
    
      
        
          
        
      

    





BREATH, HEART, BLADE











A note from the author:



I live in southeast Texas and as such, my writing reflects it.  Most of my characters live in Texas or were born there, so their lingo reflects our southern dialect.

The stories I write are short, insta lust, insta love, fast burn and hot as hell.  If this is your jam, please, have a seat and sit a spell.

Also, if you are a family member, be warned, this is not for you.  Run... far, far away.

Creating the characters is a joy for me, whether I actually like them or not.  Some are not very savory, and some I’ve grown quite fond of.  They’re all created in my head where they’ve come to life on their own.  I get to know them as I write the stories, just as you get to know them as you read the chapters.

Some of the locations in these books are based in real places, and some locations are completely made up.  If the locations are real, I usually alter the logistics to fit my story instead of depicting the true to life real estate.

A little warning, however.  These stories may depict violence, and they certainly contain foul language and descriptive sex, sometimes all at the same time.  If you are the least bit offended by foul language, steamy sex, or descriptive violence, I’ll ask you nicely to move along.

However, if you don’t mind a little bit of make-believe in your life, read on.  I hope it brings you a bit of entertainment.

––––––––
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ENJOY,

Susie Brinn








TRIGGERS:

Stalking.

Attempted Abduction.

Violent attack.












FEAR DOESN’T STOP DEATH; IT STOPS LIFE.

Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz.
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Chapter 1 - Cormac Fitzhugh (Mack)
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Camp is dead quiet, except for the poor bastards stuck patrolling the edges of our little slice of nowhere.  Nothing has moved in two months - not since the suits started shuffling power around back home and out here in this godforsaken oven we’re calling a front.

I can’t sleep, which pisses me off since it’ll affect my day tomorrow as my guys and I load up to leave in a few hours.  It’ll be a grueling two-day trip that will further rob me of sleep. 

Tomorrow will be hard enough after taking the trip to Camp Arifjan, a government military base that houses joint forces, in one of the many tactical trucks that transport personnel - not to mention the flight home.

My bunk creaks as I swing my legs over and push myself up, aching muscles groaning like I’m an old man swallowing a moan.

I’m only 26, but I feel ancient.  Four years working as a contractor for the Army, stationed in the middle east, will do that to a man.

They call me Sarge - not because of any type of official title since we aren’t part of the armed forces. Maybe because my duties line up with the real deal; training my team for our primary missions, shoulder to shoulder with the enlisted men and women of the US Army. Then again, maybe because, out here, titles don’t mean shit without trust. 

I am ready to get this tour over with.  I’ve carried this burden for far too long.  My role as their leader is not for the faint of heart.  You won’t find an apprenticeship in my story.  Just a trial by fire the day I signed on with this outfit.  My training comes from experience, sweat, and consequence.  It’s a dirty job with too much pressure. Professionalism is just a uniform word.  What’s under my skin is grit, scars, and decisions I’ll carry to the grave.  

I’ve had to be more than just good; I’ve had to be right, every time.  Missions don’t forgive mistakes.  And in between the planning, the executing, and the cleaning up, I make damn sure my men are alive at the end of it.

I pull on a pair of basketball shorts and shove my bare feet into my combat boots, cursing the sand that always finds a way into both.  Opening the flap of my tent, the night air hits me like a furnace.  Floodlights blaze against the ink-black sky, making me squint.  I step away from the soft whir of my lonely fan, and the heat wraps around me like punishment.  I’m sweating before I take a single step.

I’ve had enough.  I’m counting every second until I step onto that Boeing C-17 Globemaster and feel the wheels lift off.

And I’m done.

No more tours. No more heat. No more waiting for the next mission to drop like a bomb in my lap.

I’ve saved nearly every dime I made these past four years.  Crashed on my best friend Wayne’s couch between tours, just long enough to catch my breath before shipping out again.

But now... I’m buying peace.  A quiet place on the water.  I’ve earned it.

That’s been the goal ever since I was a teenager.  Back when my best friend and I would grab our poles and trek down to the saltwater flats near home.  We’d lose entire days out there, pulling in Red Fish, Speckled Trout, Flounder; whatever was biting that time of year.  We didn’t say much.  Didn’t have to.

Wearing nothing but shorts and unlaced combat boots, I walk the dusty terrain.  The grit crunches underfoot as I pass each tent, listening - always listening - for movement, for trouble, for anything that doesn’t belong.  It’s like casting a line in the dark.  You wait.  You feel.  And you hope nothing bites.

Yes, it’s been quiet for the last two months, but that doesn’t mean I let my guard down.  

Missiles don’t care about borders. They scream right over those mountains, same as they always have.  Could happen again.  Anytime.

I’ve heard their shrieks too many times in the last four years and I’m sick of it.  I’m sick of the heat.  Sick of the grit in every bite of food.  Sick of the sand that lives in my clothes, my boots, my sheets.  It finds you, no matter how hard you fight.  It wears you down - grain by grain.

Light snores from inside the tents greet me as I make my way to the edge of the camp.  All except for Tank.  Lord that guy can wake the dead.  It’s a wonder he sleeps through his own guttural racket.

He and I are the only ones of us who get a tent to ourselves.  Me because of my position and him because of... well, who could sleep through that?  The members on my team need to be well rested and alert.  Bunking with him means sleepless nights, and that will stop anyone from being able to function well during the day.

Although, it’s very possible he could have a lady in there with him.  He’s a big guy; tough and hard.  The enlisted ladies seem to like him, so he usually has one on standby.

I haven’t allowed myself that luxury.  Not with women or men.  I can’t afford to let sappy emotions rule my ability to make hard decisions or weaken my resolve.

Rounding the mess hall, I ease my way over to the raised wall where the night patrol personnel who hike the perimeter are located, keeping us all safe.

The object of my interest catches my eye, and I freeze, staying just out of sight.

Her medium blond hair sits at her nape, twisted into a messy ball.  Her Army issue cap sits low over eyes that I know for a fact are as green as Irish fields.

She is walking across the yard, and I can see her soft profile under the harsh lights.  Her cute little nose.  Pink full lips.  A jawline that could cut glass - and makes me clench my damn teeth.  Delicate hands that hold that monster of a rifle that she is so proficient with.  A tiny waistline and an ass that rounds out at her strong thighs.  Her legs are long, even though she’s a short little shit.

My dick screams at me.

In our younger years she had been a major contributor to my pre-teenage irritation, aggravating and pestering me and her brother to take her with us when we fished.

Exasperating us with constant questions about everything when curiosity got the best of her, which happened all the damned time.

Annoying me - and confusing the hell out of me - when I tagged along with Wayne to chaperone her on those rare, awkward dates.

