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        Between his time in the Marines and working as a bouncer at Wilde’s, Elliott Moore has seen it all. In his line of work, breaking up fights is business as usual. When he steps into a lovers’ quarrel one night, though, he finds himself running interference as a traumatized man tries to get rid of a persistent and occasionally violent ex-boyfriend.

      

      

      

      Dr. Samir Ramezani has had enough. He just wants to move on from that toxic, abusive relationship, but his jerk of an ex isn’t ready to let him go. When Elliott offers to back him up, Samir is grateful for the help—and irresistibly drawn to the man with the big muscles and a soft touch.

      

      Samir is terrified he’s just jumping from one bad relationship to another, but Elliott isn’t like men he’s dated before. He’s sweet, he’s gentle, and he’s a sucker for Samir’s beloved pets. And Elliott isn’t just protective of Samir—as the chemistry sizzles between them, he’s falling fast. It’s hard not to think this could be the real thing.

      

      That is as long as the vindictive ex-boyfriend who knows all Samir’s weaknesses doesn’t find a way to sabotage it.

      

      This Wilde’s novel is 57,000 words, and can be read as a standalone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Elliott

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I moved back to Seattle, I was a Marine for twenty years. For eight of the ten months I’d been retired, I’d worked as a bouncer at Wilde’s, the most popular gay bar on Broadway. The two jobs could not have been any more different, but there were some parallels. Coworkers with war stories—literal ones from actual wars—that may or may not have been true. Stupid people who couldn’t hold their liquor. And the fact that three months into my stint at Wilde’s, I’d had the epiphany that bouncing was like combat in the sense that it was ninety-eight percent boredom, two percent sheer terror.

      That wasn’t to say it held a candle to having a mortar land way too close to you and your buddies, or that it was terrifying in the way a firefight was. But it kind of was, too. In a room lit only by disco lights, crowded with a lot of bodies moving in a lot of directions, it could get scary when someone got violent or belligerent. Usually it was just a couple’s spat or someone who’d had too much to drink and started throwing clumsy punches. Thing was, I wouldn’t know that until afterward. Once the troublemaker was subdued, outside, and on their way someplace else, then we could all release our breath and be glad it hadn’t been worse.

      In the moment, there was just no way of knowing for sure. Knives and guns weren’t hard to hide. Bars had a lot of bottles and glasses, any one of which could turn into a shiv without much effort. A drunk in a violent rage was difficult to distinguish from someone having a psychotic break. When all you could see was two people shouting, but the music was too loud to hear what was being said, there was no telling if they were trash talking or if someone was making an actual threat.

      And given that this was a gay bar, and society had only progressed so far when it came to accepting gay men, we always had to prepare for the worst when things got ugly.

      The last couple of weeks or so had been pretty quiet. Maybe because it was mid-July and the heat had everyone too lethargic to fight. It was cool and comfortable to me—nothing would ever be “hot” again after the summers I’d spent melting under the Iraqi sun. For people in Seattle, though, anything over seventy was like a collective sleeping spell. Sure, they got bitchy sometimes, but they were too hot and tired to act on it. Miserable for them, good for me. Especially since hot nights also meant thick crowds at Wilde’s, a place that had both air conditioning and ice cold drinks.

      Tonight, I was edgy. So were Casey and Julien, two of the other bouncers. No one had said anything, but I could feel it in their posture and in the way they squinted as they watched the crowd, like they were searching for someone. They were both combat vets too. I wondered if it was just an instinct we’d all honed—that sixth sense that said something’s about to go down. After the night insurgents had ambushed my base and killed three of my guys, I never doubted that instinct.

      And it was fired up tonight, that was for sure.

      A prickly feeling crawled up my back under my tuxedo shirt. I tried not to fidget too visibly. The last thing we needed was bouncers feeding off each other’s agitation.

      Casey was tracking someone across the room. A second later, I realized Julien was fixated on the same direction.

      I followed their trajectories, and as soon as I figured out who they were watching, I wanted to deck them both.

