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      Samuel Norris rushed through the three blocks between his office and his boyfriend's law firm, taking care not to slip on the gray, sopping mush on the pavement. It had once been pristine white snow, but the combination of salting and too many people walking on it had transformed it into a slippery, dirty mess.

      That was February for you. Even worse, it could stay like that till halfway through April. New York City in the winter, always a joy. It was a good thing he loved this city so much. Still, he should’ve taken a cab. Three blocks didn’t sound like much, but they were three blocks more than was fun in this weather.

      He checked his watch to make sure he was still on time, then caught himself. He had been on time, waiting for Evan to pick him up for their date, only to get a text that he was still at work and could Samuel please come to him? Rationally, it meant he could slow down, but mentally, he was still trying to get there as soon as possible. They did have reservations at seven thirty, after all, and it was already close to seven.

      He was looking forward to trying out the place where Evan had made a reservation, an up-and-coming French restaurant that was rumored to be receiving its first Michelin star this year. Evan had said they'd better try it out before everyone else discovered it, and Samuel thought he had a point. Personally, he was just as happy eating a good burger, but he knew fine cuisine was something Evan valued.

      Plus, it was Valentine's Day, so all the more reason for a more romantic location. Samuel wasn't gonna jinx anything by spending too much time thinking about it, but if he wanted Evan to take the next step—and god knew he did—it wasn't gonna happen at a burger place. Evan had standards, so he liked to tell Samuel. Even though Samuel thought those standards a bit pompous and snobby at times—and that was saying a lot coming from him, what with his background and all—this restaurant could be an excellent opportunity for Evan to pop the big question. At least, that’s what Samuel had quietly reasoned in the back of his mind, too scared to allow that thought too much space in his head. That could only lead to disappointment.

      But it was Valentine's Day, so today of all days, he allowed himself a little more leeway to dream about what could be. They had been together for two years now, so it wasn't too crazy to expect more, right? Of course, Evan hadn't even officially moved in with Samuel, but the reality was that most of his clothes were at Samuel's Upper East Side apartment. That’s where Evan spent all his nights as well, mostly renting out his own studio through Airbnb. That was a clear signal he was invested in this relationship, Samuel reasoned.

      Sure, their relationship wasn't perfect, but that was life. None of his friends had the perfect relationship either—hell, both of his brothers were making a mess of the whole dating thing—though he had a few that came pretty damn close. He and Evan were well-matched, he had felt from the beginning. They had similar interests, never lacked anything to talk about, and they rarely had a fight. Okay, maybe that was also because Samuel tended to give in, but he hated confrontations.

      The only thing Samuel would love to change was how much Evan worked, but that was kind of unavoidable with how focused he was on his career. Samuel cared a lot about his own career as a graphic designer, but his didn't require the same amount of hours. Or maybe, if he was honest, he was simply better at striking that right balance between work and life, but that was something Evan could learn.

      Plus, he was well aware it was different for him. Samuel didn’t need to work, not for money anyway, whereas Evan still had student loans and whatnot to pay off.

      And maybe, if he was completely honest, their sex life could be a little more fulfilling. It used to be, when they’d first met, with Evan open to Samuel’s ideas. So he loved to try new stuff, sue him. Evan had been into it at first, but that had quickly changed. Samuel had tried to bring it up, but that had not gone over well. Evan had accused him of being too demanding and had made it clear that he was too busy to fulfill that need for Samuel. Silly games, he’d called them, and that had hurt.

      There had been the suggestion that maybe Samuel was a little too needy in that department, and maybe Evan had a point there. From what he could gather from their friends, none of them had as much of a drive for sex as he did. And none of them loved to experiment and play the way he liked. Oh well, good thing Amazon sold a wide variety of toys. And even better that he could make up all kinds of scenarios in his head as he used them. It wasn’t the same, but it did quench some of that need.

      But something needed to happen, because it felt like they were stuck, somehow. Not moving forward, not moving backward, but not in a place that was fully satisfying either. Was Evan not ready for more commitment? Or was Samuel naive to believe that getting married was the solution to getting unstuck? That thought was unsettling. But what else could help them move on?

      He kept mulling it over in his head, happy when he finally reached Evan’s building and quickly made his way inside through the revolving door, stamping off the remainders of the slush from his shoes before he walked up to the receptionist.

      "I'm here to see Evan McLeod with Nash, Bunter, and Brookfield,” he told the professionally smiling brunette who clearly wasn't concentrating fully on her job, judging by the phone she reluctantly put down. Maybe she had exciting dinner plans for this special day as well. Samuel could only hope they would be as amazing as his.

      "Can I see some ID, please?" she asked.

      Samuel already had his wallet in his hand, knowing the drill by now. It was a shame the building, which housed many companies spread out over thirty floors, couldn't seem to hold on to their receptionist. He practically saw a new face every time he came here, which in general was about once every two weeks or so. It would save him the trouble of having to identify himself all the time. Still, it was a small price to pay, he supposed.

      He showed her his driver's license, and her eyes widened as she recognized his name. To her credit, she didn’t say anything, only wrote his name on a visitor's badge and handed it to him.

      "Thank you," he said as he stuck it to his chest with the little magnet.

