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      It started with the young boy. The dream of the young boy who drowned in the lake.

      He hadn’t told his parents he was teaching himself to swim. He hadn’t let on that he’d spent most of those sweltering summer days racing through his chores so he could get to the water before supper. He didn’t let his mother know when he was done with brushing out the chimney flue and scraping down the oven-top. He didn’t let the screen door slap shut behind him when he snuck out of the house. He didn’t let his father catch sight of him from the barn as he darted across the backyard and slipped between the warm dirt and the prickly wire of the fence that separated the farmhouse from the fields beyond.

      He dipped out of sight as the land banked down toward the lake.

      He was so light, so quick, his feet didn’t make a single sound. All he could hear was the drone of a thousand crickets grilling happily in the sun and the rasp of a million yellow wheat fronds brushing against each other in the sway of the hot breeze.

      He kicked off his shoes. He felt the dirt turn into cracked cakes of dried mud, flaked and crusted beneath his bare soles. He looked up and saw the jetty.

      The little boy’s self-instruction began shortly after the jetty was built. Up until that point, he had never been in the lake before, at least not on purpose. Once he had ventured too close, when he was a toddler, and had slipped into the water up to his waist. His mother had hit him so hard for playing in the mud and getting his clothes all wet that from that day on, the little boy was terrified of water.

      It was three summers later that his father started building the jetty.

      The structure was long and rock-steady. For weeks, the young boy had watched his father cart wooden planks from the barn to the lake. He watched him hammer them together. He watched him sink thick pylons into the mud. He watched him accidentally cut his hand open with his saw, and tear a gash in his leg with a splintered plank. But nothing slowed his work on the jetty. The little boy’s eyes brimmed with fascination and admiration as he watched that jetty grow. And grow. And grow. One morning, he had asked his mother if his daddy was building a jetty, or a bridge. His mother just shook her head and changed the subject.

      When his father was done building, the jetty stopped just short of the middle of the lake. It finished up a few inches less than forty feet long. It wasn’t exactly the greatest feat in human engineering, but to the little boy, it might as well have been the Great Wall of China. He had watched his father and had seen what his strong, capable hands had created, and he was proud.

      That’s when he decided it was time for him to be strong too. To face up to the lake, just as his father had done.

      His first steps had been extremely cautious. He stood on the shore and slapped the surface of the water with his toe every day for a week, almost expecting it to slap him back, before summoning up the courage to actually step in up to his ankles.

      Then his knees.

      Then his waist.

      Then his neck.

      It was another two weeks before he allowed his feet to lift off the sludgy lake bed and kick up a slippery mess that turned the water brown, his arms flailing crazily.

      A few weeks later, he had taught himself to paddle a little more gracefully.

      Another three weeks and he was testing deeper waters, off the sides of the jetty. With each passing day, he ventured farther and farther down the length of the jetty, slowly building his confidence, slowly building his strength, until eventually the day came when he was ready to jump off the end of the jetty, into the very middle of the lake.

      On that day, the young boy took a breath and walked carefully, quickly, across those wooden planks toward the end of the jetty, watching through the slits beneath his feet as the color of the dull water grew darker and deeper, until he stopped hurrying and stepped bravely up to the very end of the jetty.

      There was a patch of water that was darkest, right there in front of him. It was the deepest and blackest patch of water he had ever seen in his life.

      From here, he could almost touch it. If he could just swim out to it—just paddle a few feet out from the safety of the jetty’s wide wet pylons and churn his feet and hands through the black water long enough to conquer his fear—then he was certain he could swim any river, any lake, anywhere.

      He could jump off a boat in the middle of the sea and not care.

      He could take a flying leap into a raging torrent and paddle his way to shore.

      He could cross an ocean.

      If only he could swim out to that black patch of water and back again.

      The distant voice of his mother drifted on the hot, unhurried breeze. “Supper's ready! Come and get it or you'll go to bed hungry!”

      The young boy ignored it. He felt the last splintery plank of the jetty pinprick his toes as they drummed and curled anxiously over its edge. A spider, small and spindly, scuttled across the plank, its wispy legs staying light and nimble on the wood, as though it was almost too hot to touch. The boy wondered what the spider was doing all the way out here on this pier, on such a scorching day.

      Then he wondered no more, as it disappeared to the underside of the plank where it was shady.

