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How to Say I Love You

 

By AR Bryant

 

Lucien Adler has worked hard for the past decade to get his company off the ground during the rise of broadband and social media so he could support the grandmother who raised him, and the little brother that was entrusted to him. Only, his life still feels empty as he doesn’t have a partner to share his good fortune with. Enter Aharon “Iris” Crosswell, giving Lucien the answer to a crossword puzzle and someone he could fall for.

Between Lucien's obligation to continue running his company and Iris’s anxiety over how to tell his parents that he’s gay, the two have a lot of obstacles in their way. Luckily, they’ve got a snarky ex-military PA, a motherly housekeeper, a sassy grandmother, and an obnoxious little brother and his boyfriend to help them navigate blending their lives. Hopefully, it’ll be enough when both Lucien and Iris’s parents come by and do their best to tear them apart.


For my friends and family who believed in me even when I didn’t.


Chapter 1

 

 

“‘RAF’S OFFICER team do learn about the Queen.’ Two words. First one is eight long, the second is six… second letter of the first word is Q,” Lucien said, tapping the end of his pen against the table.

He looked up as his brother let out an exasperated huff. Wolfgang had agreed to meet him for lunch and was now apparently regretting it, if the look on his face was anything to go by. He took an angry bite of his toasted BLT and shook his head.

“What?” Lucien asked.

“I’m a seamster, not a genius!” Wolfgang protested. “That’s your job.”

Beside them, Samuel snickered and shoved another bite of his fettuccine into his mouth, probably assuming that neither brother would be tempted to drag him into their bickering if he was occupied. He would be right, and Lucien bit back the urge to stick his tongue out at the redhead.

“My job, technically, is CEO, not genius,” Lucien argued primly.

“Same difference when you’re the one who founded the damn thing and managed it until it became too big and then went public with it. Ten years from getting electrocuted in Oma’s dingy garage to a Fortune 500,” Wolfgang muttered.

Lucien grinned. “Don’t forget the fifteen before that, shocking myself constantly in the living room or our bedroom.”

Wolfgang snorted and rolled his eyes, taking another bite of his sandwich instead of replying. Starting a tech company a decade ago in the mid-1990s had been a pretty large gamble. He could have been easily pushed out by countless other giants in the industry, his designs could have been stolen, or he could have been bought out. Somehow, Lucien had managed to squeak through, undetected, until his name had gathered enough reputation that Cryptid Electronics not only survived, but thrived.

Probably helped that it had been just him for a long time, so he didn’t have to worry about an employee taking his schematics to the highest bidder. Lucien leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath, stretching over the back of it. He took a moment to look around the cafeteria, enjoying the view of the sound. Off to one side, they could see the Bainbridge ferry terminal, and the other boasted Pike Place Market. The building that housed Cryptid Electronics was a prime piece of real estate, and one that was hotly contested whenever it went on the market.

Lucien had been incredibly lucky to have the money and newfound notoriety when he put in his bid. He’d just gotten contracts with Microsoft and Apple and had been deep in negotiations with Samsung and Sony. With the two new contracts, Cryptid had outgrown their current offices and needed to expand. Especially if they managed to land the other two. A stroke of luck secured both the new space and the contracts, and Lucien had gotten busier than ever.

When he’d first gotten the keys, the building itself was outdated and the carpets reeked of cigarette smoke. So, before Lucien moved his staff in, he’d taken suggestions from his employees about what they’d like in an office, then hired a contractor to almost completely gut the inside. He hadn’t cared about the price or timeline, knowing that it would be worth it in the end, and with Cryptid’s future more secure, Lucien knew he could afford it.

The results were breathtaking. The cafeteria that they were currently in boasted a window wall, hardwood flooring, and minimalistic yet comfortable furniture in a mash of warm tones to keep the space from feeling too sterile. There were multiple microwaves, ice machines, and refrigerators scattered through the room to prevent a backlog or frustration. In addition, a kitchen at the back of the room offered a variety of meals that changed daily for a reasonable price.