      As he made his way to the elevators, another guy came in. Samuel only caught a glimpse of him, but he smiled inwardly at the contrast between his own snazzy suit and the stained cargo pants and work boots this guy was sporting. Samuel might look a bit more classy, but this guy clearly had the better choice of outfits when it came to this weather. Samuel knew for a fact he would not only have to remove the slush from his pants, but from his shoes as well to prevent permanent salt stains.

      He whipped out his phone as he waited for the elevator to arrive, something that always took forever in this building. Too many floors and only two elevators, a clear design mistake if he'd ever seen one. He checked his email, his face turning into a smile when he saw the positive feedback from his boss on his mockup for a new campaign for a well-known diaper brand. The idea for that had come to him late last night and he’d worked till two in the morning to create something. Clearly, that had been time well spent.

      A loud ding announced the elevator had finally arrived, and he put his phone back into his pocket. He pressed the button for the twelfth floor where Evan's office was, and the doors were already closing when he heard a voice call out, “Hold the elevator, please!"

      On reflex, Samuel held his hand between the doors and they reopened. The guy he had spotted coming in after him shot him a grateful look. "Thank you. These elevators always take forever."

      Samuel nodded. "I know. Glad to be of help. What floor?"

      "Twelfth."

      Samuel lowered his gaze a little, then studied him through his eyelashes. The guy was ruggedly handsome with his messy dark hair, a beard that needed a bit of trimming, and an outfit that indicated he was used to working outside and getting dirty. Samuel held back a giggle at that last word, amused at where his own thoughts were going with the word dirty. But the guy was one hell of a hot bear, and Samuel appreciated the view as they rode up.

      Then the lights in the elevator flickered, a screeching sound erupted that hurt his ears, and the elevator came to a sudden halt, throwing them into complete darkness. As if on cue, Samuel let out a scream, grabbing the handrail inside the elevator with both hands. What the hell had happened?

      His heart rate sped up and his lungs suddenly felt constricted, making it hard to breathe. Why weren't the lights coming back on? Had the power been disrupted? Oh god, what would happen to the elevator without power? It should have a backup generator, right? If not, they could plummet to…

      "You okay?" A low voice interrupted his thoughts.

      Samuel wanted to answer him, but it turned out talking was hard when your body had forgotten how to breathe. He gasped for air, his body trembling with the sensation of the darkness attacking him. Why was there no light? What was going on?

      "You're breathing a little fast there, Samuel," that low, steady voice spoke.

      What did he mean Samuel was breathing fast? He felt like he wasn't breathing at all, like his body was gasping for oxygen. But when he focused enough to listen, it turned out the man was right, as the sounds of his raspy, quick breaths filled the elevator. He was hyperventilating, Samuel realized, while at the same time unable to stop it.

      "Don't pass out on me now," the guy said. "There's nothing to worry about. I'm sure that whatever is wrong with the elevator, they’ll fix it soon enough. We’re not gonna plummet to our death, if that's what you’re scared of. An elevator like this is attached to strong, metal cables, and they have nothing to do with power. They'll get us out of here, don't worry."

      Samuel liked his voice, he decided. It was low, rich, and with just the right amount of authority to reassure him. He focused on it, allowed the deep timbre to roll through him. Still, he was getting a little light-headed.

      "Samuel, I'm starting to worry about you. You need to slow down your breathing."

      "I can't," Samuel managed to get out, wavering a little.

      "I'm going to touch you now, okay? Don't panic, I'm going to help you breathe."

      Seconds later, a strong, gentle hand found his neck. "We’re gonna sit down on the floor so you can put your head between your knees. I'll hold on to you, no worries."

      For one second, Samuel thought of the devastating effects of that dirty floor on his crisp suit, but then he allowed himself to be pushed down. Breathing trumped a clean suit. He was lowered to the floor, two strong arms holding him, until he sat down between the man's legs, that big body behind him.

      The guy gently pushed his head forward, and Samuel went with the movement, bending forward until his head was between his knees. After twenty seconds or so, his breathing finally slowed down, and the airy, dizzy sensation in his head disappeared.

      "That's so much better," the man said. "You're doing great, Samuel."

      The guy kept using his name, and Samuel only registered it now. How did he know it? Oh, right, he was wearing a name tag. The guy must've spotted it before the lights went out.

      "What's your name?" he asked between gasps, and he didn't even know why that was the first thing out of his mouth.

      A low chuckle rumbled in the chest behind him. “I’m Tris. It's a pleasure to meet you, even if the circumstances could've been better."

      Tris. Samuel let that unusual name roll around in his head. He liked it. It was short, punchy, and it fit what he'd seen from the guy.

      He stayed seated with his head between his knees until he felt like he was breathing normally again. Tris must have agreed with that assessment, because he allowed Samuel to sit up.

      "I would like for you to stay seated for a little longer, just to make sure you're okay," he said, gently pulling Samuel backward until he was resting with his back against the guy’s chest.

      It was an intimate position to be in with a stranger, and yet Samuel felt safe. "Thank you," he said.

      "You're welcome."

      Tris had barely sounded out the last syllable when a buzzing sounded, followed by a canned voice that echoed through the elevator. "Attention, please. We are experiencing technical difficulties with the elevators. Please know that we are working on fixing them as soon as possible. At this point, all elevators have been shut down while we await the arrival of our elevator technicians to diagnose and fix the problem. Please stay calm. If there are any urgent medical needs, let us know by pressing the intercom button."