      What’s wrong, idiots? Never seen a Middle Eastern guy in here before?

      But…then the prickly feeling under my shirt intensified. Middle Eastern or not, something wasn’t right about him.

      Subtly, I craned my neck and watched him. At the bar, he ordered a drink, and when he slid the money across to Chris—Julien’s husband—his hand shook.

      I glanced at Julien. His eyes flicked toward me. There was an undeniable and an unspoken is it just me? in his expression.

      Abruptly, Casey pushed away from the wall and started shouldering his way through the crowd. My heart sped up. The guy was just having a drink. Nervously, yes, but just having a drink.

      But then Julien was on the move too.

      Then I realized there was someone else. A white dude in a baseball cap. He was making his way along the bar, headed straight toward the other guy, lips taut and features radiating anger I could feel from here.

      Oh shit.

      Casey and Julien headed toward the nervous guy at the bar, probably trying to head off any possible confrontation while I made a beeline toward the one in the cap.

      None of us moved fast enough—before we could intervene, the guy in the cap grabbed the other guy’s arm. The other jerked away, and the shouting started.

      Everything around them erupted into chaos. Men who were close to the action jumped away, creating a human shockwave and making the crowd even harder to push past. Heads turned. Voices nearly rose above the thumping music; the soprano shatter of a glass did.

      Julien wasn’t as broad as Casey, and he slipped more easily through the crowd. He and I reached the shouting pair at the same time. I grabbed one. He grabbed the other.

      Liam, the shift manager, had materialized out of nowhere—he might’ve come up over the bar for all I knew—and ordered us to take both men outside.

      Five steps ahead of you, boss.

      Julien and Casey had to struggle with the guy in the hat. The other guy… Hell, he didn’t put up a fight at all. If anything, he shrank against me as we cut through the crowd and made for the door. Was he… Was he shaking?

      Outside, I went to the left and the others went to the right, putting about eight feet and three of us between our two fighters. And without the music to drown them out, the shouting came through loud and clear.

      “So you’re stalking me now?” the white guy screamed. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me? I just busted you with your hand down some twink’s pants, and something is wrong with me?”

      Then they were both shouting over the top of each other, drowning each other out while Casey, Julien, and I just tried to keep them apart until they ran out of steam.

      “Enough.” Liam stepped out, the tinted glass door banging shut behind him and cutting off the noise of the club. “Both of you, shut the fuck up.”

      Wisely, they did. Liam was as tall as me or Julien, but he wasn’t exactly a big guy. Still, he could be imposing when he wanted to be, and apparently tonight, he wanted to be.

      He looked at one, then the other. After a moment, he turned to the Middle Eastern guy. “You want to tell me what happened?”

      The guy swallowed. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he was deliberately staying behind me, warily watching his…boyfriend, apparently. “I came down here because I heard he was—”

      “So you have been stalking me!” his boyfriend exploded. “You’re fucking crazy, Samir. Fucking—”

      Liam shot him a look, and the guy shut the hell up. Calmly, Liam turned back toward the one who was apparently called Samir. “Go on.”

      Samir glanced at his boyfriend. “I thought he was cheating. Came down here to see for myself.” I couldn’t decide if his eyes were suddenly welling up, or if they had been already and I’d just missed it, but his voice was soft and a little unsteady as he added, “Turned out I was right.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit!”

      Beside me—partially behind me—Samir flinched. Like flinched. As if someone had raised a hand to him, and it wasn’t the first time.

      My blood turned cold. So did Liam’s eyes. I gulped as my boss’s lips pulled into a thin bleached line. Liam had the patience of a saint with even the most belligerent drunks, but there were certain nerves you just didn’t fuck with. This was one of them.

      Liam glanced at the boyfriend. Then Samir. Then me. And in an icy, even voice, he said, “Elliott, take him into my office.”

      Samir stiffened. “What? I don’t—”

      “Easy.” Liam made a calm down gesture, and his voice softened. “You can leave if you want to, but it might not be a bad idea for you to stay with him for a minute.” He nodded toward me.

