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Electric Touch

Chapter One

Sparks Fly
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The old Marlowe Theater had been standing for nearly a century, and from the look of its electrical room, it hadn't seen a proper upgrade in almost as long.

Nicky Lawson adjusted the flashlight clipped to his work shirt and studied the maze of aging wires disappearing into the breaker panel. Dust floated lazily through the narrow beam of light while the faint scent of old wood and machine oil filled the cramped space.

"Well," he muttered to himself, "I've definitely seen worse."

That wasn't entirely true.

He'd worked in abandoned factories with raccoons nesting in ceiling vents, renovated farmhouses where every outlet seemed determined to electrocute him, and one bakery whose wiring had somehow been held together with duct tape and blind optimism.

The Marlowe Theater ranked comfortably in his top five.

A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth.

He liked challenges.

Electricity made sense.

Every wire had a purpose. Every problem had a solution. Unlike people, circuits didn't lie. They either worked or they didn't.

His phone buzzed inside his back pocket.

Maya: Coffee?

Nicky smiled.

Nicky: Busy saving a hundred-year-old theater from burning down.

Almost immediately, another message appeared.

Maya: Again?

He chuckled softly.

Nicky: Occupational hazard.

Before she could answer again, footsteps echoed above him on the stage.

Voices.

Several of them.

The theater manager, Mrs. Campbell, sounded unusually excited.

"They're here! Everyone, watch your step. The renovations aren't finished."

Nicky slid his phone away and returned to tightening the new connections inside the electrical panel.

The sooner he restored the building's main power system, the sooner he could move on to installing the lighting circuits.

He preferred working alone.

No distractions.

No clients hovering over his shoulder asking if he'd "tried unplugging it."

Just him and the job.

A few moments later, the basement door swung open.

"Nicky?"

Mrs. Campbell's cheerful voice bounced off the concrete walls.

He stepped away from the panel and looked up.

"There you are."

She descended the narrow stairs, followed by three unfamiliar people carrying laptops, camera equipment, and long storage cases.

One of them immediately caught his attention.

Not because he was trying to notice him.

Because the man practically glowed.

Tall.

Dark blond hair brushed carelessly off his forehead.

Designer boots already collecting dust from the old basement floor.

Black jeans.

A fitted charcoal sweater beneath a lightweight leather jacket.

Confident smile.

Too confident.

The kind of smile that suggested he was used to charming everyone within five minutes.

Nicky instantly disliked him.

Mostly.

Probably.

Mrs. Campbell beamed.

"Nicky, this is Aryton Hayes."

The blond extended a hand.

"The electrician."

His voice was warm, smooth, and carried an easy confidence.

"I've heard you're the miracle worker keeping this place from falling apart."

Nicky wiped his hand on a rag before shaking his.

The instant their palms met—

A tiny spark snapped between them.

Static electricity.

Both men jerked back.

"Ouch," Aryton laughed.

Nicky rubbed his fingers.

"Dry air."

"Or destiny."

Aryton winked.

Nicky stared at him.

Mrs. Campbell laughed much harder than the joke deserved.

Aryton seemed completely unfazed.

"I'm kidding."

"I know."

"You don't smile much, do you?"

"Usually only when people stop talking."

One of Aryton's assistants coughed, trying—and failing—to hide a laugh.

Aryton grinned wider.

"I like him."

"I wasn't trying to be liked."

"I noticed."

Mrs. Campbell clapped her hands together before either man could continue.

"Nicky is replacing the electrical infrastructure while Aryton is designing the lighting exhibition."

She looked between them.

"You'll be working together."

Silence.

Long silence.

Finally—

Nicky spoke first.

"I work alone."

Aryton folded his arms.

"I don't."

Mrs. Campbell's smile became noticeably strained.

"The exhibition opens in three weeks."

"We'll make it work."

Nicky wasn't convinced.

Aryton looked like the kind of man who viewed schedules as suggestions.

Creative.

Spontaneous.

Probably left coffee cups everywhere.

Meanwhile, Nicky labeled every toolbox drawer.

The universe had an odd sense of humor.