The older she got, growing into her gangly arms and legs, the more beautiful she became.  She bloomed under our watchful eyes, and it pissed me the fuck off. Because I wasn’t supposed to look.  Not like that.

I have wanted her for too many years to count.

Of all the places in the world, it’s just my luck that her last tour in the Army brought her to the same damn camp as me.

She turns when one of her fellow enlisted yells for her to wait for him.  My nostrils flare. That ever-familiar clench in my gut reins in the snarl threatening to tear out of me as that prick’s hand reaches out to brush over her arm.

She laughs—voice like an angel—at whatever bullshit he just said.

Of course she does.

She turns and continues her route with him by her side.  I peel away from the edge of the yard, hugging the shadows by the mess hall.  No way in hell I’m letting her—or him—see me like this.

It won’t do for my best friend’s younger sister to catch me stalking her.

****
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IT’S BEEN A LONG TWO days, and feeling the descent of the giant aircraft makes me want to bark out loud in laughter.

Home.

Or something like it.

Not the real thing - just Joint Base Camp Bullis in San Antonio, Texas.

The aircraft jars us, making us jerk in our seats.   Eighteen hours in the air, and I’ve spent too many of them watching her.

The top of her blond head.  Reading.  Eating.  Trying to sleep.  Laughing with the redhead beside her.

She’s five rows ahead.  She’ll be off the aircraft before I barely unclip my belt.

I won’t talk to her.

She’s too far ahead of me and it’s too damn late, anyway.

And I’ve got Houston calling.  I’m going home.

As fast as I fucking can.

It’s killing me, wanting to talk to her.  I want to watch her lips move. Soft, angelic words or razor-edged sass, questioning my authority.  I want to gaze into those impossible green eyes as they assess my motives, or gleam at me with mistrust and doubts.

The wheels hit tarmac with a jolt, and the cabin erupts into motion.

Bodies shifting.  Duffels dragged down from the bins. Arms stretch, joints pop, tired soldiers come back to life, grumbles of waking soldiers become a low hum.

Stretching my own limbs, I watch her glide down the aisle, swallowed by the tide of bodies pushing toward the exit.

She’s moving forward.  Away from me.

Until she showed up at camp with her unit four months ago, I hadn’t seen her since her high school graduation party where she shone, bright and beautiful, like a goddamn beacon.

Sparkling green eyes.  Loud, unfiltered laughter spilling from that perfect damn mouth.  Merriment that her young life was just starting and looking forward to it.

Happy and content.

She enlisted before graduation, shipped off to boot camp right after, and deployed the moment the Army gave the word - much to her daddy’s dismay.

Wayne, my best friend and her brother, kept me updated through the years.

But I hadn’t laid eyes on her, not really, until one day in the mess hall.

I looked up... and there she was.

My heart stopped.

She paused beside me, lips twisting into a smirk.  “How the hell did the Army let a degenerate like you in here, Mack?”  Her sing-song voice undercut the snark, all warm and familiar.

I gave her my ‘big-brother’ smile; fake as hell, but the only one I had ready. “Nikki.”

“God, how long’s it been? Three years?”

“Four,” I say, then immediately regret it.  She probably thinks I’ve been keeping track.

She’d be right. “Want to join me?”

“Can’t.  Just grabbing food and heading to patrol.  They’ve got me on watch duty till I’m out.”  She pauses, barely.  “I didn’t re-enlist.”

I knew this already.  “Going to college, huh?”

“That was always the plan,” she supplied. Her eyes dropped to her boots as she rocked back on her heels like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to say more or walk away.

“Yes.  This is my last tour also.  I haven’t renewed my contract.”

A perfectly arched blond eyebrow lifted up into her bangs.  “Well, that’s news.  I figured you’d go another ten years.”

I scoffed, “No.  No way.”

She smiled, quick and polite.  The kind of smile that says this conversation’s over.  “I gotta run. See ya.”

“See you.”

That was our longest conversation in the four months she’d been at that camp. Otherwise, it was absent waves and off-handed hello’s.

She kept her distance, and I kept mine.

But I watched.
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Chapter 2 - Nicole Harrison (Nikki/Nik)
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Why, why, why, why?

Why does he have to be so freakishly good-looking? So built? So rough, tough, and just... overwhelmingly male?

Why the hell does he have to be on the same damn plane as me?

I can feel him back there - like a giant, looming shadow.  The hair on the back of my neck’s standing at attention.  My shoulders are tight. My breath’s all shallow and uneven.

Eighteen hours of this.

No sleep.

No peace.

And now I’m cranky as hell, because apparently my body doesn’t know how not to react to Mack.

How the hell did he end up at the same camp I was in? The last four months have been hell. Like the universe is out here conspiring to wreck my sanity.

To make me want him - again.

That stupid little-girl crush I thought I buried... yeah.  It slams into me every single time I see him.

No... that’s a lie.

It hits every time I think about him.

Dream about him.

Every time he slipped out at night and thought I didn’t see him watching me from the shadows.

Every time I spotted him in the mess tent, laughing like his life is all peachy and uncomplicated.

Every time he walked out of the showers, water still clinging to his skin, heading back to his tent barely dressed and not enough shame.

I wanted to lick him.

Fight him.

Forget him.

But I can’t seem to do a single damn one of those things.

Do you know how hard it is not to turn around in this plane?

To shove past the soldiers, shoulder through the crowd—

Just to get to him.

Just to smell him.

I want to climb that magnificent frame.

Dig my nails into his skin so deep he can’t shake me off.

Wrap myself around him like a vice—

Make him see me.

Talk to me.

Want me.

It hurts.

My chest aches.

My heart pounds like it’s begging.

My pussy aches.

My eyes want to leak tears the farther I walk away from him.  My thoughts run deep and rampant as I march through the airport, along with a million others.

It’s his own damn fault!  Why did he have to go to work for a contractor that put him in my path, yet again?  A path that I have worked hard to maintain over years of dedication... years!

My breath starts huffing.  I want to curse him.  I want to wail in his face that it isn’t fucking fair.  I want to slap him silly.  I want to kick his ass until he shoves me down and fucks the life out of me.

“Wait up girl, damn.  Are you on a mission or something?”  Trina, my friend and fellow soldier pants behind me.

Slowing to a walk, I didn’t realize I’d been jogging through the terminal like a freak.  Maybe my sub-conscious was trying to get me away from him as quickly as possible.

Maybe, in the recesses of my brain, I thought I could outrun my old crush like the distance would stop the heart ache.

Maybe I was running away so I wouldn’t embarrass myself by crying all over him, begging him to like me.

To want me.

God, what a pathetic immature moron I’ve become.

