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            Prologue

         

         The crop strikes me with a snap like breaking ice. The pain that follows is sharp and cold, but I don’t cry out. I know I will, eventually, that I’ll sob, gasp, scream perhaps, but I make him break me every time. He needs to see what he does to me. He needs to see what it costs to love him.

         At last it’s over. 

         I can feel him behind me, his heat and his hoarse breath. He’ll be tender now as he takes me, though it’s not my pleasure that brings the flush to his skin and the fire to his eyes. It’s my pain.

         This is the ugly truth of what he needs: someone to suffer for him.

         He rolls me over. The sheets are rough against my burning skin. Another hurt I will bear and forgive.

         I hear the soft slap of the crop as it falls. He looks desolate and savage, the sweat on him as bright as tears.

         “I can’t,” he whispers. “I can’t do this anymore.”

         He’s said this before. But it always brings us back to this room. And to this. Me on my knees. Or in chains. The marks of his shame and torment on my back. 

         I go to him and draw him into my arms. He resists for only a moment, then surrenders, pressing his damp face against my neck. I hold him as he shudders and weeps and shatters.

         “Nathaniel.” He lifts his head. His eyes are as cold as the moon. As empty. “I mean it. I can’t keep hurting you.”

         “Then don’t.” 

         “It’s not that simple. This is what I need.”

         “No.” I press my hand over his frantically beating heart. “I believe you’re better than this. Stronger than this. You don’t have to be what he made you.”

         “I am what he made me. I don’t deserve you. And I can’t make you happy.”

         “But I love you.”

         “You shouldn’t.” His voice breaks. “Nobody should.” 

         He leaves me in that terrible room, the room where I first understood what he would do to me and what had been done to him. Though he turns away now, though he denies me and rejects me and flees from me, I know he’ll come back to me.

         I am not the only man who has touched him but I’m the only one who truly knows him. The only one who loves him. The only one who ever could. 

         He’s mine. My beloved. My monster. My broken prince.

         He’ll come back to me. And I will save him from himself.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Hello! I’m Arden St. Ives, calling from St. Sebastian’s Colle—”

         Click.

         “Hello! I’m Arden St. Ives, calling from St. Sebastian’s Colle—”

         Click.

         “Hello! I’m Arden St. Ives, calling from St. Sebastian’s Colle—”

         Click.

         Oh dear. It was going to be a really, really long night.

         I was supposed to be doing this college fund-raiser thing where undergraduates called up wealthy alumni and connected deeply with them in a way that got them all nostalgic and wallet-opening or bank-transferring. To be honest, I wasn’t exactly an ideal candidate for the role. Given that I got all squirmy borrowing 60 pence for a can of Coke Zero from the vending machine, I had no fucking clue how I was going to work “and how would you feel about endowing a Chair of Philosophy in perpetuity” into a casual conversation with a complete stranger.

         My best friend Nik was actually the one who’d signed up, but he’d come down with laryngitis. Which meant the telethon team ended up having to use me instead. I knew as soon as they gave me what was supposed to be two days of training in ten minutes that it was going to be awful. And a quick glance around the only slightly dank basement confirmed my worst fears: the rest of the volunteers were all engaged in life-enriching, college-benefiting conversations with opera singers, human rights lawyers, and boutique cheesemakers. Whereas I’d eaten my body weight in free doughnuts and been hung up on more times than an insurance salesman with underdeveloped people skills.

         I dialed the next number. They’d told me you could hear the smile in someone’s voice, so I made sure I was grinning as if I’d swallowed a coat hanger.

         “HelloImArdenSt.IvescallingfromSt.Sebastian’sCollegepleasedonthanguponme.”

         Silence.

         Then, “How did you get this number?”

         “God, I don’t know. It was just on the list. I’m helping with the…” My mind blanked out. Something about that implacable, cut-glass voice. “…telethon thingy.”

         “The telethon…thingy?”

         “The St. Sebastian’s College annual telethon. Um, you went here, right?”

         “Isn’t that why I’m on your list?”

         “Oh yeah.” I decided to pretend my utter incompetence was funny. “Good point. But there was a letter. You should have got a letter.”

         “I don’t have time to read letters.”

         “Well, no wonder you miss stuff.”

         A laugh, quiet and almost shy, ghosted down the phone to me, and I felt it like fingers against my spine. “I assume that if the message is important, the sender will find a more efficient way to deliver it.”

         “Efficiency isn’t always better, though.”

         “Under what circumstances is being effective at achieving what you set out to achieve less good than the alternative?”

         I’d had tutorials like this. Blurting out some half-baked idea, which was swiftly revealed to be the most abject nonsense. So I did what I always do—the general refuge of the comfortable upper second—and promptly reframed. “Only if what you want to achieve is communicating something as simply, directly, and immediately as possible. Like, if you were on fire, a letter would be a really bad way of telling you.”

         “Also a flammable one.” God, his voice. From the moment I’d heard it, I’d thought it was pretty sexy, in a chilly, upper-class way, but amusement-softened, it was as rich as honey. Irresistible.

         I grinned foolishly at the receiver. “But if I wanted to say something with more nuance, something personal like I’m sorry or, thank you, or…or y’know…I love you, then maybe a letter would mean more than a text message or a Post-it note.”

         “I had no idea the Master of St. Sebastian’s felt quite this strongly about me.” A neat little pause. You had to appreciate a man with timing. “Do you think it’s too late?”

         “I’m not sure. Maybe if you chased after her in the pouring rain.”

         “She’s not entirely my type.”