      The boy looked back down at the water, then peeled off his T-shirt and stood in the listless heat in his shorts. He paused at the end of the jetty for a long moment, then sat, hooked himself up on his elbows and eased himself down into the black lake.

      The water was cool and still. At first, he clung to one of the pylons, hugging it as the water soaked him up. Then, without letting himself linger too long, without giving himself the chance to chicken out, he pushed himself away from the pylon and into the depths.

      His legs and arms scrambled about madly, pulling and heaving awkwardly through the thickness of the water, propelling him forward in sluggish but steady spurts. The water lapped and bounced around his neck. Air snapped in and out of his lungs in short, determined bursts. Frantic bubbles and tiny swirling currents churned upward from his wriggling feet and hands. Behind him, the edge of the jetty, now towering high in the sky, drifted away.

      The little boy heard a caw somewhere above him.

      He broke a glance upward.

      A black crow circled the air. It swooped and arched across the sky, then was joined by another crow. And a third. All twisting through the late afternoon light.

      The little boy felt dizzy. He looked ahead, turned his eyes away from the crows and back to the water that splashed at his neck and chin. I’m almost there.

      Until suddenly he realized, he was there.

      There, in the dead center of the lake.

      The deepest part of the lake.

      He gasped excitedly, his legs and arms treading the water furiously as he claimed his mark like a conqueror.

      It was his. The lake was his. He thrust his arms about, spinning around in a jagged three-hundred-and-sixty degree circle, sizing up every inch of water from here to the shoreline; from every ripple he made, to every cracked plate of mud dying to drink at the water’s edge, all of it was his.

      A tiny, triumphant giggle escaped him.

      The crows, which had now multiplied into a small murder, suddenly scattered.

      The breeze dropped completely.

      At first, the young boy thought the sound of his laughter breaking the still air had startled the birds. But he could not see what they saw:

      The color of the water began to change.

      Not around him.

      But beneath him.

      It grew lighter. The black depths shifted to the color of a storm bank, a deep heavy gray, before shifting again into the color of ash; wet, murky ashes like a dead morning fire doused in water. But it wasn’t the color of the lake that was shifting.

      The only thing that had shifted was the thing at the bottom of the lake.

      A thing that was now surfacing, giving the illusion that the water itself was changing color.

      It was rising up from the deep, directly beneath the young boy.

      Floating up from the bottom.

      The thing was ascending.

      Taking the shape of a white cloud.

      A lifeless form.

      A dead man.

      Limbs appeared. A torso. A face frozen in fear and rotted in death. Materializing as it drew closer to the surface. Closer to the paddling feet of the young boy, who was still looking up, watching curiously and unaware as the crows vanished from the skies.

      That was when the thing touched him. When the remaining tattered decomposed half of an index finger brushed against the boy’s sole.

      The young boy screamed, and his lungs filled with water.

      That’s when Zach woke up.

      He woke up gasping for air.
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      Four thirty-four in the afternoon. Already dark. The little boy screamed. But it was sheer delight that escaped his puffed, pink-chilled cheeks as the reflection of the Christmas lights in the window of the toy store danced in his eyes.

      Snow had begun to drift down from the dark of late afternoon, swirling in the wake of passers-by. Steam was fountaining up from the manholes on the street and pouring outward from store vents, eddying about in the currents created by glowing yellow cabs—forming spirited clouds that swooped through the air before collecting in tender white pillows on the ground. The kind of white that survived a good two or three hours before melting into the streets, turning it into the kind of gray that lingered for days.

      But for now, that felt like a lifetime away.

      For now, the little boy let the falling snow thrill him. Flakes that might as well have been the size of autumn leaves fluttered by him, catching the shimmer of Christmas lights like flares, changing color as they drifted by. Red. Green. Blue. Orange. A carol swam through the falling flakes from a distant street corner.

      “Quickly, it’s freezing.” The young boy’s mother held out her hand and the boy took hold, then the two of them joined the surge of last-minute shoppers, all clad in winter coats and scarves and thick fake-fur hats, that flowed in through the entrance of the toy store.

      From a safe distance, Zach Taylor watched the mother and son disappear inside the city’s toy Mecca, past the life-size Christmas Teddy and Toy Soldier standing guarding on either side of the door handing out price catalogs.