"Can I see the stage?" Aryton asked.

Mrs. Campbell nodded enthusiastically.

"Of course."

As the others headed upstairs, Aryton lingered.

He glanced toward the open electrical panel.

"You really enjoy this stuff?"

Nicky frowned.

"It keeps the lights on."

Aryton smiled.

"I make the lights beautiful."

For a brief second—

Nicky met his eyes.

Blue.

Unexpectedly soft beneath all that confidence.

Interesting.

Then the moment passed.

Aryton followed the others upstairs.

Nicky released a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

"What a handful," he muttered.



An hour later, Nicky climbed onto a scaffold above the theater stage, replacing damaged conduit running toward the lighting grid.

The auditorium was breathtaking despite its age.

Deep red velvet seats.

Gold-painted balconies.

Crystal chandeliers wrapped in protective coverings.

Even under construction, the place felt magical.

Below him, Aryton paced across the stage, holding a digital tablet while speaking animatedly with his crew.

"No..."

He pointed upward.

"I want warm amber washes across the balconies."

His assistant nodded.

"And programmable LEDs hidden behind the columns."

Another note.

"The audience shouldn't notice the fixtures."

He smiled.

"They should only notice how the room feels."

Nicky found himself listening despite every intention not to.

The man knew lighting.

Maybe too well.

Still...

He talked with his hands.

Constantly.

Almost theatrically.

Nicky shook his head and returned to work.

"Careful!" someone shouted.

He looked down.

Too late.

Aryton had walked directly beneath the scaffold.

"Don't stand under—"

His elbow bumped a loose extension cable.

The heavy cord slipped free.

It dropped.

Aryton looked up just in time.

The cable struck a rolling light stand.

The stand tipped.

A portable control console crashed onto the stage floor.

The impact jolted an unfinished power connection.

Every light inside the theater instantly went dark.

Silence.

Complete darkness.

Several people gasped.

Someone swore loudly.

After three long seconds—

Emergency backup lights flickered on.

Dim.

Red.

Enough to reveal everyone's stunned faces.

Mrs. Campbell looked horrified.

"Oh no..."

Aryton slowly turned toward the scaffold.

Nicky climbed down, his expression unreadable.

"You walked into an active work zone."

Aryton crossed his arms.

"You dropped a cable."

"You ignored the warning signs."

"You could've secured the cable."

"You could've looked up."

For a heartbeat, they simply stared at each other.

The air between them felt charged in more ways than one.

Finally, Aryton sighed.

"Well..."

He glanced around at the darkened theater.

"I guess that's one way to make an entrance."

Against his better judgment—

Nicky laughed.

Just once.

A short, surprised sound that escaped before he could stop it.

Aryton's eyes widened.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The smile."

Nicky's expression immediately flattened again.

"You imagined it."

Aryton chuckled.

"No."

He stepped closer, lowering his voice.

"I definitely didn't."

For the first time in years, Nicky found himself looking forward to a job lasting longer than a few days.

He wasn't sure if that was a good thing.

Or a dangerous one.

Either way...

Something told him the next three weeks were going to change both their lives.
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Chapter Two

Working Together
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The following morning, Nicky arrived at the Marlowe Theater fifteen minutes before sunrise.

He always arrived early.

An empty building made it easier to think.

The silence settled around him like an old friend as he unlocked the side entrance and carried in his toolbox. The scent of fresh paint mixed with old wood greeted him, and sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows, scattering colorful patches across the dusty floor.

Perfect.

He pinned a large project schedule to the wall backstage.

Every task had been carefully planned.

Electrical rewiring.

Lighting circuits.

Safety inspections.

Fixture installation.

Final testing.

Each day was color-coded, timed, and organized down to the hour.

Nicky stepped back, satisfied.

"If everything stays on schedule," he murmured, "we'll finish three days early."

"You actually enjoy making spreadsheets."

Nicky didn't need to turn around.

He recognized Aryton's voice instantly.

"I enjoy finishing projects."

Aryton wandered onto the stage carrying two paper cups of coffee.

His blond hair was still slightly damp from a shower, and he looked far too awake for seven in the morning.

