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Chapter One

 


David Elliot looked up
with a frown as the office door opened, ready to chew out the
intruder who’d managed to get past his secretary. His scowl
disappeared when Bernard Markham walked in. Mr. Perfect from his
artfully cut hair to his designer shoes, Bernie was the founder and managing partner
of the international law firm that bore his name,
Markham & Dunn, LLP.

Worldly, wealthy, and all
mine. How did I get lucky enough to snag the boss?
David flashed his biggest, sexiest
smile.

Bernie didn’t return it. He looked down his
perfect aquiline nose, a well-executed rhinoplasty, in that way of
his that said you were a lesser mortal.

Uh-oh. What did I
forget? David ran through every detail in
his head and couldn’t come up with a damned thing. Ever since he
found out he’d be going to Bangkok to negotiate the acquisition of
commercial real estate for Bernie, he’d worked long hours, trying
to tie up any loose ends. Reviewing documents and preparing
contracts was tedious, time-consuming grunt work, usually relegated
to junior attorneys, but David insisted on personally reviewing his
own documents. He’d already gone through most of the files, and
this was the last of them. Every problem had been anticipated, and
his own clients would be left in good hands while he was
away.

The lower lid of Bernie’s left eye twitched,
a sure sign he was stressed, and right then David knew this wasn’t
about business. A cold knot settled in his stomach.

“We need to talk,” Bernie announced.

“Have a seat.”

“I’d rather stand.”

This was bad. David knew all of Bernie’s
shticks, and looking down at someone was his way of taking charge,
lecturing more than conversing.

“I think you should extend your trip. After
the business is concluded, take a little time for yourself.”

“Great idea. You can fly down and join me.
We haven’t had a real vacation in ages.”

Bernie glanced up at the clock. His square
jaw jutted out a bit more. “Can’t do it. I have too much going on
here.”

“Like I don’t,” David said, a bit sharper
than he intended. “I’ll just finish up as quickly as I can, and fly
back. Maybe we can—”

“No.”

“No?” David tugged on his right ear, a habit
that plagued him since childhood. “I don’t understand.”

“Look, there’s no point beating around the
bush. This isn’t working anymore. I think we need to take a
break.”

If David had been
standing, those words would have brought him to his knees. They
came straight out of left field, totally unexpected. He and Bernie
hadn’t slept together in…. How long has it
been? David couldn’t remember, but he’d
take the blame. Preparing for this damn trip had occupied every
waking moment, but they both believed in business before pleasure.
Hell, Bernie hadn’t complained. Maybe I
was too busy to notice. “I know I’ve been
distant lately, but I can fix this.”

Bernie shook his head impatiently. “It’s not
you, it’s me.”

Fuck! David had heard that before. There was no recovery from that
kiss-off. And bringing their personal affairs into the office was a
low blow. David got to his feet. No way would he let Bernie talk
down to him. “Is there someone else?”

“No, nothing like that.” Bernie put his
palms up, as if fending off an attack. “I just think we need a
little breather. Too much time together will kill a relationship.
We don’t live together, but I feel like we do. This past week, when
you slept at your own place, I started to realize how much I needed
some breathing room.”

“You’re bored.” David couldn’t keep the
injured tone out of his voice.

“No.” Bernie considered this for a moment
while a nasty hush hung over them. “Yes.” He finally admitted. “A
break will be good for both of us.”

“Don’t speak for me.” David raised his voice
for the first time. “Your timing sucks. I leave for Bangkok
tomorrow. We don’t even have time to sit down and talk this
out.”

“Why keep rehashing it?” Bernie talked over
him. “Go to Bangkok, take care of my business like you always do,
and then take some time for yourself. You’ll be in Sin City. Enjoy
it on me. You have an unlimited expense account. When you come
back, you’ll see things differently.” He turned away.

So the timing of this trip was intentional.
Bernie hated messy scenes, and this was his way of avoiding an
awkward situation. He didn’t want David anymore, but he didn’t have
the guts to talk things out and put some closure on their
relationship.

“And what will you be enjoying while I’m
gone?” David asked acidly.

Bernie walked out without answering.

 


****

 


David settled back in his first-class seat
and tried to ignore the snoring bear next to him. Cranky and
short-tempered he might be, but he had to admit the snorts and
whistles were preferable to the incessant chatter of his last
seatmate.

He’d left Philadelphia at five fifty in the
morning, yesterday, caught a connecting flight in Detroit and
another in Tokyo. Next stop, Suvarnabhumi Airport in Bangkok. When
all was said and done, he’d have spent an entire day in the air.
Who wouldn’t be grouchy after that?

It didn’t help that
there’d been no sendoff from his lover. No. Make that ex-lover.
Bernie, the coward, had sucker-punched him and disappeared. Not
even a text message wishing David a safe trip. So why did he feel
like he was running away? Maybe if I’d
postponed the trip….

Halfway around the globe, and still
second-guessing myself.

Staying in Philadelphia wouldn’t have made a
damn bit of difference. Logically, David knew it, but his obsessive
personality gave him no peace. He hated leaving unfinished
business. His clients were well taken care of—if only his personal
life could be settled as easily. He was a good attorney. Hell, he
was a great attorney, and Bernard H. Markham, Esq., would miss him
when he left for good.

Whoa! Where did that come from? Nobody said anything about leaving
the firm. Not yet, anyway. David might not make partner, but he
still had a damn good position that paid big bucks. Still…. His new
status was going to bring changes, and he didn’t know if he’d want
to stay around—or stay on—in what amounted to a one-down
position.