Along with the cafeteria, Lucien carved out an area for a day care, and a hallway of quiet rooms where employees could go if they needed to take a breather. He’d gotten a few odd looks from the foreman when asking for the quiet rooms, but Lucien knew mental health was important, even if society didn’t care too much about it. It was the same reason why politics was banned from large discussions after a proud American had loudly claimed that the Holocaust was a conspiracy and never happened…. Lucien had to use the quiet room himself after being subjected to that tirade.

Five years later, there was barely any space for new office recruits, and Lucien was dreading needing to find another building. They’d already had to purchase two more warehouses since moving into this one, and if more companies kept reaching out, wanting their processors and video cards, then they’d need another production area too.

Maybe they could expand up north where it was cheaper? But he had to take current and potential employee commutes into account if he did that instead of staying in the Seattle area. He preferred promoting from within, and when he opened a new location, leads and employees that stood out often got a step up the ladder. The rest were hired from the immediate area before he looked farther out. It was a delicate dance, hiring before the warehouse was ready, as it could take a few months to work out kinks and delays. So far, there was a 50 percent chance that there’d be delays, and Lucien was just putting more stuff off due to the tedious nature of setting up new places.

Lucien missed playing around with electronics and components to get as much as he could out of them. It was a lot simpler, and quite a bit more fun, than being president or CEO of his company. He’d never taken courses on business before his first sale, and he’d frantically gotten a degree while trying to find a corporate lawyer that wouldn’t fleece him due to his ignorance. After that, he’d resisted hiring workers, trying to fulfill orders by himself, until Wolfgang found him passed out over his soldering bench with a nasty scar burned into his arm.

“What’s RAF?” Samuel asked. “Is that a crossword specific term?”

Lucien blinked, turned away from the view, and smiled at the redhead. He adored his brother’s lover and was glad he’d walked into their lives, but if something didn’t pertain to anime or fashion, information went in one ear and out the other.

“The Royal Air Force,” Wolfgang said. “It’s a part of the British military.”

“How do you not know that?” Lucien asked, making sure his tone was gentle enough he didn’t insult his brother’s lover too badly.

It didn’t exactly work. Samuel frowned at him and shrugged, poking at the remnants of his fettuccine. “I don’t like watching the news.”

“You should,” Wolfgang said softly.

“It’s depressing!” Samuel protested. “You know that.”

Neither brother said anything to persuade him differently. The south was being battered by hurricanes, and there was a lot of unrest in Lebanon. Lucien listened to the news during his commute, much to Wolfgang’s displeasure since Samuel would put on a pair of thick headphones and listen to anime music. Anything reducing the amount of time Wolfgang had with his boyfriend was met with quiet hostility, despite the fact that they worked and lived together.

“Anyways, no clue, big brother. Why don’t you check on your fancy-pants new cellphone?” Wolfgang asked.

“I don’t want to pay the insane prices for the slower than molasses internet service. I’ll look it up when I get back to my desk,” Lucien replied. “Just thought you might want to help.”

“Oma likes crosswords. Finish it with her when you get home,” Wolfgang suggested.

Lucien shook his head. “You assume she’s not already done it herself and will cackle when I ask her for help.”

“Your Oma is a wonderful lady,” Samuel said wistfully. Wolfgang and Lucien shared a smile. Samuel and Oma got on like a house on fire, and she’d welcomed him with open arms when they’d first met ten years ago. “We should get going, though, pup. We’ve got an appointment at one.”

The two brothers looked over at the large digital clock mounted on the wall. Wolfgang and Samuel would have just enough time to get back to their boutique and open it before their client showed up. Lucien had meant to ask what the appointment was about and see what new designs Samuel cooked up. He’d just have to follow up tonight.

“Good luck,” Lucien said.

Samuel smiled and got to his feet. Wolfgang gave Lucien a tight hug before following his lover and business partner out of Cryptid Electronics. Lucien watched them with a bittersweet smile and a deep yearning in his chest. He’d been so focused on playing with electronics, and then he’d been caught up in the whirlwind of creating and stabilizing his company, that he hadn’t had time to date. Technology was in a massive boom right now, and while Lucien had hired engineers to tinker and improve on his designs, his attention was best spent on his company so Cryptid didn’t become obsolete.

