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  To Jack. We might not have billions but we have each other.
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I once got some advice from an old friend, that to really get into the big events, you had to act like you owned the place. That advice may have been relevant in the eighties, but it really wasn’t so great any more. In a world of overzealous doormen, photo ID and social media checks, it was basically impossible to get through the door with a fake ID and a threat to call daddy if the bouncer didn’t believe you. I had to get into the venue before I could start throwing my weight around.

“I’m outside now, and it’s fucking freezing,” I muttered down the line to Amanda, my flatmate and ticket into the event. I itched at the square of fabric tucked into my trousers that was making just standing uncomfortable.

“Well, don’t blame me for your poor life choices,” she said. “I’ll get to you when I can.”

The world’s glitterati had descended on Cardiff for the largest charity business gala in Britain, and here I was freezing my tits off next to a tiny metal door at the back of Cardiff City Hall.

The door opened with a squeal, and Amanda beckoned me into the hot kitchen. “Sorry, had to make sure there was no-one here to tell on you,” she said. There were other chefs in the room but they were all slaving over hot stoves, and to most unsuspecting people I’d just look like a waiter who was running late and sneaking in through the back entrance to avoid getting fired.

“Thank you, I really appreciate it,” I slipped a twenty-pound note into her hand.

“Well, you could appreciate it double and pay your rent on time this month,” she muttered, slamming the door behind her. “Now go. Do your thing. And don’t tell me anything about it. I don’t want to be criminally liable…again.”

I resisted telling her that by letting me into the building she was already criminally liable. She might have kicked me out if she knew the scale of the plans I had for the evening. So I gave her a tight smile and rushed out of the kitchen and into the staff corridor.

I passed a woman in the corridor and smiled. It was dark back here, and I was wearing a white shirt and black trousers, just like every other waiter and waitress would be, so she wouldn’t know I wasn’t meant to be there. The more waiters and waitresses I passed, I knew I was getting closer to where I needed to be. So when I spotted a staff bathroom, I ducked into it and locked the door.

I pulled the folded-up jacket that I had stuffed into the back of my trousers and ran it under the hand dryer to remove creases, and pulled the bowtie out of the pocket and slipped it around my neck. I had a little tin of gel in my breast pocket with which I slicked my hair back. I smiled at myself in the mirror. With both jacket and bowtie in place, and just a little gel, I’d transformed from waiter to guest without ever having to show my ID to a doorman or security guard.

Those at the gala were the kind to lord it over those with less, even though the only actual difference between them and the people serving them champagne was an expensive tux and some extra personal grooming. And much as I didn’t like to, I would have to inhabit that personality now. I’d have to be like one of them if I wanted them to believe me.

I dusted off the jacket as I stepped out of the bathroom and then jutted my chin upward. These people are beneath me, I am a very rich man indeed.

I wandered the hallway until a waitress spotted me. She must have been about twenty. “Sir, you can’t be back here, I-”

“I’m well aware that I shouldn’t be,” I interrupted. “However, it seems that one of your ineffectual colleagues has directed me to completely the wrong place! I was merely looking for the gents…”

“So sorry, so sorry!” she squeaked. “Let me lead you back to the dining hall, sir.”

“Thank-yes, of course. Get to it.”

I followed behind her, close enough that it would seem overbearing. I hated being so awful to people who weren’t so far enough away from me in life. But I knew that now was the time to pull the whole ‘own-the-place’ act to get what I needed from people.

She led me through a set of swinging doors and into the dining hall. They had set it up with about twenty tables around the dance-floor. An orchestra had set up in the corner and was playing, and I had timed my entrance perfectly. No one had sat down yet, so I meandered between the tables until I saw the name I was looking for on a card. Addison Crane. An old American billionaire who had made his home in Wales decades earlier and run his business with an iron fist from the Welsh capital ever since. The patriarch of one of the richest families in the country, and — rumour had it — one of the richest families in the world, once their hidden assets were considered.

“Excuse me.” I touched the shoulder of a nearby waiter. “They promised me a seat next to Mr Crane, as we have some urgent business to discuss. I don’t know why, but it seems I’ve been omitted from the guest list.”

“Oh, sir, I can only apologise. Let me just check…what was the name?”

“Tyler Quinn. Yes, Q, U, I, double-N. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

“Sorry, sir. Let me sort that for you right away.” The waiter hurried away and a minute later, returned accompanied by the maitre’d, an older gentleman in coattails.

“Sir, I apologise but it seems you have been omitted from the guest list,” said the maitre’d.

Shit. I hadn’t relied on them checking once I was already in. I schooled my face into the haughtiest expression I could. “Well, my grandfather promised me that everything was in hand. Holden Quinn, I’m sure you’ve heard of him? And there was no issue at the door, my name and ticket were certainly enough to get me in there.”

The maitre’d shot a look to the poor young waiter that might have had him burst into flames. “I am so sorry sir, let me sort this out for you. Of course you should be on the list.”

I smiled. I’d picked Quinn because Holden Quinn was one of the most elusive billionaires on the planet, renowned for his privacy. No one knew if he was married, or had children, and, I hoped rather riskily, that privacy would mean that no one could ask him about his grandson’s sudden entry into society.

The maitre’d rushed away and came back just as quickly, then swapped out a card on the table for a fresh one with my name printed on it. “Once again, sir, I can only apologise. I’ll ensure that nothing like this ever happens again.”

“Good.” I turned away and waved a hand to dismiss him.

I pulled back my chair but realised that no one else had sat down yet. Was there some kind of hidden signal I was waiting for? I headed over to hang back at the corner of the room and observe as much as I could.

The people in the room were mostly older. Well, the men were. The women seemed to be a mix of old society wives the same age as their husbands, and trophies who brought the average age in the room down by about two decades. Everyone was dressed to the nines, men in tuxedos and women in fabulous satin gowns. Waiters weaved expertly between them all as they mingled, offering and refilling glasses of champagne and appetisers.

I snagged a glass of champagne from a passing waitress and a couple of little salmony things from a waiter, who looked me up and down appreciatively. Maybe he was angling for a tip. Not just the tip, though.

I was halfway through one of the little snacks when a voice spoke into my ear, making me jump.

“Delectable,” said the voice, dripping like honey into my ear. It was a deep, rumbling voice and made me shudder just to hear it.

“Want some?” I squeaked, holding up the little snack stupidly, then cursed myself internally before turning around to face the man who’d spoken in my ear.

Oh. My. Wow. The man’s voice hadn’t even done him justice. He stood almost a foot taller than me, in a deep navy suit that looked like it probably cost more than a decade of my salary. He must have been in his mid-thirties. His light brown hair and tanned skin were a few shades apart, and it gave the impression he was carved out of bronze. He looked familiar, but then again I could have seen him on the cover of Forbes or Gay Times. He would have both of their very separate audiences drooling for different reasons.

“Oh no, I’ve had my canapés,” he said. “It wasn’t those that I thought looked so edible.”

I could feel my whole cool, composed mask slipping as my heart fluttered against my polyester shirt. Pull it together, Tyler.

I took a nervous sip of champagne and choked, almost spitting it over the man’s shirt. I covered my mouth with my arm as I spluttered and tried regaining control of the situation.

“Tyler Bev- Tyler Quinn,” I corrected myself, holding out a hand to shake and noticing I’d just coughed up a bit of salmon onto my sleeve.

“Ade,” he replied, not offering anything else. “I’ve not seen you around much before.”

“Well, I’m rarely out in society,” I replied. “Grandfather rarely sees any need to be so…publicly charitable.”

“I see.” Ade smiled, and his teeth were, of course, perfectly white and perfectly straight. I really hoped he had a really weird-looking penis, because nothing else could balance out the perfection everywhere else. “My family prefers the publicity of charity. It might seem a little…selfish, but I hope that in affecting change publicly then we can convince others to do the same.”

“I see,” I parroted, still looking into his caramel-brown eyes and feeling completely unable to look away.

The orchestra stopped, and then someone was tapping a spoon loudly against a glass. “Could everyone please take their seats?” asked the maitre’d.

“I’ve got to step out for a second, but I hope to see you later,” said Ade, flashing a smile and disappearing into the crowd as it dispersed, patrons heading to their seats.

I walked in with the crowd, stuffing the salmon canapé into my mouth when I realised I was still carrying it. I knocked back the glass of champagne and put it on a passing waiter’s tray.

The other four spaces on the table had been filled when I got to it. There were only two free spaces, that of me and…Addison Crane. Typical that the notoriously early old man would be late for the first time in his life. Not that I needed him per se, but he was the richest person here. I wanted to be at the table where it happened.

“Oh, aren’t you delightful?” said a woman across the table. She looked a bit like a trussed up turkey in her big red feathery dress, her auburn hair piled high above her head. “I’ve not seen your face around here before.”

“Leave the man alone,” said the man sat next to her. “Sorry for her. She drinks. I’m Derek Cummings and this is my wife, Gloria.”

“Nice to meet you both,” I smiled. “Tyler.”

“Are you here with Addison?” asked Gloria. “He does like his younger men…”

I had just taken a sip of the water in front of me and almost spat it out. Addison Crane, happily married septuagenarian who’d fathered five children, wasn’t straight? Could I use that to my advantage tonight? I’d used sex to get me things before…but never with someone so old and wrinkly.

“Uh, n-no,” I stammered. “My grandfather…is Holden Quinn. I’m just here for the same reasons as you.” Whatever those reasons might be.

“Oh, Holden! Used to be such a party animal. Shame none of us have heard from him in decades. Money corrupts, that’s what I always say. How is he?” Gloria seemed to speak at a hundred miles an hour, and seemingly didn’t mind being corrupted by the surrounding opulence.

“He’s…fine. Still…reclusive,” I said, thanking God that this woman who knew him had no way of contacting him. Otherwise my cover could have been blown before I even started.

“Oh, here’s Addison now. Darling, you look wonderful!” Gloria was looking over my shoulder as a shadow fell over me. I stood, ready to introduce myself.

“Hello Addison,” I held out my hand as I turned. “I’m Tyler…”

I trailed off. Because the man standing next to me wasn’t the seventy-year-old that I was expecting, but Ade. The beautiful man who’d already rocked my false confidence was back to do the same all over again.

He pulled out the chair marked for Addison, and I instinctively held out a hand to stop him. “Sorry, I’m waiting for…” and I looked behind him, still expecting to see Addison Crane. And then it clicked, all at once. Addison Crane Senior was one person, and Ade was…short for Addison. I had been waiting for Addison Crane. And I was looking at him.

Fuck.
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Tyler Quinn was a beautiful enigma, and one I was determined to understand. He looked so adorably out of place in this room full of other billionaires, and I understood that feeling. I’d been groomed from about the age of five to walk in high society, but I was still decades younger than most of the people in this room. And it seemed that Tyler was another ten years younger than me.

There was another reason I had to suspect Tyler. Holden Quinn was my godfather, and though I’d not seen him in the last couple of years, he was living childless in the Swiss Alps with his very lovely husband when we had last spoken. So this young man claiming to be his grandson either had some ulterior motive or Holden had been hiding a hell of a lot more from us than we ever thought. I unbuttoned my jacket and sat, leaving Tyler with his hand outstretched. If Tyler even was his real name. He sat down, seemingly unbothered, and took a long sip of his water.

“Those crystal glasses really are something, aren’t they?” I leaned in, dropping my voice low so only he could hear. “Astounding what ten thousand can get you nowadays.”

“Pounds?” Tyler spluttered loud enough for the rest of the table to turn around. I knew Gloria and Derek from their business dealings with my father, and Gloria’s spa days with my mother, but I hadn’t met the other couple at the table who seemed to keep to themselves. I gave them all a casual smile and pulled gently on Tyler’s cuff to bring him closer again.

“Yes,” I said. “Such a good deal. You should see what my father has in the cupboard at home. A diamond-carved glass worth a hundred thousand pounds. He only drinks out of it on weekends, of course. Wednesday drinking from such a glass would be entirely frivolous.” I was messing with him. My family had sponsored the ball, and I doubted the glasses were more than ten pounds apiece. That, and I knew that Holden had turned down my invite for him or a representative. But I had got the measure of Tyler with his reactions. No descendant of Holden, with his opulent modernist taste in homeware, would have baulked at expensive glassware.

“My grandfather abhors showing off his wealth,” Tyler replied. “That’s why he’s not here tonight.”

