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	Love and Larceny Box Set

	By Anne Russo

	Guys Like Us

	It might seem odd to some to meet the love of your life in a chilly, rundown warehouse on the Lower East Side. Settling last-minute details with the mafia crew who hired you. But then, those people weren't Ethan Miller.

	"This is William," Fred said.

	Fred was an enormous bear of a man with dark hooded eyes and a face full of scars. He'd hired Ethan to figure out the security situation for a store they planned to hit. Ethan excelled at that, and Fred paid him well for it.

	"You'll be working with him. He'll take care of any problems should such problems arise."

	"You won't even know I'm there," William said with a cocky sideways smirk. "Unless you want me around."

	Ethan bristled but held his tongue. He preferred to do his part alone, but as long as William stayed out of his way, he'd manage. Still, he was much better looking than most two-bit criminals he dealt with daily. Six feet tall and long and lean, with the perfect amount of stubble, and intense blue eyes. He looked both menacing and irresistible in his dark jeans and black hoodie.

	"Fine," Ethan said, and he allowed himself to look at William--really look at him, trying not to reveal even the slightest hint of interest. Not in their line of work. Being an all-around money-hungry scumbag was fine with this lot, but being out and proud was not. "Guess you're with me then."

	Ethan didn't miss the not-so-subtle way William's gaze swept over his body before landing on his lips.

	"Guess I am," he said.

	* * * *

	On the outskirts of a once-thriving commercial district, the jewelry store sat on the fringes of where Little Italy met the East Village. Sandwiched between a bakery and a dry cleaner, its chipped brick storefront looked innocuous. But word was, they had a massive stock of product in the back. Today marked William Everett's third day of working with Ethan, casing the place. Already, William had had enough of this job, bored out of his mind.

	William jerked down the visor in frustration, annoyed by the bright sun beaming off the recent snowfall blinding him. It'd been over three hours now, with Ethan in the driver's seat and William in the passenger, forced to share space, the gear shifter between them acting as a battle line, like they were two approaching armies locked in a standstill. The two coffees William bought--a peace offering--Ethan hadn't even touched, a silent but siren-loud act of rebellion.

	"Look, I get it. You don't like me." Ethan ignored him, which only made William angry. "I don't like you much either, by the way."

	"I'm glad we established that," Ethan replied, his attention glued to the shopfront. He reached for the notebook on the dashboard and jotted another observation--none of which he shared with William.

	William had never met anyone like Ethan before. Pretentious and difficult, he was also smart as a whip and knew it, too. To make matters worse, he was gorgeous, with thick, tousled hair, a perfect face, and dark blue eyes. He also had an amazing body, and an ass that William would follow into hell. But as pretty as he was, William wasn't about to embarrass himself, like a kid with a crush, just to get a taste. And besides, Ethan never spoke to him unless he had to. William, the chatty guy that he was, resented him for it.

	"How long do we have to sit here?" William grumbled. He hated being this close to Ethan--close enough to catch a whiff of his fancy shampoo. Wasn't it enough to irritate him to hell and back? Did he have to smell good enough to eat, too?

	"Take it up with Fred," Ethan said, scratching out yet another insight.

	"I did, but it seems you needed protection."

	This comment earned William a dirty look--a response. William dug the knife in a little deeper. "Got a lot of enemies?"

	"A few." Ethan sipped his coffee, grimacing. "It's cold."

	"It wasn't when I bought it. I don't know, hours ago."

	Ethan ignored him.

	"You could clue me in a little." William fiddled with the side mirror. "What the hell are we looking for?"

	"Irregularities. Changes to their routine. The usual. I know you find it boring, but it's necessary. The more we know, the better."

	No wonder none of the other guys wanted to do this part. It required not only patience but a knack for drawing intelligent conclusions. None of Fred's men, himself included, could so much as hold up a bodega without fucking it up. Ethan was the difference between getting it done and getting it done right.

	"How'd you get into this line of work?"

	Ethan sighed. "Are we trading life stories now?"

	"Sorry. Forget it."

	"Probably for the same reasons you did." Ethan wasn't looking at William, but somewhere far away--a memory, and not a pleasant one. "I had a shitty childhood. By the time I was a teenager, I was living one bad day away from being on the streets. So, I hooked up with a few shady characters who showed me the ropes. Lucky for me, I was a quick study."

	William said nothing.

