skin, and I imagined their heat instantly evaporating any droplets of water with which they made contact. Honest. He held his head at an angle, regarding, studying, scrutinizing me, someone hed seen a thousand times before. But whatever he saw was something reborn, because the look in his eyes was different. A wrinkle at the bridge of his nose, deepening under the weight of his frown, divided his eyes. Would I lie to you?

The noise that came out of my mouth when he let his palm rest against my hip was somewhere between a gasp and a sigh. His lips curved into a self-assured smirk at the same moment his fingers curved against me, just as slowly, just as tortuous.

Daniel moved closer, as close as he could get. The shower rained all around us, but there was no water, no daylight, no air between our bodies. Would I throw a casual assurance your way even though I had other intentions? he whispered against my mouth, just nipping my bottom lip to punctuate his words with a whimper. I thought it came from me. I wasnt sure. Would I palm you off like that?

Dan…

He didnt let go, didnt pull back. No rewind. We were on pause after so many instances of fast-forward.

The very silence he maintained urged me to speak. Anything to fill that imaginary space. I… Reaching up to brush my sopping wet hair back, I closed my eyes and saw far more in my minds eye than I was prepared to deal with right then. Looking at him once more, I held his face in both hands, tentatively, like it was my first time touching him.

Discomfited by something I couldnt define, I lifted my hands away. And he frowned. Questioned me this time, and still without speech. Amazing how a man whose business was words didnt need them when he was with me.

When I touched him again, one hand on each of his shoulders at the genesis of the curve of his neck, he exhaled. Not with pursed lips or a heaving chest or tension suddenly absenting itself from his shoulders. Just with a whisper of warm air against my mouth.

I wanted to get something out into the open, but even standing in the shower with him, both of us naked, I held back for fear of further exposure. Even though hed laid it on the line and said

He loves me.

A nanosecond before his lips made contact with mine, the memory of the way hed said it made me gasp. With uncertainty. Not of his feelings, but

Christ, I cant get enough of the way you feel, Daniel murmured, nearly kissing me every time his lips moved, but not.

of my reaction.

I moaned, a strangulated sound somehow more than that of usual desire, a twist of something new appearing in the cocktail of feelings Daniel stirred up. He pulled away, frowned as he drew me into focus.

Something wrong?

My hands still on his shoulders, I tightened my fingers every time his thumb moved back and forth on my hip. Biting my lip, I shook my head no, knowing it was a lie.

He loved me. I loved Georgia. Such a tangled fucking web. I believed Georgia still loved me deep down. No one could walk away from what we had and just switch it off. There had to be a way

Reece? A question, not a call for my attention. He cradled my neck, tracing his thumb back and forth over my wet skin.

Ticktock, ticktock, times a-wasting.

My heart skipped, and as if he too realized we were broken, his gaze flicked over to the thumb on my neck. He broke contact, braced his palm against the wall, and my gaze followed it, my head turning just as he leaned in. Whether hed been about to kiss me, I didnt know, but his words sent a shiver up my spine. What I said.

I sucked in all the breath I could, which wasnt much. Hoped the sound of running water would mask my uneven breathing. Knew it probably wouldnt. Daniel could read me like one of the books he wrote so well.

I meant it.

And speech was impossible. And maybe that was the point. Maybe that was what he wanted, for me not to speak. Maybe he knew what Id say better than I did. My throat swelled, rendering me unable to get any air into my lungs.

I couldnt look at him. Couldnt look at anything. The gleaming white of the tiles hurt my eyes; at least that was what I told myself. I only screwed my eyes shut to stop them being blinded.

I know it scared you. Daniels touch, his voice were the only elements of sensory input I had, and waves of intense, guilty pleasure exploded at the nape of my neck. It scared me too. Damn it, Reece, I know… His breathing became shallower, his throaty moan warming my neck.

I was naked and so fucking exposed I couldnt remember my own name.

Reece. My name on his lips, a reproach. Even as he spoke softly, the word reminded me of my divided loyalties. My lips parted a split second before he spoke again. I know. I. Know.