I had to give it to him. Tyler was good at recovering. Holden was indeed reclusive, but he showed off his wealth to those close to him. The hot springs he’d had artificially created outside of his house in the Swiss snow were proof enough of that.

“Ah, yes, Holden Quinn. How is the old man? I haven’t seen him in…well, I don’t really know much about him,” I lied. “How’s his wife?”

“She’s…wonderful,” said Tyler.

“And where is it she’s from, again?”

“Uh, well…” Tyler was saved from answering by the servers carrying wine, as well as a waiter with a tray. They would serve food table-side so that no one had to order in advance, which had worked out brilliantly for my unprepared faux-friend.

“I’ll have the red…and so will my companion here,” I said to the waiter. Tyler gave me a look but didn’t argue. The waiter was a young, attractive man I’d clocked earlier and tipped generously in exchange for information. In this world, gossip was more important than money. I had so much money I didn’t know what to do with it, but information? That could open so many doors.

As he poured, the waiter leaned in to whisper in my ear on the opposite side of Tyler.

“He asked to be moved next to you, sir. Said there was urgent business you both needed to discuss.”

I smiled and passed him a ten-pound note with a wink. He smiled back with a blush and I realised he might be interested in more than my money. I was cautious around strangers at the best of times, but tonight my attention was entirely on Tyler-not-Quinn. Whatever look-in the waiter might or might not have had otherwise was irrelevant.

“What would you like to eat, sir?” asked the waiter, now at a normal volume.

“I’ll take the chicken liver parfait, and so will Tyler — unless you’ve chosen anything else off the menu sent in advance?” I asked.

“N-no, that would be fine,” he stuttered.

“Oooh, perfect choice!” said Gloria. “We’ll have the same.”

The servers served the food and left. Tyler was examining the wine glass carefully, like it might bite him if he drank from it. “A beautiful Bordeaux from a little family-run chateaux in France,” I said. “I dread to think how much it cost the organisers.”

Gloria tittered from the other side of the table, then lifted it to her nose to sniff. Tyler did the same, and I took that moment of distraction to really look at him. He had striking ice-blue eyes and hair that was a little too long to be gelled back like it was. I knew I’d love to see him without the styling, pushing his hair out of his eyes. Or my hand holding his hair back as he… I cut the thought before it could go anywhere. One didn’t keep hold of billions of pounds without being able to compartmentalise. But still. He must have been a decade younger than my thirty-five at least, and a foot shorter than me. I couldn’t mess around with young men. Especially when they were keeping as many secrets as he was. I knew his last name was a ruse, but I had no idea if his first name was even Tyler.

Still, he was, as I’d put to him oh-so-subtly earlier, delectable. If he hadn’t been lying about his identity for some unknown reason he really would be completely irresistible. As it was, he was almost irresistible.

After Tyler had drunk a sip of wine and given it a knowing nod, I picked up the inside set of cutlery and watched as he copied my actions. So if he was a con man, he was an inexperienced one.

“Sorry, wrong cutlery. Work from the outside in, I always forget. Oh, and it seems you do too,” I said.

Tyler blushed and quickly picked up the right cutlery. “Grandfather never was one to stand on ceremony.”

“New money, never as refined,” I joked. For the first time I thought I saw Tyler bristle, like I’d offended him. And even though I was trying to rile him and knock him off balance, I had to fight the urge to apologise.

“So,” I started once we’d finished our first course, and the waiters cleared them away. “I heard you wanted to talk business with me. The grandson of the great Holden Quinn, it truly is an honour.”

“Well, you see, it was…it was your father I’d hoped to meet,” said Tyler.

“I see.” I had no reason to believe he was lying, and equally no reason to trust him. But I thought I could get a handle on when he was telling the truth. And he’d certainly seemed flustered when he realised I  was the one he would be doing business with. “So, what was the business you wanted to talk about?”

“Well, I really don’t know if I’m better off getting an appointment with your father…”

Did this little con man think he could take advantage of my father’s generosity just because he was getting older? I could feel myself getting angry, and I grabbed my glass of wine and gulped it down to force myself to pause.

“My father is the face of the Crane family and all our holdings,” I said. “But I can put in a good word for you, or if appropriate, I could even take your business idea under my own advisement. You’ll know, of course, that I’m CEO of Electro.”

“Uh…yes, of course,” said Tyler. “Right…”

“More wine, sir?” asked the waiter, making both of us jump. “Main course will be served momentarily.”

He poured us each a glass before moving on to the rest of the table. Seconds later, the main course was put down in front of each of us. Other than for dietary requirements, my father never adjusted the main course at charity events he had any hand in. It was proper food that soaked up the wine.

“This is just a Sunday Roast!” said Tyler, looking down at the plate in front of him. It was slightly more artisan than you’d find at a country pub, but he wasn’t far off. A few different organic vegetables, a chunk of prime beef, lathered in gravy. Good food for business, my father called it. He wasn’t wrong. It was why we still sat down almost every Sunday with a good old-fashioned roast.

“Tell me your business idea, Tyler,” I said between bites.

“Well…it’s a philanthropic gesture, really,” he said, ignoring the food in front of him as he spoke. “A platform for the great and the good to transfer parts of their wealth more easily into local community projects and grassroots organisations. Stocks, direct bank transfers, all handled through a middleman.”

“And what stops me from sending my money to those organisations now?” I asked. “My family is famously philanthropic. We give hundreds of millions a year to charity.”

“Do you know how buildings like this used to be built?” Tyler asked, gesturing at the surrounding opulence. “Rich patrons giving directly back to the community they lived in, or to the people they employed, by funding buildings like this. You might give millions to, say, cancer research, or to cure epidemics in Africa. But most of the wealthy people I know aren’t motivated enough to actually seek the local community projects and small charities that they can help the most. And most of those small charities aren’t prepared to accept larger donations from wealthy patrons either. So you get a cycle of the biggest national charities getting funded by the wealthiest because it’s easier for both of them. A dedicated business to connect bigger donors to small charities could do great things. I’d require…both an investment, and a donation. I don’t think it’s possible to set up the whole thing as a non-profit. Not unless some really rich person wants it as their pet project.”

I wondered for a second if Tyler might actually be genuine. Because the idea he’d presented wasn’t half bad and solved a problem that until that moment I hadn’t really realised was a problem. But then why would he go to all this effort to hide? If he had such a genuinely good idea, then what was the point in pretending to be someone he wasn’t?

“Let me talk to my father,” I said, with no idea of what I’d say to my father when I saw him. There’s a con man trying to steal our money, but he’s given me an idea I actually like? 

“…thank you,” said Tyler quietly. He wasn’t looking me in the eye. I wondered if tonight had subverted both of our expectations somehow.

“Do you have a card?” I asked him.

“Oh…” Tyler patted his pockets. “I must have forgotten it. Let me give you my number.”

He pulled out a pen and scrawled quickly on a napkin. A very expensive silk napkin, but then again it was only people with a lot of money who thought so frugally about how to save it. It was a weird paradox.

I pocketed the napkin with a tight smile. I was feeling all kinds of weird things about Tyler, and that wasn’t helped by the feeling that underneath it all, he wasn’t a bad person. I liked to think I was an excellent judge of character. Then again, men like him probably thrived on conning people who thought they were an excellent judge of character.

A white-gloved hand touched my shoulder gently, making me jump. “Sir, the schedule has noted you’ve a quick speech prepared before dessert.”

“Yes. Of course. Tyler, please excuse me.” I got up from the table and headed to the stage next to the band, and they quietened down as they came to the end of their song. I addressed the room at large, as was customary at Crane-sponsored events.

“I’d like to thank you all for coming tonight,” I said, “and for your generosity in digging deep. As many of you will know, heart disorders are a cause close to my…well, it’s important to us as a family. And we appreciate every penny that goes towards the Crane Foundation’s goal to support those charities here in the UK and abroad that are committed to eradicating heart disease once and for all. Your donations truly save lives.”

There was a smattering of self-indulgent applause, and I continued with a part of the speech that I hadn’t planned. “I would ask you all, however, to look a little closer to home. I fear I’ve become neglectful of looking for those smaller causes for whom a small amount of money could do tremendous things. There are so many large charities doing fantastic worldwide work, it would be remiss of us to forget those who do so much good in our local area.” There was more applause, and it made me smile to see that some people had immediately put their heads together to murmur, hopefully to take in what I’d said. I caught Tyler’s eye and winked, and he gave me a queasy smile in return. “Now all I ask is that you enjoy dessert, and join me for a dance later on. There will be waltzes, a professional display from the Welsh Dance Studio…and of course, the macarena.”

I stepped down from the dais at the final applause and made my way back to Tyler. The caterers were an efficient lot, and had already started bringing out plates of tiny amuse-bouche desserts for the centre of the table.

Gloria smiled at me. “I hadn’t realised that you hadn’t met young Tyler before arriving, I genuinely thought he was one of your young lads! It’s a shame I only ever read about them in the paper, you never bring anyone to these things!”

“That’s enough wine, dear,” said Derek. I could feel my ears heat. Normally I wasn’t thrown off easily, but something about Tyler… She was right, of course. I never brought anyone to these events because I didn’t do romance.Much as my mother wanted me to bring someone more permanent home and seemed to take every society report that I’d been seen on a date as a sign that wedding bells were imminent, I really was a one-date-and-done kinda guy. If buying an expensive meal for a gorgeous young man got him into my bed, then who was I to turn down the chance? Equally, who was I to trust anyone who only saw me for my money in a relationship?

“Well, perhaps we’ll all be seeing more of Tyler in the future,” I finally choked out.

“I do hope so. So charming, and handsome too!”

The band started up again, a traditional waltz, and I remembered I’d have to start the dancing. Some things hadn’t changed since the regency in British Old Money circles, and as host I’d be expected to lead. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t switch up the format a little bit.

“Tyler, may I have this dance?” I asked. Tyler blanched and started stuttering, and I realised he might never have waltzed before. He might’ve fooled anyone else in this room, and if I hadn’t been so aware of Holden Quinn’s personal life in a way that others weren’t, he might have got away with it. Despite my attempts to play with him and unbalance him, I felt sorry for him. But I still wanted the dance.

“I’ll lead,” I reassured him, taking his hand and guiding him from his chair to the dance floor. “Just…put your hand on my waist, yes, like that, and then I’ll put my hand here. It’s just one big step and then two little ones, I’ll guide us around the floor.”

As I took my first step, Tyler stepped the opposite way and almost tripped us, but I kept a firm grip on him and corrected the action. After just a few steps he was keeping pace, but I still kept a hand firmly around his slender waist and pulled him perhaps a little too close for a traditional waltz. “There we go, you’re a natural,” I said, looking down at him. We were close enough that I could lean in and kiss him if I wanted to.

“I wouldn’t say that,” he blushed, but we were flying around the dance floor as other couples joined us. I spotted Gloria and Derek amongst the early crowd. A few of the crowd were new money. Some had learned to dance to keep up with tradition and to ingratiate themselves, but some just watched appreciatively.

Tyler smelled fresh, and the gel he’d used in his hair was lemony. If I’d had any doubts as to his wealth before though, I could smell the faint smell of detergent on his suit as we spun. No rich man washed his own suit without a dry cleaner. But at this moment, I didn’t care. If neither of us was speaking, we couldn’t lie to one another. And with how he clung to me as I led, there was total honesty in our body language.

We wanted to have each other, and in any other situation I’d have had him. Even just for the night. But there was danger in his lies. I could tell the band was slowing in preparation to switch songs, and I moved my one hand up from his waist to brush against his cheek, watching as it turned pink under my touch. He smiled, a brilliant, imperfect smile that made that urge to kiss him even stronger.

The waltz ended, and I reluctantly separated from Tyler as the band geared up for another.

“May I have this dance?” asked a woman I vaguely recognised from one of my father’s galas, cutting in and taking me away from Tyler. I nodded, though I really would have rather kept a grip on him. As she spun me away from my mystery man, I watched him melt back into the crowd.

And then he was gone. And the busy ballroom suddenly felt like an empty void without his smile.
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When I woke up, I could still feel the touch of his big, soft hand on my cheek. That moment where I thought he might kiss me, the billionaire prince with the face of an angel.

And then we’d been pushed apart, and the dream had soured. I’d gone to the ballroom to extort money from his father, and suddenly I was dancing in his arms and dreaming of our life together? The second something distracted him, I’d run out of the place and come straight home. I didn’t belong in those places. I didn’t want to belong in those places. I hated everything that they stood for.