      This was the part where Zach wished he’d never given up smoking. Not that he ever really enjoyed it. As a matter of fact he hated it. But it was the pleasure of distraction he loved. The thought that, well, if the world has to be a shitty place to live, at least I’ve got a cigarette to keep me occupied until the damn cinders reach the butt.

      Yep, Zach would have loved a little nicotine hit right about now.

      Instead, he sucked in a lungful of painfully sharp winter air, hoisted the shoulder strap of his briefcase higher on his shoulder like a firearm strap, and summoned up all the courage he had to step inside the store.

      “Is this a good present for a six-year-old girl?”

      His voice was defensive. The cashier could barely hear him over the clamor of the Christmas crowd. Zach sighed, frustrated and angry and feeling ridiculously vulnerable. He wanted to know what the hell he was doing here. Why did he do this to himself every goddamn year?

      “I’m sorry sir. What was that?”

      Zach leaned further over the checkout counter, blinking frantically. The lights in here were blinding. There was the clutter of color and giant shapes everywhere. And the noise. As though four thousand songs, rings, rattles, chimes, sirens and screaming children had all gone off at once.

      “I said, is this a good present for a six-year-old girl? I mean, is it popular?”

      The girl behind the counter looked at the soft doll, packaged in plastic, that he held in his hands. It was pretty, with braided orange hair and a blue striped dress.

      The cashier nodded, very unconvincingly. “We have quite a few of those in stock, yes,” was her diplomatic response. A queue was forming behind Zach, which made them both even more anxious.

      “That doesn’t mean it’s popular. On the contrary.”

      Zach realized the girl didn’t hear him again, or perhaps chose not to. “I’m sure she’ll love it,” she steamrolled on. “For an extra dollar ninety-five I can get someone to wrap that for you.”

      Zach didn’t argue. He was far too desperate to get the hell out of there.
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      The cab ride to Sophia’s house in the suburbs took forty minutes longer than it should have, thanks to the snow and the Christmas crowds clogging up the city. Zach kept glancing at his watch. He thought he’d left work early enough to get to the toy store, drop the present off at Sophia’s, get back home, change and be at the Evergard-Kasami Christmas function with plenty of time to spare. But now he wasn’t so sure.

      When he reached the low-lying house, trimmed with a modest string of blinking yellow lights dangling just below the front awning, Zach told the driver to wait.

      He headed straight for the front door and knocked.

      Brian opened it. He was a small man with a constant look of disapproval on his face, at least every time he saw Zach. He was much older than Zach was. Perhaps that's exactly what Sophia needed, the security of an older man. After Zach had screwed up all their lives; coming to terms with who he was three years and one child into a marriage that was based on denial more than anything else; who was he to tell her how to live her life, or how to raise their daughter.

      Brian didn’t say hello. He simply called back into the house, “Sophia, someone’s here to see you,” then walked away, leaving Zach standing in the cold.

      When Sophia came to the door, she smiled, even if she did appear a little guarded. She couldn't help herself; she always smiled at Christmas when he came to the house. “Zach,” she said quietly. Happily. Like she was genuinely glad to see him. Like she had perhaps even missed him. “It’s good to see you.”

      Zach held out a present, wrapped in silver paper. “You should take this,” he said, looking for an excuse to leave quickly. “Here. Take it. My hands are freezing.”

      Sophia nodded, gratefully. Calmly. There was always a calmness to her, a sense of grace and caring. Sophia was a police photographer, a tough career choice at the best of times, one that required calmness. Her job was her way of trying to help people, to save the world. It was one of the reasons Zach had fallen in love with her when he shouldn’t have. Funny, he thought to himself now, how Sophia had managed to retain all her good qualities since they went their separate ways, yet his had somehow, somewhere, simply vanished along the way.

      “Would you like to come inside?” she asked him.

      Zach glanced beyond her, to the warm glow of a hallway and the happy noises that filtered out from somewhere inside. The sounds of Brian and a giggling child, accompanied by the rustle of stiff paper. Lots of it.

      “I really should go. There’s a cab waiting.”

      Sophia looked at his anxiously pointing finger. It seemed he didn’t know what to do with his hands. “They’d be warmer inside your pockets,” she smiled again.

      Zach’s brow creased. He didn’t understand.

      “Your hands, you said they were freezing.”

      “Oh, right.” He plunged them into the pockets of his coat, then started to back away. “So, you don’t have to tell her who it’s from. Just tell her it’s from Santa.”