He had people to take care of, after all.

“Squadron leader,” a gentle voice with a light British lilt said.

Lucien blinked and focused on the person who’d paused next to his table. The newcomer was small with long, silky black hair and olive skin. He wore a pair of black skinny jeans and a deep purple long-sleeved henley under a black Nirvana tee. There was a pair of delicate-looking glasses sitting on his slender nose, partially obscuring his best feature. At first, Lucien would have said that the man’s eyes were a deep brown. As the sun filtered through the light cloud cover, gold flecks glittered amongst the brown, giving him an almost ethereal look.

For a long minute, Lucien couldn’t speak, let alone breathe. Even though he was fluent in two languages and passable in one more, every single word fled his mind. The thoughts that usually ran nonstop were a jumbled mix of languages and nonsensical phrases that didn’t apply to being ambushed by a gorgeous man.

He stared dumbly up at the bespectacled man waiting quietly beside him, his lips curving into a soft smile. The small movement jumpstarted his brain, and Lucien cleared his throat, blushing hotly.

“Sorry?” he asked roughly.

“The RAF’s officer team,” the man said. “Squadron leader. Eight and six with the second letter being Q.”

“Oh,” Lucien replied.

Clearly, he was a master at conversation.

Apparently that was endearing to the other man, because he giggled and clutched a laptop to his chest. Where had that come from? Lucien sat up a bit straighter and cleared his throat again.

“Who do I have to thank for coming to my rescue?” he finally asked.

Lucien held out his hand, and with a shy smile, the other man took it. His grip wasn’t weak, but Lucien wouldn’t call it firm either, and his hands were insanely soft. Without thinking about it, Lucien began rubbing his thumb against the back of the man’s hand, marveling at the feel.

“Is-Iris Crosswell,” the man said.

“Ice?” Lucien asked.

Iris sighed and shifted his weight, seeming nervous or sheepish. He glanced around at the emptying lunchroom before saying, “I used to go by Isis. But, with the war and being fairly obviously from the region….”

The man grimaced and Lucien winced in sympathy. “I’m sorry you had to change the name you go by because of bigotry.”

“It’s all right. Iris is the goddess of rainbows and messages, so it fits just fine,” Iris said loftily.

Lucien smiled faintly, and he hesitated before asking, “My apologies, but you appear very masculine?”

Iris snorted and withdrew his hand, though he didn’t seem grossed out or offended. Instead, his expression was fond as he shrugged and wrapped both arms around his computer. While it appeared to be a personal laptop, considering the stickers decorating the lid, it was from Cryptid’s first run. Lucien had wanted to see if they could get an edge into the laptop market, and so far their computers seemed to be a hit.

“It’s just a nickname that I was given back in primary. Changing one letter was easier than trying to relearn a different one or start using my given name.”

“Ah.” Another riveting reply. “I didn’t want to assume.”

“’S all good,” Iris said.

Iris shuffled back a step before making a motion that he was about to walk away. Not wanting him to go, Lucien got to his feet, clearing his throat for a third damn time.

“What department do you work in?” he asked.

“Translation,” Iris replied, taking another step back.

Lucien was about a half foot taller, and Iris had to tilt his head back to look up at him. Why that small motion made something inside of him whisper protect, Lucien didn’t really know, and he didn’t care to examine the urge too closely. All he knew was that he didn’t want to say goodbye to Iris just yet. He had a feeling that if he didn’t stop coming across as a buffoon that this would be their first and last conversation.

“Pull yourself together,” Lucien muttered in German.

Iris blinked and giggled. Startled, Lucien stared down at the smaller man, confused as to why his words had elicited such a reaction.

“You’re fine. The awkwardness is charming,” Iris replied in perfect German.

Right. Translation.

“How many languages do you speak?” Lucien asked, switching to Spanish.

“Twelve,” Iris replied and said something else. Lucien caught the word “Korea,” but that was about it. He was better at written Spanish than verbal, and Iris must have caught his brief confusion. He switched back to English and said, “I’m learning Korean right now. As soon as I’ve got that down, I’ll make my way through Japanese.”