         “It’s that purple houndstooth jacket, right?”

         “I’m afraid it’s a deal breaker.”

         I snuck another peek at the room, in case I was doing it wrong and everybody could tell, but nobody was paying any attention to me. I huddled a little closer to the phone and confessed, “I’ve actually only met her once. In my first year. She asked me what I was going to do when I grew up.”

         “And what are you going to do when you grow up?”

         “Gosh, I don’t know. Grow up, I guess?”

         He was silent a moment. “I think that would be a shame.”

         “If I grew up?”

         “If you changed.”

         I made a sort of hiccoughing noise. Surprise and bubbly pleasure. “You don’t know me.”

         “No,” he agreed. “But I’ve enjoyed talking to you and I’m sure others will too.”

         That sounded perilously close to goodbye and I panicked. Maybe it was just because I would have to start the cycle of doom all over again but I genuinely didn’t want him to go. “To be honest, you’re the only person who hasn’t hung up on me halfway through my opening line.”

         There was another moment of silence. I might have been imagining it but it felt a little charged. “You asked me not to.”

         “I was honestly pretty desperate.”

         “Well, it seemed to work.”

         “I guess you took pity on me.”

         “I wouldn’t call it pity.”

         I nearly asked him what he would call it, but I didn’t quite have the balls. I’d been told to telebond, after all, not teleflirt. I wondered what he looked like. What he was doing right now as he was talking to me. Probably he was sixty-five and tending a bonsai tree, but his voice made me imagine wingback chairs and whisky. A riding crop with a silver tip laid idly across a knee…Okay, maybe that was too far. Or just far enough.

         I shivered and suddenly realized how, well, silent silence was when the only thing connecting you was an electrical signal. I didn’t know this man, and he didn’t know me, and if I didn’t say something soon, it was going to get super fucking uncomfortable. “So…um…” I fumbled with the cheat sheet of helpful icebreakers. “When was the last time you were here?”

         “Ah.” A chill syllable, as devastating as a dial tone. “I was wondering when we’d get to this part.”

         “Um, what part?”

         “The part where we exchange charming stories about life at St. Sebastian’s and then you ask me for money.”

         I actually yelped. I’d been sufficiently distracted by the awkward (and occasionally not awkward) conversation part of the arrangement that I’d managed to totally forget about the whole fund-raising thing.

         He laughed and it wasn’t like the other time. It was cold and harsh, and very, very resistible. “What else does it say on your list?”

         “Pardon?”

         “Your list. What else does it say about me?”

         I hadn’t expected the call to last more than five seconds, so I hadn’t bothered to read anything beyond the number I was dialing. I looked now. “It says you’re Caspian Leander Hart and you graduated in 2010 with a first in politics, philosophy, and economics. Oh my God, you were a PPEist.”

         “Someone has to be.”

         “And apparently you’re the CEO of a multinational banking and financial services holding company. I don’t know what much of that means.”

         “You can look it up on the Internet. Anything more?”

         I stared at the next line. “It says you’re a lovely person, and very kind to animals.”

         “Arden.”

         It showed how screwed up my priorities were right then that, for a moment, all I could think was, He remembered my name. I imagined his lips shaping it: Arden, Arden, Arden. “Uh, what?”

         “What does it really say?”

         My name, and the touch of sternness, raised all the hairs on my arms. “It says you’re the third richest man in the UK with a net worth in the region of twelve billion quid.”

         I waited. No idea what for. I’d done as he’d commanded, but he wasn’t exactly going to shower me in praise and cookies for it. I expected he would hang up but he didn’t and so we were stuck here, fresh silence deepening between us into this well of infinite nothingness.

         “Um…” I skimmed desperately over the cheat sheet. “It says here that I should ask you if you’re enjoying it. But I don’t know what the it is. Oh, right. The answer to the previous question. How are you enjoying being the third richest man in the UK?”

         “I’m finding it quite enjoyable.”

         “You recommend insane wealth as a potential future for other St. Seb’s graduates?”

         And then…then he laughed again, the laugh I liked. And I could breathe. “I do. What’s your next question?”

         I checked. “Do you get the Arrow?”

         “Since I don’t know what that is, it seems safe to assume I don’t.”

         “It’s the Book of Making You Feel Bad About Yourself. You know, the St. Seb’s magazine? It’s full of stories about people who are living amazing lives and achieving amazing things while you’re sitting around in your pants playing Tsum Tsum.” I paused. “I guess you don’t do that, what with being a billionaire and everything.”

         “I don’t, no.”

         “And you don’t have time for the post, so the whole thing’s a bust really.”

         I must have sounded a bit woebegone because he said, “There isn’t an e-copy you could sign me up for?” with the same kind of embarrassed gentleness you might show a three-legged kitten if you weren’t all that keen on cats.

         “I don’t know. It just turns up in my pidgeon hole. It’s this glossy thing and the cover story is always St. Sebastian’s Graduate Now King of Everything Ever.”

         Another soft laugh. “In which case, I shall strongly resist being put on the mailing list.”

         “Oh my God,” I wailed. “I’m epically bad at this. I’ve stirred you from apathy to active antipathy. Do you not like St. Sebastian’s?”

         “I haven’t thought about it since I left.”

         “You don’t have any good memories?”

         “It’s not that. It’s simply that I prefer to focus my energy on the present.”

         “And you never look back?” I tried again. “Never miss anybody or feel thankful?”

         “The past is merely a string of things that have already happened.”.”