      “You always say that,” Sophia said, watching him step down the porch. “Zach, Merry Christmas.”

      He reversed along the path, “You too, Sophia,” then turned and hurried back into the cab.

      As he ordered the driver to return to the city, Zach looked back across the yard. At the sight of the house drifting out of view. At the golden light pouring through the window of the living room, fueled by the shimmer of Christmas tree decorations. At the smiling faces of Brian and the little girl sitting together cross-legged on a rug, the two of them doing a terrible job of wrapping presents and laughing almost uncontrollably at their efforts.

      Then a tree veered across his view. Then a fence. Then the cab rounded a corner and sped back towards town.

      And Zach wondered if Isabelle actually did still believe in Santa.
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      Seven thirty-two in the evening. The walls of the hotel’s atrium were blanketed in small glowing red and white lights, Evergard-Kasami’s corporate colors, turning the vast room a tinge of pink. There was a giant Christmas tree in the center of the floor, standing at least two stories high. The large crowd had gathered, dressed in floor-length black gowns and tuxedoes. Sipping on champagne and munching on petite servings of frosted French caviar and greasy Greek dolmades. David Kasami, the only son of business tycoon Yoshihiro Kasami, always served Mediterranean food at his functions. He had once told Zach how much he admired the Europeans.

      “They live for love and they love to eat,” he had said. “They are not afraid of pleasures.”

      Now, as Zach entered the room, David Kasami saw him and made a beeline for him, immediately abandoning the conversation he was having with Walter Garford, Zach’s boss and President of Garford & Millard Direct, and Frank Hayes, Zach’s colleague and competition for Garford’s throne.

      “Ah, Mr. Taylor,” David smiled. The young, wealthy Japanese businessman spoke with barely the hint of an accent. He was a handsome man, well-mannered, immaculately-groomed and, according to all reports, a very talented sportsman. A collection of equestrian trophies were his prize possessions.

      “David.” Zach put on his warmest smile and shook David’s hand.

      “How have you been?”

      “Fine, and you?”

      Zach nodded. “Never better. I’ve been looking forward to tonight.”

      “Come and join us.”

      David led him back to where Walter and Frank were standing.

      Walter was pleased to see Zach. As he shook his hand, the President of the company leaned into Zach’s ear. “He’s so close. And so are you.” Then he pulled back. Zach smiled, then shot a glance over at Frank Hayes.

      “Frank,” he grinned.

      “Zach,” Hayes managed back.

      Every time he saw Hayes, Zach felt the need for a cigarette. Both of his hands began fidgeting. David noticed. “How rude of me, you are without a drink. Excuse me.”

      The charming young businessman quickly scurried off to find a waiter. The second he was gone, Zach’s smile flattened into a serious and determined look. He turned straight to Walter and spoke softly. “How close?”

      “He’s mentioned the contract twice this evening. And he asked after you at least three times.” Walter’s eyes were following David as he wove his way through the crowd. He suddenly looked concerned. “Oh God. That son of a bitch Henderson’s pulled him aside. I’d better go save him.”

      Just as quickly as David Kasami vanished into the crowd, Walter was gone too.

      Hayes’ black eyes swung automatically toward Zach. “Drinks began at seven,” he reminded him.

      Zach saw someone he knew and grinned hi as they drifted by. “I’m fashionably late,” he responded coolly.

      “Fashionably? You look like you rented your tux with some spare change.”

      “And you look like the kind of guy who would know.”

      Frank Hayes was at an age where he could no longer pull off a fake smile; whenever he tried, he just looked tired. And old. Not that he was ever really any good at it anyway. Come to think of it, Zach had no idea why Walter even kept him on. The man was depressing, both in his attitude and his physical appearance. He had a plaster of Paris personality, his chin had slipped down to the front of his neck like a rooster, and the hair plugs had turned his scalp into a pincushion. For the last six years, he had talked about sailing the Greek islands. He declared it was his dream. But the man lacked all sense of adventure and Zach doubted he’d ever had a dream in his life. He would never go to Greece. Frank Hayes was all talk.

