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      Christo hunched in his seat, rested his elbows on the massive expanse of Veritas Office Solutions’ boardroom table, and stifled a yawn behind clasped fingers. He hated quarterly meetings. They were always dull, the usual collection of managers and directors rehashing facts and figures they already knew. There was a recession, business was down, they were being threatened with redundancies. Again. Dull, dull, dull.

      He fought to keep his expression neutral as Damien Maddox took the floor. Damien was the regional general manager of the neighbouring division to Christo’s, and a constant thorn in his side. As Damien’s picture-perfect PowerPoint was projected onto the screen at the head of the table, Christo’s relief at seeing Damien’s figures were as low as his sector warred with irritation as he noted the impressed looks on the directors’ faces.

      Damien’s theory had always been to blind the bosses with charts and graphs. Was Christo the only one who could see through it? Sales were sales—or not, in this case—no matter what colour they were shaded on a screen.

      Christo’s attention strayed from the presentation and fixed on Damien’s arse. God, that man had a tight arse.

      A nerve twitched in Christo’s neck as he gritted his teeth and tore his eyes away. Anyone could look like they had a nice arse if they spent a month’s salary on a single suit. Damien didn’t earn a penny more than any of the other RGMs in the room—and considerably less than Sally from Southern—so where did he get off? Who was he trying to impress with his tailored suits and silk shirts and hand-stitched shoes? What was he trying to prove?

      They were beautiful shoes, though.

      Christo considered his own off-the-peg ensemble and sighed. Normally he thought he looked good. Suits suited him, and this one hadn’t been cheap either. The problem was Damien’s suit wasn’t just a suit, it was a work of art. Bastard.

      “Christo?”

      “Mmh?”

      “Your presentation?”

      “Of course,” Christo stammered, getting to his feet. He felt like snarling as Damien slid elegantly into his chair and reclined, a smug expression on his face. Double bastard.

      Christo ran through the numbers quickly. They were low, but no lower than Damien’s. He’d be damned if the smarmy git outperformed him. Christo prided himself on running a tight ship: his team worked well together and respected him. He knew all of them by name. He was damn good at his job, and he worked long, hard hours to get the best results he could.

      He outlined a couple of new strategies he’d implemented, comparing the figures with those from last quarter to demonstrate their effectiveness. White heads nodded absently around the table. Christo felt like screaming. What did the directors care how hard he worked, the hours his team put in, the constant uphill struggle against consumer apathy and tightening purse strings? These men all pulled in six-figure salaries. Their only concern was ensuring their jobs were safe. Christo finished his presentation and threw himself into his chair, his face thunderous.

      The meeting broke for lunch and Christo launched himself from the room. Ignoring the platters of sandwiches and finger-foods the caterers had put on, he hurried downstairs and out the door. He turned the corner and stopped, leaning against the wall, breathing hard. He knew exactly what was coming next: the endless rounds of recrimination, watery eyes averted sadly as the directors told him they were so, so disappointed. They were left with no option. They had to do something. The only question was how many of his staff he’d have to let go, and where from.

      Damien rounded the corner, a bemused expression on his face. “Where are you rushing off to?”

      “I needed a break.” Christo shrugged and turned away, hoping he hadn’t snagged his jacket on the rough bricks. That would be just his luck.

      “I know what you mean.” Damien broke into a boyish grin. “It was getting a bit stuffy in there, wasn’t it?”

      “What do you want, Damien?” Christo felt a pang of guilt as a flash of something—what was it?—crossed Damien’s face, but dammit, they weren’t friends. They’d never been friends.

      Damien’s smile faltered. “I thought we could get lunch?”

      “There’s lunch laid on inside.”

      “Yeah, with them. I thought maybe we could talk. In private?”

      Christo was intrigued, despite his reservations. What could Damien want to talk about? What was with all the cloak and dagger? He followed automatically as Damien set off with long, loping strides. Christo refused to hurry to keep up. Maybe it looked like he was trailing after him, but at least this way he got to admire Damien’s arse some more. It really was a great arse.