Instead, my place was…here. A messy bedroom in a flat-share with mould on the walls and a window that let in a draft whenever it got windy. I looked around the room. The carpet was fraying, my bed sheets could really do with a wash, and I’d left my clothes from the night before on the floor. Had Ade — Addison Crane Junior — seen how I lived, he’d have run a country mile. But I’d convinced him I was one of them as successfully as I could, in a charity shop jacket and a shirt I’d borrowed from my flatmate.

And now it was time to go back to the real world.

I swung my legs out of bed and pulled on my tatty old dressing gown. I raked my fingers through my hair, which stuck up in all kinds of weird angles because I’d not showered the gel out the night before. I looked at myself in the mirror. Puffy eyes, messy hair, old dressing gown. It was a wonder Ade hadn’t run a mile.

I kicked my shirt and jacket out of the way and opened the door, and the smell of frying bacon woke me up immediately. Living with a chef had its benefits.

I walked across the hallway to the kitchen, where Amanda was already awake and stood over the stove. “Bacon would be lovely,” I said. “And a cup of coffee whilst you’re there.”

“You make the coffee — the good stuff — and I might treat you to some bacon,” said Amanda, pointing to the cupboard. I opened it up and put the coffee into the coffee maker. I couldn’t often afford the expensive things, but Amanda got so many food items for free from work that it was insane. It made me feel like I was living life middle class.

“How did last night go?” asked Amanda. “Just kidding, you don’t need to answer. It’s all the wait staff could talk about in between kitchen runs. Addison Crane dancing with a young, handsome man who disappeared after one dance like Cinderella.”

I felt my cheeks heat, and it had nothing to do with the warmth of the steam from the kettle. “That wasn’t what I was there for,” I muttered.

“Then what were you there for?” Amanda asked.

“Hey, you didn’t want to know,” I said. “Didn’t want to be incriminated.”

“Well, I’m curious. And I have no fears about throwing you under the bus in court. Or lying to protect you, depending on the size of the bribe you can give.” Amanda put the bacon onto a plate and carried it and another plate of soft white bread over to the table. I brought the jug of coffee over and grabbed a couple of chipped mugs from the draining board. “So spill.”

“I…had an idea, for a business,” I said. “A good one, to redistribute money from the rich to the poor. Voluntarily, not like Robin Hood,” I said. “But no billionaire wants to do that. And they’re not going to give the time of day to some part-time shop boy from a little city in a little country hardly anyone has ever heard of.”

“Right. So you broke into a big event venue to…what, lie to a billionaire with a business pitch? That might be the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard. What were you doing, pretending to be rich or something?”

“Well…” I hesitated. “…it was more, pretend to be rich, fake a business idea, tell them they’ll get their money back, and then run off with the money. Give it to the poor.”

“Ah, so actually like Robin Hood. Got it. Your stupid idea has officially surpassed all my ridiculously stupid expectations.” Amanda took a sip of her coffee. “You’d be arrested.”

“I know,” I said. “But it’d be very hard for them to get the money back. If I’m poor for the rest of my life, that’s fine. But I’d have given the money away to the people who deserve it most.”

“I think I need a lie down,” said Amanda. “It’s one thing doing what you usually do; using rich people’s restaurant reservations, pilfering a Rolex… but this is ridiculous. I don’t think you realise the consequences you’re getting yourself into here. You piss these people off, and your life will be ruined.”

I gestured around the kitchen. “It’s already ruined! This is the best I will ever be, and all I can do is make sure that other people have the chance to get out of this situation. If I end up punished by it, then so be it. But I’ve already been fucked over by the system.”

Amanda laughed. “The system? You think the system has fucked you up? You think those people in their ivory towers give a shit if you fall from a great height or join them up there? No, they don’t. You could strive for millions, or billions. Or you could keep conning rich men out of their money. Which is it going to be?”

“I…this could help so many people!” People like me, I thought perhaps a little selfishly. Not that I had any desire to help myself, but the people who’d grown up like me with nothing. And I didn’t trust billionaires like Addison Crane to get it right even if they tried.

“You know what, I was right yesterday. I didn’t want to know. So if you want to go on wasting your life with some silly plan to eat the rich, do your worst. But don’t expect me to be there to catch you when your whole plan comes crashing down around you.”

She stood up and left the kitchen with coffee in hand. The bacon looked less appealing to me now, so I swigged down my coffee and went back to my bedroom. I was pissed off, but Amanda was right. I’d gotten off on the thrill of the chase, the thought of breaking into such a big gala and scamming a rich old man out of his money. None of it was practical. And I’d be in jail before I could do anything with it. So why was I still hoping that Ade would reach out?

I had a couple of trophies on display; a Rolex I’d nabbed from the cloakroom of a club where the entry fee was higher than my monthly wage, a vinyl disc from a DJ who’d been bragging about his wealth to millions of followers. I’d had it rough, growing up, and hadn’t really ever made much of myself since. So I could justify a little theft from those who had too much. A modern day Robin Hood, maybe. Or maybe I just got off on besting people who thought that they were better than me. But Ade had made me uncomfortable the night before. For the first time, it felt like someone had X-Ray vision through my defences.

Was I in over my head? Was Amanda right? I didn’t want to consider the possibility. I always did what I felt was right. No matter the potential consequences for me.

I tidied up my room idly, throwing my clothes into the wash basket and then doing the same with my bedding before replacing it with the only other clean set of bedding I had. My jaunt to City Hall for the gala had only made me feel oddly…like I wasn’t enough. Like I could hate all those rich bastards and what they stood for, but still not live like a slob.

“Have you seen the hoover?” I called through Amanda’s door.

“Jesus Christ, you’ve never used that! It’s in the boiler cupboard,” she replied. I grabbed the hoover, some polish and pounced on every bit of dust in my room. When I was done and sweating, it looked half decent. No old cups or plates with crumbs on them, no bedding slipping onto the floor or clothes littering the place. I’d straightened up my stolen goods on their shelves and even given my laptop a polish. I couldn’t un-fray the carpet or kill off the most stubborn mould, but it was a start.

I’d been cleaning for an hour in my dressing gown, and when I sniffed under one arm, it was not good. I needed a shower, to refresh and regroup my thoughts. Perhaps Ade would never reach out to me, and I’d never have to make a decision.

Just as I started the shower and pulled off my dressing gown, my mobile buzzed in my pocket.




Unknown Number: Let’s talk charity, then.
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I hadn’t been able to get gorgeous Tyler-not-Quinn out of my head for a week, and I’d resisted every urge to text him after my curiosity had compelled me to send the first few texts to arrange a meeting. But first, I needed to talk to my father about what was going on. And potentially my brothers too, if they were around.

I preferred city living and had a large penthouse flat overlooking Cardiff Bay that had cost…well, pennies, in the grand scheme of things, given the estate I’d built around it for my staff. My father had always loved the country, and lived in an estate just to the east of Cardiff, an old manor that he’d bought when he made his first ten million. So long ago.

It was a half an hour drive, but my car made driving a pleasure. My father owned Crane Corp, one of the largest investment firms in the country, and had offered all his children positions so that we could ‘earn’ our place, but I’d asked him for a solid investment so that I could make my own way, as much as that were possible when you were the son of a billionaire. I had taken my father’s millions and turned them into billions that rivalled his wealth, and I was doing my best to revolutionise the transport world at my own company, Electro. The car I was driving was a prototype of my own design, completely electric and luxurious to a silly extent. But we all had our small pleasures.

Crane Manor, as my father had christened it, was large and imposing, but not to the scale of some of his other friends’ residences. He’d made sure there was space for all of us to grow up and enjoy life, but not so much that we lived like the Royal Family.

The real gem of the house was the land it sat on. The house sat on acres of fields and farmland, and my father employed farmers for herding sheep and tending to animals. He lost a lot of money on the farm, but it was one of his pleasures.

The big cast-iron gates opened as I approached, the cameras recognising my number plate. I drove the half mile up the tree-lined gravel drive to the old manor and parked my car outside. My mother was out of the front door before I’d even unbuckled my seatbelt, and as soon as I was out of the car she had enveloped me in a hug. “You don’t come home often enough, darling,” she said.

“It’s been two weeks, Mum.”

“Exactly. Do you want some coffee? Breakfast? I’ll have Katarina cook something up for us.” Mum didn’t let me answer, already dragging me by one hand into the house. My mum was like a faded old Hollywood glamour, always dressed to the nines and made up as soon as she woke. She’d been a glamour model when she met my father, and against all odds and expectations, they’d stayed the course even as they both got older and wrinklier.

“Katarina, can you get us the good coffee please? Not the Brazilian, the Guatemalan Fair Trade stuff. Thank you darling, that would be perfect,” mother was already talking as she walked us into the kitchen. Katarina was the housekeeper and had been since I was little, a Polish lady who took very little shit from any of us and kept us humble. She pulled me into a hug even tighter than my mother’s.

“You look far too skinny,” she said. “I feed you up.”

Seemingly without any consultation, both she and my mother had decided that the body I had spent years honing in the gym with expensive personal trainers and the best nutritionists was too skinny. Any objections I had died on my lips when Katarina pulled a full tray of croissants out of the oven. She placed them down on the granite island in front of us, slapping my hand away when I greedily reached for one just as she had done when I was little.

“Wait for them to cool,” she said.

I waited patiently as she loaded up the coffee grinder and made us each an espresso. When she was done, she used a spatula to transfer all the croissants onto a plate and slid it across the island with a wink. “Now you may eat.”

“Thank you, Katarina.”

“Now, half a day off. I’ll go shopping,” she said, seemingly to herself.

“Take Addison Senior’s credit card!” my mother shouted after her as she left the kitchen, but Katarina just waved her off.

I took a bite of croissant and looked between the two of them. Mother was not born to be a billionaire. She was far too happy letting other people spend her money. Most rich people I knew were more concerned with keeping hold of their personal wealth and hoarding it like dragons.

“You’re here to meet your father, I presume?” Mum asked me after a minute.

“I am. Where is he?”

“In the office with your brother. Seems there’s something that’s concerning them both enough to work on a Saturday, of all days.”

“Which brother?” I asked.

“Cameron.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly.” Her lips pressed into a fine line. “I’ve half a mind to ask them what’s concerning them so much that Cameron of all people is working on a Saturday. But then I realised I’d rather not miss my spa appointment if they think I’ve actually taken an interest in business proceedings, god forbid. Speaking of which…” my mother looked down at her watch. “I better get going. Please come home more often. I miss you.”

She gave me a kiss on the cheek and walked out. In the distance, I heard the front door slam. I finished off my croissant and walked through the house to find my father.

His office was at the back of the building in the attic, where the staff would have slept once upon a time. My father had renovated the space with floor to ceiling windows to better see over his estate, like some feudal lord in a watchtower. I walked up the stairs, passing the rooms where three of my siblings still lived at home. I paused at the door to the attic. I could hear my father and Cameron mumbling, but the old door was too thick for me to hear what they were talking about.

I knocked on the door and their voices quietened. I waited a second and then pushed the door open. My father and Cameron weren’t at the desk as I expected;they were sat in the comfy chairs next to my father’s bookshelves. He had six armchairs arranged in a circle around a little table, so that we could all gather for family business meetings. At the moment, Cameron and my father were leaning over one of Cameron’s laptops as it sat on the table.

“Ade!” Cameron said, “we were just talking about you!”

My father shot him a look that clearly said shut up, but Cam didn’t seem phased.

Cameron was the middle child of five, and he was the most different to all of us. He seemed to have inherited his stature from our petite mother rather than our towering father and wore glasses, though I wasn’t sure if he actually wore them because he needed them or because he just wanted a visual identifier to show he was more intelligent than the rest of us.

“What Cameron meant to say, Addison,” said my father with some exasperation, “is hello, Addison, how are you? Would you like to take a seat?”

“That I would…” I said. “So, talking about me? All good, I hope.”

“Well.” My father pushed his reading glasses down his nose. I was amazed he finally admitted he needed them. He’d spent the last decade squinting at menus in restaurants and pretending his eyesight was just fine thank you very much. “We were just discussing…last week. The gala.”

“Perfect, that’s exactly what I want to discuss,” I said. “So I met someone, and I need to ask…”

“I’ve run a full background check, Dad asked me to as soon as he’d heard you were dancing with a date,” Cameron interrupted me, turning the laptop to face me. “Where the hell did you meet a guy like that? I mean, not exactly in our social circles, is he?”