      And yet, along with Zach, he was Vice President of the company. Everybody knew that within the next few weeks Walter was going to announce his retirement and either Frank or Zach was going to become the new President of Garford & Millard, a firm once heralded as a burgeoning boutique direct marketing agency, now home to more than a dozen multi-million-dollar accounts and over two hundred worker drones. And the outcome of the war between Frank Hayes and Zach Taylor would invariably come down to a single battle: landing the Evergard-Kasami account.

      “Maybe you should take this opportunity to do a little networking,” Hayes suggested. “I hear Leonard Wilson is looking for a new P.A. If you think you can handle the pace.”

      “You’re scared,” Zach accused with a genuine smile.

      “You know something, Taylor? There’s a reason they say, may the best man win.”

      “Oh please, Hayes. Attacking my sexuality? That’s a career killer, buddy. And yet I can’t decide what your bigger crime is, discrimination in the workplace, or your sense of humor. Sometimes I’m not sure if you’re trying to be witty, or if you’re just brain-dead.” He stopped himself. “No, come to think of it, you are trying to be funny. If you were brain-dead, I’d be laughing a lot harder.” Then Zach did laugh—for show. He glanced over and caught David Kasami looking his way from across the room.

      Hayes caught the look. “You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you? That’s why he’s so interested.”

      Zach shrugged teasingly. Frank looked furious and appalled.

      The truth was that Zach hadn’t laid a finger on David Kasami, or vice versa. But that didn’t mean the thought hadn’t crossed his mind. He had begun working for Garford & Millard as a traffic manager, maintaining the flow of projects and enforcing deadlines for no less than twelve major accounts. As a determined young twenty-two-year-old, he had worn his audacity and aggressive approach to work like a badge of honor. He put in monstrous hours, devouring lazy suppliers and feasting on freelance creatives who didn’t deliver on time. He had no friends and no family, especially after the dissolution of a marriage that should never have happened in the first place. But in return for a social life, he had, in five short years, shredded his way up the corporate ladder to become V.P, a title that took Frank Hayes twenty-two years to achieve. Now his ascent was almost complete. If sleeping with David Kasami would get him to the top, it was an option he hadn’t entirely ruled out yet.

      He had asked himself the important questions.

      Would it compromise his standing in the company? Probably not. Walter was a fan of results, not the methods used to achieve them. He was more than willing to turn a blind eye to tactics if it meant winning the game.

      Would it compromise his own integrity? Probably. But he didn’t pay Pat Bradbury three hundred dollars an hour to sit on the sofa and tell him life was simply grand.

      Was it logical? That, of course, depended entirely on the outcome. It was absolutely impossible to predict where things might lead.

      Was he even capable of sleeping with a stranger to further his career? Absolutely. Zach slept with strangers almost nightly. Strangers were his staple, they helped make up the thin fabric of his existence. At least he knew David’s name, he knew details of his life, and if it meant scoring the account then what was stopping him? Zach had fucked complete strangers for far less. Perhaps he might uncover a few secrets about David that could come in handy in securing the gig. Perhaps he might uncover some secrets in himself. Something beyond his steely façade. As the good Doctor Bradbury had often remarked, Zach should consider himself a work in progress. He was a discovery still underway; new pieces of himself kept emerging, tiny new fragments were continually being unearthed and tagged and placed alongside the hard bony pieces already uncovered. One day he would form a whole.

      One day.

      Now he stood with his back to Hayes, watching as Walter intervened between David Kasami and James Henderson and managed to pull David free. The rich young businessman almost crashed straight into a waiter in a crisp white uniform. David apologized, then hoisted two glasses of champagne from the waiter’s tray and hurried back to Zach.
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      Ten forty-five in the evening, and David Kasami’s hand brushed its way up Zach’s forearm. He moved slowly, wanting to be sure there was no chance of rejection.

      Zach put his mind at ease immediately and swept in for a kiss.

      David’s lips were soft, his mouth warm and inviting.

      They were in the elevator now, alone. Walter had left early to check on preparations for tomorrow’s presentation to David and his entourage. Frank tagged along, making out like the martyr. “You enjoy your drinks,” he had told Zach in front of David. “Walter and I will get this show on the road.”

      Zach had let the remark slide. He turned to David who asked. “What time is it?”

      “The presentation?” Zach had to think. “Nine.”

      “No, I mean what time is it now?”

      Zach had trouble focusing on his watch. “Almost eleven,” he had managed.

      “Perhaps we should go.”