      Damien glanced over his shoulder and smirked.

      Christo quickly straightened his head and sped up, eyeing the smile playing across Damien’s lips with suspicion. Christo might not be able to help the way his body reacted to him, but his head was still in charge, dammit. Every pore of Damien’s skin oozed sex, but Christo wasn’t interested. He didn’t do casual sex, and certainly not with men like Damien Maddox. Just the thought of it sent a shiver—shudder, definitely a shudder—up his spine.

      To Christo’s surprise, Damien led them into a small greasy spoon over the road from the office, and took a seat on a battered plastic chair before a Formica-topped table.

      “What?” Damien challenged, grabbing a napkin and wiping the old grease stains and teacup rings off the chipped surface.

      Christo struggled to keep his expression neutral. “I didn’t think this was your scene.”

      “I didn’t think you were a snob.”

      “I’m not!” Christo eyed Damien’s beautiful suit in a meaningful manner. “What about your outfit?”

      Damien shrugged. “They’re only clothes.”

      Christo snorted but sat, shaking his head.

      “The important thing is no one’s going to find us here. I wanted a chance to talk to you alone before we go back into the dragons’ den.”

      “Why?” Christo couldn’t hide the fact his curiosity was piqued. He threw the waitress an evil look when she interrupted Damien to take their order.

      “Don’t play dumb, Christo, you know what’s coming as well as I do.”

      “So what’s there to talk about?”

      “We’re in the same boat. I thought we could help each other out.”

      “How?”

      “We both know people have to go. I thought maybe we could put on a united front, stick up for each other. Neither of our figures were great, but at least they’re in the same ballpark. Let’s agree to split the losses, shall we?”

      Christo eyed him with suspicion. “How do I know you’ll stick to that?”

      Damien winced. “I know you’ve no reason to trust me⁠—”

      “Damn right.”

      “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?” Damien snapped. “I did what I had to, same as you would. Believe it or not, I didn’t enjoy doing it.”

      They fell silent and glared at each other as the waitress returned with two insipid cups of coffee. Christo took an experimental sip of the greyish liquid and grimaced.

      Damien ignored his drink. “The way I see it you’ve not got much choice. Either you trust me, or we fight it out between us when we go back in there.”

      Christo tutted and looked away. He knew Damien was right but dammit, he didn’t trust the man as far as he could throw him. He stared sightlessly at the people walking past the window, toying with the handle of his mug, thinking Damien’s offer over. Trying to out-think him, trying to work out how the bastard was going to double-cross him again. “Fine.” He sighed. “You watch my back and I’ll watch yours.”

      “Great.” Damien grinned.

      “One condition.” He looked up and met warm brown eyes. Lying eyes, he reminded himself. “You back my team first.”

      “Of course, if they start with you⁠—”

      “No. You back me first.”

      “Fine.” Damien gave him another easy smile.

      Smug bastard, Christo seethed. Winning never seemed like winning with Damien. Not that he was sure yet he’d actually won.

      Christo took another sip of coffee. It tasted like fish. Putting the cup down, he pushed it away, noting Damien hadn’t touched his. They sat silently, facing each other. Still, neither spoke: they had nothing to say. It wasn’t like they worked together often. Just the quarterlies, the management functions, and the occasional client presentation. Their areas bordered, but Damien might as well work on the moon for all they interacted. That was how the directors liked it: healthy competition between the sectors, fuelled by a big dose of resentment.

      Christo resented Damien all right. If Damien hadn’t stolen the McCarthy deal from under him they wouldn’t even be having this conversation. Christo had done the figures, and done them again. That account would have kept his region in the black. Bastard.

      Damien stretched languidly and glanced at his watch. “We’d better get moving.”

      “You go. I’m finishing my coffee.” Christo reclaimed his cup.

      Damien arched an eyebrow sceptically, shrugged, and stood.