         I knew I was a dweller by nature, reliving every moment of embarrassment, every harsh word, every little loss, but I wasn’t sure his way was the answer either. “That sounds alienating. Living out of time.”

         “I would rather control my future than concern myself something I can’t change.”

         Something in the way he said it made the back of my neck prickle. “You can’t control everything.”

         “On the contrary, with enough wealth, power, and conviction, one can control anything. Anyone.”

         Aaaand that really wasn’t helping with my inappropriate telefeelz. I tried to laugh it off, but it came out way too shaky to be convincing. “You sound like…There’s this line in Ulysses where someone describes history as a nightmare from which he’s trying to awake.”

         “I’m already awake. And I haven’t read Ulysses.”

         “You want to know a secret? Me neither.”

         “But you can quote from it.” He seemed to have warmed up again. Maybe he was even smiling. And I thought, What would a man like this look like when he smiled?

         “That’s what an English degree from Oxford teaches you. How to be convincing about a bunch of shit you actually know nothing about.” And there I went. Fucking up again. “But I bet PPE was useful to you, right, and has shaped your career and helped you become the incredibly successful person you are today?”

         “Oxford—as a brand—still carries a certain value when effectively leveraged.”

         I sat back in my chair, tucking a knee beneath me. I felt oddly sad suddenly. Not exactly for us but because of us. I’d basically squandered the last three years being disorganized and lazy and preoccupied with getting laid, and he’d just used the words brand and leveraged in cold blood. “But a world-class education…that’s a gift, isn’t it? It could make a real difference to someone. I mean, someone who was, y’know, better than we are.”

         He was quiet for what felt like far too long. “I think,” he said at last, “when you claimed to be bad at this, you were either lying or sorely underestimating yourself.”

         “I wouldn’t lie to you, Mr. Hart.” It was hard to tell because we were on the phone but I thought I heard him draw in a sharp breath. Something I said? Or his name, which felt intimate somehow, in my mouth? Even though the formal address should have maintained a sense of distance, rather than the reverse. “It was just a thing I thought.”

         “That I should make a donation to my old college? Rather a convenient notion to cross your mind at a fund-raising telethon, don’t you think?”

         “Well, yes…I mean no…I mean. Fuck. All I meant was…I couldn’t think of anything more powerful, or more important, than being able change the course of a life. To be able to give someone who truly deserved it an opportunity that money or circumstance or social inequality would otherwise deny them.” That was when the magnitude of what I was suggesting finally sank in. I squeaked. “Or…or you could just buy a plant for the JCR. That would be cool too.”

         I was relieved to hear him laugh again. “You are a very dangerous young man.”

         “I’m really not.” And I wasn’t sure whether it had been intended as a compliment anyway.

         “I’m going to say goodbye now and think about what you’ve said.”

         This was all moving a little fast for me. I wasn’t even entirely sure what had happened. “God. Are you sure? You don’t have to.”

         “No, I do. Charming though this conversation has been, I’m a very busy man and I never make financial decisions without considering them thoroughly first.”

         “I meant…you don’t have to…give any money. Or anything.”

         “Courage, Arden. Never flinch before you seal the deal.”

         “But I wasn’t trying to…to deal with you.”

         “Perhaps that’s why you succeeded. I had forgotten how potent sincerity can be.”

         Maybe I should have been celebrating but I felt terrible. As if I’d accidentally perpetrated an epic deception on a billionaire alumnus. And then I suddenly remembered there was a formal dinner and I was supposed to invite anybody who seemed donatey. “You should come visit,” I blurted out.

         “Pardon?”

         “Before you decide anything. You could come to the dinner at the end of the week. I mean, it’s free food.” Oh, what was I saying? “Though I guess that probably isn’t much of a motivation for you. But can…do you think…would you…”

         He cut over my flailing. “Put me down as a maybe.”

         A click. And the line went dead.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         My shift ended at nine, the next group of eager volunteers filing in to reach out to alumni in different time zones. While I hadn’t spoken to any more billionaires, I’d actually done okay. Somehow, my conversation with Caspian Hart had given me more confidence in what I was doing and my ability to do it. He’d said I was doing a good job, after all. And, coming from him, that had to mean something. Unless he was being sarcastic.

         Oh shit. What if he was?

         In any case, I’d even started to enjoy myself once I got into the swing of things. Nearly everyone had memories to share or stories to tell, and as I made my way back to my room across the moonlit quad, I found myself wondering what my story was.

         I’d done so well at school that I’d come to university expecting a cross between Brideshead Revisited and an English version of The Secret History, and fully prepared to be a genius. Except Oxford wasn’t like that at all. And neither was I.

         And here I was, two and a half years later, finals looming and…

         Fuuuck.

         I climbed the stairs and pushed open the door to my room. Well, rooms technically—set of rooms—the ultimate Oxford status symbol. I’d come bottom of the ballot, which meant I should have been living in a dustbin round the back of college, but Nik had come near the top, and since he needed someone to share with, that had hiked me up.

         He was huddled on the sofa under a duvet, looking tragic.

         “Feeling better?” I asked.

         “Blah.”

         “I’m sorry.” It was hard to know how to sympathize with someone who sounded like Emperor Palpatine. “But, hey, you can do an awesome impression of Emperor Palpatine.”

         That seemed to perk him up.

         “Go on. Say Now witness the firepower of this fully armed and operational battle station.”

         “Now witness the firepower of this fully armed and operational battle station,” he rasped.

         I gave him a thumbs-up and went into my bedroom to slip into something less socially acceptable, emerging a few seconds later in my boxers and an I’M FABULOUS AND I KNOW IT My Little Pony T-shirt.