      Despite his increasing light-headedness, Zach had tried not to sound too forward. He was still gauging David’s intentions, which was difficult in this state. “That’s probably a good idea. I’ll get the concierge to call me a cab.”

      “I mean, together.”

      Zach stopped and raised his eyebrows. “Did you want to go out somewhere?”

      David shook his head. “I want you to come up to my room.”

      Zach smiled. “Does it have a view?” he slurred slightly.

      “The Presidential Suite has every view.”

      Now in the elevator, Zach’s fingers pressed the stop button, and the elevator jolted to a halt.

      David pulled out of the kiss to see what had happened.

      “It’s okay,” Zach told him. “I’m taking control of the situation.”

      David Kasami grinned. He wavered a little. Already drunk. “That champagne seems to have gone straight to my head.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Zach smiled before planting his lips on David once more.

      There was a view from David Kasami’s suite worth several million dollars, but Zach didn’t even glance at it. He was too busy yanking David’s jacket off and undoing the buttons of his shirt with drunk, tangled fingers.

      The young Japanese businessman stood smiling at the attention, watching Zach descend down his shirt and peel it away.

      Zach threw the shirt on the floor and took a step back.

      David was more beautiful than he had imagined. His body was lean and muscular, much like Zach’s, who proceeded to take off his own shirt, then unbuckle his own belt, then drop his pants to the floor.

      His underwear bulged, leaving nothing to the imagination.

      David reached out, still smiling, and touched his fingers to the bulge in Zach’s crotch. He ran his fingertips along the stiff shaft that ran upward to the left, heading for Zach’s hip. He played with the contour of Zach’s head, engorged and throbbing.

      Then David tucked his fingers inside the elastic waistband and pulled the underpants down, freeing Zach’s thick, hard cock.

      Before he could do anything else, Zach hauled David close, unbuckled the Japanese businessman’s pants and pulled them off, swiftly stripping him of his underpants as well. Then he dropped to the bed and pulled David down after him.

      “I’ve waited such a long time for…” David began to say, but Zach stopped him by shoving his thumb and index finger into David’s mouth.

      David sucked on them ravenously, gnawing at them.

      The two began to writhe and twist on the bed, switching positions in a seemingly effortless, well-practiced move that put Zach on top and David on the bottom.

      Zach pulled his fingers from David’s mouth and replaced them with his lips and tongue.

      They lay together, their stomachs pressed flat against each other. Zach’s bulging, bulbous cock pushing hard into David’s bursting hot balls.

      They twisted again, this time David taking control of the maneuver and landing on top of Zach, kissing him hard, a little rough in his drunken state.

      Without taking his lips off Zach’s, he reached across the bed, fumbled through a drawer in his bedside table and pulled out a condom. Only then did he tear his mouth from Zach's and ran his tongue all the way down Zach's neck, chest, and stomach. When he got to Zach's throbbing cock, he bit the condom wrapper open and slid the condom on Zach’s shaft with his fist.

      There was lube in the drawer.

      David found that too, and squeezed a glob into his palm.

      Lying on his back on the bed, Zach happily watched, his large stiff penis getting harder still at the sight of David massaging Zach’s shaft with a lubed fist.

      David squeezed more lubricant onto the tips of his fingers then slipped them into his own anus, sliding his index finger in and out of his ass to wet the passage.

      Then, taking Zach’s cock in his hand and straddling him, the young Japanese businessman positioned himself over Zach’s shaft and nuzzled the head of his cock into his crack. The physical contact gave rise to David’s own cock, which enthusiastically slapped up against his stomach. A few precious dewdrops of pre-cum already begun to bead in the eye of David’s cock.

      Yes, he had waited a long time for this moment. Now he could wait no longer.

      Taking a deep breath, David sank himself down onto Zach’s cock.

      Zach rolled his head back against the bed covers, eyes shut, mouth open to let a groan of absolute pleasure escape.

      David began to slide up and down the pole of Zach’s cock, slowly at first, the relaxed muscles of his warm, wet ass sweeping up and down with the motion of penetration, like seaweed moving with the ebb and flow of the tide.

      But he wanted the tide to move faster.

      David began to slide up and down Zach's cock harder, heavier.

      Zach began to reciprocate, thrusting his pelvis up off the bed as David came down on him, then pulling back as David lifted up. The movement transformed them into a well-lubed machine.