I pause long enough for Trina to catch up with me before I start walking again.

Cute as a button with fair freckled skin, red bouncy curls, soft voice and shorter than a leprechaun, she’s my sidekick.  I liked her the first moment I met her.  “Sorry.”  I start walking with her beside me.  “I’m excited to get to the truck.  I’m ready for the next few days to fly by so I can go home and get ready for college.”

“Yeah,” she says sadly as she throws her arm around my shoulders.  “I’m going to miss you.”

I smile over at her -  my friend, my confidant.  The only one in my company who knows the dark secret of my childhood crush and the man who takes my breath.  “I’m going to miss you too.  But I’ll write.  Just email me each time you relocate.”

She nods and squeezes my neck.  She still has another year to go before she’ll be discharged, and I’ll be sad to leave her behind.  She tilts a bag my way, offering, “Cheez-Itz?”

I sneer and lean away from her, “God, no.”

Crunching loudly, she declares with a mouth full of orange... stuff, “You’re missing out.”

We hike it to the rendezvous point and join the rest of our unit.  In two days, I’ll walk out of the base for the last time, and my mom and dad will be there to drive me home.

I can’t wait to get to college.  Not because I’m excited for the experience.

Nope.

I have an end goal.

I want to explore the ocean.  I want to put on my dive gear and get paid to do what I love.  I’ll get my Ocean Engineering degree from A&M in Galveston, find a job in the area that aligns with my goals, and I’ll live the life I’ve always wanted to.

It’s been a long four years, but joining the armed forces was the step I needed to take to be able to go to college.

Look out Galveston, Texas, because here I come.
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Chapter 3 - Mack
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Three Years Later

Walking out onto my wrap around covered porch, I gaze out over the water.  It’s still dark, but lamps from my boat dock, as well as my neighbors, shine down on the water, attracting bugs.  The splash and rolls of fish top the water as they eat the poor insects that had the bad luck to fly too close to the surface.

It is 5 a.m. and it’s one of my favorite times of the day.  I am dressed in my tactical concealed carry cargo pants, a dark blue button down and loafers, ready for my 40-minute drive to work.  Drinking my third cup of coffee, I sit on one of the counter height stools and bask in the quiet.  The water slightly ripples, and my offshore boat gently sits on the straps that keep her off the water.

I settled in Champers County, bought a three-bed, two-bath on stilts right on the water’s edge, just outside Houston, tucked in a spot most folks either don’t know or don’t give a damn about.

Suits me fine.

I finish my coffee, take the cup inside, rinse it, drop it in the dishwasher.  Kill the coffee pot, flip off the lights, lock the place up.

I drive the Lincoln MKT to work, leaving my truck behind. The F-250 guzzles diesel like syrup and won’t squeeze into the downtown garage anyway.

I work for Epsilome Security and Protection, one of the biggest private security and bodyguard firms in the country. Never cared much for babysitting CEOs or walking red carpets, so I stuck with what I know: boots on the ground.  I run the team assigned to the Bank Tower downtown.

Forty floors of steel and glass, packed with suits, tenants, and the bank’s top brass.  I’m the Supervisor, which means I get a reserved spot in the attached garage; a rare luxury in this city where most buildings make you circle the block or fight for scraps.

Keys in my pocket, one gun strapped to my ankle, another tucked in the concealed pouch of my tactical concealed pants.  I walk around the metal detector and nod to my team at the front—good people, sharp eyes.  They handle the morning rush: suits, admins, techs heading up to the top floors.

My office sits across from the elevator bank.  Good vantage point.  Keeps me close to the action.

Unlocking the door, I swing it open into the light and airy space.  There are two desks in here, but it’s only me in here for the day shift.  The other desk is shared by the Night Leader and the Weekend Leader.  I make a pot of coffee in the little kitchenette, visit the adjoining bathroom then sit at my desk to wait for the change of shift at 6 a.m.

Another cup of coffee and several minutes later, security personnel stream through, clocking in with eager greetings.

It’s an easy job and, even though it’s a lot of responsibility, I enjoy it.  There is a bank branch in the lobby of the building, so we get a lot of foot traffic.  Not only do we handle the building security, we also handle the security that accompanies banks in general.  Plus, their administrative offices are on the top ten floors.

I’ve been called to the upper floors when someone forgot their key, or to escort an employee out of the building when they got fired.  Once there was domestic drama when one of the VPs messed around with his assistant and the scorned wife caused a scene.

Another time, we had a bomb scare and had to evacuate the building.  It was a false alarm, but it was a nerve wracking and harrowing experience nonetheless.

Otherwise, my job is mainly supervising people who don’t really need to be supervised.  Our security personnel are well trained, and most are ex-military.

A little antsy from too much coffee, I walk out of my office to talk to some of the personnel who are getting their assignments from the list posted on my wall, or helping themselves to my coffee before making their way to their respective floors.

The lobby is humming with activity now as employees that work in the building arrive, go through the routine security checks and then make their way to the respective elevator banks.

I have my hands in my pockets, leaning my shoulder against the cold tile on the wall, while I talk to one of my guards, Shelly.  She’s waiting for her partner to arrive before walking over to the teller windows.  The branch won’t open for another hour, but I have these two on the same schedule as everyone else, including myself.  6 a.m. to 6 p.m.  Night shift is 6 p.m. to 6 a.m.

With barely a glance, I catch sight of a man at the elevator, waiting for one to open up.  Apparently one that he’ll be able to fit in.  I’ve never seen him before.  He’s a big guy, maybe 6’ 3” and looks like he could have played in the NFL as an offensive lineman.  Wide shoulders, slim hips and long legs.  His suit is dark, and his shirt is stark white.  A red tie appears to choke his collar.  Dark hair curls around his ears and the scruff on his chin makes you think he just woke up, but you know he’s styled to look like that.

He’s a beautiful man and his dark eyes are drinking me in.

Holy hell.

Absently, I give my non-committal answers to Shelly with grunts and nods as she talks about her kids.  But my eyes stay on him.

And his stay on me.

Until someone slaps him on the back, greets out a loud, “Hey, Bernardi.  Ready for your first day?”

With his attention distracted, he all but glares over at the man who slapped his shoulder too harshly and greeted him too loudly.  Taking a step away to dislodge the man’s hand, he greets him, too low for me to hear, then his eyes find mine again.

An elevator opens up; they wait for it to clear out before the crowd shuffles in.  Front and center, he turns to face the door, and his eyes find me again, until the doors meet in the middle, taking him from my view.

Damn.  My dick is hard.

Shelly’s partner, Samson, arrives and I wave them good-bye while they make their way to the bank branch.