      Samir gulped.

      His boyfriend released an exasperated sigh and started to say something, but Julien shot him a glare that was as piercing as one of Liam’s, and he shut his trap.

      “It’s your call,” I said to Samir.

      Samir shifted his weight, glancing back and forth between all of us. Finally, he nodded.

      I herded him toward the door. Behind me, the boyfriend started shouting again, but then the door was open, letting out the noise of the club. Just before it shut behind us, I heard Liam’s murderous tone: “If you know what’s good for you—”

      The door cut him off. I’d heard variations of the speech before. By the time Liam was done, that idiot would be wise to avoid showing his face within a two-block radius of Wilde’s.

      I led Samir behind the bar and into the office Liam shared with the owner and the other shift managers. There, I offered him a seat.

      “You want anything? A beer or something?”

      Samir shook his head as he sank into the chair. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

      I leaned against the wall beside the door. It was a habit—I was a bouncer, after all—but I had a feeling it was a comfort for him too. If anyone came in here, they’d have to get past me before they got to him.

      In silence, he stared down at his wringing hands, and I stared at him. Now that the chaos had calmed, I could actually get a good look at him.

      And wow, he was gorgeous. That wasn’t exactly a shock in this club—every attractive queer man in Seattle seemed to flock here to get laid—but he did crazy things to my pulse. He was lean and fit, and slightly taller than me, so probably six-one, six-two, but narrower in the shoulders. The way he’d moved across the club and the way he sat now, his fear and nerves were undeniable, but there was still a certain grace to the way he carried himself.

      His face was gorgeous too. Dark stubble along his jaw. Short, jet black hair. Features that were a perfect combination of round and angular. He had olive skin that would probably be a beautiful deep tan after an hour or two in the sun, unlike my pasty ass that would burn in five minutes flat.

      I couldn’t see his eyes right then and hadn’t had the opportunity to really look at them earlier. I wondered what color they were.

      He scrubbed a shaky hand over his face. Under the scrutiny of the fluorescent overhead lights, some scars on his wrist and forearm stood out, pale against the darker skin. As I subtly looked closer, I noticed more on his other arm and even a few on one side of his face.

      My gut clenched. They didn’t look like the remnants of anything catastrophic, but at first glance, neither did the scars on my left arm and ribs, and three of those had gone to the bone.

      Slowly, Samir drew in a breath, and then he looked up at me.

      Brown. His eyes were the most beautiful dark brown.

      “So what happens now?” He sounded exhausted.

      “Liam’s probably letting your—” I wasn’t sure how to refer to the asshole in the cap.

      “Boyfriend.” Samir deflated a little and shifted his gaze to the floor. “Ex-boyfriend, if I have a fucking spine.”

      “Right. Well, Liam’s probably letting him know in no uncertain terms that if he shows up at this club again, he’ll be leaving in handcuffs.”

      Samir’s head snapped up. “Can he do that?”

      I nodded. “Few years back, he dated a guy who got violent. Fucker stalked him here, then attacked his new boyfriend. After that, the owner gave the managers and the bouncers the right to forbid people from coming back.” With a shrug, I added, “If they do, they’re arrested for trespassing.”

      He stared at me for a moment, and some tension melted out of his shoulders. His cheeks darkened and he looked at the floor again. “Guess it’s too bad I can’t have one of you at my house.”

      “Do you think he’ll mess with you there?”

      Samir chewed his lip. The half shrug was so subtle, it might’ve just been a release of nervous energy. “Don’t know. I mean, he’s terrified of my dog, so that’s a plus.” He laughed humorlessly. “My dog just can’t tell the cops he’s trespassing.”

      “No, but you can.”

      No response.

      Christ. How long had that jackass been treating him like this?

      Someone knocked. Samir jumped like I did whenever someone slammed a door.

      I gave him a second to breathe, then turned the knob. Not surprisingly, it was Liam.

      “Your boyfriend is in the security office.” Liam stepped into the room, and as I shut the door, he took a seat behind the desk. “Do you want to press charges?”