      The air from David's lungs came accompanied with noise now, a soft, low moan with each breath.

      His stiff, bobbing cock seemed to be floating free, out on its own, unattended. Occasionally it snapped upward and smacked David on his stomach. Other times it bounced so hard with the rhythm of their love-making it slapped against Zach’s tensed abdomen, making a clapping sound. Zach reined it back by seizing the shaft in one hand. He began dry-stroking it. As the pace of penetration grew more and more intense, Zach’s fist squeezed David's cock harder and pounded it faster and faster.

      David's groans grew louder.

      They started to form words.

      “Ahhh… I… I’m… com…”

      Zach pushed deeper and faster into him.

      David rode Zach harder. Harder still.

      Zach grunted, teeth clenched.

      David panted, groaned, words still trying to push their way out of his heaving lungs.

      “I’m co… I’m com…”

      Before he could spit it out, the head of David’s cock bloomed large and purple, and its eye burst open with a gleaming ball of pre-cum, as if to announce what was to come.

      Head back, mouth open, eyes shut, David fired a cannon-load of cum that soared clear over Zach's stomach and splashed spectacularly up his chest, neck and chin.

      As soon as the sizzling cum hit his skin, Zach’s balls opened their own floodgates.

      He felt the flood shooting up his shaft and arched his back high, pushing himself as far into David as he possibly could. David, still groaning and rocking with ecstasy, pressed his ass cheeks down hard against Zach’s pelvis.

      He felt Zach’s head high inside him.

      Then he felt the temperature soar as the head of Zach’s condom ballooned with an immense load of boiling hot cum.

      Zach’s body jolted once, twice, then again, and again, each time shooting another pulse of cum up his shaft.

      In response, David’s cock shot a second load of cum, this time with less trajectory, landing a loop of shining white semen across Zach’s panting belly.

      Slowly, gently, Zach massaged David’s cock then, squeezing the last of the juice from him with a few more spasms and groans.

      Gradually, Zach lowered his hips to the bed, his head spinning faster than ever now. His vision blurred, and suddenly everything in the room became indistinguishable. His eyelids grew heavy and his eyes slipped back into his head.
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      He dreamed of an angel. Cold and wet. Snow melting on its long gray wings.

      Zach felt the morning sun, weak and timid, but enough to wake him up. He opened his eyes, and the angel was real. He was lying in its arms.

      It was a statue.

      A huge statue of an angel.

      In broad daylight.

      And he was lying in its arms.

      Naked.

      He flinched, at once startled and confused and disoriented and feeling every muscle in his body ache and pinch. His bones were frozen stiff. His head pounded mercilessly. He squirmed frantically, unable to take his eyes off the granite face of the angel.

      “Are you okay?”

      The voice was breathless. Bewildered.

      Zach flipped his head to one side and saw a jogger below him, staring up from the shadow cast by the sixteen-foot tall angel.

      Rubbing his wide, bleary eyes, Zach saw beyond the jogger. Icy gravel paths sprouted out in different directions. There were trees and hedges, and a playground powder-white with a drift of early morning snow. He quickly realized he was in the middle of a city park.

      Zach hauled one leg out of the angel’s cradling arms, then slipped and fell from its grip, crashing to the gravel below.

      The jogger just stood there, staring at the bizarre sight of a man falling out of the statue’s arms.

      Zach clambered to his feet, shivering, not even bothering to try to cover himself. “I'll pay you a hundred bucks for your track pants,” he said, still confused and becoming more and more embarrassed and pissed off with every passing moment.

      “Pay me?” asked the jogger. “With what?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Zach had found some newspapers to cover himself, and eventually a cab stopped for him. When he got in, the fat slovenly driver gave him a wink.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Zach said in a flat, angry tone.

      The cab driver’s head was bobbing with a mischievous grin. “Pretty wild night, huh?”

      “What?” Zach’s head was still reeling and pounding.

      Sitting in the backseat of the cab, he ran his hands frantically up and down his chest, his stomach, his arms, his legs, checking for any sign of injury. He was cold, but there were no cuts, no signs of blood, and no bruises except the one forming on his side now from the fall out of the arms of the angel.

      The cab driver’s eyes filled the rearview mirror. He adjusted it for a better view.

      Zach wanted to check further. But not now. Not here. He was anxious. And angry. And after fucking David Kasami, Zach had absolutely no recollection of leaving the hotel room the previous night. If it even was the previous night!