      He moves like a panther, Christo thought as he watched him leave, all silent grace, all deliberation. All claws and teeth underneath that soft, velvety exterior. Undeniably beautiful, but deadly with it. He watched a couple of girls start giggling as Damien strode past them. Wrong tree, he warned silently, pushing his chair back with an ear-splitting scrape of metal on tile. In another life Damien might just be the perfect man, if he wasn’t so vain or so ruthless. If he didn’t make Christo feel so small in comparison. If he hadn’t stitched him up with the McCarthy account.

      Christo grimaced as he stepped into the street. When did I get so bitter? A year ago none of this would have bothered him. So Damien stole McCarthy—it was business, suck it up. He’d probably have done the same thing himself. There was no sentiment allowed where work was concerned. Hell, he’d steal all Damien’s accounts if it meant saving his own staff from the dole queue.

      Christo knew he’d been alone for too long, that there wasn’t enough in his life to distract him from work. Once upon a time he’d have gone home and laughed about McCarthy. Instead he’d stewed on it, knowing he was being irrational even as he shot daggers at Damien and imagined all the ways he could torture him for what he’d done.

      The real problem was Christo’s jealousy and bitterness, plain and simple. Damien had never been anything but nice to him—or if not nice, then at least polite. It wasn’t Damien’s fault the ascent of his star had coincided with the meteoric fall of Christo’s. It wasn’t Damien’s fault Christo’s life had gone to shit. So why the hell was he blaming him for it?

      It was too easy. Damien was just there, sitting duck, the obvious target. As their sectors bordered, it was Damien he was pitted against most often, Damien’s numbers compared with his. They were too alike, and yet too different, to ever really get along. Damien had a ruthless streak a mile wide that Christo could never hope to emulate.

      Traditionally Northern, Christo’s area, and Central—Damien’s—had always been the toughest nuts to crack. They were the first to dip when the economy faltered, and the slowest to recover. Unemployment was higher than the national average anyway, new business opportunities were slim, and the way the sectors had been divided there was a lot more competition between them than any of the others, meaning Damien was always in the firing line.

      And what a sight he was: standing four or five inches over Christo’s own five-nine, broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped with that beautiful inverted triangle shape, a far cry from Christo’s straight lines and angular plains.

      Christo knew he wasn’t unattractive. He kept in shape and enjoyed nothing more than pushing his body to the limit in the gym. It was a habit he’d picked up a year or so ago, back when times were bad. At first it was something to get him out the house, but he’d quickly grown to love it. He’d finally got the body he always wanted, but bloody Damien blew it out the water.

      The man looked effortlessly good, and Christo seemed incapable of being ambivalent when he was around. That’s what he despised himself for most of all. How desperate was he that after three years of working with Damien he couldn’t control the way he reacted to him?

      This had never been a problem. Up until maybe a year ago, Damien had been just another irritating colleague. Admittedly, a handsome one—only a eunuch would fail to notice that—but Christo’s stomach hadn’t flipped whenever he’d seen him, his mouth hadn’t dried up and his throat rasped like old sandpaper. That reaction was a recent development, and not one Christo wanted or needed in his life.

      By this point, Christo was used to swallowing the irrational guilt that always accompanied those little surges of lust. Fighting them down had become second nature. It didn’t mean anything, it was only physical—hormones, pheromones, animal lust—but it made it so hard, so hard, to be professional around Damien. It tinged every interaction, every phone call and meeting until Christo was sure he was being obvious, sure he was letting his desire cloud his judgment and seep to the surface despite all his best efforts.

      It was one of life’s conundrums, like a graph on one of Damien’s fucking PowerPoints. Christo’s attraction to Damien grew in direct proportion to how unsuitable and inappropriate and downright impossible it would be to ever act on it.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go?”

      Christo looked at the anxious faces in his office doorway. Shit. He’d hoped to avoid this.

      His staff crowded forward, anxiety streaked across their faces. They knew as well as he the company’s precarious financial position. Most of them were old hands he’d worked with for as long as he’d been RGM. There were one or two younger employees, newer additions taken on in a fit of optimism back in the spring when it looked, momentarily, like the economy was turning a corner. Apparently it took only the merest mention of a double-dip on the news for investors to lose their nerve, clients that seemed dead-set on signing to back out. “Not great,” he admitted.