      Samir shuddered and quickly shook his head. “No.”

      “Are you sure? I have at least two bartenders and a dozen witnesses who saw him put his hands on you.”

      Another shudder.

      “And he took a swing at one of my bouncers,” Liam growled.

      Jesus. I was surprised there was anything left of the guy if he’d tried to hit Casey or Julien.

      “So, is he going to jail for that?” Samir’s voice shook.

      “I don’t know yet.” Liam folded his arms on the edge of the desk. “All I have to do is call the cops and get witness statements from my bouncers, and he’s getting charged with assault and battery. Your name doesn’t have to be anywhere near it.” He inclined his head. “But before I do that, I need to know if it’s going to put you at risk.”

      Samir drew back. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he’ll probably make bail. It’s the sad reality of situations like this, but especially if it’s his first offense—” Liam raised his eyebrows.

      “It is. On paper, anyway.”

      “Right. So they won’t keep him for long. I just don’t want to create a situation where he comes home and takes it out on you.”

      Samir pushed out a ragged breath as he ran a hand over his hair. “Fuck.”

      “Is he dangerous?” Liam asked the question gently but in a voice that told me he definitely knew the answer.

      “I don’t…” Samir sighed. “As long as he’s sober, no. Probably not. Hopefully not.”

      Liam studied him for a moment. His eyes flicked toward me, and I gave an apologetic shrug. You know this shit better than I do, boss.

      After a moment, he said, “Would you prefer if we just let him go?”

      Samir didn’t answer immediately, but when he did, it was a subtle nod. “I think it’s for the better.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Another hesitation. Another nod. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      Liam chewed the inside of his cheek. Then he picked up the phone and pressed the speed dial for the security office. “It’s Liam. Let him go, but remind him what I told him.” He hung up and looked at Samir. “All right. I’d suggest you stick around for a few minutes just to make sure he’s gone, but for what it’s worth, if he comes back into this club again, he’ll be charged with trespassing.”

      “I know.” Samir nodded toward me. “He explained it.”

      “Good.” Liam met my gaze, offering a subtle nod. To Samir, he said, “Is there anything else we can do to help?”

      Samir didn’t look at either of us. “No. Thank you, though. For everything you have done.”

      Liam grimaced. It was his I wish I could do more face. I knew that look, and I knew the feeling. He swallowed. “If you want them, I’ve got numbers and websites for people who can help. Support groups, things like that.”

      Samir sat up a little. “I think I’m okay. I just need to tell him it’s over. Between the cheating and…” He shuddered. “I need to call things off with him.”

      “Do you want someone there with you?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      Samir looked at me, eyebrows climbing his forehead.

      I shifted my weight. “So he knows you mean business. And just in case he tries anything stupid.”

      “It’s worth considering,” Liam said. “I had two bouncers with me the day I told my ex off. If there’s anything we can do to help—any of us—just say the word.”

      Samir glanced back and forth between us. “Wow. Um. Thank you. That’s, um, I really appreciate it.” He pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll be all right, though. I mean, thanks for the offer, but I can handle him.”

      “Are you sure?” Liam asked.

      Samir nodded. “Yeah.” He managed a weak smile, and I couldn’t help thinking he must be absolutely beautiful when smiled for real.

      I curled a fist at my side. Few things pissed me off more than realizing how much of someone’s light had dimmed thanks to an abusive partner, and I suddenly wanted to break a few of his asshole boyfriend’s bones. From the way Liam’s jaw was working, I wasn’t the only one.

      Liam glanced at his watch. “I guarantee Julien and Casey have booted him out of here by now. You’re probably safe to head out if you want to.” He paused. “Elliott can take you to your car if you feel safer.”

      Samir glanced at me. “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all.”
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            Samir

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated the idea of needing an escort out to my car, but now that I’d pissed off Jesse, a little caution didn’t hurt.