“Samuel would be happy to teach you Japanese,” Lucien said.

Iris smiled. “That would be helpful. Programs can only take you so far, and exchanging emails with native speakers can be exhausting and slow.”

Before Lucien could commiserate with Iris about how frustrating international emails could be, another man stomped up to them. Simon’s expression was thunderous, and Lucien immediately looked up at the time. He winced and smiled apologetically at his PA.

“Sorry?” he offered.

“Just get to the conference room,” Simon groaned. When Lucien turned to pick up the remains of his lunch with Wolfgang and Samuel, Simon slapped at his hands. “I’ll take care of it. Just go!”

“May I escort you to the elevators, at least?” Lucien asked Iris.

He was rewarded with another giggle, and Iris nodded. They left the cafeteria into the main foyer. There was another large window wall, and behind the receptionist’s desk was a massive mural instead of corporate white paint. It was one of Samuel’s few illustrations, blending the features of Emerald City with her sister city, Kobe, Japan. Lucien adored looking at it every time he walked through the front doors.

“What’s so funny?” Iris asked. When Lucien raised an eyebrow at him, Iris shrugged. “You smiled all of a sudden.”

“Just appreciating the art,” he said, nodding toward the wall.

Iris hummed and looked at the mural. He seemed a little confused before grimacing apologetically. “I don’t quite get why the Space Needle is mashed next to an Asian-style temple and why there’s a stone statue in a schoolgirl’s uniform, but maybe it’s more of a native thing.”

“First off, that’s the Fremont Troll, and secondly, Kobe is our Japanese sister city,” Lucien explained. “Samuel had fun with it.”

“See, native,” Iris replied.

“I won’t hold being a transplant against you,” Lucien teased, and he pressed the call button.

“I’d certainly hope not.” Iris grinned. “Considering I’m not sure if you’re native either.”

“First generation,” Lucien said. “Oma immigrated to the east coast, and my mother was born in New York. Shortly after my mother moved out, Oma came to Seattle.”

Iris frowned as they entered the elevator together. Lucien selected his floor and the one translation services shared with the international help desk. Unlike most of the office, this floor was busy at all hours to ensure anyone across the globe could call if they needed help troubleshooting why their processor or video card wasn’t functioning.

“Then how are you a native Seattleite? Wouldn’t you have been a New Yorker?” Iris asked.

Lucien’s shoulders tensed, and he stared at the shiny metal doors. They were polished to the point where he could clearly see Iris’s confused look. He should have anticipated this question, and yet somehow, he hadn’t thought twice telling Iris a little bit about his unorthodox home life.

“That’s a little….” He trailed off.

“Personal,” Iris supplied kindly. “My apologies.”

The elevator stopped with tiny jolts and opened to a cacophony of voices overlapping in several different languages. Iris stepped into the insanity that was translations and turned back to give him one last smile.

“Good luck at your meeting, Mr. Adler,” Iris said.

Lucien blinked and stared at Iris in surprise, wondering how he knew. Then he remembered Wolfgang teasing him about his status, and Lucien smiled instead.

“Call me Luci—” he got out before the doors shut.

He sighed heavily and slumped against the wall behind him. Now that he wasn’t beside Iris, his brain kicked into high gear and taunted him about how tongue-tied he’d been around him. If he’d been smoother, maybe he could have gotten the man’s number and made plans to meet up with him after they both got off. Except he didn’t want a fling. He wanted what Wolfgang and Samuel had.

He wanted forever.


Chapter 2

 

 

IRIS STARED blankly at the computer screen before him. It was close to quitting time, and his brain was beyond fried. He checked the document that was next in his queue and sighed. There were ten pages of a boring manual for a processor that needed rewriting into Hindi. Most of the time, Iris didn’t mind his translating work, even though it was usually pretty dull. His ultimate goal was to move into video game translations, where the dialogue could at least be interesting or fun.

