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Chapter 1


Professor Ben Silver strolled into the auditorium through the backstage door. With the production of Macbeth premiering in two months, set design was underway. His pulse sped up as he approached the stage, lights bright. Chase Coltrane came into view. The framing for the backdrops was complete, and Chase was attaching the canvas with a strong, steady hand.

The guy was gorgeous with his thick, dark hair and golden skin, sharp cheekbones and coal-black eyes. Ben shouldn’t notice a student that way, but it was difficult not to. Besides, it wasn’t like Ben would be tempted to do anything with the man. Chase was clearly straight, flirting with all the female students after class. His charisma kept them swarming.

Chase was an architecture student taking Ben’s Shakespeare in Performance class as an elective. Older than most students, he was at North Carolina Coastal College on the G.I. Bill. Now in his junior year, after two tours of duty in the Navy, Chase had to be in his late twenties. It was nice having a more mature student in charge of this aspect of the play.

Ben approached. “You’re making good progress.”

“Thanks.” Chase set down the staple gun. “It’ll be a challenge, designing it to look right from the audience’s perspective rather than close up. But I appreciate the opportunity. I’m learning a lot.”


“We appreciate your hard work.” Ben gave him a smile. By “we,” he meant himself and Professor Fiona Leonard, a drama specialist who was co-teaching the Shakespeare in Performance class. She was also serving as a drama coach for the Coastal College Players, the college’s all-male Shakespeare troupe. Chase had expressed an interest in set design the previous semester and helped out with their production of The Tempest. He’d done such a great job that Ben had put him in charge this time around.


“You hungry?” Chase asked. “I was just about to take a break. You’re welcome to half my sandwich. I’ve got a twelve-inch salami.”


A tingle skittered up Ben’s spine. He was tempted to ask, Yes, but what kind of sub do you have? but didn’t dare. Flirting with students was out of the question, and with straight ones was just foolish.


This wasn’t the first time Chase had offered to split a sandwich with him while they were working on-set. To be honest, Ben had been kind of hoping it would happen tonight. He had no plans for the evening, so a meal with the handsome former petty officer held plenty of appeal.

Ben got himself a water from the vending machine, and they took two seats in the front of the auditorium. “Have you made plans for spring break?” he asked Chase.

“I think I’m going to hang around here mostly. Get ahead on my architecture project. Go to the beach. It’s different for me than for the younger students—they’re away from home for the first time. I spent eight years in the service traveling to places I never thought I’d go.”

“That must have been rough.”

Chase shrugged. “I was in the construction battalion, so I never saw combat. It came close a few times, and we had to pull out in a hurry.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “My mom was a girl in Vietnam during the war, so I grew up hearing stories about what that was like. It gave me some empathy for the civilians we served.”

“Did your dad fight in Vietnam?”

“Yeah, career Army. He retired about the time I graduated high school. I’ve got three older brothers, so…I was a surprise baby.”

Ben chuckled. “A good surprise, I would say.”

“I hope so.” Chase wagged his eyebrows.

Damn, on a gay man, that would have looked like flirting. Ben suppressed the little thrill that rose in his chest. He’d spent too much of his teens and twenties crushing on straight guys. He was thirty-three now, and it was time to grow up.

Ben liked people, was fascinated by them, and most of the time, that was an asset. Unfortunately, it often meant he fell for a guy before he even realized it was happening. And most of the time, they couldn’t reciprocate. It led to a lot of heartache.

Ben was ready to settle down. His last long-term relationship had ended in disaster about six months earlier. Bars weren’t his scene, and Internet dating seemed like a horror to him. He didn’t do hookups, and that’s mostly what guys on the Internet were looking for.

In a small college town in coastal North Carolina, there weren’t that many out gay men to choose from. Ben had gotten tenure a year earlier, so he was committed to the place. Really, he loved the location and the lifestyle. The liberal campus had an unusually large LGBT population. But most of them were students, and off-limits.

Like Chase.

Ben had to keep reminding himself of that. Because even if Chase weren’t a hundred percent straight, Ben could lose his job if he fraternized with a student—tenure or not.

But Chase was what—maybe four years younger than him? Not like Ben would be taking advantage of the guy. And Chase already had an A average, so he had no incentive to swap a blow job for a better grade.


Dumb. Ben shouldn’t have let himself have that thought. Because now he was focusing on Chase’s kissable mouth. Plush lips, neither too full or too narrow.


He tore his eyes away. He didn’t want things to get weird between him and Chase. He liked the easy friendship they had. Well, maybe that was too strong a word. It was companionship.

There weren’t many people Chase’s age on campus. Ben and Chase were more like peers in that respect. It was no wonder they enjoyed hanging out. Was Ben enjoying it too much?

He didn’t think so. He had plenty of self-control, and experience hiding his feelings from straight guys. But something about Chase was different. Things between them were comfortable in a way Ben hadn’t felt before, and that was just…dangerous.

He couldn’t let himself get complacent. Maybe casually sharing a sandwich with Chase on a semi-regular basis wasn’t the best idea in the world. He couldn’t let his heart get involved.

But damn, it felt nice being close to the guy.