      “What day is it?” he demanded quickly.

      The driver’s eyes darted back to the road. “Wednesday.” Then, “I’m pretty sure it’s Wednesday.”

      Wednesday.

      The presentation!

      Zach looked at the clock on the dash. Eight thirty in the morning.

      For a second he actually entertained the thought of steering the cab driver toward the office; he had a spare shirt and suit in his office. But getting from the cab to the building, across the lobby, up the elevator, into his office… that was the hard part.

      “Get me to York Terrace apartments, now!” he blurted at the driver, directing him to his home address first. He didn’t care about running through his apartment building wearing nothing but yesterday’s news. His job wasn’t in jeopardy there, just his dignity, and right now, he didn’t give a damn.

      The cab arrived.

      The doorman—whatever his name was—opened the door and didn’t say a word, didn’t even make eye contact, as Zach dashed by. He was paid not to make a fuss. He was paid to be invisible. Except when he was needed. Zach suddenly realized he had no keys to get into his apartment.

      “Say,” he said to the nameless doorman, trying to sound casual, trying not to draw too much attention. “Do you have my spare keys handy? I seem to have…”

      The doorman turned to a small cabinet in the wall, unlocked it, ran his fingers over dozens of sets of keys, then handed one to Zach.

      “Thanks,” Zach uttered.

      “My pleasure, Mr. Taylor,” said the doorman.

      Zach took the stairs, all the way to the top floor. He didn’t want to risk seeing anyone in the elevator.

      The second he was inside his door, Zach let the newspapers drop to the floor and hurriedly raced for the bathroom. He turned the shower on as hard and as hot as he could bear, then scrubbed himself quickly, vigorously.

      Seconds later, he emerged from the bathroom, once again naked.

      He dressed swiftly, smoothly. Suit, shirt, tie, shoes.

      Cufflinks!

      Where were his cufflinks?

      He swept through his apartment, looking under the long low white leather sofa with stainless steel legs, under the white, Prato virgin wool rug, behind the six-foot floor lamp. He looked in the drawer of the inconspicuous side table, behind the candles and East African clay vase, underneath the Mies Van der Rohe daybed stretched neatly in front of the wall-size window and the city beyond, passed his old-school answering machine, a piece of history he found so kitsch it was cool.

      He saw the red light was flashing.

      There were three messages waiting for him. He played them while he continued to look.

      The first was from Walter, asking where the hell he was, telling him that he’d already missed the entire set-up of the presentation and that David and the whole damn panel of Evergard-Kasami representatives were due in any minute. The second was from Frank Hayes, his voice muffled, low-key and gleeful—Walter must have been nearby—telling him how pissed off Walter was and congratulating him on his untimely timing. The third call was from Walter again, but his tone was different. He was no longer furious. Now he sounded stern. Grim. Gravely embarrassed.

      “Zach, I’m not sure if you’re there. Your cell phone’s going to message bank as well. We’ve received word from Kasami’s people. David seems to have gone missing. I trust this has nothing to do with you. Call me. As soon as you get this message, call me.”

      For a stunned second Zach hesitated. Then, warily, he picked up the phone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Walking into the offices of Garford & Millard, Zach was relieved to realize that Walter—discreet in all matters professional, if not always entirely honest—had kept a lid on things. Nobody eyed Zach with suspicion. None of the secretaries and assistants and account workers leaned over their partitions to exchange rumors. Everybody simply went about their business.

      Zach’s P.A., Renee, scurried up to him with a diary stretched open across one arm and a pen in her hand. “Morning Zach. Before you do anything, Mr. Garford sent a memo around advising that this morning’s meeting has been pushed back indefinitely, although he advised me that he’s already spoken to you. Given that news, I took the liberty of pulling forward your three o’clock with Mr. Lantano by an hour so that you’d have more time with the creative department to go over the brief for…”

      “Cancel it, please.”

      Renee stopped short. “But I thought this way, you could…”

      Zach kept moving, leaving her behind. “Thank you Renee, but cancel it. All of it. And call Walter. Ask him if he wants to see me.”

      “In his office?” Renee asked, surprised. Maybe a little hopeful. Zach knew Renee; he knew she was getting ahead of herself again. She knew that a promotion for Zach would most likely mean a
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