Cryptid Electronics made it hard to leave, though. They paid him handsomely, due to the number of languages he was proficient in, and he had a fairly spacious cubicle that didn’t entirely feel like a cubicle. He’d been given a catalogue of decorations that the company purchased for him, along with a selection of chairs, monitors, desks, and mouse and keyboard sets for him to choose from. As a result, his space was full of fake plants, as real ones wouldn’t survive very well in the office, and warm-toned furniture.

It was fun to see how everyone decorated their spaces differently. Some went completely corporate, choosing the most basic items and no decorations at all. Others themed their areas in different colors or patterns. One of the ladies had a completely pink cubicle and didn’t mind when her coworkers called her Barbie. Almost everyone had also brought in personal effects. Pictures of their families or pets and tchotchkes dotted their shelves.

Iris didn’t have any personal effects. He didn’t really have photos of his parents, his apartment didn’t allow pets, and he’d never gotten interested in anything pop culture. Sure, he liked animals, but he didn’t quite see the purpose of getting little ceramic figurines depicting them. He wasn’t femme enough to want a bouquet of cut flowers in a vase, didn’t have an interest in Far Side desk calendars, and wasn’t nerdy enough to have video game, movie, or comic posters tacked up on the walls.

Still, Iris didn’t regret moving to America. His previous job had been even more excruciating and barely paid for his rent. They hadn’t bothered giving him resources to continue his education or stay sharp on the languages he did know. He’d just been shunted to the basement and given textbook after textbook to translate.

Iris pulled off his glasses and rubbed his tired eyes. He looked at the time and sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to get anywhere in thirteen minutes. Still, he logged into the manual so it appeared that he was doing something. All around him, he could hear multiple languages overlapping, and his brain automatically translated them. It was… exhausting. He slumped back in his chair and promised himself for about the hundredth time that he’d pick up a nice pair of headphones, a Discman, and several CDs of whatever soundtracks he could find.

Right now, the thought of swinging by Kmart was even more tiring. It was only Tuesday, and Iris had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to last until the weekend without completely draining himself. Maybe he could use one of the quiet rooms during his lunch hour to give his brain a break instead of getting overwhelmed in the cafeteria.

Except if he did that, then he might not run into Mr. Adler again. Iris smiled as he thought about the bumbling blond. He hadn’t seen someone so speechless before, especially when he was the reason another couldn’t speak. The man’s touch had burned his skin, awakening old urges that he’d pushed to the wayside when he relocated across the pond. Iris yearned to have Mr. Adler’s hands on him again, and in more intimate areas.

Even if Mr. Adler hadn’t been quite so obvious in his attraction physically, the wonder in his eyes was a dead giveaway. That was a bit confusing. Iris wasn’t anything special, and he thought he was fairly plain to look at. At least Mr. Adler had been disappointed when Iris first gave him his nickname. The relief upon learning that Iris was, in fact, male, was pretty obvious.

It was kind of flattering. Especially when Iris hadn’t even dressed up very nicely last week. Iris had vaguely tried to wear more flattering clothing after that, wanting to see Mr. Adler’s naked desire once more. Right now he was wearing a nice pair of black jeans, a burgundy button-down to bring out his eyes, and a black vest. Iris knew full well he shouldn’t change how he dressed for another man, but he couldn’t help himself.

Not that he’d seen Mr. Adler since then, which was a damn shame.

Iris checked the time again and smiled softly. He shut down his computer, effectively logging out of the system. Gathering his keys and wallet from his desk drawers took only a moment, and so did locking them. He followed the rest of the translators to the elevators, letting their relieved conversations about what they’d do that night pass him by. Despite having been here for two years, Iris still hadn’t really made any friends.

His coworkers were polite but distant. Father had warned him about the Seattle Freeze, but Iris had ignored his advice, figuring that Father had just been too uppity to make friends during his business travels. Turns out that no, Seattleites are just cautious about letting anyone get close. Since Iris was usually too tired at the end of the day to socialize, he didn’t have anyone to talk with while heading out. Or have anyone to hang out with on the weekends.

Iris slumped against the back corner of the elevator, closing his eyes to give them a bit of a rest. He barely felt the cab move to the underground parking lot and was roused only by the feel of his coworkers leaving. Iris blinked awake and followed them into the garage. Already, there was a line of idling cars pointed toward the street exit.