      I stepped out into the parking lot with Elliott the bouncer on my heels, then paused. Scanning the lot and what I could see of the two streets—Broadway and whatever cross street this was—I searched for any signs of Jesse. His car had been parked several spaces from the front, like he’d gotten here before business had really picked up, and it was gone now. Someone had already taken his spot, too.

      Question was, where was Jesse?

      I shivered, then took in a deep breath of the cooling night air. If he was at my house, I’d call the cops. Plain and simple.

      Should’ve let the club do that. He could’ve spent tonight in jail.

      But the manager had had a point—what happened once Jesse got out of jail? Roughing up your boyfriend in a club after he busted you cheating wasn’t exactly a capital offense. Being the boyfriend who busted you and had your ass dragged off to jail, however, was definitely an offense worthy of one hell of a temper tantrum. So unless I wanted to juggle more dental bills alongside my crippling student loans, it was best not to poke the grizzly any more than I already had tonight.

      The door opened behind me, letting out the noise of the club, and I stood aside to stay out of the way. Elliott did too.

      But it wasn’t someone leaving or coming out for a smoke.

      It was that spiky-haired twink who’d had my boyfriend’s—ex-boyfriend’s—hand down his impossibly tight pants.

      He stopped, looking right at me but still drawing back a little. I was at least a head taller than him, but no one had ever described me as particularly intimidating. Not unless they were being racist, anyhow.

      “Uh.” He cleared his throat. “Hey.”

      Beside me, Elliott looked back and forth between us, but said nothing.

      I gritted my teeth. “Hey.”

      The kid gulped. “Listen, I just wanted to apologize. I didn’t know he had a boyfriend.”

      “Yeah, I don’t imagine he mentioned me on his Grindr profile.” In fact, I knew he didn’t, because I’d found the fucking thing. “He probably didn’t mention his temper, either.”

      The kid’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “You didn’t see what happened in there?” I pointed at Wilde’s.

      “I…” His eyes flicked toward the door. “I mean, he…”

      “That was nothing.” I exhaled. “Listen, sweetheart. Do yourself a favor.” I pointed past him at the club. “Go in there and fuck someone who isn’t Jesse.”

      His eyes widened.

      I didn’t wait for him to say anything else but continued into the parking lot.

      When Elliott fell into step behind me, I remembered that Jesse might still be here. My heart skipped, and I slowed down.

      “You all right?” Elliott asked.

      I nodded. “Nervous.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      “You guys must think I’m an idiot.” I folded my arms loosely across my chest as I continued scanning the parking lot while I walked. “Being afraid of my own fucking boyfriend.”

      “Like I said, Liam’s ex roughed him up a lot too. It was pretty bad.”

      I shuddered. “And he’s gone now? The ex?”

      “Yeah. The guy did a little time in jail, but he hasn’t bugged Liam since he got out.” He paused long enough for us to take a few steps before he added, “And now Liam’s happily married to a great guy.”

      “Oh. That’s… That’s good. Good for him.” I envied the man. Especially for being smart enough to end it with his ex and not move on to another abusive asshole. Apparently some of us were slower learners than others. Maybe the third time would be the charm, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

      I was so lost in my own thoughts, I almost walked right past my car but skidded to a stop just in time. Elliott nearly stumbled into me, and he grabbed my shoulder to steady us both.

      He jerked his hand back. “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I laughed self-consciously. “I guess I could’ve given you some warning.”

      “It’s all right.” He smiled, and I decided I loved his smile. In fact, now that I actually looked at him, he was really attractive. He was a white guy, probably in his late thirties or early forties—he had a few grays in his short black hair and a few lines on his face. As if his blue eyes weren’t gorgeous enough on their own. I liked the curve of his lips and tried not to think too much about what they’d feel like against mine, so I tore my gaze away and gave him the subtlest down-up I could.

      The rest of him was sexy too. The tux shirt and cummerbund certainly didn’t hurt—not that his narrow waist or broad shoulders needed any help. He was almost my height, and not enormous like some of the other bouncers, but definitely not someone I’d have fucked with.

      Someone I could be persuaded to fuck, though.