Widening my eyes, trying to get used to the brightness of the room again, I heaved in a deep breath and turned to Daniel. Only then did he let go of me, bracing both hands against the shower wall. One hand on my left, one on my right and he wasnt touching me. I was still trapped though. What do you know?

He cocked his head and dipped his gaze to my mouth then up to my eyes again.

I know your minds been on Georgia ever since I said I love you.

I wondered if he expected me to say something then. Or wanted it.

He shifted his weight to enable one hand to lift off the wall and brush my hair back. He held his hand an inch from my face, shrugged, and leaned on the wall again. I also know what it means that you said nothing.

When I opened my mouth to speak, I had no idea what I was going to say, and the gratitude when he interrupted to save me the trouble made my blood run cold. Gratitude, because it wasnt necessary for me to say a word?

I wasnt expecting you to say the same thing. Just a little acknowledgment wouldnt have gone amiss. But you know what I saw in your eyes when I told you? Something you tried to cover up but couldnt? Fear. Dont deny it, Reece. You didnt know what to say. Or do. And if someone reacts with fear to being told… You got that look. The oh God, how am I going to handle this look. As if you owed me something. As if I expected anything of you for it.

No, I… My feeble words trailed away on their own, defeated. I had nothing to return, nothing as strong as he desired, anyway. Without Georgia, I only had half of me to give away.

But heres the thing. I dont expect anything from you. His eyes clouded over for a moment, then refocused. I know what you want. What you need, I should say. Daniel hung his head, and I got a hint, just a hint of color from over his tense shoulders. Sniffing once, he lifted his head. I need to leave.

Allmostof the breath whooshed out of my lungs, leaving me just enough oxygen to ask, What?

Now you know how Georgia and I both feel, and…look at you. I say her name and you flinch. Oh I know you still want me. But Georgia? You need time alone to figure things out. She wants you to choose one. You want both. Id be happy either way as long as you were still part of my life, but theres one thing I dont want.

Daniel.

I dont want to be with a man who blames me for not being someone else. Another pause. He turned away, and the water glistened on his skin. Wet feathers, animated, on a drowning angels back.

The shower screen slid open, and I screwed my eyes shut so I wouldnt have to watch it close again or see Daniel go.


Chapter Seventeen



Hey. I usually greeted Georgia with more warmth, but worn down by weeks of imitating a human pendulum, swinging between two lovers, Id opted to stop. Unable to have both, Id said okay, neither and given up all attempts to muster enthusiasm for what remained. It was hard to get excited by bitter ashes and cold memories anyway, even if one stood on my doorstep looking far more colorful than the rest of my monochromatic life.

You gonna let me in then?

I flinched, shuddered my way back into the here and now, and stood back. Yeah, sure. After Id closed the door behind usnot locking it, because she wasnt stayingI glanced over my shoulder.

Loitering a few feet away, she looked back, frowning in an approximation of concern.

One couldnt expect her to just forget everything that had passed between us, but simply put, I wasnt her problem anymore. I was her pile of bitter ashes, a cold memory she only had to deal with on occasions such as this, until her last possession had been removed and the excision was complete. Our lives would be separated.

My desire for Daniel had eaten away, cancerlike, at my relationship with Georgia, and everyone knew treating such a disease killed off the surrounding healthy tissue as well. Daniel had gone. Trouble was, Georgias love for me was too weakened for her to stay, so she was on her way out as well. Shed feel like my second choice if she remained. My default lover.

I sighed heavily and neared her with caution. At least I was still alive.

She pointed to the bedroom door. Mind if I…?

I released a breath, and she nodded, smiling.

I know; I know. I dont have to ask, right?

Shed only taken one step closer to the bedroom before I interrupted. No, its… I ran a hand through my hair as if massaging my mind into action. I left the rest of your stuff in the living room.

Oh? Enlightenment spread over her face, turning the wide-eyed surprise to understanding. I see.

Clearing out the remnants of me.