What if David returned to the States and saw
his ex-lover with another man? Could he deal with the jealousy?
Bernie wasn’t the love of his life, but they’d shared an intimate
relationship for almost a year, and his boss—educated, wealthy, and
successful—had been everything David thought he wanted in a
partner. Staying at the firm wouldn’t be easy if Bernie brought
another lover into the fold.

Could David swallow his pride and watch some
young hotshot slip into a position that should have been his? It
wasn’t like he had no other options. David had left a topnotch firm
to join Markham & Dunn, but he hadn’t burned any bridges on his
way out. He still kept in contact with some of the lawyers at Wight
& Associates. Rumor had it Wight would take him back in a
heartbeat. It was nice to have a safety net, but David really
wasn’t interested. The thought of putting more sweat equity into
someone else’s business didn’t appeal to him.

He had some investments and a little money
his mother had left him, maybe it was time to start his own legal
practice. It wouldn’t be easy. Bringing in clients could be a
full-time job on its own, and he’d be servicing them solo, at least
in the beginning. Still, David had gained a lot of experience and
made a few friends in the process. Hard work and a keen sense of
the law would take care of the rest. He’d cross that bridge when he
came to it. Right now David was still working for Bernie, and he
intended to do a damn good job, just like always.

Work had always been David’s escape. He
found it more productive to expend energy on his career than things
he couldn’t control. David pulled some files out of his briefcase,
but his eyes kept closing and finally he gave up. He must have
drifted off, because the next thing he knew, he was blinking at the
Fasten Seatbelt sign.

At eleven forty in the evening, David’s
flight arrived in the country that called itself the Golden Land,
but after numerous business trips here, the shine had worn off for
David. Exhaustion dragged his eyelids to half-mast as he
disembarked. Traveling time had taken almost thirty hours. That and
the twelve-hour time difference gave him a serious case of jet lag.
No chance he’d be feeling human again until he got some sleep.

The airport terminal was
absolute madness. No rest for the
weary. Paperwork in hand, David made his
way to Immigration. Only a few of the passport control desks were
open. David’s line moved at a snail’s pace, and despite the
air-conditioning, the airport felt hellishly warm. David prayed his
baggage wouldn’t disappear before he could claim it. Even the
immigration officers looked surly. Not what a traveler might expect
on arriving in the Land of Smiles. This stony-faced bunch wouldn’t
smile if their lives depended on it.

David couldn’t care less about pleasantries
or Bangkok’s reputation as an exotic sexual pleasure-ground.
Despite Bernie’s suggestion, he was here on business—period.
Concentrating on the important things in life—meetings and
negotiations—would leave little time to make a love connection, and
anonymous sex had its own set of risks. Personal gratification
seemed to be his best bet.

After a patience-testing few hours, David
collected his luggage and made his way to the exit, trading the
chaos of the airport for the steamy tropical climate. Thailand had
two seasons: hot and hotter. This might be low season, but the
stench of exhaust fumes and the searing heat still sucked the
breath from his lungs.

A taxi pulled up, and David gave the driver
the address of the hotel he was staying at.

“Five hundred baht,” the man told him.

“No.” David shook his head. “Turn on the
meter.”

“This is hotel taxi.”

Fucking dodgy
taxis. But David was
drenched in perspiration and didn’t feel like
arguing. Besides, he had an expense account, and Bernie owed
him—big time. He climbed in and sat back to relax in
air-conditioned comfort. The inside of the cab looked like a
shrine. Monks and Buddha statues stared back at him from the
dashboard, and a jasmine garland dangled from the rearview mirror.
Despite the religious decorations, the driver turned to him and
asked if he wanted a lady.

I should have argued. Now
he thinks I’m a pushover. “No.” David
growled. He’d never understood the appeal of fucking someone who
was only in it for the money. He needed to know his partner really
wanted him and enjoyed their coupling as much as he did. That
eliminated the prostitutes and kathoeys. Besides, the
cross-dressing lady-boys held no attraction for him. He liked men
who looked like men. Tall, dark, and masculine… like
Bernie.

The taxi driver scowled at him.

Oh,
shit! The man’s expression sparked a
“you’re not in Kansas anymore” moment, and a shiver of fear raced up David’s spine.
Just a few days ago, he’d seen
something on the Internet about a sword-wielding Thai taxi driver
who’d attacked an American passenger. David reminded himself to put on a pleasant face. Forcing a
smile, he mumbled something about being tired. The driver gave him
a surly nod and sped off, steering around the heavy traffic at
breakneck speed. All thoughts of Bernie and machetes disappeared,
pushed away by gruesome images of bloody bodies trapped inside the
wreckage of mangled cars. Despite the number of times David had
been in Thailand—always reaching his destinations safely—he still
half-expected to die in one of these green-and-yellow
coffins.

The thirty-minute ride
from hell took him into downtown Bangkok, a cosmopolitan city of
modern office buildings, restaurants, stores, and swank hotels, his
own among them. His driver double-parked at the curb. David paid
him and stepped around a brightly colored tuk-tuk. The motorized rickshaws
were open-air, exposing passengers to the pollution and humidity.
It would be a cold day in Thailand before he’d choose one of them
over a taxi.

Ignoring the street noise and pulsating neon
lights, David handed his bag to the uniformed door attendant who
greeted him pleasantly.

A welcome blast of cool air greeted him when
he entered the hotel foyer. The familiar rattan and lacquer décor
was inviting after his time at the airport. Nothing had changed
since his last visit. It was almost like coming home. The front
desk clerk stood behind the counter, waiting to check him in.
Pracha remembered him and offered a warm welcome along with the key
card. “It’s good to
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