∞∞∞


Chase sat in the amphitheater-style classroom watching Professor Silver and Professor Leonard perform a scene from As You Like It. He repeated that name in his head: Professor Silver. Chase didn’t dare think of the man as Ben. He was already considering him a friend, which of course he wasn’t. Couldn’t be, as long as Chase was a student.


Chase was in a five-year architecture program that would allow him to graduate with a master’s degree. So even though he was a junior, he still had two full years to go. Once he finished his education, though, he hoped he and Silver could become friends for real.

It was weird. He’d never felt drawn to a man like this before. The friendships he’d developed overseas had run deep, but this was different. Like, whenever he saw the guy, a strange sense of lightness came over him. He’d puzzled about it at first, but now he just accepted it. Hanging out with Ben made him happy.


Not Ben. Professor Silver.


Chase smiled as he watched the man perform. His movements were as graceful as a panther’s, his voice smooth and resonant. As good-looking as he was, he could have pursued a career as an actor.


The professors ended the scene, and the class applauded, a spontaneous reaction. This was a teaching exercise, not a performance, but they were good. The teasing, sensual interaction between them in the roles of Rosalind and Orlando was sexy as hell. Who knew Shakespeare could be like that?


It didn’t hurt that Dr. Leonard was a willowy blonde of about thirty, with pale blue eyes and an alabaster complexion. The flowy dress she wore didn’t accentuate her curves, but she definitely had them. Not that Chase was attracted to her, but she was nice to look at, her fair coloring contrasting with Dr. Silver’s dark hair and beard, and his warm olive skin tone.

The guy exuded so much energy when he was in character—but that settled when he went back into professor mode, as if all that passion were somehow unprofessional. Chase wished he could see more of it. The measured, controlled man on the outside did a good job of containing all that exuberance, but that wasn’t the man Chase wanted to know. And he couldn’t help wondering why Ben kept that part of his personality hidden.


When class ended, Chase gathered up his backpack and turned to find Melissa Grayson approaching. She was the stage manager for Macbeth and they were becoming close. Tall with long, dark hair and a slender build, she was dressed in a white blouse and khakis, looking responsible and efficient, as usual. She made a good study partner because she took notes on everything.


“Chase darlin’, would you like to join me for lunch?” She wore an eager smile, and Chase knew what that meant. He wasn’t interested in her that way, but lunch couldn’t hurt, right? Not like it was a date.

“Sure.” He flashed a smile to hide the awkwardness he felt.

Truth was, he’d never really learned how to date. He joined the Navy straight out of high school. With their fraternization rules, dating wasn’t much of an option until he left the service.

So at twenty-six, when he enrolled at Coastal, he felt every bit as inexperienced as the other freshman despite being eight years older than most of them. In a way, Coastal was like an incubator helping him transition back to civilian life. Sometimes when he thought back to his time working in the Construction Battalion, or Seabees as they were known, it felt like he was a different person then.

Now he was almost thirty and still figuring out how to handle women. Melissa was a friend, and he didn’t want to lose that. But he wasn’t attracted to her at all. She was pretty enough, with a nice figure, but not his type. Why did he always seem to attract the wrong women?


As he stood talking to her, he caught Professor Silver’s eye. The man gave him a crooked smile—wistful almost. The expression tugged at Chase. He’d much rather have lunch with Silver than Melissa, but fraternization rules again, even if these were unwritten. As long as Ben—Dr. Silver—was handing out Chase’s grades, they couldn’t be friends.


Which sucked, because Chase couldn’t remember the last time he’d liked anyone so much.


Chapter 2


Saturday morning, Ben corralled the members of the Shakespeare troupe in the parking lot of an office park for the third annual Shirtless for Shakespeare car wash, raising money for the play. It was a bright, sunny day, and warm for early spring. The unseasonable weather allowed them to hold the event earlier in the year than usual.

It was almost embarrassing wearing nothing more than a bathing suit and flip-flops in front of his students. Some of them were barely more than boys, slender and still growing into their adult physiques. But most were in prime condition, their bodies firm and defined. As fit as Ben was from running and weight training, he felt self-conscious next to them.


And then there was Chase, who looked every inch the warrior he was. Powerful biceps, sculpted pecs, rippling abs. Ungh. Ben had to pull his gaze away to keep from staring.


“How do you all want to handle this?” Ben asked the young men. “We could set up an assembly line with two guys washing, one rinsing, and one drying.”

He got mostly shrugs from the cast members, who seemed more interested in squirting each other with water than coming up with a viable plan. He caught Chase’s eye, and the guy gave him a smile. There was no need to say anything—he knew that Chase was thinking the same thing he was, and that he could rely on him to help keep the younger men in line.

By noon, the event was drawing more attention than he had expected. They’d built up some buzz through social media—especially since the college's star quarterback, Emmett Cross, had agreed to volunteer.

Their customers seemed willing to wait in line. Apparently the enticement was not, in fact, the car wash but the shirtless men. Still, Ben didn’t want to create a traffic flow problem, or the city might give them trouble.

His usual approach was to let the students work things out for themselves, but it was clear that another strategy was needed now. Before Ben could act, Chase stepped in. With military precision, he organized the guys into teams and gave each member a specific job. They quickly cleared out the backlog and were able to keep up with the new customers as they arrived.
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