Yeah, I just thought it would be best if… I turned, allowing my gaze to follow Georgia as she crossed the living room threshold. You know.

Hmm. She stopped in front of the armchair on which Id left a box of books, CDs, other things Id come across in the course of my daily home life. Hands on hips, she eyed me, oozing suspicion. I see.

Georgia, its not like that.

What is it like, then? Was I taking too long to get my gear out of the bedroom and bathroom?

No, it

Well, if he moves in that quickly, at least the bed will still be warm for him.

Jesus, Georgia! Im not trying to get rid of you at all. I want you to stay. You know Ive always wanted you to stay. Is there nothing I can do? I knew the answer already. Get rid of Daniel. And I had. Or at least, hed gotten rid of me. But not for her sake. And he was still in my head like a shadow. Still in my heart like a bruise.

For as long as hes in the picture

Hes not, I blurted out, biting my lip a nanosecond too late. However I wanted her to find out, it wasnt like this.

Georgia froze with her hand on the bag. What?

Hes not. I shoved my hands in my jeans pockets, rolled my shoulders, and looked away from her again. But only momentarily; I couldnt say it without seeing her eyes. Hes not in the picture. Anymore.

Georgia cocked her head, and a mixture of emotions flickered across her face. None of them were triumph. She cleared her throat. What happened? Looking me in the eye, she asked, Did he finish with you?

Ouch. There it was, the slightest of barbs, and it stung. Yes.

Why? Her shoulders slumped, brow wrinkling in confusion. After all this? Looking down at the box, she shrugged. Gestured to the room with a sweeping hand.

He thought I resented him for not being you.

And you resent me for not being him.

No!

She rolled her eyes in a perfectly executed expression of disbelief.

I sighed. Ive never stopped wanting you both.

So now what?

Now I have neither. Shrugging, I looked down at the ground.

You still want us both, do you?

Yeah. Still with a hanging head, I met her eyes. Yeah, I do.

You still want me?

Of course! Straightening, I grew indignant at her tonal suggestion I wasnt being completely honest.

Oh, Hutton. You wouldnt know open and honest if it smacked you in the face.

If you still wanted me as much as you ever didGeorgia patted the box as if it were a gift, not the packed-up detritus of a former lifemy things would still be in the other rooms, waiting for my return, not in the living room, waiting for my exit.

But you One glance was all it took to shut me up. She was right, she was right, she was right.

How Id managed to move through life not seeing it, I couldnt work out. But I hadnt seen much recently. Distracted hadnt been the word for it. Blind was closer to the truth.

Look, Reece, dont take this the wrong way. She hoisted the box onto one hip. Im not saying this to build any bridges between us. Its… Well, theres no going back, put it that way, but is it really over? With him?

The breath I drew rattled in my chest before I managed to force out a reluctant Yes.

Well, I really am sorry. Georgia bit her lip and looked as if her words were from the heart. I dont like to see you hurt.

Bit late for that, I snapped. And I know, I know. I brought it all on myself. Ive only got myself to blame.

I wasnt… She groaned, and I didnt know if it was with exertion, though the box was small, or emotional turmoil. Youve given up on me. And youre pining for Daniel. Its written all over your face. But I dont hate you for it, Reece.

No, but you dont love me either, do you?

Georgia flinched as if struck by some invisible hand. You have no idea how wrong you are, she muttered, shaking her head. Not a damn clue. I only love one person. Your problem… Georgia cleared her throat and avoided my gaze, looking at the doorway she more than likely wanted to run through. Your problem is, you love two and youre not man enough to decide.

The world held its breath, waiting for either of us to speak, but neither did. There was nothing more to say. Nothing more to do except for Georgia to leave.

And for me to watch her go.


Chapter Eighteen



Reece?

I nearly dropped the armful of hardbacks but caught them just in time. Id know that voice anywhere.

Arent you gonna turn around?

I slotted the book Id been reshelving into place and swallowed hard before turning on the spot. Georgia. The word came out as little more than a croak, and it was all the greeting I could manage.