      “What about Central? Bet they did all right—they got McCarthy.”

      The others nodded, their expressions grim. Christo swallowed. “They didn’t do any better than us.”

      “Seriously? Even with McCarthy?” Jan, his office manager, looked sceptical.

      “Seriously, without that account they’d have been sunk.”

      “So if we’d got it we’d have creamed them.” That from Tim, of course. Too much testosterone, everything was a competition.

      More nodding, Tim’s groupies eager to show they concurred.

      Christo sighed. Just because he let himself get distracted by his one-upmanship battles with Damien didn’t mean his whole team needed to get involved. What happened in the boardroom was his problem. His staff needed to keep their minds on doing their jobs. He made a mental note to take Tim down a peg or two. Again.

      “We lost it, all right? Can you all just forget about it? Please.” The last word was squeezed through gritted teeth.

      They looked startled. Jan, likely guessing the reason for his sensitivity, ushered them out the door and closed it.

      “They don’t blame you, you know.” She bestowed a sympathetic smile.

      “Of course they do,” Christo muttered. “I blame me. I dropped the ball.”

      “You were stressed, overworked⁠—”

      “I lost the biggest contract we’ve ever had. It was inexcusable.”

      “They understand.”

      Christo laughed shortly. “Do you think they’ll still understand when I fire them?”

      “So people will be going.” Her lips set in a thin line.

      “I did my best,” he said plaintively.

      The mother in her softened. “I know. They know, too. Even with McCarthy, we’d have been struggling.”

      “Do me a favour?” Christo looked at her sadly. “Let me get on with it, okay?”

      “Of course. I’ll try to keep the vultures from your door.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled at her retreating back. Jan was a godsend; he didn’t know where he’d be without her. She’d help quell the mutiny.

      He looked at the papers on his desk. Ten people. Ten people. He wiped a hand over his tired face. How the hell was he going to lose ten people? He hated this part of his job, hated having to dismiss staff. Especially when they’d done nothing wrong. At least Damien had taken the same hit. The thought consoled him slightly.

      They’d argued passionately for each other’s sectors and somehow beaten the directors down from fifteen apiece. It seemed like a small victory. It had seemed like an even greater victory at first, after the directors proposed shutting down two of Christo’s units. He owed Damien for that.

      The thought made him squirm. He disliked the idea of owing Damien for anything. Nothing came free, not where Damien was concerned. Sooner or later, he’d want to collect—with interest, no doubt.

      Shoving thoughts of Damien firmly aside, Christo returned his attention to the papers on his desk. Ten people. He earmarked a few who were coming up for retirement, who might be persuaded to leave early. The less he had to make redundant, the better. Any settlements were to come out of his budget, that had been made abundantly clear. Even if he got them all to agree, there were only four. He still needed to find another six. With a sigh he started looking at the newest members of the team. Last in, first out, he thought ruefully. It was a shitty system.

      He’d just passed frazzled and was headed full steam towards despair when the phone rang. He answered curtly on the third burr.

      “Sorry, is this a bad time?”

      “What?”

      “You sound distracted.”

      Oh, Christo was distracted all right. What the hell was Damien even calling for?

      “I’m fine,” he said, trying to make his voice as breezy as possible. “It must be a bad line.”

      The silence at the other end sounded sceptical.

      “What can I do for you?” Christo continued. “If it’s about the mapping reports⁠—”

      “It’s not.”

      Christo racked his brains, but came up blank. “What, then?”

      “Just wondering how you’re getting on. Downsizing, I mean.”

      “Oh fine, fine,” he replied airily.

      “You’ve done it already?”

      Christo’s hackles rose at Damien’s incredulous tone. It was just like him to phone up snooping, checking on him. Well Damien could go to hell before Christo served his career up on a platter. “Of course,” he lied. “Why, haven’t you?”

      “I, erm, yeah. Yeah, of course. Just wanted to check, you know, you said you were going to struggle.”