      The arms around Samuel tightened as if to reassure him. "Well, fuck it," Tris said. "We're stuck."
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      Tris didn't object at all to the cute guy leaning against him, his back pressed against Tris's chest. It was a damn shame the lights in the elevator were out, because he wouldn't have minded feasting his eyes a little longer on that appealing face. His dark hair had been styled to perfection, not a strand out of place, and it completely fit his neatly trimmed beard and his eyebrows that looked like he waxed them regularly.

      The only reason Tris paid attention to things like that was because Cara had once railed about not having her eyebrows done in so long she'd acquired a unibrow. She'd had to explain that one to him, and ever since, he’d paid attention to eyebrows for some odd reason. Not a particularly helpful skill on a construction site, but it provided some amusement every now and then.

      But it wasn't Samuel's eyebrows that had made Tris notice him or even the cute beard and the gorgeous, dark blue eyes, nor the suit that had to be custom-made, since it hugged his slender body so perfectly. No, it was a pair of full lips that were just begging to be kissed. Tris rarely had such a physical reaction to people he met, but this time, his whole body had shown attention, his dick most of all. That had to be the first time he could remember that he'd gotten a hard-on because of a guy's lips.

      "How are you doing, Samuel? Or would you prefer to be called Sam?"

      "Either is fine," came the soft response.

      Tris still detected stress in his voice, which didn't surprise him after that announcement. He had zero fear of small places and wasn't afraid of the dark, but he couldn't deny this experience was a little unnerving.

      He moved his leg sideways so he could reach his phone, then took it out and turned the flashlight feature on. "How about I put this right here so we have at least a bit of light?"

      Samuel let out a little sigh. "Thank you."

      “You didn't answer my question," Tris said, keeping his voice light. "Which do you actually prefer, Samuel or Sam?"

      "My boyfriend always calls me Sam," Samuel said, and Tris's first reaction was a deep disappointment that he was taken, followed by a thrill at the good news that at least he was interested in men. Not that Tris would ever poach a boyfriend off another man. That was something you just didn't do, not even to strangers.

      "I'm sure he does, but technically, that's still not an answer to my question," Tris said.

      "Huh," Samuel said, and that one expression packed a lot of surprise. "I guess you're right. I prefer Samuel, actually."

      "Samuel it is," Tris said. "Since we’re going to be stuck here for a while, let's chat and keep our minds off the fact that we can think of a million places we’d rather be right now. So, tell me about yourself. What do you do for a living?"

      It was the most mundane of opening questions, obviously, but considering Samuel's stress, Tris figured it was a safe enough place to start.

      “I’m a graphic designer at an advertising agency," Samuel said.

      "Cool. Or at least, it sounds cool. What does that entail, exactly?"

      Samuel let out a cute giggle. "It means that other people come up with creative ideas for ad campaigns, and I make whatever graphics they need, like designs for ads in magazines, newspapers, or even billboards. I also do branding for ad campaigns or companies, so developing a new logo or a house style for a company."

      "Gotcha. I take it you spend most of your days behind a screen then, creating beautiful things that didn't exist before," Tris said.

      "I love that description," Samuel said, and Tris could hear the smile in his voice. “It’s accurate, though not everything I create can be labeled beautiful. But yeah, I create what wasn’t before. What do you do? Judging by your appearance, you don't look like you spend all day indoors."

      Tris weighed his words for a few seconds, then decided it was a neutral observation and not a judgment on his appearance. He'd been there before, some urban professional judging him for being a guy who worked with his hands. As if they had zero understanding that both of their jobs were needed, since they wouldn't have a place to live without guys like Tris.

      "I own a construction company," he said, allowing his pride for his achievements to ring through in his voice. "I started it about ten years ago, and it's grown from being just me to employing about twenty guys full time and countless per diem workers.”

      "What kind of things do you build?" Samuel asked.

      "We mostly do remodeling and renovation, but we have scored a few new construction projects as well. They’re hard to snag for a small company like mine. I can't be as competitive on pricing as the bigger guys."

      Samuel's body, which had still been a little tense, relaxed against Tris's, and it almost felt like he was snuggling against him. There was absolutely no need for Tris to still have his arms wrapped around Samuel, but he couldn't seem to let go of him. Still, no harm done, as long as Samuel didn't push him away or give any indication he was getting uncomfortable, right?

      "So what you're saying is you're creating beautiful things that didn't exist as well," Samuel said.

      "I guess so," Tris said, feeling strangely happy at hearing his own words echoed back to him.

      He'd better remember this guy was taken, he told himself. "And you have a boyfriend, I understand?" he asked, just to help himself focus on that crucially important tidbit.

      "Yes," Samuel said. "We've been dating for two years now."

      "And he calls you Sam," Tris said, not knowing why that was so important for him to mention.

      "He does. I don't mind from him, I guess," Samuel said, and there was a hint of an edge to his voice that alerted Tris there might be some trouble brewing in paradise.

      Still, he wasn't the kind of man to capitalize on that. There were few things he hated more than cheating. "Is he taking you out for dinner tonight?" he asked.

      “Yes, he made reservations at Quatre, an exclusive French restaurant,” Samuel said, and now there was a happiness in his voice that hadn’t been there before.

      Tris had never heard of the restaurant but since going out for dinner usually meant fast food for him with the occasional chain restaurant thrown in, that didn’t surprise him. “Sounds like you have a wonderful evening planned.”