I hope you dont mind me coming into your workplace like this. She bit her lip, and I noticed she wore lip gloss, wondered if she was trying to impress me. Or someone else. Or just making herself look nice as she often wanted to do.

I rocked my weight back onto one leg, examined the other foot as if it held the secret to the universe. Thats why its called a public library. I looked at her again. How can we be so awkward with each other? Ive been inside you.

Hmm. Yes. But we havent spoken since…

No. It had been weeks.

I assume youre busy.

I shrugged. Kinda. Well, the usual. You know. Its not too hectic. Not many people spend their Saturdays in a library unless they have business here.

Yes, well, you see

How have you been? I wanted to take a step closer, but words were all I had. Even though shed come into my territory, I felt as if that last inch between us was too great a distance to cross.

Jesus, Reece. Words. Cross. You like to torture yourself, dont you?

If I closed the gap, Id be trespassing on something that wasnt mine anymore.

Fine. She nodded, shrugged even as she held on to the shoulder strap of her handbag with both hands. Looking not fine. Oh, beautiful as always, but there was something different in her eyes now. Or something missing. Well. Anyway. She took a deep breath. Can we talk? It wont take long. She looked over her shoulder and pointed at a sofa in a secluded corner. What about over there?

Huffing out a long breath, I shrugged my acquiescence. Sure. Sure. Glancing in the direction of the main General Lending desk, I added, As long as we dont take too much time. I caught the furrow in her brow when I looked back. Sorry. I dont mean to sound like Im rushing you, but libraries arent conducive to private conversations much of the time. Theyre quiet, but not, you know.

Yes. I understand. Georgia blinked rapidly, looked away from me, and walked over to the settee without looking back.

We sat, and I put the three hardbacks between us. Caught her eye. Moved them over to the other side of me. Words as a barrier. How appropriate.

I cleared my throat, unable to bear the silence. Even a library shouldnt be so deafeningly quiet, but Georgias presence bled the room of all white noise. I miss you.

Dont, Reece.

If Im not supposed to say it, why are you here?

She swallowed, craning her neck back as if there was a lump in her throat too large to deal with. I just wanted to see…to say I dont want there to be any bad feeling between us.

Are you seeing someone? That had to be it. She was here to clear the air with me before going off to her new life. As if she needed my permission.

But how could I complain? Id fucked another man. Then again, so had she. The same man.

No. Somehow shed mastered the art of exclaiming, but under her breath. A talent acquired from dating a librarian, I supposed. No. You thought Id come in here just to show someone off and make you feel bad? Jesus, Reece, what kind of a woman do you think I am?

Immediately ashamed of my suspicions, I lowered my gaze.

Ive been going out with friends, but just socializing. You know. Getting out. Nothing too outlandish. But anyway. There was an invisible shrug to her tone as if she was shaking off the borderline accusation. I dont like to see you miserable.

Well, thats just I shot her a glance, immediately lowered the volume of my voice. There was no one nearby, but it wouldnt do to lose my temper. Thats just something well all have to live with.

There was so much more I wanted to say. So much, like demanding to know why she had to show up now and disturb my emotional equilibrium. If she was out of my life, I wanted her to stay out. I didnt want half of Georgia. I wanted all of her, and shed never be able to live with the fact that it wasnt her alone I wanted.

I guess I just wanted to reassure myself you were doing okay.

Yeah, fucking marvelous, I snapped, momentarily chastened by the wide-eyed look of hurt she gave me, but only momentarily. Look, Georgia, I know I messed up. I know I threw away what we had.

No, Reece, you

And if youre trying to make me feel bad, then well done. You managed it. But you coming in here like this, its just… I rolled my eyes, looked up at the ceiling, and the fluorescent strip lights made my eyes water. Yes, it was the lights. I blamed them. Its just not cool.

There wereGeorgia fiddled with her handbag in her lap, undoing and refastening the claspa few things to clear up.

What, you couldnt call instead?

I didnt realize my presence was so abhorrent, she snapped, making no attempt this time to mask the hostility.