      “Well of course I said that to the board.” Christo rolled his eyes, even though Damien couldn’t see him. “I thought that was the plan, minimise the losses?”

      “Right. Well I was just checking, that’s all.”

      “You being paid to spy on me now?”

      “No!” Lie or not, at least Damien sounded outraged. “I was thinking maybe you needed a hand.”

      “I don’t need you to do my job for me,” Christo said coldly.

      “No, of course not. Sorry.”

      “Was that it?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Was that all you called for?”

      “Oh, erm, yeah. Yeah.”

      “Goodbye then.” Christo started to return the handset.

      “Wait!” Damien’s voice sounded thin and tinny. “You still there?”

      “Yeah,” Christo affirmed after a small pause.

      “You going to be at the Harper presentation next week?”

      “Of course I am,” he answered, stung. Harper Bros were his client. He’d spent six months courting their commercial director, and if Damien thought he was going to sneak in at the last minute and take all the glory, he had another think coming.

      “See you there, then.”

      “Wait, you’re going?”

      Dead tone answered.

      “Fuck!” Christo exclaimed, slamming the handset down. What the hell was that smug creep up to now? Phoning to check up on him indeed. Who the hell did Damien think he was? And how had he got in on the Harper deal?

      Christo glanced at the papers scattered across his desk and sighed. He still needed to lose ten of his staff, and now he had a deadline. No doubt that bastard would be sniffing around again next week, trying to catch him out. He’d have to be brutal and do it, there was no other choice. It wasn’t personal, it was business. It was a shitty thing, but hell, he didn’t call the shots.
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      Canned laughter echoed around Christo’s living room as an impossibly chirpy Scottish woman on TV smiled winningly at the camera and fondled a mongrel puppy. Her cheery, slightly rotund male co-anchor smiled along with her. The puppy tried to hump the woman’s arm and Christo chuckled softly.

      Beside him, his Blackberry began vibrating. He hit mute on the telly and picked it up. “Jan.”

      “Are you coming in today?”

      “Thought I’d work from home.”

      “You can’t hide forever, you know.”

      “Can’t I?” Christo concentrated on picking up a pen with his toes. Dropped it.

      “Come on, Christo, what’s done is done. There’s only so long I can cover for you. They know you’re avoiding them.”

      “I don’t have to work from the office, they know that.” He snagged the pen and bent his leg to place it on the couch, cheering inwardly.

      “Seriously, if you don’t get back here sharpish they’re going to start worrying about you. I’m going to start worrying. You’re not… sick, or anything?”

      Christo noted the hesitation. The Great Unmentionable. The breakdown that cost them McCarthy.

      “Christo? You still there?”

      “Fine, I’m coming in,” he huffed. The last thing he needed was more rumours. It had been hard enough keeping it quiet when he went AWOL last time.

      He grabbed the remote, switched off the TV, and dragged his unwilling body towards the shower. It took forever to heat up, and even when he stepped under the uninspiring trickle it was only lukewarm. More water dribbled from the crack in the base than from the jets. He’d have to try to fix it again: he couldn’t afford to have damp getting through the tiles. He picked at the grout absently.

      Christo really didn’t want to face anyone. His employees wouldn’t say anything—they wouldn’t dare—but it would be there in their eyes: reproach, accusation. His mistake had cost ten people their jobs. A couple even said as much on their way out the door.

      They had every right to be angry with him. He didn’t normally let personal stuff affect his professional life. When he’d disappeared in the middle of contract negotiations with the McCarthy people, what had his team been supposed to do? Hell, if he were Jan he’d have called Damien. It wasn’t her fault the price of Damien’s silence had been the new account—the one Christo had spent a whole year trying to nail. He’d been so close…. Why did everything have to go to shit the week they’d been ready to sign on the dotted?

      He knew he should be thanking Damien. Without him they might have lost McCarthy completely, and then it would have been his neck on the line. As it was, Damien had done an admirable job of covering for him with no questions asked—once he’d stolen the account. Christo didn’t want to thank him though. He wanted to throttle him.