Since that dude got my juices flowing, I close the door behind me, walk into my bathroom, open my fly and point my dick toward the toilet to yank my lust for him.

Jesus, he was good-looking.

Sexy in a sporty but geeky sort of way.

I don’t know if he’s gay or bi, but I’m going to find out.  Personally, I prefer to be with men who are bi, just for the simple fact that they don’t normally get jealous when I date a woman.  And vice versa.  If I’m seeing a guy, I well understand the attraction of fucking a female form.

All warm, soft, wet and tight.

A mental picture of Nikki graces my brain, and my climax slams into me so hard I have to slap a hand on the tile to support myself as I spurt all that lust into the toilet water.
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Chapter 4 - Kian Bernardi
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Getting away from Dave takes some doing.  When my boss, Mr. Knight, distracts him I take the opportunity, ready for a break.  Finding the cafeteria, I walk around surveying the different stations, getting the lay of the land.

There’s a deli, a pizzeria, a salad bar, a drink station and a grill for different meats and steamed vegetables.  I was too nervous to eat this morning, so I’m starving.

New job and all, had me so jittery in the stomach I could barely drink coffee.  Not just a new job, but a new city... a new life.

I graduated with my Design Engineering MA degree from Ole Miss, and landed this job right after.  With barely an interview at Kit and Leland with Mr. Night, he offered me an immediate position with a starting salary more than I could have hoped for.

I’ve been scrambling for the past week, moving from Mississippi to Houston with very little time to scout a decent place and scarcely any belongings.  The junk furniture I shared with my bunk mates stayed there, since none of them have graduated yet.

Mostly, I have my clothes and a few boxes that I moved into an apartment that my mom had to pay the deposit on.

Jeez.

Like I’m a teenager.

Grateful for her help, I am determined to pay her back with my first paycheck, which means I have to wait to buy a couch or anything else I’ll need, like maybe a damn spatula. 

Aside from a bed.  She bought me a bed, too.

Yeesh.

I order grilled chicken and steamed zucchini.  The tired lady with the clear plastic gloves and hair net hands me my plate and I give her a smile of thanks.

A bottle of water from the drink station and, what the hell; a container of mixed fruit from the refrigerator section.

I pay with my credit card that is almost maxed out, find a table and take out my phone to study the city bus schedule.

Damn.

Being broke sucks.

But I landed this job; lucrative and right up my alley, so I’m excited.

I am so engrossed in trying to figure out Houston’s Metro system I barely recognize that someone just pulled a chair out and sat across from me at the table.

Startled, I glance up and... stop breathing.

It’s the guy.  From the lobby this morning.  The fit and fine, gorgeous man who snagged my attention first thing.  His fair hair, short on the sides, longer on top, looks silky and soft.  A broad chin, covered with scruff, makes his soft pink lips look delectable.  A straight nose and blue eyes the color of the Caribbean that I could easily get lost in.

Shit.

What a hunk.

Do people even say that anymore?  Good grief, I’m such a dork.

His arm hovers above our plates as he holds his palm out to introduce himself.  “Cormac Fitzhugh.  Most people just call me Mack.”

Finding my voice, I reach out to shake his hand.  Warm and calloused; rough and hard.

Damn.

“Kian Bernardi,” I tell him, letting his hand go when his fingers loosen, but only so I don’t come off as a needy, sniveling loser right off the bat.

His gorgeous hands unravel a sub that came from the deli section.  “Gay or bi?” he asks me.

Well shit.  How does he know?  I don’t normally register as either one to other people, mainly because I am a collegiate ex-football player who looks the part.  I am big, masculine, and dark with a healthy dose of sexy... and a side of dork.

I’m not conceited.  Far from it.  I just recognize the truth of what people see on the outside.  It’s the inside of me that’s a little warped.

Grateful that he’s got my number, I feel a little tick at the side of my mouth, giving him a half smile.  “Bi,” I say softly, so the people around us don’t hear.

“Bottom or top?”  His eyes rake over my face and land on my lips.

My smiling lips.  I’m liking where this is headed.  “Bottom.”

“Good,” his eyes promise good times ahead, and my dick responds.  “Looks like we’ll get along fine, then.”  He takes a big bite of his sandwich and that’s my cue to cut into my chicken.

Fighting the tremble in my hands, I ask, “Do you work in the lobby?  For the bank?”  I’m really hungry, so I decide not to be shy and dig in.

“Yes, but not directly for the bank.”  Competent fingers twist the top off his bottled water as he nods hello to someone across the room.  “I am the security supervisor for the firm that the bank contracts.”

One eyebrow raises in interest while lust fire in my eyes.  “Security, huh?  That’s... kind of tight.” And manly.  “How did you get into security?”

And on it went.  We got to know each other over the past few days, meeting for lunch at the same table.  Him with his tours in the middle east and me being raised by a single mom and going to college on a football scholarship.

Until Thursday’s lunch meeting/date, whatever, when he tells me that he’s off for the weekend.  He works four twelve-hour shifts.

Well, hell.  I think I’m going to miss him tomorrow.  Before I can voice disappointment, he suggests, “I was thinking about going to dinner.  Maybe go back to your place tonight for a night cap.”

I stare at him for a second, thinking of my barren apartment, and feel the heat on my cheeks.  If my skin weren’t so dark, I probably would have flushed.

He took it wrong, and backtracked.  “Or maybe not.  I just thought we could spend some time together.”

“No... Yes.  I mean, yes, I’d like to go to dinner... it’s just...”  Damn, just spit it out.  I’m such a loser sometimes.  “Shit.  See, I just moved into town and my apartment is empty, except for a bed.  You caught me off guard, and I am embarrassed for you to see... how...”

His eyes crinkle at the corner, and his smile warms my insides.  “Tell you what.  I know this awesome Mongolian Barbecue place over off Westheimer.  Why don’t I take you there and we’ll go by your place after.  I’m not sure we need anything more than the furniture you already have.”

Yep, I’m blushing.  Damn.  “I’d like that.”

He stands and his junk is eye level with me.  A sizeable package tucked inside military style cargo pants that look so manly and masculine it’s hard for me to breathe.  Especially since he’s half hard.

Yea.  I’m damn sure looking forward to this.

I have the decency to finally look up into his eyes and notice he’s smirking down at me.  Yea, he should.  He’s got every reason to be smug.

“I don’t get off until six, so you’ll have to hang out until then.”

“No problem.”  My eyes are melting, just looking at him.  “I’ll meet you at your office.”

He walks away and I can’t help but watch his tight ass as he rounds the corner in those sexy man pants.  I drop my gaze to the table, just in case those around us see... you know.