	"We all have our sob stories, right?" Ethan smiled, making him light up as if lit from within--a minor victory.

	Then, an older woman in an oversized coat came out of the jewelry store, and Ethan picked up his pad to note it.

	Back to business.

	* * * *

	By the second week of them working together, Ethan had more or less gotten used to William. Though William never seemed to miss an opportunity to offer a snide remark, when he wasn't doing his best to do his version of charming, which was a lot like a kid on a playground, tugging ponytails, and pretending he didn't. Anything to provoke a response out of Ethan, but Ethan remained resolute in his decision not to let him get to him. Ethan had a job to do, and rising to the bait after another round of William's antics wasn't a part of the equation.

	After yet another long evening of William's company, Ethan was more fed up than usual. How much longer was he supposed to put up with William anyway? When would he prove himself useful instead of just being a very handsome pain in the ass?

	Ethan was about to find out.

	On this night, Ethan needed a better picture of the jewelry store's security system. They waited until the streets were quiet, save for the usual predawn noises. Plows waking up the neighborhood as they scraped the streets of fresh snowfall. Dogs barking in the distance as those who hadn't been to bed yet trundled home.

	Ethan frowned, not happy with the few inches of snow that had accumulated overnight. He didn't want to leave any footprints. Despite that, plenty of people must come in and out of these alleyways daily. Besides, he didn't plan to get too close, just over the fence. There, he'd snap a few photos out of range of the cameras and be on his way. He was further annoyed when William insisted on coming with him.

	Which was a good thing because, despite Ethan's best laid plans, they ran into trouble.

	At the back entrance, a young man stood, packages in hand, dressed in his work uniform: a delivery driver, and one who didn't look happy to see them.

	"What are you two doing here?" he asked.

	"Taking a walk," Ethan said.

	The delivery driver took a step forward. "A walk, huh?" A quiver of fear in his voice, despite the way he puffed up his chest.

	"Yeah. A walk," Ethan said. "Doesn't everyone walk everywhere in this city?"

	The driver didn't get the chance to answer. William grabbed him by his collar and tossed him against the wall, leaving his packages scattered in the snow by his feet.

	"Do you love your job?"

	"What?"

	"How much?"

	The driver shook his head as William held him in place with one hand and, with the other, pulled out the driver's wallet, sliding out his license.

	"John, huh?"

	John gulped and nodded, like a puppet with its strings pulled too tight.

	"It says here you live in Jersey City."

	John glanced over at Ethan, but Ethan shrugged, not sure what he expected him to do.

	"I know where you live," William said, releasing him. "So, you're going to keep your mouth shut. If you don't, a couple of guys, a lot scarier than me, are going to come looking for you. They'll find you, too."

	"I won't say anything." John slumped against the brick wall, massaging his throat, bewildered.

	"Good man." William tossed John's wallet, save for his license, at his feet.

	"Congratulations," Ethan said, once they were far enough away. "I'm pretty sure you just fucked us."

	"I saved our asses."

	"No, you overreacted."

	"He was going to call the cops, and I stopped him."

	"Yeah, but now he knows someone is casing the place."

	"He's just some kid making deliveries; he'll keep quiet about it."

	"You have an answer for everything, don't you?"

	William said nothing. His mouth was tight and pinched, nostrils flaring, his fists shoved deep inside his pockets. To Ethan's chagrin, it made him even more attractive.

	"And before you say anything else. I could have handled that."

	William scoffed. "Yeah. Then why didn't you?"

	Good question. Ethan ignored it, tossing his hands up in frustration as he stormed back to the car. He slid into the driver's seat, trying to get his temper under control.

	To his dismay, but not surprise, the passenger side door jerked open, and William slid in beside him. "I hope you didn't plan on leaving without me. It's cold out here."

	"I was thinking about it," Ethan grumbled as he turned the engine. Grateful heat blasted from the vents, warming up Ethan's frozen limbs.

	"Look. I didn't mean--"

	"I can take care of myself," Ethan said. "I know you and the rest of those clowns don't think so, but I can."

	"And if brute strength doesn't work, I'm sure bitching them to death will."

	"Get out."

	William threw his hands up in surrender. "I'm kidding. Relax."

	"Everything's a joke to you."

	"It sure as hell beats crying."

	Ethan wanted to kill him. He wanted to kiss him, too. Smug bastard that he was, William probably knew.