On the screen was a picture of what I presumed was Tyler’s driving licence. Not Tyler Quinn, of course, but Tyler Bevan. Twenty-three years old, resident of Cathays in Cardiff. “Your ability to stick your nose in anywhere never ceases to amaze me,” I said to Cameron.

“Why thank you.” Cameron gave a little seated bow with a smile that was designed to needle me.

“It wasn’t a compliment.” I picked up the laptop from the table and scrolled. Cameron had really got his hands on everything though. Medical records, address history, his dead-end job in a corner shop, and even…I scrolled past his Tinder profile as fast as I could, a pit of something settling in my stomach. And then at the very bottom, the furthest back, a record of his time in the foster system. Moving house every few months, different schools, different people looking after him. And repeated run-ins with the law on petty charges. Theft of trinkets, food…it all seemed so sad. And then it all seemed to stop a few years back. Like he’d given up on petty crime. Or just got much better at it.

“If you’d told me you were bringing a criminal as your date, I would have made the effort to come along,” said Cam.

“Not funny, Cameron,” said my father. “Addison, need I ask why you were cavorting with a criminal?”

I laughed, though it felt hollow around the block that had formed in my throat. I’d come here to talk about Tyler, to ask if we could find answers. And here they were, in front of me. And suddenly I felt like I should be the one protecting the beautiful man with the broken childhood. I put the laptop down on the table and exhaled.

“I…he was trying to scam me. Or you, maybe,” I admitted. And I slowly, haltingly explained the night I’d had a week prior. For some reason, admitting it all felt like I was betraying Tyler.

“I see,” said my father when I’d finished. “Well, good thing we have all this information. We’ll call the police and have him arrested for fraud. Or perhaps industrial espionage.”

“No, Dad!” I said, too forcefully. He looked at me with a stare that could still make me freeze up if I let it. “No. I want…I don’t want to move too quickly. The idea he had, it was good. Whatever reason he had for defrauding us…” I thought carefully. My father wasn’t known for listening to reason once he’d made his mind up on something. “…let’s just hit pause on the arrest. We have the evidence ready to go, but the philanthropic idea he had…if I can tease a few more ideas as to the structure from him, it could go a long way toward your foundation’s goal to be the most innovative philanthropic organisation in the country.”

My father’s eyes narrowed for a second as he thought. If there was one thing he liked more than being right about everything, it was the chance to expand either the company or the foundation.

Finally, he spoke. “Fine. But I will have him taken in as soon as I feel we have enough information from him. A petty criminal broke into an event that I organised, and that will not do.”

“Thank you, Dad,” I said.

“Fancy a coffee?” Cameron asked me.

“Oh no, I…” I started, but he shook his head a tiny amount. My father was looking at the laptop again with his glasses at the end of his nose. “Yeah, go on then.”

We both got up and as we left the room Cam made sure the door clicked closed behind him. We walked down the stairs and ended up at the front door.

“Dad was on the warpath,” he said. “I was waiting to show you what I’d gathered before taking it to Dad, but he insisted and you know what he’s like.”

“Well I don’t want anyone arrested,” I said.

Cameron snorted. “Wow, he must give real good head.”

“Fuck you, what’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. It wasn’t like I was known for being a monk, but still…I wasn’t going to let pretty looks cloud my judgement.

“A man commits fraud and tries to get you to invest in a fraudulent scheme, and you don’t want him arrested? There must be some good reason. Some really good reason.”

“I just…there’s something about him,” I admitted. “Something good. I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character, and Tyler isn’t evil. What you’ve just shown me is proof enough of that.”

“What do you think Holden would think of it all?” asked Cam. “Someone stealing his family name and doing bad business with it? Do you think anyone’s told him?”

“I tried calling him on Monday, no answer.” I paused, hand on the front door handle. “But maybe I can pay him a visit.”
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I checked my watch. Ade was late. But then maybe it was customary for him to be so late; it was his father I’d spent so long researching. But I had done my due diligence in the last week. Ade was the eldest of five of Addison Senior’s children, four men and a woman. All beautiful to a fault, and all filthy stinking rich.

Ade was the one of the family who’d spun off his own company with Daddy’s money. Two of the others worked for his father, and the other two did their own thing with a nice cushion of money if they ever happened to fail. Rich people, it seemed, could only fail upward.

Ade had asked me to meet him on St Mary Street, one of the busiest streets in Cardiff, But I’d been sitting on the bench in the middle of the street for a quarter of an hour without catching sight of him. I itched at the starched collar of my shirt where it brushed up against the little stubble that I could grow. I’d had to swap my only suit jacket for a different one at a sympathetic charity shop, so that Ade couldn’t tell I only had the one. Perhaps it was overkill, but I liked to be one step ahead.

“Mr Quinn,” said a now familiar voice as a shadow fell over me. “So nice to see you again.”

I jumped up and turned to face Ade — Addison — and unfortunately for me, it hadn’t just been the lighting of the gala that had made him look so gorgeous. Even in the September sunlight, he shone. He was wearing a sharp dark green suit without a tie, aviator sunglasses with gold rims, and the most gorgeous, expensive looking Omega Seamaster watch I’d ever seen. It had to be worth tens of thousands. I felt like a complete fake around him. I was a complete fake, I knew that, but I could usually pull off some semblance of belonging. But not around him. Around him, I knew I was punching way above my station.

“Mr Crane, so nice to meet you again,” I said as smoothly as I could, holding out my left hand to shake his and letting the Rolex peek out from under my sleeve. It was probably worth a tenth of his watch, and I’d not obtained it legally, but it was a status symbol either way. Ade’s grip was soft but strong, the sign of a man who’d been to the gym plenty of times but never had to work a hard day’s manual labour.

“Lovely to see you too. You look…as well as ever,” he said smoothly. “Walk with me.”

It was like he oozed confidence and control from every pore, and I found myself walking in lock step with him just because he’d asked. He led me off the main thoroughfare, into one of Cardiff’s old Arcades.

“I figured since we were talking charity,” Ade said, “we should check out the local initiatives already here in Cardiff.” He led me to a little cafe, and opened the door and gestured for me to go ahead first.

“This is Little Goose,” he said. “I didn’t think we’d get anything here - perhaps a latte to go, but they’re a non-profit who employ local homeless people. I thought, with our combined wealth, it couldn’t hurt to make a substantial donation to their initiatives. Just to show good favour. What do you say, two pounds each for a coffee and a three-thousand tip?”

I glanced around the cafe. It was sweet, comfortable and obviously not high end. Abort abort abort, my brain shouted at me. Shit. How the fuck was I going to get out of this one? I didn’t even think I had a thousand pounds in my bank account.

“See, uh, I…” I patted my pockets. “Had I known we were going to get food, I’d have asked my grandfather to wire me more money over. He likes to…keep me on a tight leash. Worries I’ll overspend.”

“Of course,” Ade said. “I’ll get these in then, you can have Holden send me over the money later today. What’s a few thousand between friends?”

Indeed. We queued for our coffees and as we got to the counter, Ade bought us each a latte to take away. When the screen flashed up with an option to give a tip, I watched him casually type a one, followed by four zeroes. Ten thousand pounds. I felt a lump rise in my throat. I was simultaneously disgusted by his ability to pay that much money on anything without his hand even trembling, and in awe that he’d so casually give it away to those in need.

Ade put his black credit card into the machine, and the amount must have showed up on the other side of the counter. Because the girl who’d just put the coffees down on the counter screamed, and gripped the counter with two white-knuckled hands. I knew how she felt.

“Wha-wha…sorry, there seems to have been a problem with the machine, I’ll have you refunded as soon as possible,” she breathed. “I don’t know why it’s…”

Ade put a hand over one of her shaking ones to calm her. “Just…share it out, if you can. Use what you need to get back on your feet, and share the rest amongst everyone who works here. Can you do that for me?” He grabbed the coffees and took a sip of one whilst she nodded, still white as a sheet. “Really good coffee here, worth every penny.”

Ade gestured for me to follow him, and once again, I found myself obeying like a dog after a bone. As we left the shop, he passed me my coffee. “Thanks for doing that with me. No rush on sending me the money. I’m sure Holden has my company details. And I’m sure he’d never object to charity. Especially with a grandson whose ideas on charity at home are so revolutionary.”

“Of…course,” I said. Ade had put a deadline on my con, it seemed.

“Would you like to come and see another charity initiative that’s really close to my heart?” he asked.

“Lead the way.”

“Great, we’ll take my car. We can talk business on the way.” Ade placed one hand on the small of my back to direct me down St Mary Street, toward one of town’s car parks. Once we got there, Ade led me to what could only be described as a cross between a spaceship and a car, all sleek angles and fancy LED headlights, painted gunmetal grey. I started chugging down my coffee as we approached. I spluttered as the hot coffee burned my tongue.

“Woah, slow down soldier,” Ade said. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

“Don’t…want…to drink in the…car,” I coughed, then managed to get my breathing under control again. “Nice seats.”

Ade laughed. “I own the factory that makes these cars. I don’t think we’ve got any issue with getting a bit of coffee on the seats. If the coffee won’t come out, I’ll just replace the car.”

“Of…of course,” I said. “That makes…perfect sense.”

And in some fucked up way, it did. I remembered that Ade owned Electro, the electric car company that was butting up against the valuation of his father’s business by now.

“This model isn’t in production yet,” said Ade as we slid into an interior that was already chilled. “They cost about two-hundred thousand just to manufacture, so I’m trying to find ways to bring costs down. You should see the family models we’ve got coming, we think we might be able to make them for less than the cheapest petrol car on the market. There could be millions more people able to afford a car in a couple of years if we do what I think we can.”

He pressed a button to start the car. There was no sputtering engine, no awkward moment of waiting to see if we’d actually make it out of the parking space. Just a low hum as the lights in the car dimmed and a screen across the dashboard illuminated.

I sat in awe as Ade pulled out of the parking space and gunned the car along the straight in the car park. My head hit the back of the seat as we accelerated, and the car stopped smoothly as we came up to a barrier. “God, she’s good,” he said. “Don’t think I’ll ever get tired of cars. What’s your preferred drive?”

“Uh…an…Aston Martin?” I tried.

“Oh cool, what type?” Ade looked to me as he pulled out of the car park and onto the main road, towards Cardiff Bay.

“The…DB5,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. One of my foster homes had had James Bond films on repeat, and I was sure that one had been mentioned.

“Oh, a vintage car lover,” said Ade. “Just let me know if you ever fancy a drive of one of mine and I can loan it to you free of charge. So long as you’ve got a gated entry to whichever estate you’re staying on, of course. These beauties can’t just be parked out on the street.”

“Of…” fucking hell, he really was making assumptions. Not that I hadn’t encouraged those. “I’ll talk to my driver. See if he’s comfortable going electric.”

“Great! Now, tell me more about this philanthropic business idea. Have you got a business plan marked out yet?”

“I’m more at the planning and development stage,” I said. This bit was easy. This I’d rehearsed to talk to his father about. “I want to see if there’s any proof in the concept before I draw up any formal plans.”

Ade smiled. “Of course, though, I’d love to see some paperwork before either Electro or Crane Corporation makes any decisions. You see, things are prone to get messy.”

“What’s a couple of million between friends?” I joked.

Ade didn’t seem to see the funny side. “You’re right. I’ll talk to my father tomorrow, maybe we just need to jump in feet first. What is a couple of million between friends?”

I swallowed through the lump in my throat. Luckily, I was saved from having to decide on my response by Ade flicking on the indicator and pulling into a car park in front of an unassuming redbrick building. We were in a less affluent part of Cardiff Bay, hidden by an overhead bridge, and next to the old industrial area. As soon as we stepped outside of the car’s soundproofed cabin I could hear dogs barking.

“Welcome to the Crane Foundation’s dog rescue centre,” said Ade. “My father set it up decades ago as an anniversary gift to my mother. Both his foundation and my company pay equally to keep it going. It’s a deep money sink but…well, you’ll see. It would pain me to ever let this place go.”

He opened the door and once again gestured for me to go first. I wasn’t sure if I loved the chivalry or if it was getting on my nerves at this rate.

“Are you always this polite?” I asked him.

“Only to my good friends,” he said. “I can be a real shark in the boardroom.”