      “If we ever get out of this damn elevator,” Samuel mumbled.

      Funny, a few minutes ago, Tris had been just as impatient but now he was fine spending some more time with Samuel. Maybe it was for the better that he was delayed, since he’d been hot-headed when he’d stormed into the building. Some time to cool off might prevent him from doing something stupid, like using his fists rather than his words to communicate his displeasure with the letter he’d received from that asshole lawyer. That two-timing bastard totally deserved to get his face smashed in, but getting arrested wasn’t gonna help Tris’s case. Or his company.

      “How about you?” Samuel asked, interrupting Tris’s thoughts. “Are you in a relationship?”

      He’d carefully avoided naming a gender, Tris noted, which amused him. His sexual orientation was hard to read for most people, and he usually got pegged as straight, especially when he had his kids with him. “I’m divorced, now single.”

      “Oh. Newly divorced?”

      “Nah, three years ago. We met in high school, got married when we found out she was pregnant in our senior year. We stayed together for a long time, but we’d grown apart long before then. We’re still good friends, though, and we share custody of our kids, two teenage boys.”

      “Oh,” Samuel said again, but this time there was a little edge to his voice. “That’s great that you’re still such good friends, especially for your kids.”

      “It is. She’s in a new relationship now, and her new boyfriend, Colin, is a cool guy who fits her perfectly.”

      “But you’re not dating?” Samuel asked.

      Tris shrugged. “I’ve dated a bit but nothing serious. I wanted to focus on my company and on my kids, and I figured that with all the changes the divorce brought, some stability for them would be good. But maybe it’s time to get back into it, I don’t know. It seems like such a hassle, you know?”

      “It can be. I dated for years before I met my boyfriend. But you know what they say about having to kiss a lot of frogs before you find your prince. Or princess, in your case?”

      It was cute, the way he’d subtly framed that as a question, and Tris smiled. “Either. All,” he said. “I’m pansexual, so gender is not something I focus on, if that makes sense.”

      The relief from Samuel was audible in a little sigh as well as obvious in the tension that left his body. “I thought you were gay because you were so comfortable with touching another man, but then you mentioned your ex-wife and I figured I’d maybe gotten it wrong. Then I considered you might be bi, but it seemed like a rather personal question to ask.”

      Tris’s smile transformed into a chuckle. “So you figured you’d drop a little passive-aggressive suggestive question, huh?”

      Samuel pulled his right shoulder up in a shrug. “It worked.”

      It sure had, and Tris had to admire his devious tactic. “So what brings you to this office building?”

      “My boyfriend works here. He was supposed to pick me up, but he texted me he was running late and asked me to come here,” Samuel explained.

      Tris frowned. A guy who was late because he had to work on Valentine’s Day clearly had an issue getting his priorities straight. There was no way in hell he would keep a cutie like Samuel waiting. A man like that deserved to be pampered and taken care of.

      “Well, at least you’re going out together in a little bit. I’m sure it won’t be long now.”

      “God, I hope so. He will be so pissed when we lose our reservation. He made it, like, two months ago. Anyway, what brings you here?”

      Even thinking about it brought his simmering anger back in full force, and Tris couldn’t keep the venom from his voice as he spoke. “I’m here to see if I can get a one-on-one with a lawyer who’s fucking my company over. It’s a long story, but basically, I did a job for a real estate developer who turned out to be a shady motherfucker—pardon my French—and tried to get out of paying me by suing me for incompetence. I thought everything was settled, but I got a letter today from his asshole lawyer that he’s decided to go ahead and take it to court. They damn well know I can’t afford the lawyer fees for a trial.”

      For the first time since they’d sat down, Samuel pushed against Tris’s arms, and he let him go immediately. Samuel scrambled to turn around and face him, and even in the dim light his phone produced, Tris could see his indignity. “That’s horrible!”

      The pure emotion on his face wrapped around Tris’s heart like a warm embrace, softening his anger. “It is. They’re taking advantage of a small company like mine because I can’t afford expensive lawyers. So I figured I’d come over and try to talk some reason into this asshole, though I doubt it’ll do me any good. The guy is a massive dick anyway, and not the good kind.”

      He got a chuckle for that lame-ass joke. “Just because he’s doing this to you, or do you know more about him?” Samuel asked.

      “Oh, I know more about him than I care to. The guy is a cheater, and there are few things I despise more than that. Apparently, he has a husband or boyfriend or something, but he cheats on him like every week or so. My ex, Cara, owns a cleaning company and she cleans the studio he still keeps, even though he lives with his partner. She’s run into him on more than one occasion when he was just done fucking some hookup. Seriously, he’s a total douchebag.”

      He stopped talking when he noticed Samuel’s body going rigid. What was the matter? Was he triggering bad memories? Maybe his boyfriend had cheated on him and Tris had made him relive that?

      Then it dawned on him. Oh god. Samuel had mentioned he was here to see his boyfriend. It couldn’t be, could it? Then again, how many gay lawyers could work on the same floor? Fucking hell, he’d gone and done it now, hadn’t he?

      “Samuel,” he said, more a plea than anything else, and even in the weak light the terror in Samuel’s eyes was stark. He knew. “I’m…”

      What could he say? That he was sorry? He was, for causing him pain, but the truth was that it wasn’t his fault. But would Samuel see it that way?