Even though there were usually plenty of spots closer, Iris parked as far away from the elevator and stairs as he could. He wasn’t great when it came to driving and parking, considering he got overstimulated pretty easily. Even if he turned off the radio, his mind wandered, and he got distracted. The poor VW Beetle he drove had plenty of dents in a plethora of sizes.

At least he’d never actually hit someone or caused a collision. He just… misjudged distances a lot. Especially if he was too busy thinking. The last thing he wanted to do when he got to work was to head up to HR with the license plate, make, and model of a car he dinged trying to get into a parking spot and have to admit he’d hit it.

Iris slipped into the driver’s seat and heaved out a sigh as he slammed the door shut. Luckily for him, he didn’t live too far away. Just far enough that he didn’t like to walk in the mornings and was too tired after work. Iris slipped his key into the ignition and turned it.

Nothing.

No engine turnover, no binging of the car informing him that he had an issue with his motor, no nothing. Iris dropped his head to the headrest and groaned, closing his eyes. Of course this would happen on a day when he was already drained.

Iris popped the hood and climbed out of his car. He propped the hood open and stared down at the engine in dismay. If he wasn’t good with people, he was even less proficient with machines. Hell, Iris had probably called IT more than all his coworkers combined. The moment any sort of electronic stopped working as it should, he’d pick up the phone. The only thing he was good at was languages, and he worked hard to learn and keep them.

He scrubbed at his face and huffed.

“What am I even doing?” he muttered.

“Need help?”

Iris jumped, stifling his scream. He took a few quick steps away from the voice, spinning to see who was there. He hadn’t heard the other car approach. The tinted window was rolled down, and Mr. Adler was looking at him.

“What?” Iris asked.

“Do you need help?” Mr. Adler repeated.

The man opened his door and stepped out. Iris blinked and shrugged, looking down at his car.

“I don’t know what’s wrong,” Iris said. “It was working fine this morning.”

“Let’s see what we can do,” another man said.

Iris recognized him as the person who’d chased Mr. Adler off to his meeting earlier that week, cutting Iris’s flirting short. This man was also fairly tall, roughly about six feet, though he wasn’t as tall as Mr. Adler. Iris retreated to the other side of his car as the assistant pulled the fancy town car into the spot next to his, turned off the car, and then popped the hood.

Without a word to him, the other man pulled out some cables with a black and red clamp on both ends and started attaching them to the engine.

“Have you ever jumped a car before?” Mr. Adler asked.

“Uh.” Iris blinked a few times at the CEO, then shrugged helplessly.

“Keys?”

“Ignition.”

Mr. Adler flashed him a crooked smile and hopped into the driver’s seat just as the assistant got into the town car. The other man turned on his car first, and after a couple of minutes, Iris could see Mr. Adler trying to turn over the Beetle. Mr. Adler frowned and tried again. The passenger window of the town car rolled down.

“Lucien—” the driver started.

“I’m going to rev the engine,” the other man said patiently.

Iris smiled faintly at their interaction, but he couldn’t help but chew on his lower lip when his car still refused to be anything more than a hunk of metal and plastic. The other man turned off his car and got out before starting to unhook them.

“Were there any engine lights on? Any noises while driving?” he asked.

“Engine lights, yes. Noises? I don’t know. I’ve largely ignored everything. The guy I bought this off of said it was in great shape,” Iris said.

The man sighed heavily. “Which means the car probably has a bunch of issues.”

Iris blinked at the man and winced. “Really?”

“Don’t trust the owner at their word,” the driver said. “If it’s not turning over, then the car will need towing.”

“Do you know any garages nearby?” Iris asked.

“I can find out,” the man said.

Iris looked at the blond, who’d been watching him with an appreciative look on his face. “You don’t have to wait for me, Mr. Adler. I’ll go back to reception and call for a tow.”

“I told you to call me Lucien,” Mr. Adler said.

“Technically it was Luci,” Iris teased.

“So the elevator decreed,” Lucien intoned.

Iris couldn’t help but giggle at Lucien’s deadpan expression. The man smiled fondly at him and reached out to take his hand. Iris stared up at him, forgetting how to breathe properly, the simple touch sending shivers down his spine.