“I’d like to see that,” I smiled.

“It can be arranged.”

The reception was clean, if a little run down. The sound of dogs barking was louder in here than it was outside. Ade stepped forward and tapped a little buzzer on the reception, and for a second nothing happened. Then a massive hulk of a man with blonde hair pushed through the door behind reception with his back to us, a huge Rottweiler in a face cone in tow.

“Coming, coming! Sorry, Alfie hasn’t long had his nuts crushed and he’s getting really…” he turned to face us, and his face dropped. The Rottweiler put his paws up on the reception counter. “…needy. Sorry, Addison. How can I be of assistance today?”

“I keep reminding you. Addison is my father, call me Ade. Harvey, this is Tyler.”

The man reached out one big, callused hand and shook mine, completely enveloping it. He was handsome in a gruff kind of way with scruffy stubble a shade darker than his hair. He had a kind smile with slightly crooked teeth and his arms were each about the same size as my torso. He was wearing a khaki t-shirt that barely stretched over his barrel chest and cargo shorts with dog toys and treats sticking out of every pocket.

“Nice to meet you,” he said. He sounded common compared with Ade, with a Cardiff twang to his accent. “Guessing Addison, sorry, Ade, has told you the whole family history of this place? Myrtle is our favourite patron, she visits weekly. I see most of the family every now and again too. Come on through!”

He signalled to a door on one side of reception and I walked ahead of Ade, holding the door open for him this time. He smirked as he passed through, like he knew what I was doing. Yeah, two can play at that chivalry game, motherfucker.

“Myrtle is my mother,” Ade said to me. I knew that, I’d done my research. But I wasn’t about to admit that, so I just nodded as if it were entirely new information.

We were in a corridor, where dogs were kept behind plexiglass in little rooms. Some were alone, some were in pairs or in groups. But every single one of them that I could see from the doorway was groomed beautifully and bright-eyed.

Harvey came through a side door with the poor castrated Rottweiler and gave us another goofy smile. “We’ve had another ten adoptions in the three weeks since I last saw you,” he said to Ade. “We’ve had twelve dogs come in, though I can’t see them staying with us long.”

He walked us down the corridor. Every little doggy room was carpeted with astroturf, there were food and water bowls and toys for them, as well as a dog flap to the rear of each little room. Harvey pointed out individual dogs to us, Alfie trotting dutifully alongside him at all times. “Look, Alfie, I haven’t got room for you,” he said. “I live in a flat, yes I do, and I don’t have the garden space you need. But someone’s gonna come and get you, because you’re beautiful.”

I shared a look with Ade. It was like when Harvey focused on the dog, everyone else in the room disappeared. Alfie looked quite happy to be talked to like a human, though.

“So, have my siblings been down recently?” Ade asked Harvey as we walked down the long corridor. Harvey looked up from Alfie as if surprised we were still there.

“Ah, you know, I’ve seen Beckett now and then. And Dylan and Eliza are always running social media campaigns to promote puppy adoption.”

“No Cam?” Ade sighed.

“Ah, the illustrious Cam,” Harvey laughed. “Nope. The one Crane I don’t have wrapped around my little finger when it comes to donating their time and money.”

“My brother is a bit of a recluse,” Ade said to me as an aside. “Well, I say a bit. He makes Hol…he makes your grandfather look like a social butterfly. Absolute computer genius, but I never see him outside of the house.”

“Never even met him,” added Harvey.

We came to the end of the corridor, and Harvey opened the big double doors to the outside. There was a huge fenced off area filled with dogs playing. There were a few people dotted around, workers and prospective adoptees. I was almost immediately barrelled over by an excited Golden Retriever, but Ade steadied me with a hand on the small of my back again. Just for a second, I let myself lean into it.

“I’ll leave you two to look around,” said Harvey. “Ade, if you want anything from me, let me know. You know I’ll do anything for our favourite patron. Tyler, if you ever fancy giving some money to a worthy cause…we’re here. And if you’d like to adopt one of our beauties, that can already be arranged.”

I scratched behind the ears of the Golden until it dropped a ball at my feet. I threw it across the field, and it ran off after it.

“Why have you brought me here?” I asked Ade.

“To show you I believe in your idea,” he said. “To show you that I think you’re on the right track. We create local initiatives, and we’re passionate about them. But I know there’s more we can do. There’s more to give, and more wealthy people to convince to let go of their money.”

I heard the words that were implicit in his statement. Even if I’d convinced him perfectly that I was one of them, the hidden words were still there. We’re not all bad.

And I was starting to believe him.
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I was a pervert. There was no other explanation for what I was doing, watching a man work without his knowledge.

I had swapped my conspicuous car for a prototype of one of next year’s family cars, a much more reserved affair that had still had a couple of car enthusiasts knock on the door to ask if they could take pictures of next year’s Electro. A couple had even asked me for a selfie, and I’d waved them away with excuses of corporate secrets so that I didn’t draw attention to myself.

Because I was sat in my car on the street outside an inconspicuous, run down corner shop. And, hidden behind privacy glass, I’d been watching Tyler Bevan at work through the window.

It was strange to see the real Tyler. Without gel in his hair, he kept having to push his fringe out of his eyes to work. He had a genuine, kind smile for customers. And at one point in the hour I sat mesmerised watching him, an elderly woman shuffled slowly into the shop. When she got to the counter with her milk and biscuits and patted down her pockets, her face turned to a frown, and a minute of frantic pocket searching later, she shrugged and turned to walk away. Tyler called her back, and pushed the bottle of milk and packet of biscuits toward her, holding one finger to his lips with a smile.

When the old woman exited the shop, it was with a little spring in her step that hadn’t been there before. I realised I was watching Tyler’s equivalent to me spending ridiculous amounts of money on a tip for a poor server. He was giving what he could.

And it made my stomach churn. This man was lying to me. He was trying to scam me out of, in his own words, millions, and I just couldn’t…I couldn’t reconcile the man I watched help the elderly, hold babies for parents, and clean up spills and smashes without complaint, with the man I knew him to be. Was he some kind of pathological liar? Was he stealing from his customers whilst treating them with kindness? I sat like a peeping Tom in my car for hours, just watching him. Just wanting to know what was underneath.

Worse than anything else was that he hadn’t texted me in two weeks. It had been that long since we’d seen each other, since I had shown him my passion project and done my best to rumble him with a stupidly large charitable donation. But he seemed to take lying in his stride, and it made me deeply uncomfortable to know he could lie so easily. Were the little touches we shared lies too? I just…didn’t know. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and sent him a message.




Ade: Hi, long time no talk. How are things?




I watched as Tyler took his phone out of his pocket in between stacking shelves. And then…he smiled at it. And my stomach flipped all over again. I watched him type out his reply, then my phone buzzed in my hand.




Tyler: Good, thanks. Hope you’re OK.




Ade: I haven’t heard from you about your proposal. I hope things are progressing well.




I watched him pause before replying. This felt so deeply, deeply wrong.




Tyler: I’ll get back to you. I don’t know that it’s worth pursuing. Too much legal stuff.




It was my turn to pause. Had he found another mark? Decided I wasn’t worth it? Or did he know I was on to him?




Ade: What are you doing rn?




Tyler looked around and smirked before replying. I loved seeing him so unguarded.




Tyler: Living my life of leisure on granddaddy’s dime.




Ade: Bored?




Tyler: A little.




I hesitated before replying. I wanted to see him again. I knew I shouldn’t, and he’d given me the perfect out by dropping his proposal. But…the need won out.




Ade: Wanna come and see me at work? I’ll show you how a real boardroom dragon operates.




Tyler smiled down at his phone again, then reached up to brush his fringe out of the way.




Tyler: Sure. I’ll be done in the spa at midday.

* * *




I paced the office, unable to settle down. I’d stayed outside of the shop for as long as I dared, feeling like more and more of an idiot as I fell for the man behind the glass. A real Tyler I wasn’t even sure if I knew. I’d only left when we got closer to midday and we knew there was a chance he might finish work and see me sat outside like a peeping Tom.

It was just past one and I had a meeting in a quarter of an hour with the board of Electro. I’d kept the company a limited one specifically so that we didn’t have to answer to public shareholders or maximise the value of every penny invested in monetary terms, but I knew there were rumblings of dissent over my desire to sell the Electro Family at a price cheaper than originally anticipated. Apparently, a billion in revenue per year wasn’t enough for some of my board members.

The voice of my secretary came through the intercom. “Excuse me, Mr Crane. There’s a gentleman here to see you, Tyler Holden. But he doesn’t seem to have any ID.”

“Send him in, Stacey,” I said. My heart felt like it was beating visibly through my shirt. I didn’t know why Tyler had my back up like this. I didn’t know how to feel around him. And I didn’t know why I wanted him to stay around. With the evidence we had on him, we could have him arrested. But I kept telling my father to wait. I needed more time.

And that wasn’t a lie. I needed more time with him, to unlock the puzzle that was Tyler Bevan.

Tyler walked into my room, hair slicked back and in another expensive jacket. I had no idea where he was getting them. Was he stealing them from somewhere? I doubted it, somehow. But the Rolex on his wrist…I just didn’t know.

His face split into a grin when he saw me, and I couldn’t stop my lips lifting either. What was it about this man? He held out his hand for a handshake and I impulsively pulled him in for a hug, I got a whiff of old on his jacket and realised it was probably a charity find. But he smelled wonderful as always, just so fresh and clean and clear of the usual expensive perfume that rich people tended to douse themselves in.

“So good to see you,” I said into his ear, and he actually shivered. Fuck, I could get used to holding this man close. But I had to let him go at some point. My office was glass all the way around, and I didn’t want anyone thinking there was anything improper going on. I wanted something improper going on, though.

“Your office is…wow,” Tyler whistled as he looked around. “Is that an original Picasso?”

“Uh…yeah.” I didn’t normally feel nervous showing people my office. I’d put a lot of thought and money into it, and it was designed to impress. I had a mahogany desk almost as big as the boardroom table, a seating area with vintage 60s furniture and a standing lamp that cost as much as some houses in Cardiff. But having watched Tyler at work, helping people directly and never once letting it get him down, I felt like this was just showing off. Why had I bought a Picasso instead of donating those hundreds of thousands to a local cause? The answer was, of course, that I’d done both. That no matter much money I spent on a Picasso, I’d still have billions to do good with.

“Nice views, too,” said Tyler. He stood by the window, which gave us an unobstructed view of the capital. I couldn’t help but place my hand on the small of his back as I joined him to look over the view. My father had lived in Cardiff for years but based his business in the financial capitals of the world. London, New York, Beijing. When Electro made its first billion, I’d decided to build my headquarters in the place that had raised me.

Tyler leaned into my touch. I knew it was stupidly possessive of me to touch him the way I was, but I loved how he didn’t want to move away. “I’ve got a meeting coming up, but I’d like you to sit in. As an independent pair of eyes,” I said. “I’m butting up against my board at the moment, and though I own a plurality of the company, I don’t own a majority.”

“…sure,” said Tyler. “Though I don’t know how qualified I am…”

“Nonsense. I know Holden is mostly a hands-off kind of billionaire, so you won’t have sat in on many board meetings. But I need an outside pair of eyes. Need your honesty. Can you do that for me?”

I watched Tyler’s Adam’s apple move up and down. “Ade…I think I need to-”

There was a knock at the door, interrupting him. I wanted to tell my secretary to fuck off. Was Tyler about to be honest with me? I wouldn’t get the chance to find out.

“Let’s go.” I used my hand on his back to turn him toward the door. The boardroom was directly opposite my office. I liked being close to the very centre of things.

The board had always intimidated me a little bit. No matter how big and tall and rich I was, I remembered being a teenager and piping up in a board meeting with my father. The way all eyes in the room turned to me in condescension when I thought I’d made a good point. There was a reason I’d taken his money and ran to start my own business the second I had the chance.

We walked into the boardroom and I could easily tell who was on the most hostile end of things. One side of the table looked like they wanted my guts. My Chief Technical Officer, Xavier, gave me a tight smile. He had been on my side since the beginning, and had always been a fantastic ally. He’d worked his way onto the board with slow acquisition of shares in the first few years of operations. My father’s seat was empty as always. He owned ten percent of the company and could show up whenever he wanted, but preferred to stay absent.

“Thank you all for coming today, with the board’s permission I’d like to introduce Tyler Quinn as an observer. I propose.”