Whew.  That was... wow. 
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Chapter 5 - Mack
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“Take a left, here,” Kian directs me to his apartment as I maneuver my car through the damned west side traffic.  Congestion for miles makes me itchy and I am getting impatient and annoyed.

I’m so freaking horny.  This guy has kept me half hard all damn week.  Just by breathing.  I’ve come by my own hand in my bathrooms at work and at home more times than I care to admit.

The Mongolian place was a hit, and Kian ate his fair share.  One thing I’ve learned about him is he’s not shy about eating.  He can pack away some food, let me tell ya.

My phone rings over the car speakers and I see Wayne’s name across the console screen.  We’re at a crawl at a stop light and I tell Kian, “I’ve got to take this.  Wayne is my best friend from way back.”  I push the button.  “Yo, dude.”

“Son of a bitch, Mack,” Wayne’s voice is shaky and buzzing with excitement. “She’s the one.  I can’t say it enough.  I’m so fucking in love I’m a giddy fool.”

“You sure about that, dude?” I ask, grinning like a fool myself.  Wayne’s been head over heels for Olivia for over a year now, and it’s only getting worse - or better, depending on how you look at it.

“Indisputable.  Unquestionable.  I promise you.”  He’s in full lawyer mode now, rattling off his case like he’s in a courtroom.  “She just left for the weekend. She’s going to see her mom and aunt in Louisiana - and I’m so fucking sad I want to cry.  She literally just walked out the door, and I’m heart-sick, man.  I want to run out to the car, stop her, and drag her back inside.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you called me,” I say, chuckling.  “That would be sad, Wayney.”  I drop his childhood nickname just to poke the bear.

Kian stays quiet next to me, a soft smile playing at his lips as he listens.  Evidently, he knows love when he hears it.  And Wayne is practically drowning in it.  It’s messy, intense, and a little ridiculous, but it’s also kind of beautiful.  The guy just wants to be with her, every minute of every day.

And I can’t help but glance at Kian again, wondering if maybe I’m on the edge of feeling something just as dumb and amazing.

“Listen, Wayne,” I say, as we creep up in line.  “Why don’t you take a trip to Galveston?  Go see Nikki. It'll get you out of the house and keep you from having a full-on nervous breakdown, wailing through the halls like some tragic widower.”

“Fuck you, Mack,” he scoffs, but there’s already a grin in his voice.  “But yeah, you’re right.  I should go.  I’ll call Nik.  If I head out now, I can probably get there by ten.”

“Go, dude. She’ll make you feel better.”

We finally make it through the light, and I pull into Kian’s parking lot. The place is quiet, tucked back enough that you forget we’re in the middle of Houston’s west side chaos.

The tension in Wayne’s voice is already easing. “Yeah, she will,” he says, softer now.  “She’s moving back for good in six months, you know.  I can’t fucking wait.”

Parking the car, my gut tightens, and my heart feels heavier like it always does when Nikki’s name lingers in the air. “Yeah,” I say quietly, eyes unfocused. “Tell her hello for me, will ya?”

“No doubt.”

“Bye, dude. Drive safe.”

There’s a pause, and then Wayne’s voice softens. “Hey, Mack?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m gonna ask her to marry me.”

Olivia.  Sweet God.

“Yeah,” I say again, barely a whisper.  Damn, I love this dude.

“Will you stand up with me?”

My eyes blur instantly, and I pinch the bridge of my nose where the sting settles in.  There’s a lump in my throat the size of a fist, and it takes everything to answer, “Yeah, dude. I’d be honored.”

Wayne lets out a breath, “You’re my main man. Later, dude.”

“Yeah.” But he’s already hung up.

I sit in the quiet for a second, letting the moment settle in my chest like a stone.

Then I feel a strong, warm hand on my forearm.  I look over.

Kian.

His touch is grounding, and his gaze says more than any words could.  Understanding, calm, steady.  Those dark eyes drink me in, and somehow, everything slows down.  His good looks hit me square in the chest again.

Masculine.

Tough.

And fuck me - sexy as hell.

I reach a hand behind his neck and pull him to me - firm, no hesitation.  His lips part slightly, his breath catches, and then he’s kissing me like only a man can.

Goddamn.

Strong tongue.  Pliable lips.

And he tastes like that spicy Mongolian sauce he huffed his way through earlier, sucking in air through pursed lips while slurping those damn noodles like it was a sport.

Fucking sexy, let me tell ya.

I break the kiss, eyes opening to meet his - dark pools full of promise and fire.  His breathing’s heavy, matching mine, and neither of us says a word for a beat.  I let go of his neck, giving him space to move back.

Then I push open my door.  “Come on. I can hardly wait any longer.”

I watch his ass as he walks ahead of me, jacket draped over his arm, keys jingling in his hand as he unlocks the door.  He’s on the ground level of what looks more like a row of townhomes than traditional apartments.

And he wasn’t kidding.  There’s not a stitch of furniture inside.  No couch.  No table.  Just empty space and echoing walls.  It’s clean but cold; sterile almost.

As soon as the door clicks shut behind us, I lose it.

I’m on him like a madman - shoving him up against the wall with a force that might’ve bruised him.  My hands grip his triceps hard, fingers digging in as my mouth crashes into his.

Spicy man.

He kisses me back with the same savage hunger I’m throwing at him.

My dick is so hard it hurts.

I grind my hips until I line up with him - and son of a bitch, his cock is thick.  Wide, just like the rest of him, solid and heavy between us.

I tear at his shirt, not giving a damn that the buttons scatter across the floor.  Pressing my hips into his, rubbing our cocks together, I break the kiss just long enough to growl against his lips, “Lose your pants.  I want to see your dick.”

My fingers dig into his shoulders, dragging his shirt down as far as his elbows while his hands scramble at his belt, fumble to unzip.

I’m done waiting.

I drop to my knees.  Shoving my hand into his boxer briefs, I pull him free - because I need to see.  Need to feel.  Need to taste.

He’s thick, flushed deep purple, veins bulging, dripping pre-come that I lick off my lips as I pump him from base to tip.  His scent hits me - raw, musky, masculine - and it sends a jolt down my spine.  My muscles are shaking with want.

“Mack,” he whispers as his hips jerk twice, watching me with the reverence of a man in awe.

With my hand circling his cock, I reach down with the other to yank one of his shoes off.  “Lose the shoes.”  My eyes stay on his shaft as my big hand tightens, twists and pumps.  “Don’t you fucking come yet, Kian.”

“Shit.  Fuck.”  His shoes are gone, and I tear his pants and boxers off his legs.

He stands before me, his shoulders leaning back against the wall, hips forward, naked and shivering with lust.  His breath comes out in huffs with his massive chest heaving.