“Where do you live? We can give you a ride, and Simon can get your car taken care of,” Lucien said.

The third man—Simon—grunted but didn’t complain at the additional work that was being placed on his shoulders.

“I don’t want to impose,” Iris murmured.

“I’m offering,” Lucien replied.

Iris hesitated, looking at his car. It was so grubby next to the nice luxury sedan that Lucien was riding in. Then again, he was a translator, not the owner of a successful company. He started to shake his head and stopped when Lucien’s smile began to fade.

“I don’t live too far,” Iris said. “I can walk.”

“Are you sure?” Lucien asked, frowning slightly.

“Just give up and say yes. He’s not going to stop asking or worrying,” Simon said.

The PA folded his arms across his chest and leaned up against the front of the car. Lucien shot him an exasperated glance but smiled tentatively at Iris.

“Let me help,” he insisted gently.

Iris’s resolve shattered at Lucien’s quiet plea. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily before dropping his face into his hands. The exhaustion that plagued him before came back with a vengeance, and he sank into a crouch. A moment later, someone gripped his shoulder, hovering close enough that Iris could feel their body heat radiating off them. Iris raised his head to look up at Lucien.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Just tired,” Iris replied.

“Let me take care of you,” Lucien murmured.

Nodding, Iris closed his eyes as Lucien cupped his face. He turned his head and nuzzled into the touch, contentment spreading through him, making his limbs feel heavy. Lucien helped him up and guided him to his town car. Iris climbed in and buckled the seat belt, dropping his head to the headrest. He didn’t protest when Lucien grabbed Iris’s keys.

“Anything in the car you need?” Lucien asked.

“No.”

“What about your laptop?”

Iris blinked, startled that Lucien remembered that he owned one. He’d been so excited when he managed to purchase Cryptid’s first-generation laptop, frantically refreshing the webpage until the link went live. Putting all his information in beforehand had been his saving grace. Even though he’d clicked the button as soon as he was able to, he’d gotten model number ninety-seven of a hundred. If he’d had to put his shipping and billing, he wouldn’t have gotten his favorite laptop.

“It’s at home,” Iris said.

He’d been running late that morning and hadn’t had time to pack it up. Blessing in disguise, he supposed, considering his car’s defection. Lucien gently shut the door and crossed over to where Simon was talking to someone on his cellphone. Simon took the keys from his employer and singlehandedly shut the Beetle’s hood and ensured the car was locked up. Lucien got into the car next to Iris and buckled in.

“Where do you live?” Lucien asked.

“Marion and eighth,” Iris said.

“Not too far at all,” Lucien commented.

“I told you I could walk,” Iris replied dryly.

“When you look like you’re ready to keel over? How about no,” Lucien said.

“Yes, well. Using your brain all day is a bit exhausting, Mr. CEO,” Iris teased.

“I wouldn’t know. Haven’t used mine since college,” Lucien replied, grinning. “Tinkering is more fun than running a company.”

Iris hummed. He had no doubt that Lucien’s job was tiring, but he must have grown used to it or was able to delegate when he was getting too overwhelmed. Iris had no one to shunt tasks to. He just needed to buck up and do what he was paid to do. Lucien seemed about ready to ask a question when Simon got into the car and huffed as he got ready to drive.

Lucien repeated Iris’s address to Simon, and the older man simply nodded and put the car into gear. The car rumbled to life and set off smoother than silk. Iris blinked and must have made an appreciative noise, as Lucien chuckled.

“It drives nicely, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“Very,” Iris murmured.

They passed a small smattering of cars that belonged to the second shift help desk and janitorial crew.

“Have you let Wolfgang know you’ll be a bit late?” Simon asked.

“Nah. We won’t be more than fifteen. He’ll probably be too caught up with Samuel to notice we’re running behind,” Lucien replied.

“Until we miss the ferry,” Simon replied flatly.

“Oh, I can walk. I don’t want you to miss your ferry for me,” Iris said, reaching for his seat belt.