“Seconded,” Xavier said before anyone else could object.

“No objections? Then we’re carried.” I gestured for Tyler to take a seat on the long bench seat that ran along the windows, and he sat down with wide eyes, looking around the room like he was scared of getting burned.

I tapped at the laptop on the table to wake the screen behind me that showed two profit scenarios - if we sold the Electro Family at two vastly different prices. Both showed a profit, but one was a much slimmer margin than the other. “So, I understand that the board has called this meeting to discuss the decision taken to lower the starting price of the Electro Family by five thousand pounds?”

There was silence in the room for a second. That was something I’d learned about revolutions in business, they rarely had a leader. To my surprise, it was Xavier who spoke.

“There have been some rumblings within the board that your plan to reduce the overall cost could cut into profitability to a significant extent. There are also fears that the Electro Family’s release will generally affect the brand’s status as a luxury brand.”

I nodded at him. I wouldn’t shoot the messenger, especially when the messenger was on my side. “Ford makes the Mustang and the Fiesta. BMW is venturing into the family car market, because it’s lucrative. We can keep making only high end cars if our goal is to be a luxury brand. But Electro was created to decarbonise transport, from trains and buses to planes. And one of the biggest polluters on a daily basis is the family car.”

I looked around the room. Some had been convinced. But I knew there would be some still calling for my removal. I hoped Xavier was embedded enough in the board to be able to tell me if I was likely to lose a vote.

“What about profitability though?” asked Stephen, one of my newest shareholders, a man who’d been recommended to me as a shrewd investor by my father’s team. “It’s a noble goal, decarbonising the country, saving the world from the evil of petrol,” his tone told me he didn’t take either of those things seriously, “but if the company isn’t making any money then what’s the point?”

“The company will still be making plenty of money. The gross profit on each unit will be-”

“Five thousand pounds less than if you’d just left it well enough alone!” Stephen seemed to be getting more nods from the board than I’d like.

For a second, the room was quiet as I tried to formulate a response. This was exactly why I’d not taken the company public, I didn’t want to fleece people of every penny.

And then Tyler, of all people, spoke. “Why not make it even cheaper?”

“What?” I asked, perhaps a little too harshly. Tyler flinched.

“He’s just an observer! He shouldn’t even be allowed to speak,” said Stephen. Tyler shrank back in his seat a little, and I wanted to throw Stephen out of the room.

Instead I took a deep breath and looked at Tyler. “Do you want to demonstrate your point?”

Tyler nodded meekly and stood, looking down at his phone for a second. “You want to create one of the most affordable electric cars on the market, and you’re estimating you’ll sell, what, 30,000 units in its first year? Fantastic. But if you take down the price another 500 pounds…” He pulled the stylus from the laptop and tapped it onto the screen, changing the numbers. “Your largest competitor sold 45,000 units in that same timeframe at that price. So by equalling or undercutting their price, you’re in direct competition. You could drop the price in order to sell a hell of a lot more.”

There were more nods at the table than when I’d been speaking, somehow. Tyler was making financial sense as well as making the point I’d tried to make in the first place.

“Xavier, would you mind running those figures over the next week or so?” I asked. “Involve the market research department as well as Finance, and we’ll convene a meeting again when we have more firm financial figures.”

He nodded, and the board shuffled out. When I turned to look at Tyler, I couldn’t help but break out into a grin. “You were amazing there,” I said. “They were eating out of your hand, and…” I stepped in close. He was so close. So close I could kiss him if I wanted to. And I really wanted to. But something in his expression was sad. And I hated that sadness.

“What’s up?” I asked him.

“It’s just…I need to talk to you,” he said. “There’s…well…”

I knew he was struggling for words, and I mostly knew why. But a little bit of me wanted to keep the fantasy going for a little while longer. Before that final layer peeled and the glamour faded. In case he told me something so awful that I’d not be able to look at him in the same way again.

And I’d always had a flare for the dramatic.

“How do you feel about coming with me to a meeting abroad?” I asked.

“But I need to tell you…” Tyler started. And I did the one thing I knew would stop him. I kissed him. For a second, Tyler froze against my lips. And then his were moving against mine, so soft and warm and…God, he really was beautiful.

I pulled away from the kiss reluctantly. “I know we need to talk,” I whispered. “But let’s talk somewhere away from here. Somewhere beautiful, somewhere we can be completely ourselves.”

“I don’t know if you’ll like me when I’ve spoken to you,” Tyler said.

“I know I will. I promise.”

Against my better judgement, I knew I was right. Whatever Tyler Bevan was, I liked it, and wanted more of it. And I wanted rid of the layers of lies between us. And that scared me to death.
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Ade knew…something. That much was obvious. And though the thought of him finding out or knowing what I’d done or who I was should terrify me, it was actually a little bit refreshing. If he unmasked Tyler Quinn, revealed the poor little man underneath, maybe he’d have the sense to drop me. And much as that would hurt, it would be preferable to continuing to lie to him. It’s why I’d stopped texting him and dropped the proposal. I was hoping that I was one of thousands of people he’d seen about business ideas recently. I hoped I was just another face in the crowd, and that he wouldn’t come running after me with a glass slipper.

But I was in the passenger seat of Ade’s gorgeous car, on our way to God-knows-where, and he kept throwing shaky smiles my way. We both knew that a fundamental shift was coming. But we could both pretend for another minute. We were outside of Cardiff now, driving along a B-road in the middle of nowhere. Maybe he’d kill me and dump my body, and get away with it because he was so rich. Much as I’d hate that because of the whole being dead thing, it would be very satisfying to know I was right about billionaires being psychopaths after all.

Ade turned off the road into what looked like just a field with a couple of warehouses and a long strip of tarmac. “Welcome to my secret base. My Batcave, but queerer,” said Ade with a smile as he pulled the car up to one of the big warehouses. “This is where we keep the real secret stuff. But what I’m about to show you is the next big thing.”

We got out of the car as the warehouse seemed to split in two. And I realised it wasn’t a warehouse, but a hangar. A hangar for a gorgeous, sleek private jet, painted the same gunmetal grey as the car. It had jet engines on the wings, but those wings swooped back dramatically in a way I’d never seen before. The nose of the plane was coned and angled like Concorde.

I caught myself wolf-whistling at the beauty of it and stopped myself. “Nope,” I said with more conviction and confidence than I actually had, “I’m anti-private jet. You should know the emissions they cause…”

Ade laughed. “Don’t you know me at all yet? Come on.”

For the first time I realised that the whole hangar was a hive of activity, with about a dozen or so people in white boiler suits milling around the plane and other aircraft. Right at the very back was something that looked like it rivalled Air Force One in size. “I’ve called my pilot,” said Ade, “he should be here in the next five minutes. Come on, let me convince you to fly private.”

He led me up steps into the plane, and I felt my resolve start to crumble. It was as beautiful on the inside as on the outside. There were ten wide seats and a small love seat inside, all brown leather, and a small bar stocked with drinks in one corner. At the rear end of the plane there was a huge screen that took up one wall. Ade grabbed my hand, seemingly without thinking, and led me past a small toilet and shower room, all the way to the cockpit.

There were screens lit up and two control sticks, as well as hundreds of buttons. “See?” Ade said.

“I’ve never flown a plane before, so no, I don’t see,” I retorted.

Ade pointed at one of the instrument clusters. “What’s that?” he asked me. I leaned in to see.

“A fuel gauge?” I guessed.

Ade nodded and then placed one hand on the small of my back to rotate me to another screen. “And that?”

“That’s…is that a battery level?” I asked.

“Yup. We’re working on hybrid flight technology,” said Ade. “No one can know until I’ve applied for the patents, because the gas companies will pitch a fit. But we’ve been able to reduce the need for petrol to just take off. Then the fuel tank acts as a backup in case electric power runs too low.”

“Wow,” I whistled.

“So. Let’s fly.”

And there lay the snag. “Where?”

“The Alps?” Ade suggested.

There had been a time where I’d dreamed of visiting the Alps one day. I had seen videos of people skiing when I was at school and always wondered if by some miracle one set of foster parents might decide to take me someday. But they never had. “I don’t have a passport,” I admitted, peeling back the first layer of my disguise.

“Where we’re going, we don’t need passports,” Ade snaked an arm around my chest. “You wouldn’t believe what being filthy stinking rich does for your legal responsibilities.”

“I…I…I can’t,” I said. “Seriously. This is all…too much. I really need to tell you.”

Ade placed a finger on my lips to stop me talking, though I was really wishing he’d just kiss me again. That had been a particularly effective method at stopping me from rambling before, why not now?

“Why not enjoy a flight in the most luxurious airplane in the world, to one of the most beautiful places in the world?”

“With one of the most beautiful people in the world?” I asked, regretting the romance as soon as it had crossed my lips.

“That privilege is all mine,” said Ade. “So I’d be honoured if you would come away with me. We will talk when we reach our destination, I promise. Me and you. The Alps. Nothing between us but the truth.”

“And what if the truth makes you want to dump me in the Alps?” I asked.

“I will always get you home safe,” he replied. “Come on, sit down.”

There was that hand on my back again, sending tingles up and down my spine. For someone who’d likely never done a day’s hard labour in his life Ade had a strong, possessive touch. And whenever he touched me like that I was like putty in his hands. He led me to the seat and headed over to the drinks table. “Tipple of choice?”

“Gin,” I admitted.

“Tonic, ice? I do apologise, I haven’t been able to scramble a steward crew this time around. I’m the best you’ll get.”

“Surprise me, then,” I said.

A man stepped on board who looked exactly like a fancy pilot out of a film, in a black jacket with golden lapels and a cap with golden laurels on it. He nodded at me respectfully and then he and Ade disappeared with him into the cockpit, dropping me my gin on the way. I dreaded to think of the vintage of it, or how expensive the glass was. Or whether he’d imported the ice cubes from Antarctica or something.

I flinched slightly as the steps moved by themselves, rising until they’d formed a door, sealing us in.

So this was it, then. Flying. There was a rumble as the engine started and then Ade was back in the passenger area with me. “Jarrod’s got that sorted,” he said. “Ready for lift-off?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I said. I gave him a weak smile. I’d spent so many years excited at the thought of flying that I hadn’t ever stopped to think how being sealed in a metal tube that could propel itself through the air at hundreds of miles an hour might make me feel.

“You OK?” Ade asked. I gave a weak nod, and took a sip of my gin and tonic. My stomach lurched as the plane moved forward. Outside of the windows it got darker as we left the hangar, and I was conscious of the plane turning on to the runway.

“Shit, you’ve never flown before, have you?” Ade nudged me slightly over to one side of the seat and sat next to me. The seat was so small I was practically on his lap. And then he did pull me onto his lap in one motion, hand making soothing circles on my back. His thumb dipped into the back of my t-shirt to touch bare skin and I leaned into it.

There was a ridiculously loud rumble as the plane accelerated, and I did my best not to look out of the windows. “Jesus,” I whispered. I closed my eyes to stop myself from having to think about what was going on, but that didn’t help as the whole world suddenly tilted ever so slightly on its axis. I could feel my ears reaching their breaking point and had no idea what to do. My breaths were coming out faster and faster and-

“Deep breaths, love,” said Ade. “No stress. Once we’re in the air, it’ll all be OK. It’ll all be OK, I promise you.” I could feel his words calming me, and I focused on getting control of my breath back. Slowly, in amongst all the rumbling and groaning and the feel of Ade’s hand on my back, I regained control.

The plane levelled out, and suddenly there was silence. I risked opening my eyes. Orange sunlight was streaming through the windows. I removed myself from Ade’s lap and gingerly stepped over to the windows on the other side. I sat down on one of the chairs, and spun it to face the window.

“Wow,” I whispered. The sun was setting, and we were aloft on a sea of cloud as far as the eye could see. The sun’s shadows made mountains and valleys in the cloud cover and created a scene that I could never have imagined. Films and pictures couldn’t capture the beauty of what I was looking at.

“I’ve never seen it fresh,” Ade admitted, and I jumped. “The wonder you’re feeling now…I’ve been jet setting since I was about a year old. I can’t remember being surprised by the beauty of things. It was always just…there.”

“Pretty privileged problem to have,” I whispered. Even in my awe I was practically throwing around an eat the rich flag. Given I was thousands of feet in the air on a private jet, I probably should tone that down a little.

“True,” Ade muttered.