      “The asshole lawyer, what’s his name?” Samuel asked, his voice barely audible.

      “Samuel,” Tris tried again, not wanting to hurt him even more by confirming what they both knew was true.

      “What’s. His. Name.”

      Samuel’s ice-cold tone would be a damn turn-on if it didn’t break Tris’s heart. He forced the words out. “Evan McLeod.”
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      As much as Samuel wanted to tell himself that it couldn’t be true, deep inside he knew it was. He’d known it when Tris had started talking about the cheating lawyer with the studio where he fucked other men. Maybe he’d even known it when Tris had mentioned the asshole lawyer who was trying to screw him over.

      It was like his subconscious and his conscious had repaired a connection that had been malfunctioning, because now he was aware of all these subtle signs he should’ve have seen, should’ve picked up on, that should’ve made him suspicious. And now that he allowed his subconscious in, it was screaming at him that it had seen it, had picked it up, but Samuel hadn’t allowed those instincts to surface to his conscious mind.

      His boyfriend of two years was a cheater. The man he’d hoped would ask him to marry him tonight had cheated on him. Everything he had clung to as the truth turned out to be a lie.

      “Samuel,” Tris said again, his voice now pleading.

      “You’ll have to give me a minute,” Samuel said, noting how detached his own voice sounded.

      “I’m worried about you.”

      Samuel lifted his eyes from the floor he’d been looking at, not seeing anything else but the endless stream of images and memories in his mind. Snapshots of the past two years that made it crystal clear how big of an idiot he had been. All these signals, all these signs, he’d ignored them. What a fool he’d been. He slowly refocused, spotting the look of deep concern on Tris’s face.

      “Dude, you should be worried about me. I just found out the last two years of my life have been a total lie,” Samuel said, still with that weird detachment.

      Then something occurred to him. Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe Evan hadn’t cheated on him the whole time they were together and it had only been the last few weeks or months. Maybe he’d done it because Samuel had become too needy in bed? No, that didn’t even make sense. Why the hell would he have sex with someone else when he didn’t want to have sex with Samuel?

      He was crazy to even go there. Did it really matter? Did he really want to know how long and how often he’d been made a fool of? He discovered that yes, he did. He wanted to know it all, like one of those disgusting pimple-popping videos that grossed you out yet you couldn’t stop watching. He was witnessing his own life turning into a train wreck, and he couldn’t look away.

      “Your ex, when did she first mention this to you?” he asked.

      Tris visibly cringed. “Do you really need to…? Over a year ago,” he said when Samuel’s eyes narrowed.

      Not something recent then. Samuel sighed. “And you know for a fact it’s been multiple men? Like hookups? Not like an affair with one guy?”

      “Different men,” Tris said. “She saw three of them, but she noticed signs of frequent sex all the time.”

      Motherfucking asshole. Telling Samuel he was too demanding and needy in bed and then fucking around on him? What a complete dick.

      “How are you feeling?” Tris asked, and Samuel had to admire his guts to even ask that.

      “I think I’m moving straight onto the anger phase of grief,” Samuel said. “I can’t believe he cheated on me not once, but all the time. What the fuck is wrong with him?”

      But just as quick as his anger had flared up, it fizzled out, and a wave of defeat rolled over him. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” he said, much softer now. “Why would he do this? I don’t understand.”

      “Samuel, I hate to say this, but Evan McLeod is not a good man. He’s a nasty, backstabbing asshole, and he’s quite proud of that reputation, too. His client list is a veritable who’s-who of high rollers who are known for shady deals and tactics that fall on the wrong side of the law.”

      Samuel had to close his eyes for a second as a wave of nausea hit him. “I thought that was just his job,” he said weakly, hearing how stupid that argument sounded even to his own ears. “Kinda like I have to make designs I don’t like sometimes because they’re what the client prefers.”

      Tris’s face showed sympathy and it made Samuel feel like the biggest fool ever. “He doesn’t do it because it’s his job. He does it because he enjoys the kill, because he wants their business, because on some level, he gets a perverse satisfaction out of screwing people over. What he’s doing to me, that’s not business. That’s doing something because you can. That’s being a bully, knowing you can get away with it.”

      Every word stabbed Samuel in his heart. How could he have been with Evan for two years and not seen that side of him? He and Evan had rarely discussed his work, Evan always citing attorney-client privilege. And since Samuel wasn’t all that interested in the law anyway, he’d found it convenient to not have to discuss it.

      “I didn’t know,” he said, his head reeling.

      “I understand. But now you do.”

      There was a slight edge to that tone, as if Tris wanted to suggest that knowing the truth had consequences. Well, it did, didn’t it? Samuel could never go back to being the naive person he’d been before, completely blind to Evan’s dealings. This had consequences, maybe even more for him than for others because of his background.

      “What do I do now?” Samuel asked, as much to himself as to Tris. “What do you do when you think you’re gonna get a proposal and instead you discover your boyfriend has been cheating on you?”

      Much to his own dismay, his voice broke on the last few words. He didn’t want to cry, didn’t want Tris to witness his humiliation and embarrassment any more than he already had.

      Just then, the intercom crackled again. “We’re happy to inform you that our elevator technician has arrived and determined the cause of the problem. We’re hoping to have the elevators running again in about fifteen minutes. Please do let us know if there are any medical emergencies, and we will try to get to you with priority.”