"I brought peace offerings."

"I didn't ask for coffee."

"No." Aryton smiled. "You looked like someone who needed it anyway."

Nicky hesitated before accepting the cup.

"Thanks."

"You're welcome."

Aryton took a sip from his own drink before noticing the schedule taped to the wall.

His eyebrows lifted.

"Wow."

"What?"

"You planned every hour."

"That's how projects stay on budget."

Aryton studied the chart.

"What happens if inspiration strikes?"

Nicky frowned.

"Inspiration doesn't change electrical code."

"It changes art."

Nicky folded his arms.

"This isn't just art."

"It isn't just construction either."

For a moment they simply looked at one another.

Neither seemed interested in giving an inch.

Mrs. Campbell entered carrying a thick binder.

"Oh, good. You're both here."

She glanced between them, immediately sensing the tension.

"I have wonderful news."

Neither man looked convinced.

"The city approved our request to expand the opening exhibition."

Aryton's eyes lit up.

"Seriously?"

Mrs. Campbell nodded excitedly.

"The council wants to invite local artists and donors. Attendance could double."

"That's fantastic."

"It also means," she continued carefully, "everything has to be finished two days earlier."

Nicky stared.

"I'm sorry... earlier?"

She offered an apologetic smile.

"I know it's asking a lot."

Aryton laughed softly.

"We'll manage."

Nicky looked at him as though he'd lost his mind.

"We've already allocated every workday."

Aryton shrugged.

"Then we'll adjust."

"You can't simply adjust electrical inspections."

Mrs. Campbell raised both hands.

"Please."

Her expression softened.

"I need both of you."

She pointed toward the stage.

"Nicky understands how to make this building safe."

Then toward Aryton.

"And you know how to make it unforgettable."

She smiled hopefully.

"If either of you works alone, we'll never make the deadline."

Silence settled between them.

Finally Nicky sighed.

"I'll cooperate."

Aryton extended a hand with a grin.

"Partners?"

Nicky looked at the offered hand for a long second before shaking it.

"Temporarily."

"I'll take temporarily."

Their handshake lasted only a second.

Still, neither failed to notice the familiar spark of static dancing between their fingers once again.

Aryton laughed.

"Twice now."

"It's dry air."

"Keep telling yourself that."



By midmorning, they were working high above the stage.

Nicky installed new junction boxes while Aryton directed his crew below.

"A little farther left," Aryton called.

"No, too far."

"Back six inches."

His assistants moved lighting trusses with practiced precision.

Nicky paused long enough to watch.

He hated admitting it, but Aryton had an exceptional eye.

From the floor, the arrangement looked random.

From above, every fixture lined up in perfect symmetry.

"You notice things other people don't."

The words slipped out before Nicky could stop them.

Aryton looked up.

"I'll pretend that was a compliment."

"It was an observation."

"I'll still count it."

Nicky rolled his eyes and returned to tightening another connection.

A few minutes later, Aryton climbed onto the catwalk beside him.

"You forgot something."

"I don't forget things."

Aryton pointed toward a lighting angle.

"If that conduit stays there, it'll cast a shadow across the balcony during the finale."

Nicky examined the spot.

Aryton was right.

The conduit met every safety requirement...

But it would interfere with the lighting design.

"You noticed that from the stage?"

Aryton nodded.

"I see light before I see walls."

Nicky found himself smiling—just a little.

Without another word, he rerouted the conduit.

"There."

Aryton grinned.

"Much better."

"You owe me twenty extra minutes."

"I'll buy lunch."

"You think food solves everything?"

"No."

Aryton's smile softened.

"But it's a pretty good start."

Nicky shook his head, unable to suppress the faint tug at the corner of his mouth.

Working with Aryton was exhausting.

Unpredictable.

Chaotic.

Yet, as the morning wore on, he couldn't deny something else.

Every suggestion Aryton made improved the project.

Not by changing the engineering.

By making the theater feel alive.

And though he'd never admit it aloud, Nicky found himself looking forward to hearing what impossible idea Aryton would come up with next.
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