I lick my lips, and my eyes travel up his magnificent body.  Hard, contoured, dark and sexy.  Once my eyes find his, pupils blown to black, I stick out my tongue, slowly moving in.

“Goddam, fuck, shit, Mack, fuck.”

I start at his base, flatten my tongue and lick up the bulging vein to his tip.  Palming his balls, I lightly knead while I take his cock-head in my mouth and slowly suck.

His entire body wracks with shudders.  He yells out and I could swear his eyes water just before they close.  I take him in deep, let him hit the back of my throat and I have to press into his chest when I feel his legs buckle.

I palm his ass, knead and pinch while I suck him down, hard and heavy.  He’s so large I can’t take his full length, so I pump his base while I suck.

This is fucking phenomenal.  His taste, salty and spice, goes to my head.  His cock, large and wide fills my mouth and my hand.  I swear, I could come right this second, just from sucking this man off.

I know exactly how it feels for a throat to swallow around the rubbery head of a dick, so that’s what I do; twisting his base as I pump, giving him more pleasure than he could ever want.

Frozen in place, his muscles tense, and he spurts on my tongue, letting out the wildest bellow I’ve ever heard.

Fucking ace of a man, let me tell ya.

My fingers find his pucker and plunge in.  He spurts again, like he’s having another climax and yells out in pain since I don’t have lube on my fingers.

I suck harder, run my tongue up his underside and work the sensitive crease while my fingers plunge and widen.

I finally feel his fingers pulling my hair, so I smack a kiss to his ball sac and let him go.  Rising, I palm his half hard cock, catching some of his leaking jizz.  I kiss him hard on the lips and demand, “On the bed, hands and knees.”

He takes a deep breath when I let go and I hold his arm to make sure he’s steady on his feet before I follow him down a hallway into the master suite.

With only a bed in it. 

Well, at least it’s a king size.

I start to unbutton my shirt as I watch his large body crawl up on the mattress and wait for me on his hands and knees.  His eyes stay on me while I undress.  His ass, round and firm is paler than the rest of him, but he still has that sexy dark complexion.

Italian heritage, maybe?  Native American?  With a name like Bernardi; Italian, definitely.

I take my 9 mil out of the hidden compartment and his eyes fire.  White milky jizz drips from his cock, still mostly soft.  When I step out of my pants, he notices the 22 strapped to my ankle.

“Goddam, Mack.”

“Security, remember?”  Letting it all fall to the floor as I rip my socks off then pick up my pants.  Feeling for the small bottle of lube and condoms in one of the many pockets, I unzip it and pull them free.

“Yeah, I know,” he comments, eyes taking me in.  “Fucking sexy is what it is.”  His cock, hanging free along with his long ball sac, pulses.

My cock bounces up to my belly as I walk toward him, gazing over the beauty of this man.  I get on my knees behind him, palm his ass cheeks and spread him open.

Fuck.

Pink, swollen and ripe.  His crinkled star squeezes tight, anticipating fingers without lube to bite into him.

I cut him some slack, squeeze some lube on his ass before I work my fingers around him.

His head dips, and he moans long and loud in that deep husky voice.

My cock fucking hurts.

Taking more lube, I soak my fingers and work them in, spreading his hole.  Fuck, what a beautiful tight ass.

“I’m ready.  Come on, please Mack,” he begs.

Yeah, me too.  Pinching the tip of the condom, I roll it on and lube it, even though it’s already pre-lubed.  Anticipation makes my belly clench tight as I tap my tip against his asshole.

He clenches tight and I push forward.  As soon as my head disappears, he strains and I’m in; my hips fall into the cush of his wonderful ass cheeks and our balls touch.

Fucking hell.

Hot.  Tight.

I can barely take the sensation.  I collapse onto his back and bury my face in his tough skin.  I can’t move yet or I’ll blow like I’m a twelve-year-old.

Shudders rake over my skin, and I feel his ribs heave against my shoulders.  My teeth sink into his back, my hand snakes around to hold his cock tight and I fuck this man like I’ll never fuck again.

Hard.

Pounding.

He yells, pushes back against me, curses the heavens.

My cock is in that heaven, pounding out my pleasure.

His cock leaks in my hand, growing larger, wilder.

My teeth release his skin, and I lift up so I can watch my cock disappear and reappear with each thrust; so I can see how his sexy star widens for me.  His plump, firm ass cheeks ripple every time my hips hammer against him.

The shiver of pressure starts at my back and my balls draw up tight.  My cock vibrates and I push in hard, holding still while my jizz rockets from my body so hard I see stars.  I bellow, squeeze his ass cheeks and let my jizz spurt into the condom.  White noise takes over as the blood rushes up to my brain.  Pleasure snakes through me, consuming me.

When I finally start to come to my senses, I pull free, tie off the condom and throw it on the floor.  I’ll get it later.  Right this minute, all I care about is holding this man.

I knock his ass over, rough and merciless, and shove him onto his back.  His legs end up on the outsides of mine.

Feasting my eyes on his impressive man-junk, I bend down, lick the seam of his ball sac and nibble on the base where it meets his dick.  I taste his tangy and salty flavor where my hand rubbed his come all over him.

He moans and shudders and lets me mouth him anywhere I want.  Soft balls.  Limp dick.  Sensitive seams.  His hip jerks a little when I suck the delicate skin over his hip bone then I find his belly button and pay homage to that.  He’s a fucking beautiful man.

My tongue tastes the skin all the way up to his nipples, and I take one in my mouth to suck lightly; the sensation on my tongue makes me hard... again.

“Fuck, Mack, shit.”  His hands run through my hair, and I lean my hips down so our dicks can play together.

“Do you feel me, Kian?”  I rub harder and travel to the other nipple.

“FuckMackYesFuck.”

Finally, I find his eager mouth and he kisses me like he doesn’t want me to let him go.  We grapple, hug, rub, rut, snarl and fuck like men.

It’s awesome, let me tell ya.

I reach down, use our pre-come and fist us both together, yanking up and down.  He bellows in my mouth; I curse in his and we both spurt our lust all over my hand; all over our stomachs.

“Fucking hell, Kian,” I declare as I collapse on top of him.  The tingles of a massive climax pulse over my skin while my brain takes a vacation.

His chest rumbles as he laughs lightly, giving in to the insanity of it all.  His hands knead my ass, and he keeps me there, allowing my heavy body to lay on top of him as I nuzzle my nose into his beefy neck.

I think I fell asleep because I wake up to him lightly snoring, his face tilted to the side.  Asleep, he looks relaxed.

Young.

Inexperienced.

Dark.

Sexy. 

I roll off of him and pull the black comforter over us both.  Still asleep, he tilts my way, and my arm reaches out so his head can rest on my shoulder.