         We’d been roommates long enough to have established our chairs—though, unfortunately, mine was currently a make-do revision station, consisting of my laptop, a pile of books, and a half-drunk bottle of £1.99 Tesco’s own brand booze. Which you could tell was the good stuff because it was just called wine and had a screw cap.

         Mooching over, I grabbed the nearest book and curled up, waiting for knowledge to miraculously osmote from page to brain. Because that was totally how it worked.

         Nik stirred in his duvet cocoon. “How’s it going?”

         “Terrible.”

         “What have you got to worry about? It’s English lit.”

         He wasn’t actually being mean. My course had a reputation for being easy—probably deservedly, since the earliest lectures started at eleven and, while they weren’t presented as optional, hardly anyone went to them anyway.

         “Yes, but how am I supposed to revise every book written in English from 650 to the present day. That’s”—my voice went a bit shrill—“not reasonable.”

         “Can’t you prioritize the important ones or something?”

         “Do I look like Harold Bloom?”

         “I’d be able to tell you if I knew who that was.”

         I could have explained The Western Canon, but nobody deserved that. And Nik, whose full name was Niklaus Johannsson-Carrington, was my best and oldest friend. We’d been on the same staircase in my first year and stuck together ever since, despite having nothing in common (except maybe the time he’d been drunk enough to let me wank him off).

         He was reading Materials, whatever that meant, and constantly getting internships at MIT. He was also captain of the first VIII (which I thought was a rowing thing), played football for the men’s seconds, and had recently returned from Uganda, where he’d been part of a team that was repairing a health center. All of which made him the perfect person to do fund-raising telethons…except for the temporarily-sounding-like-Emperor-Palpatine thing. That would have probably been pretty off-putting.

         “In Stephen Fry’s autobiography—” I began.

         “Which one? The man’s written more autobiographies than you’ve written essays.”

         I mimed being stabbed through the heart. “Impugned! But he said he did well at Cambridge by memorizing a set of first-quality essays and then shoehorning them into whatever question happened to be on the paper.”

         Nik nodded. “Sounds like a good plan.”

         “With one minor drawback.”

         “What?”

         “I haven’t written any first-quality essays.” They were mostly seconds and upper seconds, and one returned to sender because it was about Finnegans Wake, and I’d written it stoned at half four in the morning when the book had taken on this terrible clarity and I’d been briefly convinced that maybe I was brilliant after all.

         “You can still memorize what you’ve got.”

         “Except they’re so banal and half-arsed it hardly seems worth it.” I sighed. “I swear to God, I found one that opened ‘Bleak House, the Victorian novel by the Victorian novelist Charles Dickens’…Oh my God, I’ve wasted three years of my life.”

         “You haven’t wasted them,” Nik said consolingly. “You just haven’t done any work in them.”

         I made sad otter noises.

         “Seriously, it’ll be fine. Worst-case scenario is you get a two-two.”

         “Worst-case scenario is I fail or get a third.”

         “And imagine how glamorous that’ll be.”

         “I won’t look like a loser?”

         “No, you’ll look like a misunderstood genius.”

         Nik’s voice was getting even more sinister and whispery. Great, I was essentially making a sick person comfort me. “Maybe you shouldn’t be talking. Does it hurt?”

         “No, but it’s weird as hell. It’s like my voice has just disappeared.”

         I offered a sheepish smile by way of apology for being self-absorbed. “Did you make a dodgy deal with a sea witch? Don’t you know, you’ve gotta kiss de girl.”

         “I’m worried I’ll give de girl a throat infection.”

         Unscrewing the cap, I took a swig of wine straight from the bottle. “There was something seriously wrong with that guy.”

         “What guy?”

         “Prince Eric.”

         “What’s wrong with Prince Eric? He was kind to animals, lived in a palace. Good dimples.”

         “Yeah, but how can you respect a man who needs a singing lobster to tell him when to make a move?”

         Nik gave me a withering look. “Sebastian’s a crab.”

         “How can you remember that? Are you sure you’re mostly straight?”

         “He was a comedy sidekick with a racist accent. You don’t forget that shit unless you’re too busy speculating about whether the male lead is any good in bed.”

         “You’re right,” I conceded. “That is pretty gay.”

         I took the opportunity to consume more alcohol. A toast. To myself: Disney queer failing Oxford.

         “So,” asked Nik slyly, “who would you go for?”

         I made a thoughtful hmmming noise. “It’s a hard one.”

         “Or you’re hoping it is.”

         “You do know”—I regarded him with severity—“that not every observation your token pansexual friend makes is a cock joke, right?”

         “I would, if my token pansexual friend made fewer cock jokes.” He waved a hand imperiously. “Come on, Arden, who’s it going to be?”

         Maybe the telethon had left me in a funny mood but I found myself wondering how I’d feel when I looked back on this: another night with my best friend in a dreamy, golden city, talking about the Disney princes I’d like to bang. I wondered if I’d still understand or if I’d think I was ridiculous. Or if I’d feel some sense of loss. “Well,” I said, “it’s not exactly a great pool, is it?”

         “Bunch of hot royals? Jesus, man, what are you looking for?”

         “Um, somebody real? Somebody who loves me? Somebody who’ll fold me up like a fishing stool and fuck my brains out. Give me that and I’d scorn to change my state with kings.”

         “From the amount of people who’ve trooped through here, doesn’t seem like you’re short of volunteers.”