      It still pained him that no one had come looking for him when he went missing. Oh, there’d been frantic phone calls and messages and emails galore, but not one of them bothered to turn up and check how he was. Not that he’d have answered the door.

      Christo still found it a little frightening to remember how quickly it had happened, how everything had gone from normality to hell overnight. The terrible fights, the silence afterwards, the grim expression on his bank manager’s face. And worst of all, no one to turn to, no one to comfort him. Not a lover or a friend or even a colleague who’d reach out and ask if he was okay.

      He still wasn’t okay.

      He didn’t think he’d ever be okay again.

      Christo’s mood didn’t lift much as the day wore on. As predicted, no one dared say anything to his face, but the unusually subdued atmosphere in his normally cheerful office told its own story. It was always the same when people were dismissed, everyone worrying their own jobs were no longer secure. No doubt he’d have a flurry of staff taking half-days to interview elsewhere. He couldn’t say he blamed them, but he knew they all blamed him. Like it wasn’t hard enough trying to put those long, dark days behind him, without having a permanent reminder of it at work. He had enough to feel bad about already, without his staff adding to his misery.

      That night he lay awake, restless. He hit the light on his alarm clock. Christ, is that really the time? He groaned and rolled over, burying his face in the pillow on the other side of the bed. He stretched his hand across the empty space, a pang of regret running through him. He shook it off quickly, shuffling over into the middle of the big double. This was all his bed now, he didn’t have to stick to a side anymore. He didn’t miss John—he didn’t. They’d been separated six months, he was used to being alone.

      Except he wasn’t.

      The breakup had been amicable enough in the end. John was a nice guy, but it hadn’t worked out. What Christo missed most was company: another voice, another body. Work had been so manic he’d not even had time to think about meeting someone else, and how would he go about it anyway? He’d been with John since they were in uni, and they’d had six great years together. Then two not so great years. Now Christo was pushing thirty and contemplating starting all over again. How did people do it?

      Christo had never been into the club scene, and all his friends had found partners and settled down long ago. It wasn’t like he ever socialised anywhere he might meet a nice guy, and he wasn’t sure he’d know what to do if he did. What was the etiquette these days? He had fallen for John so hard, so fast that he’d never really had much of a chance to experience dating. They’d been so young when they’d got together, and John had been all he’d known ever since. Would he know what to do with another man? What if he did something wrong, what if he was a disappointment? It had been so long since hands other than his own had touched his body he’d almost forgotten what that felt like. Not that he wanted sex. Well, not only sex, anyway.

      He ran his hands across his skin, probing critically at his stomach. Was he getting fat? He pinched his flesh, feeling for the tell-tale start of a roll around his waist. He needed to work out more. In his early twenties he’d never had to worry about gaining weight, but he’d be damned if he let the rot set in now. He stroked the hard lines of his abdomen. No spare tyre yet, anyway. He smoothed his palm over his belly, running his fingers through the short hairs that marched in a poker-straight line south from his navel. He followed the trail, tugging at the neat mat of hairs in his groin, assessing their length. Not that it mattered if he let a jungle grow down there—who was ever going to know? Still, it never did not to be prepared.

      He closed his eyes, tried to force himself to sleep. Failed. Sitting up, he flipped the pillow and rested his cheek against the cool material. He had to be up in less than four hours, and had a five-hour drive ahead of him to the head office in Luton, where the Harper presentation was going to be held the following day. He couldn’t afford to look tired going into that shark pit, especially not if Damien was going to be there. The man could sense weakness at a hundred paces. He’d eat him alive.

      Christo squirmed as a surge of lust darted to his groin. He bet Damien didn’t lie awake at night in an empty bed watching the walls close in. Damien was probably curled up around some hot guy right now, all shagged out and sleeping like a baby. Bastard.

      Being the two most senior openly gay members of staff should have given them something in common, but it only made their differences more pronounced. Damien never brought the same guy to an event twice, but he never turned up alone either. Any one of the string of men Christo had seen hanging off Damien’s arm would have been enough to fuel a thousand fantasies, but they never seemed to stick around for long.