      Samuel released a sad sigh. “I wish I could go down instead of up and walk out and never see Evan again. I guess that doesn’t really qualify as a medical emergency, does it?”

      The corners of Tris’s mouth tipped up in a hint of a smile. “I’m afraid not. But is that really what you want?”

      “I’m not the confrontational type,” Samuel said defensively.

      “Are you scared of him?” Tris asked.

      Samuel considered it, something that had never even occurred to him before. “Should I be after what you told me?”

      “I’d love to say no, but honestly, I don’t know him well enough to reassure you either way. But if I were you, I’d be careful. And whatever you do, you should definitely consider not mentioning what you’ve learned about his shady dealings.”

      Samuel’s stomach rolled uncomfortably, even as he appreciated Tris’s careful wording. The man wasn’t putting any pressure on him but was rather allowing him to make up his own mind. That was something Samuel could appreciate. His parents had always been the same, giving him and his brothers a lot of freedom and responsibility even within their privileged life—something he’d always appreciated them for.

      What Tris said made sense. If Evan was as deep into illegal stuff as Tris suggested, there was no telling what he would do if he found out Samuel was aware. And how fucked up was that, to suddenly be afraid of the man he thought loved him? Plus, he had to keep him at a distance, if this was the case, to protect himself and his family’s reputation. God, he should’ve done that background check on Evan his father had recommended when they’d started dating, but it had seemed so cold and distrustful. That joke was on him now.

      "I have to break up with him," Samuel said, that part at least being crystal clear to him.

      The rest, that was the question. What reason should he give him for breaking up? If he admitted knowing about the cheating, Evan might want to know how, and Samuel didn't want to drag Tris's ex into this. Hell, he didn't want to drag Tris himself into it.

      "Obviously, I can't tell you what to do, but that sounds like a smart decision. I'm so sorry, Samuel."

      Samuel let out another sad sigh. "I know. And I do appreciate you telling me, even if it was by accident. As much as I hate knowing it, it would've been far worse had I discovered this a year from now."

      "What reason are you going to give him for breaking up?" Tris asked.

      "Yeah, that's what I'm debating right now. Should I tell him the truth? He would want to know how I found out, and I don't want to drag you or your ex into this."

      Tris cocked his head, his face kind. "Looking back, can you think of any other hints of what was going on? Is there anything you could use as a reason to have discovered his infidelity?"

      Samuel thought about it for a few seconds. "Lots of late-night text messages, which I assumed were from clients. Some business trips that I now question. Him guarding his phone with his life. He even takes it into the bathroom when he showers, you know? But nothing that could have easily given me a clue. Suspicious, maybe."

      "So don't tell him how you discovered. You owe him shit. Just tell him you found out he's been cheating on you this whole time and leave it at that."

      Samuel considered it, then decided that was actually a pretty smart strategy. All he needed was to hold his line when Evan started pushing him. Because there would be pushing, that he was certain of. But what would happen if Evan didn't take no for an answer?

      With what he knew now, Samuel didn't understand what Evan saw in him, why he’d wanted to continue their relationship in the first place, but he clearly had. He could've broken up with Samuel easily months ago if he preferred the hookups, but he hadn't. There could only be one obvious reason, but that was so cold-hearted he didn’t even want to go there.

      "If you want to, I can stay when you tell him," Tris offered, and Samuel's head jerked up from staring at the floor again.

      "Are you serious?"

      "Yeah. I'm not comfortable letting you handle this on your own. Not because I think you're weak or anything, but with what I know about your soon-to-be ex-boyfriend, I’m hesitant to leave you alone with him when you deliver news like this. I don't know why he decided to stay with you, but he has to have a reason, so I can only assume he's not gonna be too happy when you show him the door."

      Samuel stared at him for a few seconds. The man clearly hadn’t recognized him, but he’d still offered his support and protection. That said a lot about his character. “Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you."

      Tris nodded at him, a soft smile playing on his lips. "You're welcome. I've always felt comfortable in the role of white knight, you know?" he joked.

      "I could use one right now," Samuel mumbled, deeply grateful he wouldn't have to face Evan on his own.

      He shivered, the anxiety of what he was about to do getting to him. This had to be by far the scariest thing he'd ever done, and how fucked up was that? Out of all the scenarios he'd considered of him and Evan maybe not working things out, he’d never imagined being scared of him, but he sure as hell was right now.

      "You cold?" Tris asked.

      Samuel shook his head. "Nervous. Terrified."

      Tris's face softened. "If you want to, you can sit with me until the elevator starts moving again. Draw some strength from me, maybe? Or is that weird?"

      Samuel didn't even think, just crawled over the floor back to the safe spot between Tris's legs. He couldn't help a sigh of relief escaping from his lips when those strong arms wrapped around him again, and he allowed himself to be pulled backward against that broad chest.

      “I don’t care if it’s weird. I’ll take all the strength I can get. Thank you."
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      They sat like that, lost in their own thoughts it seemed, until the intercom switched on again and that same metallic voice announced the elevators were fixed and would start moving any second. The intercom had barely turned off when the lights flickered back on. Tris blinked a few times to adjust his eyes, then reached for his phone to turn the flashlight off. His battery was down to eleven percent, so he'd have to charge it soon.