I stood transfixed, watching out of the window as the sun set below the clouds. I was vaguely conscious of Ade topping up my glass as I got to the bottom of it, but I just wanted to watch the outside go by.

“Is flying always so…peaceful?” I asked. Ade was stood behind the chair and idly playing with my hair. I wasn’t even sure if he’d noticed himself doing it.

“Commercially? No. There are crying babies and loud bastards. Even in first class,” Ade pretended to recoil in horror. Or at least I hoped he was pretending. “But this plane is especially quiet because of the electric drivetrain. There are even solar panels in the roof…though they don’t really keep up with how power hungry it is. Truth is, it’s nowhere near ready for commercial production. The battery costs are in the millions, the technology has cost my company insane amounts in R&D.”

“So this is just some…vanity project?” I asked.

Ade looked affronted. “God, no. I just know no one else is going to put the money into something like this. And hopefully, the more money I put in, the cheaper it gets to produce. Imagine a passenger jet with this kind of technology! Cheaper travel for millions of people and guilt-free travel that doesn’t kill the planet.”

“And plenty of money in your pocket?” I challenged. Even as I did, I leaned back into his touch, those deft fingers massaging my scalp and undoing the gel I’d slicked through my hair.

“Perhaps. But if no one else is doing it, don’t I deserve a little reward? If only to move on to the next project?”

“Perhaps,” I conceded.

“Gentlemen, we are beginning our descent,” said the pilot via the intercom. “I do hope you enjoyed flying Electro Airways.”

Ade smirked. “He says that every time. Better buckle up for landing.”

Having gone up, the way down wasn’t nearly so scary. Even as we descended through the clouds and I saw that we were over the Alps. The sun had set and the little light left on the horizon made the white-topped mountains look blue.

“And there’s an airport around here?” I asked.

“Not…as such,” Ade said. “Ah, look.”

The plane was heading toward a landing strip in the distance, on a flat plane between two mountains. And attached to it…was something that looked like a Bond villain’s residence. A squat building of glass and metal that melted into the mountainside on one side, three stories of unequal sizes with overhangs and balconies.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“I thought it might be familiar to you,” said Ade. He was smirking. I hated that smirk. It made me feel like I was two steps behind. Though in this case, it seemed I definitely was.

The plane swooped lower, and as the wheels touched down with a grumble, I gripped onto the edge of my seat. Ade reached forward to clasp my hand in his, and it felt like sparks of electricity ran between us as he massaged between my fingers. The plane slowed, and we were stopped right outside the building. It was lit up so brightly inside that after the dim lights of the cabin and dark night outside; it seemed blinding. I averted my eyes, but Ade was smiling.

“This place is like paradise,” he said. “It’s been too long.”

“And you still won’t tell me where we are?”

“It’ll all become apparent,” smiled Ade. God, he was being infuriating. Ade stood up and dusted himself off, and I unclipped my seatbelt. The pilot had emerged from the cockpit, and we were assaulted by a cold blast of air as soon as the door lowered to become stairs once more.

“Thanks, Jose,” said Ade.

“I’ll let myself into the guest accommodation,” replied the pilot. He tipped his cap to each of us as we left.

“Fucking hell, it’s cold!” I said.

“You think?” Adrian rubbed his hands up and down his arms. “I really should have brought us warmer clothes. Ho-our host should have some spare clothes that fit both of us, though. Come on!”

He ran across the tarmac to the house. Outside of the house there was a thin layer of snow and we crunched over it.

“Jesus Christ,” he chattered. The doors were hidden in the glass side of the house, and slid open as Ade touched an instrument panel.

We both stepped inside, and as soon as the door closed behind us with a snick I could feel my toes again. The interior of the property made me feel even more certain that I’d stepped into someone’s James Bond villain fantasy. Two walls were entirely glass, and the back wall was rough mountainside, complete with moss and streams of water which ran through divots in the floor, past a living room of rounded, retro-futurist furniture that straddled the 1960s and 2060s. A fire was crackling away in a metal grate in one corner, dangerously close to the expanse of glass.

“Who’s there?” came a voice. My eyes were drawn to a severe set of metal stairs without a banister that seemed to float over the living room. They led into a dark void above, from which the voice was coming. “Darling, did you invite visitors? I certainly haven’t asked anyone round, not since that ghastly experience with Delia in twenty-thirteen.”

A set of slippers emerged from the gloom and I watched with trepidation as they were followed by a pair of bare, skinny legs. I watched as an older gentleman with a thick shock of white hair emerged into the space, and my heart dropped into my stomach when I recognise this face. Older and more lined than the most recent photo I’d seen of him, but it was unmistakably him.

“Oh, Addison, dear!” he said. “It’s been too long. Or perhaps not long enough. But who’s your friend?”

I wanted to bolt out of the room and take my chances in the snow, knowing Ade’s response before he could open his mouth to utter it. “Holden, this is Tyler. Tyler, meet your grandfather.”
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I didn’t know why I’d gone quite so theatrical with the reveal. Tyler and Holden’s faces were both pictures, though. Which made it worth it. At least until Tyler’s face morphed from shock into fury and he closed the little distance between us with his fists bunched at his sides.

“You bastard!” he shouted. “If you wanted to humiliate me you could have fucking done that at home!”

“Well you said you wanted to…” I began, but his expression silenced me. He was angry, yes, but there were tears pricking at the corner of his eyes too. I really had embarrassed him with this stunt.

“You bastard, you complete and utter bastard.” Tyler turned away, and seemed to remember Holden was there. “Sorry, I’m Tyler by the way.” He reached out a hand to shake Holden’s, his tone change so sudden that I had to hold back a laugh.

“Pleasure,” said Holden. “Though I don’t understand why Addison junior seems so keen to foist an imaginary grandson onto me when I haven’t felt the touch of a woman since about 1973. And even that was just a bit of slap and tickle with Betty Jones behind the bike shed.”

“Sorry, Holden. Bad joke, this is Tyler. He’s my…” I hesitated, not sure what to say. Tyler’s silent seething was magnificent in its ability to permeate the room. “…business partner,” I managed.

Holden rubbed his eyes. “You know the reason I moved up into the most remote location in the world was to stop people knocking on my door asking for a bag of sugar?”

“Well, if you ever answered your phone, I wouldn’t have to drop in by surprise,” I said.

“Touché.” Holden looked down at his wrist, which was bare. “Oh, would you look at the time. I’m sure you know your way to the guest suites. We’ll talk in the morning. And if I do have a secret grandson, I’d like you to bring me the vial of sperm from which he came so I can have it destroyed.”

And then he was shuffling up the stairs again without a look backward. “He’s not exactly a social animal,” I said, hoping to break the tension. Tyler was still silent.

I turned to look at him. His hands were no longer balled at his sides. Instead, they hung limply, and his anger seemed to have dissipated. Instead, he was letting the tears fall. “I…I wanted to just tell you…” he muttered through quiet sobs. “…why couldn’t you just let me tell you? Do I…deserve…this?”

All sense of fun I’d had in my little prank vanished, and I crossed the distance between us to pull him into my arms. “I’m sorry, love,” I said. After a second, his arms wrapped around me and I kissed the wavy hair at the top of his head. “Come with me.”

I led him up the stairs with my hand on his back. Holden had left the floor lights running but otherwise the place was pitch black, so I followed the LED strips in the corridor to a room I’d stayed in when I was a kid.

“Lights?” I asked the room at large, and the lights switched on low. I couldn’t see through the glass, just our reflections looking back at us. I looked so big next to Tyler, and I felt even worse for having deceived him.

There was a big bed in the room, pushed up against the dark stone-hewn wall. I guided Tyler to it and sat him down gingerly, unsure what to do now we were here. “I’ll…go stay in another room,” I said to Tyler. “I can come and get you in the morning, and we can talk.” I turned away and had reached the door before he spoke.

“No.”

I turned to face him. “No?”

“No,” he repeated. His voice was low, toneless. “You don’t leave. Not until this is all out in the open. Not until I know I’ve said what I need to say, and you listen and decide what you do next. I want…I don’t want to lie to you. I need this mask off.”

Tyler stood and faced me as the door clicked closed behind me. He shed his jacket and held it up in front of me. “Ten pounds. Cancer Research UK charity shop,” he said and dropped it to the floor. “Your turn.”

I pulled off my suit jacket. “One thousand pounds…or thereabouts. Armani.”

Tyler slowly unbuttoned his shirt, and I followed the movement of those slim fingers as he did. I didn’t want to stare at him with lust in his fragile emotional state, but it was hard to avoid looking as he exposed the smooth plane of his chest. 

When he had his shirt in hand and I had to refocus from his tight body to the item of clothing in question, he spoke again. “Free. I nabbed it from a friend after a night out.”

I unbuttoned my own shirt, feeling more self conscious and exposed than I ever had in my life. Tyler’s eyes tracked my hands greedily as I exposed myself.

“Three hundred pounds. Gucci.” I took the little cufflinks from the shirt and dropped them too. “Those were a gift from my father when I paid back my investment. Eighteen carat gold, two carat sapphires.”

“How much?” I thought I saw Tyler’s mouth pull up into a smirk when I couldn’t answer. He unclasped his expensive watch. “Rolex. No idea how much it’s worth. Stole it from some posh prick’s coat after he spilled a drink on me and then tried getting me kicked out of a club.” He dropped it into the growing pile of clothes with a thud.

I undid my watch and dropped it too, keeping eye contact with Tyler. He wasn’t even looking at what I was dropping any more. “Omega Speedmaster… a hundred grand.”

Tyler choked. “Fucking what?!”

“It was…a rough impulse buy.”

“Well, that explains everything.” Tyler removed his shoes and then pulled down his trousers. He was wearing simple black boxer briefs. I looked upward and locked my eyes on his face. “Both free. From a charity shop,” he said.

I kicked off my brogues and pulled down my trousers. “Three hundred, three hundred.”

Tyler hooked a finger in the waistband of his boxer-briefs and I thought he might be about to rip those off too, but he just pinged it against his waist. “Three for a fiver. Primark.”

“Chanel.” I replied, though I had no idea how much I’d paid for my underwear of all things.

For a second we just stood there, looking at each other. And then Tyler spoke again. “You see me now, right? All this, what this is?” He gestured down at the pile of clothes.

“I…see you,” I said, unsure what I was meant to be seeing. He was almost naked, just in his boxers and socks, and looked so beautiful but so vulnerable in this room.

“Do we understand each other?” he asked.

“Not yet,” I admitted.

“Do you want to?” asked Tyler. “Do you want to know who I am? What brought me here?”

“I…” I’d seen his files. I knew who Tyler was. “…I’d like us to understand more about one another.”

“Then turn off the light and come to bed,” Tyler said.

I wished he’d said it in better circumstances, but as he moved around the bed and tucked himself under the covers, I knew I was joining him no matter what. “Lights off,” I muttered, and I made my way to the bed as the room got dark.

For a minute, there was nothing but the sound of our breathing. I did my best to sync up with his slow breaths, and for a second I thought he might have fallen asleep.

“How long have you known?” asked Tyler.

“Since the second you pretended you were Holden’s grandson,” I said.

“Because you know Holden?”

“Yes, and because I know his wonderful husband. Holden is my godfather.”

“Damn. He kept that quiet, and so did you,” Tyler muttered ruefully. My eyes were adjusting to the faint light that filtered up from downstairs, and I could just about make out his silhouette now.

“Yup. You probably could have targeted any other rich person in that room and they might just have believed you. I know Gloria did.”

“Fucking hell,” Tyler groaned. “But you don’t know who I am, or why I was there?”

“Tyler Bevan, I know all about you,” I said.

“Fucking billionaires. Resourceful bastards,” Tyler whispered.

“So tell me…with no fear of retribution, no judgement…what were you doing?” I asked. “Why break into the most expensive gala dinner in the world just to pitch a business idea?”

Tyler went quiet, and I could imagine him blushing. I reached out to stroke his cheek, and he didn’t pull away. “I was scamming you,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t hear it. “Well, not completely. The plan was to get some money and then…Robin Hood it. Give it to those who needed it the most.”

I chuckled. “That would have been the stupidest idea ever. You could have been jailed for life.”

“Don’t care,” Tyler said petulantly. His hand reached up to where mine was on his face and he linked our fingers together, holding our hands between us. “I live in one bedroom in a shitty flat, I’m working fifty-hour weeks just to get by. If I could pull off something like that…I wouldn’t care what happened to me. It can’t be much worse, right?”