      Heat rushed into my cheeks, and I cleared my throat as I looked away. Yeah, it was time to break things off with Jesse. I’d never cheat, but now that I knew he was, I was already itching to start casting my net. And a sexy guy in a tux shirt and bowtie? Seemed like as good a place as any to start.

      Elliott muffled a cough and nodded toward the car. “So, uh, this one’s yours?”

      “Yeah.” I took my keys out of my pocket, letting them jingle. “Thanks. Again. I really appreciate this.”

      “Don’t mention it. That’s what they pay me for.”

      Right. Right. This was his job. I’d been sitting right there when his boss had sent him out here with me.

      Is it really too much to ask to find a nice guy who’ll walk with me for free?

      “Well, I should go.” Before I get too depressing and maudlin. “My cats are probably destroying my house.”

      Elliott laughed. Oh God. He was so fucking beautiful. “Okay. Well. Take care.” He sobered, brow pinching as he held my gaze. “And the offer’s still open—you need anyone there while you’re booting him out, you know where to find us.” He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb. “Any time, okay?”

      I forced a smile. “Thank you.”

      He waited until I was in the car and had the engine running. Then, and only then, he headed back toward the club.

      With way too many emotions tangling in my chest, I stole one last look at him before I pulled out of the parking lot and left Wilde’s behind.

      For a few blocks, I watched the rearview almost as much as I watched the road. I was certain that, at any moment, Jesse’s car would appear behind me. Somewhere in this city, probably not far from here, he was pissed off, and I was going to hear about it. Always did. Tonight it was bound to be a lot worse than usual. There was cold comfort in knowing he wouldn’t be spending the night in a jail cell, getting even angrier. The fewer offenses I’d committed, the better this would play out.

      I hoped.
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      Jesse’s car never materialized behind me, and when I got home, I understood why—he was parked in my driveway.

      I should call the cops. I need to call the cops. I promised myself I’d call the cops.

      I…

      Knew damn well I wasn’t calling the cops.

      Stomach roiling, I pulled in beside him. He got out of his car. I got out of mine.

      And the second our eyes met, my heart sank. Fuck, I would’ve preferred his angry face. That look he gave me whenever he was a breath away from losing his temper. It scared the hell out of me, especially since I knew what could happen when that thread snapped, but damn if it wasn’t easier to face than this.

      “I’m so sorry, Samir.” His lips pulled tight and his eyebrows were knitted together. It was hard to tell in this light, but I was pretty sure there were tears in his eyes. If there weren’t now, there would be soon. “Can we talk about this?”

      I gritted my teeth as I locked my car doors. “I need to go to sleep. I have to be at the clinic early tomorrow.”

      “I know. I understand.” He took a deep breath through his nose and squared his shoulders. “But just for a few minutes? Just to talk?”

      I was about to tell him no when my dog’s deep, booming bark made him flinch. “Okay. But let’s talk inside. I need to feed Shouka.”

      Jesse gulped. He must’ve been determined, though, because he nodded and followed me up the front steps.

      Shouka was on the other side of the door, barking gruffly, nails skittering on the foyer’s hardwood. When I pushed open the door, she jumped up, whining happily as her rump wiggled with the wagging of her tiny tail. Usually, I gave her a quiet command to sit and hush, but this time I let her jump on me a few times just to remind Jesse that there was a hundred-plus pound rottweiler to contend with. He’d never laid a hand on me while Shouka was in the house, and I’d learned to exploit that whenever I could.

      Once she’d made my point, I hushed Shouka and sent her into the kitchen. While Jesse closed the door, I followed the dog and started going through the motions of feeding her. Though Shouka was young and still in training—hence why she hadn’t yet learned not to jump on me when I came home—she was pretty well behaved. She sat patiently where the carpet ended and the linoleum began, panting happily while I opened the can.

      My cats were MIA, which meant they were probably causing chaos in some other part of the house. Such was life with a pair of Bengals. Normally, I’d go make sure they were both accounted for—and whatever havoc they’d wreaked in my absence was cleaned up—but I wasn’t going anywhere near the bed until Jesse was gone. I wasn’t giving him any ideas.