	"I mean, I get you, that's all. We're not that different, you know."

	They shared a look, heavy with meaning. William's intense stare forced Ethan to turn away, afraid he'd get lost in it.

	"I know."

	"Do you?" William whispered. "I've been trying to tell you, but you won't let me."

	"Maybe there's a reason for that."

	"I'm sure there is," William said. "You're the smart one, after all."

	Was William implying what he thought he was? It wasn't as if Ethan hadn't caught William's stare before and felt a surge of mutual attraction. So what? He couldn't stand William, his smartass remarks, his cocky demeanor.

	William touched his arm then, gently and non-demanding--a kindness Ethan didn't know what to do with as he jerked his arm away.

	William let his touch slide away, shrugging off the rejection. "Are you hungry?"

	"Am I hungry?"

	"Yeah," William said with a teasing grin. It made him look like a mischievous little boy. "The sun will be up soon. How about I buy you a bagel, and we take a walk by the river? Clear our heads."

	"It's freezing."

	"So?"

	Ethan fought hard not to return his grin. He turned away instead, his insides churning, hot and queasy, his palms sweaty under his gloves. Frustrated, Ethan shoved his awkward feelings aside.

	"Fine," he said.

	After all, he did need to eat occasionally, didn't he?

	* * * *

	They reached the park as the sun rose, a pink-gold light over the Williamsburg Bridge.

	Ethan leaned over the railing, his long scarf flapping like a banner as the wind gusted. He didn't complain about the cold, his face upwards, eyes closed. Serene and thoughtful as sunlight spilled over his eyelashes.

	William forced himself to look away but found his gaze returning to the shape of Ethan's lips. William drummed his fingers against his coffee cup, pent up with too much nervous energy.

	For a few minutes, they said little, until Ethan broke the silence.

	"I love the water, don't you?"

	"I used to." William finished his coffee, chucking it into a nearby can.

	"Used to?" Ethan blew into his drink before taking a delicate sip. When had his fussier mannerisms become more endearing than irritating?

	"Long story."

	"Maybe you'll tell me about it someday."

	Someday. Did that mean Ethan might want to continue seeing him? Absurd, because Ethan had made his dislike of him clear enough. But how Ethan looked at him now, as if seeing him for the first time, made William want to confide in him.

	Strange. William had never wanted to confide in anyone before; his memories were too painful.

	Yet here was Ethan, who drew out of William a side of himself he didn't know existed.

	"My dad," William said, choking up on those two words. "He was murdered when I was a kid. They found his body floating in the Hudson."

	Ethan didn't so much as blink at the news, but was it William's imagination, or did his features soften? A flash of tenderness not there before but now impossible to miss?

	"He was a fuckup, too," William added.

	"You're not a fuckup."

	William scoffed, fighting back a swell of emotions. "No, just a chip off the old block."

	"I mean it. You could plan jobs if you wanted to."

	"I'm not smart enough."

	"Bullshit," Ethan said. "You're plenty smart. You're just--"

	"Lazy?"

	"Undisciplined. But I'm one to talk; I could plan my own jobs, too."

	"So why haven't you?"

	Ethan laughed. "You're looking at it."

	"Hmm," William said, closing the distance between them. He waited for Ethan to back away, but he didn't. "Sounds like you need someone to protect you."

	"And it sounds like you need someone to motivate you." Ethan licked his lips, and William followed the gesture, enamored. "So, maybe we can be of help to each other after all."

	An intense stare down ensued, and William saw whole lifetimes in Ethan's eyes. Lazy mornings spent in bed exploring every inch of each other. Evenings tucked into cozy booths in little-known and out-of-the-way restaurants. Nights holding Ethan close while he slept in his arms.

	He wanted that and more, but Ethan had already taken a step away, his focus back on the water. Mesmerized, it seemed, by the pink clouds peeking through the splashes of blue sky, the cry of seagulls squawking and swooping over the slate gray water. Through Ethan's eyes, William found beauty in the sea for the first time in ages.

	"Come home with me." William shocked himself by saying it aloud, and he wanted to snatch the words back. No, he wanted the ground to swallow him. Or an asteroid to fall out of the sky and put him out of his misery. Especially when Ethan's expression darkened; any camaraderie they'd shared was gone in an instant.

	"Excuse me?"

	"Never mind, I--"

	"Did you just ask me to go home with you?"