         I pulled my knees to my chin and let my gaze drift out the window to the quad below. A typical Oxford night: green grass and ancient stone, ghosts of the gold-washed dark. “Eh, they’re all Erics.”

         “They’re taking dating advice from crabs?”

         “There are no crabs anywhere near my sex life, thank you very much.” He gave a wheezy laugh, and gratified, as I always was to please him, I went on. “Which leaves me with…God…the early princes are kind of nonentities, aren’t they? And on the date-rapey side in the case of Phillip. And Aladdin’s out, obviously.”

         Nik raised his brows.

         “Not because he’s Middle Eastern. Because he’s a delinquent. I know I’m not exactly awesome, but I think I can do better than a homeless man.”

         “You’ll have a degree in English. You’re going to be Aladdin.”

         “Oh shut up.” I ran quickly through the pantheon. It was slightly scary how much Disney I’d watched over the years, some of it fairly recently. “Prince Naveen is cute with his ukulele.”

         “I thought you didn’t like hipsters.”

         “Good point, well made. Better be Prince Adam, then.”

         A slight pause. “Sorry, who?”

         “From Beauty and the Beast,” I mumbled. “Y’know, the Beast.”

         A more substantial pause. “Is this your way of coming out as a furry?”

         “What? No! Fuck you.”

         “Dream on, gayboy.”

         “I do, I really do, thinking of your bronzed and manly thews clenching around me in undeniable homosexual ecstasy.”

         “My…thews are homosexual?” His ears had gone pink.

         “By association when they’re clenched around me.”

         “Look.” He did have an excellent, firm voice, a little bit football captain, a little bit headmaster. “Can we go back to you fancying animals, please?”

         “I don’t fancy animals. The Beast is only symbolically bestial.”

         “I know I’m a scientist and therefore don’t understand these complex literary motifs, but it looks pretty literal to me when he’s beating up wolves and roaring.”

         “Okay, so he’s protective, passionate, strong—”

         “—has a tail.”

         I gave him a look. “Has clearly suffered but is not less deserving of love for that.”

         “Yeah, but what kind of prick denies a beggar woman a loaf of bread?”

         “What kind of beggar woman rocks up at the front door of a palace? That’s like a Big Issue seller getting pissy because the queen doesn’t carry cash. Also, the Beast’s got his own dungeon. I respect a man with all the conveniences.”

         Nik tried to laugh again, and it came out like a rusty gate in a gale.

         I winced for him and eyed my wine guiltily. “Um, can I get you something? You sound grim.”

         “Sounds worse than it is.” He shrugged in this noble I’m going out for a walk and may be some time sort of way. “I just feel bad for letting the telethon down.”

         “We’re doing okay. And I spoke to this guy named Caspian Hart, who’s apparently super-rich. That could come to something.”

         Nik’s eyes went wide. “Caspian Hart? Seriously?”

         I made what I hoped was a modest, l’il ol’ me gesture.

         “You don’t know who he is, do you?”

         “Of course I do! It said on the sheet. He’s like a finance guy or something.”

         “Arden, he’s a big deal and famously unapproachable. He’s the second youngest self-made billionaire on the Forbes list. He’s been on the cover of TIME and everything.”

         “Well, y’know, so’s Donald Trump.”

         “And,” Nik added resignedly, “he’s really hot.”

         Ah. That was more like it. I put down the wine bottle and reached for my laptop.

         “I mean, if you’re into dicks. Literally and metaphorically.”

         “He wasn’t a dick. A bit…intimidating maybe. But I guess if you’re that awesome, you would be.” My cheeks were getting warm just remembering the conversation. “He was kind to me, actually.”

         “You’d have to be a monster not to be. It’d be like kicking a kitten.”

         “Excuse me, I’m incredibly sexy and— Oh my God.” The results of my image search had just popped up.

         “You are such a letch.”

         Peeping at Nik over the top of the screen, I gave him double eyebrows. “Shit. I invited him to the dinner as well. What if I have to talk to him and look at him at the same time?”

         “I guess it’ll tear a rift in the space-time continuum and we all die.”

         Okay—I deserved that. I laughed, blushed a bit at my own ridiculousness. “I bet you anything I end up making a complete idiot out of myself.”

         “People like that are insanely busy. He probably won’t even make it.”

         Yes. That was a good point. And it would save me a lot of embarrassment.

         Except I couldn’t help feeling disappointed too. I mean, not just because he was gorgeous—I was shallow, but not that shallow—but because…Meh, I was probably reading too much into it.

         But it would have been nice to meet him.

         Hear that soft, unexpectedly shy laugh in person.

         “So”—Nik broke into my daydreaming—“are you going to be working or do you want to watch Luke Cage?”

         I checked the clock on my computer—it was past ten now. Hardly worth starting revision. Although, let’s face it, it was that kind of attitude that got me into this mess in the first place. “Is there room under that duvet?”

         “Always.”

         I settled the laptop on the table, fired up Netflix, and snuggled in next to Nik. “You’re not contagious, are you?”

         “Only if I snog you.”

         “Hey, it’s possible. You might be overcome by base lust and unable to keep your tongue out of me.”

         He flung an arm around and pulled me closer—he smelled slightly like an ill person, but also cozy and familiar. “Yes. That’s definitely a real danger that you’re in right now. With Mike Colter right there.”

         “You mean, you’re gay for Mike Colter but not for me?”

         “Shhh.”

         I’d had this …almost-maybe-actual crush on Nik for basically ever. It could have damaged our relationship, but in my experience, there were two kinds of straight boys in the world: the ones who were terrified that being liked by a gay meant getting bummed the moment they let their guard down and the ones who were comfortable enough to be into it.