      John always sneered at Damien’s never-ending procession of trophy boyfriends, and Christo had allowed himself a little smug self-satisfaction, too. How Damien was going to gloat if Christo had to attend this year’s Christmas party alone! He winced at the thought. All the explanations, all the pitying glances. Maybe he’d give the party a miss. He couldn’t bear the thought of having to admit he’d failed, that they hadn’t been able to work it out. Least of all to Damien.

      Fuck Damien. Fuck his perfect skin and midnight hair and chocolate eyes. Fuck his sleek, smooth, unruffled exterior, his beautiful clothes, his elegant poise, his rich, full lips. Christo bet Damien was good in bed, he bet he pleased all his lovers and never worried about getting it wrong. He must have slept with dozens of men.

      Christo allowed his mind to stray, wondering what Damien’s body looked like, imagining slipping his hands beneath his jacket, sliding over the soft material of his shirt, pushing the suit down off his shoulders, warm muscle rippling. A pleasurable shudder swept through him. Damien ruffled, Damien panting with desire, out of control, begging on his knees for Christo to bend him over his desk and fuck him… oh yeah, that would be good. Really good.

      Christo’s dick began paying attention. Damien on all fours, arse in the air… Damien’s soft lips wrapped around Christo’s hard cock… Damien bringing himself off while Christo watched, hot and sweaty and raw, the suit gone, hair mussed, a sexy five o’clock shadow darkening his strong jaw.

      Damien as Christo had never seen him before, as he probably never was. Even during sex Christo bet Damien was in control, on top, barely affected as he brought an endless litany of lovers to the best orgasms of their lives.

      Christo came quietly, his jaw clenched, holding the cry in. A wave of shame flooded him as he grabbed a tissue and cleaned up his mess. What kind of man tossed himself off over someone he didn’t even like? How shallow was he? He curled on his side, drawing the spare pillow up to his chest and clasping it tightly. He disliked the gesture—it felt weak—but ever since John left it had been the only way he could get to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Christo dropped his bag and fell heavily onto the hotel bed, relaxing as he sank into the soft mattress. Three hours’ sleep followed by a long drive—most of it spent motionless in a traffic jam—definitely hadn’t done him any good. His clothes were rumpled, his skin was itchy, and his eyes were bloodshot and circled by deep bags. He needed a hot shower and an early night. Not that he was likely to get it. He was expected downstairs for dinner with the other RGMs, who would no doubt want to sit up drinking until the small hours on the corporate account. Well screw them all, he wasn’t moving from this bed until he had to.

      Heavy knocking woke him and he glanced at the clock, prised himself off the bed with a groan, and shuffled to the door. “What?” he demanded, opening the door and glaring at Damien.

      “You look like shit,” Damien said bluntly.

      “We can’t all be Mr Perfect,” Christo grumbled under his breath, turning aside to let him in. He stopped dead as he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror—he really did look like shit. His short, mousy hair shot out in every direction, red lines on his face marked the folds of the duvet, and his suit was creased to hell.

      “No, I mean you look ill. Are you okay?” Damien stepped into the room. He, of course, looked great. The way that perfectly tailored suit hugged his broad shoulders, hinting at the supple strength of his arms. Dark hair swept back, just curling around his ears, dark eyes locked on Christo as he advanced another step.

      Christo was so tired it almost sounded like the bastard gave a damn. “I’m fine,” he snapped. “It was a long drive, that’s all. I could do with an early night.”

      “Stay here. I’ll make your excuses.”

      “The hell you will,” Christo muttered. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll be down.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Ten minutes,” Christo said firmly, pushing him out the room. Like he was going to give Damien a chance to go downstairs and tell the others he was losing his grip. What kind of idiot did the man take him for?

      Christo grabbed a towel and was halfway to the bathroom when another knock disturbed him. Tutting, he strode to the door and flung it open. “What now?”

      Damien stood there, a strained expression on his face. “I need to talk to you.”

      Christo’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What about?”