	Was it possible to die from embarrassment? William's pride was not so much wounded as decimated by a hydrogen bomb.

	"You thought I'd sleep with you for the price of a bagel and a cup of fucking coffee?" A furious vein in Ethan's forehead throbbed with each word.

	"What? No, of course not."

	"Or is this some kind of joke? Did they put you up to this?"

	"No. I swear."

	Ethan sighed. "I'm not sure I believe you."

	"I'm gay, too, you know, in case you haven't noticed by now." William held his palms out in surrender. "Or maybe I just read you wrong, that's all."

	"That's all?"

	"That's all."

	Ethan frowned. "You're not lying, are you?"

	William shook his head. "Look, I thought, I don't know--We don't have to like each other to fuck, right?"

	William didn't hate Ethan at all, arrogant little shit that he was, but he couldn't say that, not with Ethan glaring at him. Ethan's cheeks tinged with pink from the cold, his lips bright red. William wanted to kiss that miserable pout right off his perfect face.

	"You're disgusting. I wouldn't sleep with you if you were the last man left in this miserable city." Ethan pushed past William. "Find your own way home."

	William waited a second and then hurried after him. Lucky for him, the area was quiet, with no one around to witness him chase after Ethan like a lovesick fool. He grabbed for Ethan's elbow, desperate to make his case.

	"Don't touch me!" Ethan shoved him away. "Ever again."

	Then he was on William, dragging him forward by his coat, and kissing him hard and frantically. William wrapped his arms around Ethan's waist with a happy sigh of relief. He pulled Ethan in close, the taste of coffee and heaven on his lips.

	* * * *

	Against his better judgment, Ethan took William home with him that morning. Blaring televisions and crying babies blotted out his thundering heartbeat. The long climb to his fifth-floor walkup took an eternity, with the weight of William's stare following, equal parts apprehension and excitement building as they reached their destination. At the door, Ethan fumbled with the lock, shaking with nerves, unsure.

	Once inside, William pressed him against the closed door, taking Ethan's hands and sliding them up the wall, holding them in place. Ethan tested his strength, bucking up against him.

	How did this happen? Ethan didn't care anymore. Drawn to this complicated mess of a man in ways he couldn't articulate. But he wanted him. He wanted him more than he'd wanted anyone in a very long time.

	"Where do you think you're going?" William's watchful gaze was full of savage hunger. The cover of his dark apartment provided the anonymity needed to bridge the gap between them. "I'm just getting started."

	"I hope so." Ethan tugged William's bottom lip between his teeth, eliciting a moan from William. A deep, primal hunger that made Ethan impossibly hard.

	"You're gorgeous," William muttered between kisses. "I've wanted you from the first moment I saw you."

	"Yeah?"

	"Yeah," William surged forth, capturing Ethan's mouth in another searing kiss. He didn't let up as his kisses dragged along his jaw, his throat, sending chills racing up Ethan's spine.

	"Jesus, William--"

	"Tell me what you want, baby." William groped under Ethan's T-shirt. Damn it, he was entirely too good at this, and Ethan burned for him.

	"You. I need you," Ethan said, shocked by those words and shocked too as William's expression softened.

	"I need you too," he said, releasing his hands and kissing Ethan hard and deep, his tongue pressed against his own. The kiss was raw and messy as William lifted him into his arms. "Let me show you how much."

	Once in bed, William's fingers trailed over Ethan's body with rapt attention. "I could look at you all day," he whispered as he lifted Ethan's shirt above his head.

	The hunger behind those words made Ethan's gut ache with want. Lost in his pleasure and laughing against each other's lips as they pulled off each other's clothes. Their bodies slid together like long-lost puzzle pieces in the dark.

	William's lips trailed a fiery path, taking his time to kiss every inch of him. His hands were everywhere, gliding over him like an unstoppable force of nature.

	"God, Ethan," William panted, all shaky breath.

	Lying under William with his limbs wrapped around him, as if it would hurt to separate from him. Ethan wanted him deep inside--to feel every inch of him.

	"Fuck me," Ethan whimpered, all too aware of how desperate he sounded. "Please."

	"Condoms?"

	"The drawer." Ethan nodded toward the nightstand.

	William's gaze darkened with lust. He scrambled over him, jerking the drawer open so hard he spilled its contents.