Content, I fall back asleep.

We fuck again, like rutting maniacs, in the middle of the night.

I wake up to his strong mouth sucking my cock to life.

Shoving the blanket aside, I watch his dark head, messed up curly hair falling over me, as he lets his mouth make all the raunchy and sleazy sounds of sloppy slurps.

All that does is add to my lust.  “Shit, Kian.  YeaRightThereLikeThatFuckDon’tStop.”

He moves his head to the side so I can see.  My cock, large and pulsing disappears inside his amazing mouth, and he sucks me like a porn star.

My hips bounce on the mattress, and I hold his head still with my hands.  I fuck his mouth, hard, in and out.  His voice makes sexy noises, and his gags dance on my cock-head.  My groans become snarls, and I yell out as my jizz lands deep in his throat.  He sucks more from me as his fingers massage my balls, coaxing every last drop to freedom.

“Fuck, Kian.”  I reach down and pull him up so I can hold him tight.  His mouth finds mine and his hard and heavy dick rubs against mine; which is more softer and plaint now, since it’s empty.

Grunting, he ruts on me, shoving his thick hard body against mine and I finger his ass, no lube again.  He snarls into my mouth protesting the pain while humping into me, chasing his own climax.

Suddenly his body freezes, he bellows into my mouth, and I shove my fingers in hard, giving him sharp needles of pain as his jizz, hot and pulsing, lands all over my cock and belly.

Afterwards, we shower together, give each other hand jobs until we both are so spent we can barely move.  

I’ve had more sex in the last twelve hours than I did during four years overseas.  My body’s a little wrecked, in the best way; spent, sore, and totally satisfied.

Good thing I’ve got the day off.

Kian doesn’t look much better. His hair’s a mess, his jaw’s shadowed with scruff, and he’s got that dazed, post-bliss look.  But damn if he doesn’t also look smugly pleased with himself.  It suits him.

Standing in his kitchen, drinking a cup of mediocre coffee, I thumb through the Houston Metro site on my phone and find a terminal close enough to my house.  “Look,” I say, reaching out and hooking an arm around his shoulders.  He leans in without hesitation. Warm, solid, and smelling like skin and spice and sex.  I hold my phone up for him to see. “There’s a route right here, near my place.  Why don’t you take that this evening?  Pack a bag.  I’ll pick you up from there.”

His gaze lingers on the screen for a second, then shifts to me.  I take this moment to study him. He’s got maybe an inch on me, broader shoulders, a kind of quiet strength under my palm that makes my chest ache with want.

“If you want to,” I add quickly, the old insecurity tugging at me. “No pressure.”

I lean in and kiss him, just once, soft and slow, then pull back to wait.

He pauses a beat longer than I expect, and for a second my stomach dips.  Maybe that was it.  Maybe last night scratched an itch and now he’s done.

“I can pack a bag, sure,” he says, glancing toward the kitchen like he’s already making a mental checklist.  “I’ll just have to bring it on the bus with me when I go to work.”

Relief floods me, warming my gut and easing that little knot in my chest.  I can’t help the smile that breaks across my face.

“No problem,” I say, finishing the last of my coffee. “Since my place is east, I have to pass downtown anyway.  I’ll drop you off.  You’ll just have to deal with the bag on the ride this afternoon.”

He shrugs like it’s nothing.  But I don’t miss the quiet upturn at the corner of his mouth.

Yeah.  This weekend’s going to be something good.
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Chapter 6 - Kian
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Mack drops me off in front of our building.  The air is warm and way too humid, especially for May.  Downtown highrise buildings loom tall against the morning sky.  The acrid smell of fuel exhaust hits my nose as I close the door with a shy smile.

Those gorgeous blue eyes sparkle with mischief, and his grin is wide.  I want to kiss him, but I don’t dare - not with so many people around.  Like an idiot, I’m a little sad to be separated from him already, watching from the sidewalk as his car disappears into the sea of traffic on these congested one-way streets.

Over the last  couple of weeks, navigating the bus stops and downtown Houston’s streets has been a chore - but I’m getting there.

When I can’t see his tail-lights anymore, I hitch my duffel bag higher on my shoulder and turn to walk into the building.

As I pass by, someone else is standing in his office doorway, and it strikes me as odd. This past week I’ve gotten used to seeing him there every morning while I wait for the elevator - and he never disappoints.  He always makes a point to watch for me, too.

Why is that?

Why has he taken such an interest in me?

Not that I’m complaining, but damn, he’s as sexy as they come.

A man’s man.

Tough and confident.

Seriously.  Like he could lay into someone with his fists and know he’d come out on top.

Heat rises in my cheeks.  On top... Yeah... he can definitely top me any day.

My reverie of hot sex with Mack is rudely interrupted by Dave.

“Bernardi!” he barks, smacking my shoulder a little too hard.  Dave is - clearly - gay. And I’m pretty sure he’s got his sights set on me.

I think of Mack and take a step to the side, just enough to make Dave drop his hand.

“Dave,” I say evenly.  I don’t want to tangle with him the way he wants, but I don’t want to alienate him either since  he is the one training me.  “How’s your morning?”

Owl eyes leer at me from behind his thick black frames. “Just got better.”

Lord Jesus.

The elevator dings, opens, and a flood of people pushes forward.  A lot of folks work in the Bank Building, and apparently, we all need to be at our desks at the same damn time.

Dave steps inside and holds the door. “You coming?” His expression is hopeful... needy, even.

Jeez.

“I’ll wait for the next one,” I say, keeping my tone light.

His mouth thins, but he finally moves his hand and the doors snap closed.

The elevator was too crowded anyway.  I’m a big guy. When I was young, I had to learn the hard way to be careful; more conscious of my strength... so I wouldn’t accidentally hurt my mom.

It took me a while.

One time, when I was around fourteen, I patted my mom on the shoulder with what I thought was a gentle touch - and she flipped over the couch.

I was mortified.

She came up off the floor laughing.

Yeah, she’s a small woman, and I’ve always been a big guy, but Lord Almighty, it scared the hell out of me at the time.  Thankfully, she wasn’t hurt, and now when I think back on it, it always hits my funny bone.  She’s definitely a lightweight.

In a twisted way, it’s a fond memory, and it makes the corner of my mouth tick up.

I love my mom.

Ever since then, I’ve curbed my strength by stepping back, gentling my hands, touching softly with just my fingertips.  So, when people pack into elevators like sardines, I refuse to squeeze my big body inside.  I avoid contact, therefore, avoid hurting anyone.

Once I’m inside our offices, I greet Mr. Knight and drop my duffel bag under my desk.  Dave, seated in the cubicle beside mine, slides a stack of paperwork onto my desk for our assignment.