         Nik was in the second category.

         And, honestly, there were probably two kinds of queer boys as well: the ones who had wholesome, healthy relationships with other queers and the ones who preferred to be in love with people they couldn’t have because they were slutty commitmentphobes.

         I was also in the second category.

         A friendmance made in heaven.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Okay, how do I look?” I turned away from the mirror over the sink and struck a pose.

         Nik’s expression was carefully neutral. “Honestly? Like a kid in his dad’s suit.”

         The post-telethon dinner was black tie and I didn’t have the right kit, so I’d borrowed Nik’s. Not completely grasping the impact of Nik being six foot four and an athlete. When I was pretty much the opposite of that. “What if I rolled the sleeves up?”

         “Don’t you fucking dare. That’s my best tux.”

         As I walked across the room, the trousers slipped ominously down my hips. I tightened the rainbow canvas belt I’d hidden under the cummerbund and managed to stave off disaster.

         Nik winced. “Do you really want to meet important alumni looking like that?”

         “It’s not that bad.” My hair was having a small rebellion of its own. I’d quiffed six ways to Sunday but the whole thing had fallen sideways like a drunk on Saturday night. But fuck it. Caspian Hart wasn’t coming anyway. Not because of a single conversation.

         He’d probably forgotten about me the moment he’d put the phone down. And I wasn’t going to be…sad or disappointed or messed up about it. Nope. Not even a little bit. The amount of time I’d spent Googling him probably counted as immersion therapy anyway.

         He wasn’t all that. Okay, he was fairly—well, very—good-looking, but he wasn’t…photogenic really. He never smiled. Always the same flat stare, as though he regarded the camera as an enemy, his body caught at a moment of artificial stillness: a tiger about to spring away through the long grass.

         “I’m telling you,” Nik was saying, “it is that bad.”

         I waved a hand, implying that he could—if he so chose—talk to it, and picked up the bow tie he’d laid out for me. Turning up the collar of Nik’s dress shirt and slipping the silk around my neck, I abruptly remembered I had no idea how to tie the thing. The last time I’d had to do this had been matriculation and it hadn’t gone well. Maybe because I’d still been drunk from the night before. Or maybe because bow ties were bullshit.

         I messed with the ends, crossing them over each other and moving them about randomly, as if this would miraculously make a bow appear under my chin.

         Nik sighed. “You don’t know how to do that, do you?”

         I shook my head.

         “Come here.”

         I went there and Nik stood up, pushing my hands out of the way. And then, just like that, his confidence seemed to desert him. We’d always been fairly snuggly, but this was different somehow: my eyes turned up to Nik’s, him frowning down at me, a piece of black fabric twisted between his fingers, so close to my throat that it felt like a promise or a threat. “Shit,” he muttered, “it’s hard to do it backwards.”

         There were about sixty-four million jokes I could have made. Instead I closed my eyes. Tilted my chin to make it easier for him. “I trust you.”

         He fiddled, the touch almost aggressively impersonal. “Left end lower than right, bring it over, make a loop, up and through…fuck.” A knock on the door and Nik jerked away from me, the ungainly knot he had created unraveling instantly. “Um, yeah?” he called out.

         Weird Owen stuck his head in, gingerish curls flopping haphazardly. “Message from the Lodge. You’ve got a visitor.”

         Nik looked startled. “Me?”

         “Nuh-uh”—he pointed at me—“that one.”

         It couldn’t be…could it? “Who?” I asked, like a disingenuous fuckwit.

         “Hard somebody? No. Hart. He’s waiting for you.”

         “Oh my God.”

         Reality hit me. A cartoon anvil dropped from a balcony. Dong. Little tweety birds flying round my head. Caspian Hart. Not just a name on a list, a picture on a screen, a voice on the phone. He was here. He had come. To see me. And he was waiting.

         Oh fuck.

         Oh shit.

         Oh fuck shit fuck.

         I’d thought “suddenly nerveless fingers” was something that only happened to people in novels but one minute I was holding a fallen-apart bow tie and the next it was on the floor. As I bent to pick it up, I realized my hands were sweating. What a totally fabulous impression I was going to make.

         “I…uh…I guess I’d better be going.”

         “Yeah, man.” The way Nik matched my casual tone ruthlessly revealed it as the lie it was. “Might be a good idea.”

         Deep breath. “Right. Well. I’m going.”

         I had to squoodge past Weird Owen, who had no sense of personal space and was right in the doorway.

         “Hey, Arden?” Nik’s voice followed me into the corridor. I turned and he gave me a two-fingered salute. “Be careful.”

         It was our cheesy…joke, routine, whatever. I couldn’t remember when we’d started but it was a thing. The more banal the activity (“I need to go to the loo”), the funnier it got. Right now, even though I wasn’t exactly going off to fight aliens or sacrifice my life in service to my country, it was hard not to take it a bit seriously.

         Which made no sense because…I was going to meet a guy, we were going to have a polite conversation, he was maybe going to donate some money to St. Sebastian’s, and then I was never going to see or think of him again.

         That should not have been a big deal.

         Although if I kept him waiting much longer, I probably wouldn’t meet him at anyway. The man who didn’t have time to read letters was unlikely to have time t for disorganized undergraduates. He’d cast an irritated glance at the empty quad and then get back in his chauffeur-driven who-knew-what or his private jet (okay, there probably wasn’t room for a private jet in the middle of Oxford) and that would be that. St. Sebastian’s would probably slip right to the bottom of the Norrington Table, fall into financial ruin, and eventually be overrun by zombies. All because I couldn’t get my act together.