      "You okay now?" he asked Samuel.

      Samuel scrambled to his feet, and Tris saw with regret that his gorgeous suit now had stains all over his butt and knees. He hauled himself up, then without thinking, started patting down Samuel to get the worst of the stains off.

      When he was done, he raised his head and met Samuel's eyes, which were dancing with laughter. "That was such a dad-thing for you to do," he said. "But so freaking sweet. Thank you."

      Tris groaned with embarrassment. "I'm so sorry. I didn't even think about it or ask for permission to touch you. I saw the stains on your suit and wanted to see if I could make them a little better."

      Samuel placed a finger on his lips, preventing him from saying more. "I mean it, thank you. It was super sweet. "

      With a jerk, the elevator started moving, slowly bringing them to the twelfth floor. Samuel let go of Tris’s mouth, and Tris put a soft hand on Samuel's shoulder, meeting his eyes. "Are you ready? You can do this. Don't let him intimidate you. And don't forget that I'm here to step in if needed. I won't let you face him alone."

      He heard and saw Samuel suck in a deep breath, and then the man nodded. "Yes. And thank you."

      Tris had somehow expected Evan to be waiting for them when they got out of the elevator, considering he had to have been expecting Samuel about an hour ago. But when they stepped into the hallway, it was empty. Samuel's shoulders dropped, and Tris realized he must've had the same expectation. It drove a fresh stab of anger through him. A cute, sweet guy like Samuel deserved so much better than this asshole.

      He followed Samuel as he made his way to the lobby of the law firm, where a receptionist gave him a friendly smile. "Samuel, how nice to see you again. Evan has been expecting you."

      Then her eyes switched to Tris. "Can I help you?"

      For a second, Tris hesitated, but then Samuel said, "He's with me."

      Her eyes widened a fraction, but Tris had to give her major props for not losing her professional smile. "Go on in then," she said.

      Samuel's posture was stiff as he preceded Tris into an office, opening the door with slightly more force than necessary. Tris had been to the firm twice before but always in a conference room, not in Evan’s personal office.

      "Where the hell have you been?" Evan said, swiveling his chair to face them across from his desk. The guy didn't even bother to get up to properly to greet his boyfriend, Tris thought. "I called you maybe ten times." Then he spotted Tris. "What's he doing here?"

      It took Samuel a second or two to react, and all that time, Tris was holding his breath, hoping that he wouldn't lose his courage.

      "I was stuck on the elevator, which, as you know, doesn't have cell reception. It would've been easy for you to find out, if you had bothered to call to the lobby downstairs, since I had already signed in."

      A tingle danced down Tris's spine at Samuel's arctic tone. He was off to a good start.

      "Oh, well, I was busy working, so I didn't notice until a few minutes ago. It's a damn shame, because we’re too late now to make our reservation. But that still doesn't explain what he's doing here?"

      Tris was curious how Samuel would explain his presence, but the man chose a surprisingly effective strategy. "I have no idea. He followed me here. But we have far more important things to discuss."

      Tris saw Evan’s attitude change, the man apparently picking up the first signal that there was trouble in paradise. "What's going on?” he asked, his tone suddenly much softer, and his face losing some of its sharpness.

      Samuel straightened his shoulders and balled his hands into fists. "What's going on is that I discovered you’ve been cheating on me, sleeping around with fuck knows how many guys."

      Evan did get up from his chair now, quickly making his way around his large, mahogany desk that Tris thought looked preposterous for a guy his age. "Who told you that? Where did you even get that idea?"

      He wasn't denying it, Tris thought. That made sense from his point of view. He wanted Samuel to share details first, of course, so he wouldn’t cop to more than he had to.

      "Does it matter how I found out? The bottom line is that it's true. You've been cheating on me, and not just once, but many times. How could you, Evan? Did I mean so little to you?"

      Samuel's voice broke again, and Tris had to force himself to stick to his role of observer and not try to help him or comfort him, as he so desperately wanted to.

      "How can you say that? You know how much I love you. I thought we were happy together," Evan said, and dammit, he was one hell of an actor.

      "You're not denying it," Samuel said, his voice dropping even more in temperature. If his tone got any icier, the windows would start showing frost patterns. "So I'm asking you straight out, Evan: Is it true? Is it true that you cheated on me?"

      Something flashed over Evan's face that was so fast Tris wondered if he had imagined it. But what he had spotted had been so dark that his subconscious was putting his body on full alert. Something was wrong, something far beyond a simple lovers’ spat.

      "It didn't mean anything, Sam. It was maybe once or twice, and I never meant to hurt you. It was just blowing off some steam, nothing important. You know I love you."

      Before Samuel could even react, Evan reached into the pocket of his pinstriped suit, pulling out a little velvet box. It seemed Samuel would've gotten his wish, had he not discovered the cheating. As much as he hated having wounded him unintentionally with his remarks, Tris was so glad he'd found out now, before Evan had asked him to marry him.

      "I had plans for us tonight, honey,” Evan said, his voice dropping to a soft, seductive whisper. "Please, don't let a little mistake from me ruin our future together."

      Tris took a little step to the right to make sure he could see what happened. Samuel seemed frozen to the spot as Evan flipped open the little box, revealing an undoubtedly expensive ring that flashed brightly.