But she wasnt the only one bruised. Whatever part of me that hurt right now had numbed until shed walked back in here and kicked it back into pain.

Its not. Unable to stop myself, I reached for her knee, gave it a squeeze, and she flinched under me. Come back.

No. She flinched again, more violently this time, and I lifted my hand away. Stop it. I cant. Youre only hanging on to me because Im familiar. These things run their course. Maybe thats why we both brought in thirds. I dont know. I still love you, but…

Yeah, but. I inhaled slowly. Breathed out just as slowly. God alone knew how I was going to get through the rest of my day at work. Whatever emotions her visit had churned up, I didnt need to be feeling them, now or ever.

Georgia sniffed, blew her nose on a tissue she must have had on hand for just this purpose, and some small, malicious, selfish, hateful part of me was glad she was as upset as I. She stood, and it was my turn to flinch. I left your… Theres…at the front desk. Reception, I mean.

What, did I leave some CDs at your place or something? She was welcome to them. I didnt want anything from Georgia except Georgia.

She took a shuddering breath. Ah. The unspoken farewell. Shed come in to give me one final kick-in-the-nuts good-bye and couldnt even utter the word.

Well, I was glad, because I didnt need to hear it. Watching her walk away was bad enough, and here she was doing it again. Without looking back. And this time, I didnt follow.

I picked up the books, resigned myself to an afternoons busywork. Nothing too taxing and itd keep me occupied. My body at least; I wasnt too sure about my mind. It raced. Even as I slotted the books back onto the shelves, it raced.

Going back to the returns trolley, I remembered what shed said about leaving my things at reception. Wondered what had got mixed up in her belongings. Hadnt noticed anything of mine going missing.

Reece? Tom began. You okay?

Hmm? One hand on the returns trolley, I frowned, craned my neck to get a better view of the reception desk outside in the main foyer. Yeah, yeah.

Was that Georgia who just came in? She left pretty sharpish.

She did. Listen, Im gonna be a minute. I need to speak to Cheryl.

Sure. Tom shrugged as I left him behind, headed for reception, and leaned against the desk.

Hey, Cheryl.

She was just hanging up the phone.

Is there a bag or a box here for me? Georgia was just in, and she said she left me

She pointed with the pen she held in her right hand, nodded at some point in the distance behind me, over by the staircase.

Breath caught in my throat and time slowed down as I turned, knowing before I knew.

I knew who was sitting at one of the chessboard tables left out for members of the public, running his hands through his already tousled hair, silently cursing at his laptop.

What? I looked back at Cheryl, frowning, and she shrugged, gave a watery smile.

I was almost scared to look back at Daniel in case he wasnt there anymore, but he was no illusion. His back was to me, so I drank him in without being scrutinized in return.

There was the carefully cultivated bed head, the shoulders under the muscle-tight T-shirt, the leather jacket flung over the back of the chair. The laptop open at his word processing program with its taunting cursor but, as I was able to make out, not a totally blank page. Good old Daniel. Never did get writers block.

But God alone knew, though the words came for him, I was mystified as to what to say now.

He shot a glance over his shoulder, stared right at me as if hed known I was there, and I gasped. Well? he seemed to ask. What now?

So this is it. I thought of Georgia and the blessing inherent in her leaving something that belonged to me at reception. Jesus Christ, Georgia, you…

Blinking, I took a tentative step nearer.

Daniel leaned an elbow on the desk, rested his chin on his palm, and let his gaze follow me across the foyer as I neared him.

Saying nothing, I looked at the chair opposite him, then at Daniel himself. I took his raised brows, his widening eyes as an invitation to sit. Even when in the chair, I needed to steady myself with a hand on the table.

So. Even one word was better than nothing, but it still left me needing to clear my throat. Tapping my fingers, I looked down at my hand and back up at him, into his eyes. There you are.

Yes. He lowered the hand hed held to his face, slid the other across the table, and stopped it an inch from mine. One finger tap-tap-tapped on the polished wood like a metronomic countdown. And just before it got down to zero and his hand made contact, he said, Here I am.
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