The place is hopping this morning, full of energy.  I can feel it buzzing in the air as I settle at my drafting table and begin studying the intricate weave of pipelines snaking beneath the salt waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

Kit and Leland recently snagged a major contract for pipeline construction and maintenance in the shallow waters off Baytown, which explains why they wanted me to start immediately.  I think they’re still in the process of hiring a few more people.

“Do you need any help?” Dave asks, a little too eager.

I give him a bland smile, hoping he’ll catch the hint.  “No, thank you.  It’s a relatively typical design. I think I’ve got it.”

His mouth dips into a frown, and guilt nips at me.  I don’t want to alienate him completely.  He’s a little pushy, sure, but he seems like a decent guy.  “If I have any questions,” I add, giving in to remorse, “I’ll be sure to get with you.”

That seems to soften the edge, and he turns back to his screen.

Soon, my brain gets sucked into the tangle of drawing out additions to the existing pipeline. Mapping out how to bypass the corroded sections until new ones can be constructed. It’s like solving a massive underwater puzzle, and I lose all track of time.

Mr. Knight walks by and sets a foot-long sub from the deli downstairs on the edge of my drafting table, along with a bottle of water.  “You worked through lunch,” he says.

I blink, surprised, and pick up my phone. 2:00 p.m. “Damn.”

He grunts knowingly. “I get it.  I used to be the same way.  My brain wouldn’t rest until all the puzzle pieces clicked into place.”

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it. Not just because I’m starving, but because he noticed.

I tear the tissue paper off and grab one half of the roast beef sub, the cheese still melted.  One bite, and I’m suddenly very aware I haven’t eaten in hours.

Then I get lost in the details again.

“A few of us are meeting at a bar in midtown,” Dave says, shrugging into his jacket. “Wanna join us?”

Is it time to go already?  I glance at my phone and realize it’s 5:02 p.m.  Damn; did it again.  I didn’t even realize the day was over.

And Dave is still hitting on me.

I give him a distracted smile.  “Can’t. Got plans.”

His brow creases, face falling just a bit.

Shit.  Guilt pricks at me again.  “But I’ll take a rain check, if that’s alright.”

That seems to do the trick.  He perks up, smiles, and waves goodbye.

I glance back at the drawing on my table.  That itch to stay longer hits hard... just a little more time and I can figure out the next section.

I think of Mack, and excitement bubbles up from my gut to my chest.  Suddenly, I can’t wait to leave.

I grab my duffel, lift my jacket from the back of the chair-

“Kian,” Mr. Knight calls.

I pause by the door.  He’s the only one of us with a private office.  As I step inside, my phone dings.  I glance down at the screen. Mack. The sight of his name sends jitters straight through me.  I tuck the phone away and take a seat in one of the guest chairs.  “Yes, sir?”

Mr. Knight leans back in his chair.  He’s a thin, middle-aged guy, nice-looking, with silver streaking his temples.  His face is creased with smile lines, and his whole vibe is relaxed, carefree even, despite being the one in charge.

“I’ve been watching your progress,” Mr. Knight says, “and I’m impressed with what I’ve seen.  Your designs are concise and well thought out.”

I blink, a little caught off guard by the praise, but I welcome it. “Thank you.”

“I’m also glad you joined our group,” he continues, “which brings me to two things.”

Frowning, I lean in a bit.  “Yes, sir?”  Where’s he going with this?

“First, your design concept caught the interest of corporate. They want me to offer you a permanent position, without waiting for the ninety-day trial period.  Permanent status comes with a signing bonus, full benefits, and a raise.”

Holy shit.

For a second my breath hitches.  My brain scrambles to process his words, and all I manage is a dumb, wide-eyed blink.

God, I’m such a dork.  “I’d be honored to accept,” I finally say.

Mr. Knight shifts forward and jots something down in my file.  He smiles, a little indulgently, “Awesome.  I’m glad to hear it.”

The pen makes a soft, scratchy sound as he scribbles his notes. Then he lays it down, his expression shifting ever so slightly.

And... my stomach tightens... Uh oh... there's a catch...

“There’s just one thing I have to ask you...”

“Yes, sir.”  God, I can’t breathe.  Please don’t let this be the thing that messes everything up.  This job is perfect for me.  And I just met Mack...

“Dave can be... a little pushy.  Has he been bothering you?”

My gut unclenches.  “No, sir. He’s done a fine job presenting the company’s goals and ambitions.  He introduced me to the team, showed me around the building... things like that.”

Mr. Knight exhales, a breath of relief.  “Good. I don’t want anything to deter you from working here.  Just... be careful.  Not that I think Dave’s a bad guy.  On the contrary, he’s a talented designer, and he’s been with us for a few years now.  He knows the ropes.”

He hesitates, “But he got into a messy situation last year.  Relationship stuff. There was an incident... domestic abuse.  At home, not here,” he adds quickly.  “I think most of it was the other guy’s fault, but Dave had to get himself out of some trouble.  I’m only telling you this so you can be aware.”

I’m surprised; not just by what he’s telling me, but that he’s telling me.  He must know I’m bi.  Or at least think I’m gay.  Either way, he clearly knows Dave is, and... he’s okay with it.

It floors me a little.

That he's okay with who we are.

“Yes, sir,” I say.  “I appreciate your concern.  But Dave’s been kind.  I don’t see a problem with us working together.”

I can’t imagine mousy, mediocre Dave being abusive, so I dismiss the idea entirely.  Mr. Knight must be right—it was probably the other guy’s fault.

He stands up, and I take the cue to rise as well.  He reaches out and shakes my hand firmly.  “Welcome to the club, Kian.  I’m glad you’re part of the team.”

“Me too,” I say, meaning every word.  “Thank you for the opportunity.”

I grab my duffle, but pause. “Just one thing, though.”

Standing at the door, he turns back. “Yeah?”

“I was wondering if I could take this portion of the design home with me?  I’d like to work on it over the weekend.”

He shakes his head immediately.  “Can’t.  Corporate hasn’t approved overtime on this project yet.”

My shoulders sink, just a little.  I can't help the disappointed look on my face.

Mr. Knight barks out a laugh.  “Good God, man, you remind me of myself when I was younger.”  His eyes twinkle.  “My brain didn’t stop until the puzzle was solved either.”

I nod, “That’s how it is.  I won’t sleep—already know that.  But I get it.”  He’ll get into trouble if he lets me work off the clock.

“What if I just... make a copy and promise not to peek at it all weekend?”

The look on his face says it all.  He knows exactly what I’m doing.

He sighs, shaking his head with a smirk.  “I totally understand.  Like I said—I was the same way.”
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