         I whooshed to the staircase, holding up my trousers as best I could and still clinging to that damn bow tie, telling myself there’d be time to fix it later.

         Down to the first floor, ground floor, out.

         It was a typical late spring evening, powder-puff pink and gold, and I sprinted over the flagstones, heading toward the front quad and the Lodge (and, ohgodohgodohgod, Caspian Hart).

         My mouth was tangy with copper, as though I could taste my own too-fast beating heart.

         The lawns of St. Sebastian’s, like pretty much everywhere else in Oxford, were sacrosanct, but I cut across the corner of one anyway because it was a legit emergency.

         And that was when I saw him.

         Initially with a faint sense of outrage because, instead of black tie, he was dressed in a midnight blue three-piece suit. And also because my immersion therapy hadn’t prepared me properly.

         Fairly good-looking my arse.

         Those Google images had lied. They had actively lied.

         The man was beautiful.

         So ridiculously fucking beautiful it was hard to get your head round it somehow. He looked like a film star. Not the modern sort—not one of your amiably shaggable Chris Pines or Charlie Hunnams—but a screen idol from a lost age, all perfect symmetry and effortless poise, the remote and overwhelming splendor of a temple to cold and ancient gods.

         I hadn’t let myself waste a single thought on what would happen if he actually came to the dinner. Of how I might greet him or what I might say. But I was starting to wish I’d planned and practiced. I could have stepped up to him, just as self-assured, holding out my hand for him to shake like that was totally the sort of thing I did. Mr. Hart, I would have purred, a pleasure to meet you.

         Unfortunately, I caught my shin on the KEEP OFF THE GRASS sign and fell over instead. Face-planting—after a few comedic but ultimately useless arm flails—right in front of his polished shoes. Oxfords, of course, not brogues.

         Not the worst place I could ever have imagined being. But not just then.

         He made a startled noise and then eased himself to his haunches, giving me an up-close-and-personal view of just how top class his tailoring was. It was all I could do not to follow those crisp creases all the way up his thighs to his—

         “Are you all right?” he asked.

         What I wanted to say was no. I was seriously abso-fucking-lutely not all right. I’d fallen over like the Andrex puppy. In front of a man I desperately, desperately wanted to…not fall over in front of. I lifted my head a little bit.

         God, he was so elegant. This vision of exquisite masculinity carved by a bent Pygmalion. Everything about him flawless, from his graceful, long-fingered hands to that stern mouth, its unyielding curve touched by the faintest hint of sensuality. And those gray-blue wolf’s eyes, all ice and savagery, watching me.

         “Arden?” His voice sounded different in person, somehow more. “Arden St. Ives?”

         “Nope,” I mumbled. “Definitely not. He’s someone else. Someone really attractive and totally vertical.”

         “Come on.”

         Oh God. He was touching me. Helping me up. And, thankfully, while it wasn’t my most agile ascent, Nik’s trousers stayed in place. If they hadn’t, it would have been the clincher on whether I had to commit suicide pretty much immediately.

         But now I didn’t know what to do. It had been easier on the phone when his beauty wasn’t burning my eyes like magnesium and my capacity to make a fool of myself was somewhat lessened by distance.

         He held out a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Arden.”

         We shook and I was sure I was limp and sweaty and slightly grassy. “That’s not fair. I was planning to say that.”

         “Likewise.”

         “You what?”

         “Likewise. I find it a useful word in such circumstances.”

         “Oh right.” I smiled at him. I couldn’t help it. He was just so…so…He looked like he needed to be smiled at. “Likewise, Mr. Hart.”

         I thought he might smile back but instead his eyes darkened, and then his attention flicked away from me. “Caspian is fine.”

         “Okay.” I followed his gaze, but he didn’t seem to be looking anywhere in particular. Just away from me, which wasn’t exactly a good sign. “Um, thank you for coming. I didn’t think you would.”

         “I wasn’t sure I would have time.”

         “Yet here you are.”

         “Yes.” Whatever had troubled him before had passed and he was perfectly composed as he met my eyes again. “Here I am.”

         “Am I…I mean, is it what you were expecting?” Oh wow, classy, Arden. Not blatant at all.

         But his mouth finally yielded up its smile. And, like his laugh, it was unexpectedly shy, as though he wasn’t used to doing it. It disordered the harmonies of his face, but I liked him better that way, a little bit messy, a little bit realer. God, the man was killing me. Actually killing me. “I’m not sorry I came.”

         “How does it feel to be back?” I asked.

         “I’m afraid I’m not given to sentiment.”

         I peeped up at him from under my lashes. Yep, it was official: I was flirting. “What? No sudden rush of nostalgia for these dreaming spires?”

         He shook his head.

         “But Oxford’s beautiful, isn’t it? Like nowhere else.”

         “Some might say,” he said, in the same quietly playful tone I’d heard him use on the phone, “it’s rather like Cambridge.”

         I gasped. “You traitor.”

         “That assumes loyalty in the first place.”

         He had me there. “Um, I think I’m supposed to take you to this reception thing? It’s in Melmoth.”

         “And you’re going like that?”

         It wasn’t really an encouraging sentiment but the slide of his eyes down my body made me hot and cold and tingly. “Well, I was going to wear my bespoke Savile Row suit like you but then I remembered I don’t have one.”

         If I’d been hoping to win another smile, I was disappointed because all I got in response was, “Turn around.”