      “I need your help.”

      Christo’s eyes widened. Quickly he shut his mouth before he started gaping. “You need help? My help?”

      “Yeah, don’t broadcast it.” Damien pushed him into the room and shut the door.

      “What with?” Christo asked, watching him pace back and forth.

      “It’s the downsizing,” Damien finally admitted. “I’m this close to having a mutiny on my hands, and I don’t know what to do.” He held up his thumb and forefinger, indicating a minuscule distance.

      “It’s a shitty thing,” Christo agreed.

      “You don’t understand, I’m in real trouble. If there was any other way, anyone else⁠—”

      “Why, what’s happened?” Christo eyed Damien, fascinated. Could he really be in trouble? Really need Christo’s help? A little part of him—not a very nice part, he admitted—did a happy dance.

      Damien sat heavily on the edge of the bed, hands knotting in his lap. “The little fucker says he’ll claim I slept with him,” he blurted.

      “Who?”

      “Ryan. Ryan Smith.”

      “And did you?”

      Damien made an outraged noise.

      “What’s the problem then?”

      “He’s the lowest producer in my office. His figures are appalling, and have been for months. I was going to let him go last quarter but he gave me this big sob story about how he’d come out and his parents disowned him and he didn’t have anything to fall back on, so I cut him some slack. I felt sorry for him.”

      Christo nodded, hiding his surprise. Who knew Damien had a heart?

      “He swore he’d get better, but he didn’t. He’s a cocky brat who’s crap at sales. I told him this time I’ve not got a choice and he said he’d take me to a tribunal, tell them I saved his job last time because he let me fuck him. He thinks he’s untouchable.”

      “Shit.”

      “Exactly. And that’s what it would look like, too. He should have gone months ago. I can’t believe I’ve been such an idiot.” Damien groaned, his head in his hands.

      “How do you think I can help?”

      “I thought, maybe, if another gay man did it….”

      “You want me to fire him?” Christo gasped. “That’s hell of a favour. He’s not even one of my staff.”

      “It wasn’t going to be a favour,” Damien grumbled. “I thought if you’d not fired any of yours yet⁠—”

      “What, we could swap?”

      “Something like that.” Damien had the grace to look embarrassed. “Believe me, if there was any other way I’d have taken it, but you know better than anyone what the others are like. How the hell can I tell them? They’ll crucify me.”

      Christo acknowledged Damien was right. There was no way the RGMs or the directors would believe he was innocent. Frankly, he wasn’t convinced himself, not with Damien’s track record. “How do I know this kid’s not telling the truth and you want to use me to get rid of him for you?” he challenged.

      Something died in Damien’s eyes. “You don’t,” he admitted gruffly. “But I swear I didn’t sleep with him.”

      Despite himself, Christo found he believed him. Damien didn’t need to blackmail guys to get them into bed. The man probably had them queuing around the block.

      “Okay.” Christo nodded. “We’ll think of something.”

      “You mean it?” Damien’s face flooded with relief.

      Something in Christo reacted to Damien’s unguarded emotion, and he clamped down on it sharply. “I still owe you for the quarterly.” He shrugged. “I figure this makes us even.”

      Damien’s mask slipped back into place. “Sounds fair.” He nodded, rising and straightening his suit. “I’d appreciate it if it could be settled as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll think about it and give you a call when I’ve worked out what to do,” Christo said stiffly. “Can you tell the others I’m working on tomorrow’s presentation and I’ll see them in the morning?”

      “Of course.” Damien left, closing the door with a soft click.

      Christo took Damien’s place on the bed and sat in stunned silence, his brain working feverishly. He’d never thought anything Damien did could shock him, but this had taken the wind completely out of his sails. John always said Damien’s promiscuous lifestyle would come back to bite him in the arse one day, but he never thought it’d be like this. Poor dumb bastard. Who knew he was susceptible to sob stories? The man was a machine, a corporate monster, and all this time he’d been carrying a slacker because he felt sorry for him? It was a revelation. And Christo had to admit, the power Damien’s admission had given him was
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