	Ethan expected William to rush through prepping him. Instead, he took his time, opening him up as if he were a precious gift. William kissed him breathlessly as he added one finger, then two. He only added a third when Ethan begged him for more.

	"Are you sure about this?" William asked, tracing the curve of his cheek with a trembling hand. A gesture so at odds with William's usual bravado, it only made Ethan want him more.

	"Yes, I'm sure." Ethan dragged him close for another kiss, loving the burn of William's stubble as it dragged across his chin. He tugged William's lip between his teeth, palming his erection.

	William batted him away with a laugh. "Quit it, or I won't last."

	He sounded confident and in control, but Ethan didn't miss the way his hands shook as he rolled on the condom.

	"How do you want it?"

	"Every way," Ethan drew him close, spreading his legs for William to settle between. "But like this first."

	* * * *

	They carried on in secret for over a month. They kept their relationship casual, with no strings attached. During the day and into the night, they put on a good front among the other guys. Ethan doing his part to act as if being with William for any stretch of time was a tedious chore. William treating Ethan with vague indifference while falling for him more and more. A delicate balancing act, and a dangerous game where any slip-up was a matter of life or death. William followed Ethan's lead; he was far too good at hiding his emotions, and William, for his bluster, was sure how he felt about Ethan was written all over his face.

	Afterwards, they'd retreat to tiny, out-of-the-way restaurants and talk for hours. Ethan had an encyclopedic knowledge of literature, film, history, and art. William tried to keep up. How could anyone as brilliant as Ethan want his opinion on anything? But as intimate as their conversations were, William wasn't sure where they left them; only Ethan treated him like someone interesting, and William couldn't remember the last time he enjoyed being in another person's company, talking about anything and everything, the hours measured only by the pile of empty glasses on the table.

	Afterward, they'd fall into bed in the early morning hours, in the quiet spell before dawn. Sometimes, the sex was intense and physical, all pent-up lust--other times, slow and sensual, lasting hours. But in the morning, Ethan dismissed him, and they'd be back to being co-workers. Co-workers who went on dates and fucked afterwards.

	As bright and interesting as Ethan was, he kept his true feelings a secret. He shared little about himself, only mentioning a sister who lived in California. William wanted to know more about him, but he refused to pry. He was well aware of the heavy sadness Ethan carried. The more time William spent with him, the more he wanted to take that sadness away and make him laugh. No one had ever made William want to take care of someone before, to look out for them and keep them safe.

	Not that Ethan needed him to protect him, for despite his unimposing stature, he carried himself like a man fully capable of handling himself in a crisis. Still, William sensed the falseness behind the facade, the sensitive man beneath the surface who had been alone for far too long, and who, like William, needed a safe place to land.

	William wanted to be that man for him. Still, he didn't know how to be good enough for a man like Ethan, or even how to tell Ethan that he was falling in love with him. Fear and vulnerability choked him, left him afraid. So he said nothing, and hoped Ethan understood his intentions, plain in the way William touched him in the dark, with only the two of them, safe from others who wouldn't understand. There under the cover of night, William poured all his burgeoning feelings, and in the morning shut them away again.

	In the meantime, they took on other jobs. Fred, unaware of their relationship, deemed them a good fit and paired them together more often. They balanced each other out. Ethan, the analytical one, was good with details. William, the muscle, who, when needed, roughed up anyone who got in their way.

	Masks, personas they adopted to navigate the treacherous world they lived in. Necessary for survival, but also stifling, exhausting.

	William hadn't realized how much until he let his guard down more with Ethan; he didn't always have to be the wise ass, the guy always trying to score.

	Nor did Ethan feel the need to keep up his pretense either, using his superior intellect to garner even a modicum of respect from criminals who saw him as physically weaker, and therefore easier to control. He was anything but weak or easy to control.

	Beneath his pampered schoolboy facade was a man every bit as capable of getting his hands dirty as the rest of them, and of sticking up for himself when he had reason. No one took advantage of Ethan Miller and got away with it; that much was clear.

	After one of their bigger scores, a high-end luggage boutique, a business they'd never have gotten access to, if not for Ethan, they'd brought the goods to Fred's warehouse, where Fred tried to fight Ethan over his share. William hovered close but let them hash it out. Ethan had made it clear enough that he didn't need him to defend him. In the end

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Love and Larceny

	
cover.jpeg
“Anne-Russo