      "Please, honey,” Evan said in a pleading tone that made Tris almost throw up in his mouth.

      At the same time, he held his breath, waiting anxiously to see how Samuel would react. He’d seemed so angry in the elevator, so convinced he was ending things. But what if Evan got to him? Tris wasn't sure if their relationship could be categorized as abusive, but the psychology had to be the same with how hard it could be for people to believe bad things about a person they loved.

      Then Samuel spoke. "I don't know what's more insulting: that you call cheating on me a little mistake, that you lie to me and say it was only once or twice when we both know it was way more than that, or that you think that knowing all of this, I would still marry you. Fuck you, Evan. Fuck you, fuck your ring, and fuck your lies. We're done."

      God, that should not be as hot and sexy as it was. Tris was not only tempted to break out in applause for that absolutely phenomenal speech, but also physically aroused, which had to be the weirdest thing ever. Then Evan’s hand flashed, grabbing Samuel’s wrist in what looked to be a painful grip, judging by the wince on Samuel's face.

      "You don't mean that," Evan said, all the sexiness gone from his voice, replaced by menacing steel.

      "Ow, you're hurting me," Samuel said, his voice rising in pitch. "Evan, let go of my arm." He tried to break himself free from Evan's grip, but the lawyer wouldn't let go.

      Tris stepped forward. "Let him go."

      Evan's eyes flashed toward him. "Stay the fuck out of this, Gabelman."

      Tris took another step forward until he was standing shoulder to shoulder with Samuel, Evan still holding on to his wrist. "Too late now. I'm already involved. Let go of his wrist."

      Evan's eyes narrowed. "If you think that you've seen the worst of what I can do with that lawsuit against your pathetic company, think again. You have five seconds to walk out of this office and forget what you saw, or I promise you, I will come after you with everything I've got, and your company will be done for."

      He seemed to have forgotten Samuel was still in the room, despite holding on to the man. Tris could see it, the sheer horror on Samuel's face, and then the reaction on Evan’s as he realized he'd shown too much of his true nature to his now ex-boyfriend.

      "Evan!" Samuel cried out, and that one word was stuffed with repulsion.

      Tris was done being patient with Evan. He feigned a move to the right, and when Evan reacted, Tris clamped down on the wrist holding Samuel and turned it upward. Evan had no choice but to let go, and he did so with a loud curse. Tris didn't let go of him, but bent his arm backward until the man let out a grunt of pain.

      "You really need to learn the meaning of the word no," Tris said, forcing himself to keep his voice level. He looked over to Samuel, who was rubbing his wrist, tears in his eyes. "You okay?" he asked.

      "Yeah," Samuel said. "Thank you for stepping in, sir."

      Tris had to applaud him for keeping a cool head and continuing the pretense of not knowing each other. "You're welcome. If you’re ready to leave, I’ll walk you out to make sure you're safe."

      If looks could kill, the deadly glare Evan sent him would've incinerated him on the spot. Good thing Tris didn't give a flying fuck what the man thought of him.

      "Oh, I'm more than ready to go. Thank you. I would appreciate your escort," Samuel said.

      "All right, let's go," Tris said, letting go of Evan's wrist.

      He'd known the man would come after him. It was so predictable, it was almost funny. But the lawyer, no matter how smart and cunning he was, was no match for Tris, who made his living working with his hands. He'd been involved in more than a few brawls and had broken up quite a few between his men as well. Construction guys weren't known for solving arguments with words, after all.

      So when Evan's fist came for him, he ducked, then swiped his right foot against the man's legs, sending him crashing to the floor. Evan went down with a loud grunt, which was music to Tris's ears. He didn't even give him a second look, but instead nodded at Samuel. "As I said, time to go."

      Once they were in the hallway, Tris signaled to Samuel they should hurry, and luck was on their side, as the elevator arrived almost instantly for once. They didn't say a word until they had rushed through the downstairs lobby, outside into the street. Tris wasn't ready to let Samuel go just yet, and judging by the look of panic on the other man's face, he felt the same.

      On impulse, Tris grabbed his hand, then pulled him close to him. "Let's get out of this neighborhood."

      They walked three blocks before Tris realized that Samuel was crying. Not big, violent sobs, but sad, silent tears that streamed down his face. One look at him and Tris was a goner. All he wanted was to make him feel better, to take away the pain. And so he pulled him close, then hugged him, drawing that slender body against his and burying his face in Samuel's hair.

      "You were so brave in there," he said. "I'm so proud of you."

      Samuel didn't respond for maybe a minute, quietly sobbing against Tris's chest. And so Tris held him, as people all around them hurried to their destinations, barely sparing them a glance.

      "What do you want to do?" Tris asked Samuel when the sobs quieted down. Samuel was still hidden against his chest, but Tris could feel some of the tension leave his body. "How about we get some food into you, hmm? You must be starving right now, and food always makes you feel better."

      "I'd love that."

      Samuel's voice was barely above a whisper, but it had no trouble reaching Tris's ears. "Sounds good. I know a great burger restaurant. Nothing fancy, but they make the best burgers in the city."

      For some reason, Samuel let out laugh at that. "I'd love a good burger. Thank you."

      Tris grabbed his neck and tilted Samuel's head back. "How about you stop with thanking me now? It's my pleasure, so forget about it, okay?"

      Samuel nodded.

      "Okay, burgers it is."
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