      Jesse gave Shouka as wide a berth as possible as he slipped into the kitchen with me. “So, uh. We need to talk. About tonight.”

      As if our problems had started tonight.

      “Okay. Let’s talk.” I took the top of the can off, tossed it in the trash can, dumped the contents into Shouka’s dish, and mixed it with some kibble. As soon as I put it on the floor and gestured at it, Shouka bounded across the kitchen and dove in.

      Jesse squirmed. “Could we maybe do this in the living room?”

      I nodded. It wasn’t the bedroom, at least, and if Shouka heard anything, she’d be in there in a heartbeat.

      Normal couples don’t need a rottweiler on standby to have a conversation.

      Normal couples also didn’t have to make up red-faced excuses about “getting carried away last night” to explain suspicious marks or use their cats as scapegoats for broken possessions. My cats were troublemakers, as all Bengals were, but they’d had nothing to do with replacing a glass coffee table, a flat screen TV, or a laptop computer in the last eighteen months. They also hadn’t been the reason Shouka had broken the back door off its hinges trying to get into the house.

      As I sat down on the couch beside Jesse, I swallowed the sick feeling in my gut. There was nothing normal about our relationship. I’d known that for a long time. And yet, somehow, I kept circling back to my customary place under his thumb.

      Jesse put his arm around my shoulders. I stiffened but didn’t dare pull away.

      “Listen,” he said. “Tonight was kind of a wakeup call. That we need to fix things.”

      I gritted my teeth and stared at the coffee table. Hardwood this time. Not glass. It would be a lot tougher to break. “How long have you been seeing him?”

      “I just met him tonight. But that’s not the point.” He squeezed my leg. “I wouldn’t have cheated if things had been okay with us, you know?”

      “So what’s not okay with us?” Oh please do enlighten me.

      “We’re just in a rut, that’s all.”

      “A rut?” I turned him, trying not to let his puppy dog eyes make me puke on his lap. I’d regret that. “Jesse, we agreed to be monogamous.” In fact it was your idea.

      “I know, but things have… I mean, you’re working such crazy hours. I never see you.”

      Ah. There it is. My fault.

      I swallowed. “So what do you suggest we do?”

      “Is there any way you can scale back your hours?”

      Shifting my gaze back to the table, I tamped down the anger in my chest. Flying off the handle wouldn’t do any good. Lesson learned the hard way. “You know I can’t.”

      “What do you think we should do, then?”

      I took a deep breath. Then I pushed myself up, letting his hand slide off my leg, and I stepped around the coffee table under the pretense of needing to pace. Arms folded across my chest, I started back and forth across the path I’d worn in the carpet. I wasn’t even a pacer—it had just become a convenient excuse to not stay on the couch with him.

      Shouka came into the room and flopped down in front of the TV stand. I stopped to pet her, and I swore she was staring at me like “say the word and I’ll fuck him up.” Or maybe that was just what I wanted to see. What I needed to see. And there probably was some truth to it, too—she was the sweetest dog I’d ever had, but she was also fiercely protective of me. I just didn’t want her to attack him because in my line of work, I knew all too well what happened to dogs who’d bitten humans, and it didn’t matter why.

      I gave her another quick head scratch, then went back to pacing.

      “Samir.” Jesse’s voice was shaking. Much more of this tension, he’d probably break down crying, and I silently begged him not to. Tears were one of the few Achilles’ heels I still had with him. He knew it, too. “Please. Just tell me what we can do to fix this.”

      You could start by not being a cheating bastard.

      Maybe a few anger management courses while you’re at it.

      Oh, and go back in time and erase all those cuts, bruises, the cracked tooth, and both concussions.

      Then we’ll talk.

      I took a deep breath and faced him. “Maybe it’s time we just let it go.”

      “Let it—” He sat up straighter, eyes huge. “Like, split up?”

      I nodded because my mouth had suddenly gone dry. My heart could not possibly have pounded any harder.