Lucien grabbed his hand and pulled it away from the buckle. He twined their fingers together and smiled kindly.

“We miss it sometimes anyways. It’s all right, don’t worry,” Lucien said.

Iris stared at him for a long moment before nodding. The drive really was pathetically short, and just under ten minutes later, Simon was guiding the car into the loading zone of his apartment building. Lucien hadn’t let go of him for the entire time. Neither had he tried to strike up another conversation, glancing over at his PA every time he opened his mouth. Instead, he’d rubbed his thumb across the back of Iris’s hand, much like he’d done when they first met.

“Thank you,” Iris finally said.

He reluctantly pulled his hand away and unbuckled. Lucien smiled in reply, and Iris unlatched the door. He took a deep breath and mentally braced himself. Before he could talk himself out of it, Iris turned back, leaned in, and placed a featherlight kiss on Lucien’s cheek. The blond gasped, his eyes widening in surprise as Iris quickly exited the car. He shut the door and patted the top of the vehicle, waving his thanks to Simon.

His entire body tingled as Iris hurried into his apartment building and raced up two flights of stairs to his door. It took him several tries to get his key into the lock, and finally he was home. Iris locked the deadbolt, threw on the chain, and wiggled out of his clothes, tossing his pants and shirt haphazardly into the hamper. Within minutes of arriving home, he was in a comfy pair of sweats and a tank top.

Space-wise, Seattle wasn’t that much different than London. The money he made from his current job allowed him to get a one-bedroom flat rather than a studio like he had back in the UK. Otherwise, the shared laundry room, his tiny bathroom, miniscule kitchen, and laughable living room was comparable to his previous residence. He was glad he wasn’t trying to live with someone in something this small, like what he’d overheard one of his coworkers complaining about.

Iris had enough energy to heat up a frozen pot pie before collapsing onto the couch and dragging his laptop over. It was already open to his email service, his parents’ last correspondence up on the screen. His mama had written a long-winded message in Arabic, detailing some story about one of the students she was teaching. Iris had a hard time trying to focus on her words.

He wanted to reply and let his mama know he was crushing on someone. Well, he could tell her that, except then she’d demand to know who the lucky lady was and when Iris would start including pictures of her. Iris knew that he could never tell his mama that he preferred the company of men. She’d been born and raised in Egypt and followed Father back to London after they’d gotten married and his tour was over.

If Iris told her he was gay… he had no doubts she’d disown him. Loneliness yanked him into the deep end of a depressive spiral. He doubted his father would be fine with his sexuality either. Sniffing, Iris slapped away the few tears on his cheeks, the full weight of the day finally catching up to him. He reached out and touched the familiar script on the screen, desperately wishing he could tell her everything and knowing he didn’t dare to.


Chapter 3

 

 

“OMA! LUCIEN kissed a boy!” Wolfgang announced cheerily as he bolted into the kitchen.

“I didn’t!” Lucien protested. “He kissed my cheek!”

“Same difference!” Wolfgang laughed, dancing away from Lucien’s halfhearted swing.

Samuel and Simon followed the brothers at a more sedate pace into the house. Lucien’s nonchalance about calling Wolfgang and letting him know he was taking a detour had been misplaced. They’d arrived to an anxious Wolfgang, who demanded to know why they were late, and then why Lucien was blushing so much when he had tried brushing off taking Iris home. Lucien hated how flustered he got around Iris, and how his body acted as if he was some chaste virgin.

It didn’t help that Samuel had been just as eager to know what was going on in Lucien’s nonexistent love life. Simon had just smiled and ignored Lucien’s plea to please turn on the radio and drown out his brother’s nagging. And now, of course, Wolfgang had to announce a “thank you” peck to the world as if it was the hottest, filthiest making-out session.

Their housekeeper and cook, Mary, stood at the kitchen island, blinking, her hands covered in flour. She stared at Wolfgang as he got close then bent down to kiss her cheek.

“Oma! Wolfgang kissed a girl!” Lucien announced.

“Hey!” Wolfgang barked, spinning to face him. “It’s not the same!”

“It’s totally the same!” Lucien argued. “It was a thanks, not anything
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