         It was a phrase that had come my way often enough and I was pretty fond of it. But the way he said it, oh God the way he said it, turned my insides to honey. Not bossy or rough but implacable.

         A command.

         If he did it in a voice like that—all steel and velvet and the promise of his approval—I would have done anything he told me.

         No matter how slutty or degrading.

         Actually.

         Strike that.

         Especially if it was slutty or degrading.

         I turned around, trying to shut down the porno in my brain. We were in a public place, and I was fully dressed (in several layers of formal wear as it happened), but it felt vulnerable. Giving this man, this stranger, my back. My trust.

         His arm came around me from behind. And the heat of it, the pressure. The tightening muscles of his forearm made me a bit delirious. I leaned back and his body was right there, all hard planes and angular curves for me to nestle into. I tilted my hips, wriggling my arse until I was tucked in against him, pinned and protected at the same time, at once safe and overwhelmed.

         I tried to breathe and an excited little moan happened instead.

         Caspian tugged me in tighter still. No humiliatingly inappropriate noises from him. But his heart was thudding hard and fast against my spine. He pulled the bow tie out of my hand and straightened my collar. A finger touched me lightly under the chin and I tipped my head back against his shoulder, exposing my throat. That was when I heard him growl. Softly enough I almost missed it, but there it was. This sound of deep, primitive pleasure that shivered all the way down my back and headed off in a few other directions as well.

         As he leaned over me, his breath grazed the top of my ear and that insubstantial caress felt so ridiculously intimate it made my knees go weak. Like I was supposed to be on them. At his feet. His other arm came around me as he did whatever you have to do to make a bow tie happen. He didn’t fumble at it the way Nik had. His movements were swift and assured. And, just for a moment, I felt a brush of warmth across my pulse point, like a touch that wasn’t.

         I only noticed he was done when he gave me a little push. Too busy swooning into his neck and shoving my bum into his crotch like the wanton hussy I was. I turned, stumbling a little, discovering too late I was basically jelly, and just about managed not to end up on the ground again.

         “Um, thanks.” I lifted a hand instinctively, wanting to feel the shape of the knot, but then stopped. I’d only wreck it.

         He just nodded, his eyes slipping away from me again. I wished he’d stop doing that. Was my face that boring? But his color was up, his breath a little unsteady. And, y’know, there’d been movement back there. When I’d been doing my thing. So maybe he was just…embarrassed?

         “That’s some good tying,” I heard myself say. “Is it practice or natural talent?”

         That got his attention. And, for a throat-clogging second, I thought I’d fucked everything up already. I could just see the headline in the Book of Making You Feel Bad About Yourself: Rampant Undergraduate Sexually Harasses Famous Alumnus. But Caspian’s mouth softened into that nearly-smile of his. “What if I told you it was a little of both?”

         “Then I guess it’d be my lucky night.”

         He cleared his throat. “Aren’t we supposed to be going to a reception?”

         We. “Oh yeah. But, honestly, if you’d rather wile away the evening adjusting my clothing, I’m game.”

         He reached out, fingers stroking lightly over my lapels as he tried to settle the tux less lopsidedly across my shoulders. “I know a lost cause when I see one.” He was right, but I must have looked hurt, because he went on with the same uncertain gentleness I remembered from our telephone conversation. “Did you shrink in the wash?”

         “Hah! No. I’m naturally pocket-sized. These gladrags aren’t mine.”

         “Who do they belong to? A gorilla?”

         “My best friend. I don’t have a set of my own. Don’t like wearing the stuff.”

         “Neither do I.”

         I gazed up at him, so pristine and exquisite, this sleek, shining Lamborghini of a man. In other words: a ride way beyond my budget. “Yes, but you can get away with it.”

         “It’s quite simple, Arden.” He stepped past me, gold-edged by the last of the light, the softer hair at his brow and temples gilded into tempting little curlicues. “Don’t give people a choice. If you want to change, I’ll wait for you.”

         (Or you could come up with me…) “But you just fixed my bow tie.” A swift tug from his fingers and there was that problem dealt with. “Ah.”

         “Go.”

         “But…what if everybody looks at me funny?”

         “Why do you care?”

         “Um, because I’m helplessly inculcated into the sartorial kyriarchy?”

         He laughed and I smiled back, feeling indulged by his amusement, petted almost. But then he told me, “You have five minutes,” in That Voice. The one I wanted to hear telling me to do utterly filthy things, just so that I’d do them. I felt a drift of air, the suggestion of heat, at the small of my back, as though he’d been about to rest his hand there but had changed his mind.

         “Seriously?” It came out a squeak. “You’ll really wait?”

         “Yes. For five minutes.”

         “Shit.”

         I ran, ripping off the tuxedo as I went, like I was the Incredible Hulk or something. Apart from the hulky bit, anyway.

         Weird Owen was still lodged in our doorway, talking about, oh, who knew what, as I pelted past. Nik made a crack about Clark Kent as my shirt fluttered over my head but I didn’t have time to stop.

         I knew, in some distant way, this was ridiculous, but I couldn’t deny I was enjoying it. Feeling silly and eager and panicky all at the same time. And thudding along with my quickened heartbeat, the need to please.

         I had no idea how long I’d taken, so I didn’t dare linger over my choices. I just shucked the rest of the formal wear, pulled on my skinniest skinny jeans (the ones that, it had been suggested, made my arse look like a ripe apricot) and my MANIC PIXIE DREAM BOY T-shirt. Then I grabbed my plum velvet jacket from the armchair and sprinted back to Caspian Hart.
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