      “No.” Shaking his head, he stood, and I cringed inwardly as he came around the coffee table. He gave Shouka a wary look, then wrapped an arm around my waist. “We can make this work. We just need to spend more time together. That’s all.”

      I forced myself to look him in the eye and not allow one iota of fear to show. “Are you going to cut your hours?”

      He blinked, then laughed. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “What makes you think I can?”

      “You own the clinic. You make the hours and the rules.”

      “Yes, and I also need to be there to see patients. If I could afford to hire another doctor to pick up some of the slack, I would, but I can’t.” I shrugged. “I just can’t, Jesse. I’m sorry.”

      He exhaled hard. “Okay, well, maybe we should consider spending more of our off-time together. We’ve talked about moving in together. Maybe we—”

      “Jesse.” I shook my head and carefully extricated myself from his grasp. “If we’re not in a good place, moving in together isn’t going to fix anything. And I mean, you’d be miserable living with Shouka.” I gestured at my dog for emphasis, and she slurped my hand.

      Jesse scowled. “So you’d pick your dog over me?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “My dog is non-negotiable.”

      “But I’m not?” The corners of his mouth twitched with barely concealed anger. My stomach somersaulted. I was on thin ice now.

      I petted Shouka’s head to keep her calm. And myself, truth be told. “Our problems have nothing to do with her. They’re between you and me. And I don’t think they’re going to be solved.” I faced him. “Not by moving in together, and not by staying together.”

      He studied me. I could almost feel him strategizing. Figuring out the most effective way to manipulate me. It was hard to believe I’d been blind to it for so long—now it was painfully obvious.

      Finally, he sighed, stepped closer and put his hands on my arms. “Look, tonight’s been rough. I lost my temper because you caught me off guard. Maybe we both need to just sleep on it, and then talk about this tomorrow once we’ve both calmed down, okay?”

      I dropped my gaze. “Jesse, we—”

      “Please, Samir.” His voice cracked. Oh, I was fucked. He cupped my face, making me look him in the eyes, and I had a full view of the tears getting ready to fall. “I love you. We can make this work. Just sleep on it. I’ll come by tomorrow, and we can have dinner, and we can sort this out.”

      And you’ll wear me down just like you always do, and we’ll wind up in bed, and—

      And the thought of having sex with him made my skin crawl.

      But damn if I had the energy to argue with him tonight. I was drained after working up the courage to confront him in the first place. Our physical confrontation had been mercifully brief thanks to the bouncers, but those fights always left me exhausted. Even if he just backhanded me across the face and that was the end of it, I would be almost lethargic once the adrenaline had dropped out from under me.

      Which meant I couldn’t do this tonight. I just didn’t have it in me.

      “Okay.” I swallowed. “Tomorrow. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Jesse smiled. He drew me in and kissed me in that tender way that had won me over dozens of times in the past but just made me queasy now.

      I broke the kiss and didn’t look at him. “I need to go to sleep, though. I’ll text you on my way home tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you then.” He paused. “I love you. I mean it.”

      Without looking at him, I murmured, “I love you too.” I’d stopped meaning it a long time ago. It was easy to tell him that lie, though. Not because I took the words lightly, but because they were code for “please don’t hurt me.” I didn’t love him, but I didn’t want to give him a reason to go hands-on again either.

      He kissed me once more and let it linger just long enough to make me think he’d want to stay tonight.

      I nudged him back. “Not tonight.”

      Jesse grinned. “I tried.”

      I forced my best smile, and showed him to the door. There, I tolerated one last kiss and waited in the foyer until the sound of his car engine had disappeared into the night.

      Then I slid down the door and sat on the mat beside the shoe rack, kneading my temples. Shouka was immediately at my side, whining softly and licking my hand.

      “Hey, baby.” I wrapped my arms around her and let all hundred some-odd pounds of her lean against me.

      Tomorrow night. That would give me time.

      Time to work up the courage.

      Time to think of something to say.

      Time to see if Elliott’s offer really did still stand.
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