“I think prison might be much worse,” I whispered, though I had no idea. I’d never lived his life. “Ironically, your business idea was fantastic. And a legal way to get what you wanted done.”

Tyler went quiet. “Never would have worked though, would it? Imagine getting rich people to give up their hoards of ill-gotten coin for the local people that need them?”

“Then…let’s make it work,” I said on impulse. “Come and work with me. We’ll put our best minds on it, and see if it’s a workable project.”

Tyler snorted. “That’s…fucking ridiculous. I just admitted to trying to scam you. You could have me put in jail for fraud. Why the fuck would you give me that chance?”

“Life deals some of us a shit hand,” I said. “I don’t know who I would have been had I not been born with so much privilege and money. That and I’ve abducted you and taken you to a foreign country without a passport. So we’re kind of one for one with crimes right now.”

“I guess so. Bet I’d still get in more trouble than you though,” said Tyler. “No rich daddy to bail me out.”

“I’d bail you out,” I said. “My father would have you put in jail, but I’d bail you.”

“Whatever,” Tyler said. “I just…this isn’t my world. I grew up with so much resentment for people like you. I went that night to the gala to…I wanted…”

“Revenge?” I suggested.

“If you like.”

“And now you’re sleeping with the enemy,” I joked.

“Literally, so get your head out of the gutter. I’m not going from eat the rich to rim the rich quite so quickly.”

I laughed quietly. “Yes, Cap’n.” After a couple of seconds of silence, where Tyler’s breathing slowed, I spoke quietly. “We’ve still got lots to talk about, haven’t we?”

“Tomorrow,” said Tyler. “If this bed makes me sleep half as good as I think it might, I’ll have all the energy in the world to talk to you. Then you can decide if you hate me.”

“Do you want me to leave?” I asked.

“S’up to you. The bed is big enough for the two of us.”

“Good night then, Tyler Bevan,” I whispered. “But you’ll have to do a hell of a lot to get me to hate you.”

“Good night, Addison Crane.”
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I stretched out after maybe the best sleep of my life, and only remembered where I was when my hand connected with a solid, furry chest. I cracked my eyes open. It was pretty dark in the massive room, with light just filtering through windows that seemed tinted to stop the glare of the snow in sunlight. I hadn’t noticed the night before, but there seemed to be a little private veranda outside of the bedroom, nestled against the stone face of the mountains. It seemed odd to have so many windows facing dark stone, but Holden was so notoriously known for being secretive that it didn’t surprise me.

Ade was snoring quietly next to me, and I took the opportunity to really get a look in where I hadn’t managed to before. His face was more relaxed in sleep, like the burdens of his billions relaxed as he dreamed. His body was exactly as fit and toned as it had felt under the layers of suit, and his caramel-brown hair was a mess on the white pillow. That caramel-brown hair and stubble continued down his body. It was obvious he groomed himself, but it was all trimmed back rather than stripped away completely. I let my eyes wander downward, where his morning wood was straining at the confines of his black Chanel boxer-briefs.

I was tempted, just for a second, to reach out and touch him. If I woke him with a touch, would he reciprocate? I knew the answer to that. The chemistry fizzling between us hadn’t been dampened by last night’s revelations. In fact, stripping down bare both figuratively and literally had made me feel like the barriers that were up between us had been taken down, and whatever resistance I’d been harbouring toward being attracted to someone who went so against my morals was starting to slip. Because Ade wasn’t like anyone I’d taken from before. He was kind, and smart, and conscientious. And he made me want to be a better man.

I swung my legs off the bed and shuffled across the deep-pile carpet to the door. I was desperate to pee, and had no idea where I’d find a bathroom in this massive house. I didn’t want to wake Ade to ask, so I opened the door and peered down the corridor. On the floor in front of the door two little piles had been laid down - grey dressing gowns, slippers, and toothbrushes. I put on the fluffy dressing gown and slippers and put the toothbrush in one of the pockets. Every door along the corridor looked identical, with no indication any of them led to a toilet. Instead, I carefully walked down the precarious metal stairs.

Downstairs was brighter and airier than upstairs, like some rich interior designer had designed one to be for sleeping and one for waking up and being productive. The fire had been lit in one corner and was filling the room with warmth.

I looked around the space, desperately hoping to find some indication of where I could pee. Would I have to run outside and pee in the snow? I hopped from foot to foot as the need to pee grew the more I thought about it.

“Behind the kitchen,” said a voice. I looked around and saw a hand waving from the sofa, though I couldn’t see its owner. It pointed to the kitchen, and I saw a door that led further into the house.

“Thank you,” I whispered, and ran into the fanciest bathroom I’d ever seen to relieve myself. The whole place was tiled in black marble, and even the bath seemed to be carved out of one big solid chunk of marble. I washed my hands and dried them in a towel that felt like I was touching heaven before heading back out.

The owner of the disembodied hand was sat up on the sofa now, and I looked at him for a second before he realised I was back in the room. He was wearing an orange dressing gown that seemed colour-matched to the sofa, and if I had to guess I’d have said he was about 60 years old, though his hair was dyed jet black and I could tell he’d had some tightening around the eyes and jaw at some point.

He looked up and over at me. “Be a darling and grab us a cuppa, will you?”

“Uh…”

“Behind you.” The man flicked his hand dismissively. On the kitchen counter were two glass cups, and a jug of filter coffee warming on a stand. I poured us each a cup and carried them over gingerly, feeling like if I spilled a drop on the mahogany flooring or velvet sofa I’d be billed for millions.

I passed him the cup of coffee and gingerly sat on the corner of the sofa. He moved his legs to give me more space, and I slid down to sit next to him. It still felt awkward, like I’d intruded on some inner sanctum. Which, looking at how secluded this complex was, was probably exactly it.

“I’m Michael, by the way,” he said after a second.

“Tyler.”

“And you’re Addison Junior’s…friend? Business partner? Lover?” he asked, leaning forward with his cup of coffee precariously balanced on one knee.

“Something like that,” I muttered.

“Hm. Tough nut to crack. I’m Holden’s husband.”

“Husband?!” I said incredulously, trying to reel it in immediately. “I mean…I never knew he had a husband.”

“Yes, and we liked to keep it that way,” he said. “I was ten years younger than him and his secretary, it was simply inappropriate.” He accentuated the last word with air quotes. “Oh, that and the fat we’re a pair of raging homosexuals. Rich boys marry rich girls, don’t you know. And have lots of babies who go on to make even more money. And the cycle continues.”

“I…see,” I said. “How long…have you been married?”

“Unofficially? Since about 1984. That’s when Holden gave me equal access to all his accounts, put a trust fund in place to make sure I was well looked after if anything were to happen to him. Officially, gay marriage was legalised here last year, so we quietly tied the knot. Just to make sure I was protected. Though he’s only ten years older than me, so I don’t see why I won’t die first.”

“I didn’t see any record of marriage when I…” I tailed off, realising what I’d been about to say.

“When you what?” asked Michael.

“When I…looked Holden up before coming here,” I said, trying not to make it sound like I’d done weeks of romance on the reclusive billionaire. I had, but that was beside the point.

“Well, with a little money and some suggestive officials, many things can be kept quiet. Money opens doors for us, but it also closes them behind us.”

“And you’re still not open about your relationship?” I asked.

“No, dear. Those who know, know. But I don’t see any need to be included in Holden’s Forbes articles. I’d hate to watch myself age through the medium of paper.” Michael touched his crows’ feet self-consciously before taking a sip of his coffee.

I took my chance to have a sip too. It was bitter, but felt like a jolt to the system. The real expensive stuff.

“So how did you two fall in love?” I asked.

Michael chuckled. “Oh dear. I was…shall we say, not enamoured with Holden’s business practices. So I snuck myself in to undo him from the inside.”

A low laugh came from behind us. “You definitely like to understate this story, my love.” We both turned to face Holden, who stood at the bottom of the stairs in an identical dressing gown to his husband.

“Well you always do tell this story better, darling,” said Michael. Despite their age and long relationship, they seemed to light up on seeing one another. Holden fixed himself a cup of coffee and sat down on a smaller seat opposite us, his back to the windows.

He took a sip of his coffee before speaking. “See, my father’s billions were made in gas and oil. Russia, Saudi Arabia, Scotland. The Quinn Empire spanned the world, and he had trained me up to be his successor. I was a cut-throat businessman with killer instincts. Once my father died, I inherited the company, and I was unstoppable. I was ready to excavate the world, trample communities for that precious black gold.” For just a second, he looked wistful and then caught his husband’s eye. “And then some scrappy little fellow applied to be my secretary.

“I was enamoured by his looks from the very start. It was tradition, almost expected, that a CEO screwed his secretary. I’d known my own inclinations for years, though never openly acted on them. To be a gay CEO of a billion-pound company in the eighties? It was unheard of. So I kept my distance, even as that little man did his best to bend over the photocopier in front of me at every opportunity. He was the perfect secretary, always diligent and proactive with what I needed. It was almost a year into our working relationship that I finally succumbed to my…desires.”

The heat of the glance the two shared for a second made me want to look away. Age, it seemed, was not a barrier to their passion.

“So, we screwed around the office after dark like most people I know did. I had almost confessed my love for him a couple of times, but I knew that wasn’t the done thing. We were just a bit of fun. And then I realised…something off. Some of the accounts were showing investment in companies I’d never heard of, our charity initiative had become intrinsically entangled with environmental charities. And apparently, I had personally signed off on all of this. So I confronted the only person who ever brought me anything to sign.”

Michael laughed and took over. “I must have been Greenpeace’s most successful plant ever. I managed a whole year of infiltration and penetration.”

“Hey, the penetration is private,” Holden joked.

“Hush you. So there I was, in the office with Holden towering over me. I thought he was about to throw me out of the window. And then…he just asked me one question.”

There was silence for a second, and then Holden spoke. “Why? I just wanted to know…why. And that young man gently, quietly and effectively put me in my place. My own secretary made me confront the reality of what my company had become. He forced me to acknowledge all the people I’d hurt, and the profit I’d prioritised over people’s lives. He almost broke me that day.”

“Well, you deserved it,” Michael muttered with a grin. “So, long story short, Holden divested himself from the business. Leaned into investments in the environment and we secluded ourselves away for a while. Once we realised we liked the quiet, Holden had this place built. Our little fortress.”

“I feel like there was a hell of a lot skipped over there,” I half-joked.

“Well you’ll only get the whole story out of me after a good bottle of red wine,” smiled Holden. “Now, I must ask. What’s the purpose of you and Addison’s visit? Much as I love to see my godson, it has come as rather a surprise.”

“Well…” I didn’t know what to say. How much to admit. Not that Holden seemed entirely unfamiliar with young men conning billionaires.

“Well, Holden, I just wanted to show Tyler an example of stunning architecture in the Swiss Alps,” Ade’s big hands came down onto my shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze. “He’s always been fascinated with retro-futurism and I knew you wouldn’t mind having us as visitors.”

“If you wanted architecture I’d have got you a magazine subscription,” Holden grumbled. “No need to fly all the way out here.”

Ade came to sit by me, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his dressing gown fell open lazily over his chest. I forced my eyes upward, and he was looking straight at me. Damn. Guilty.

“You were overdue some company. And by the way you were spilling a story you always keep so close to your chest, I think you needed it.”

“Hush, now.” Holden took a sip of his coffee. “I suppose you’ll be wanting to use the copter today?”

“I…yes. Sounds good.” Ade’s hands squeezed my shoulders. “Tyler, have you ever been on a helicopter ride?”

“You know the answer to that,” I said.

“Right. Yes. Of course. Well, no time like the present.”

Ade reached down to grab my hand, brushing the front of my dressing gown as he did and making me shiver. The plane ride had scared me enough. But as Ade stood and pulled me to my feet with one hand, I knew I was safe.
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Having dressed in clothes that were slightly too big for me and that felt very expensive, I let Ade lead me up another set of stairs to the roof of Holden’s complex. As soon as he opened the door, the windchill hit my face. We stepped out onto the roof, and Ade closed the door behind us with a clang. Perched on the roof, in a circle of concrete ever-so-slightly recessed into the burnished metal of the exterior of the roof, was a shiny, bulbous silver helicopter.

“So Holden just keeps a helicopter on his roof?” I asked.

“Where else would you keep a helicopter?” Ade seemed genuinely confused. He opened up a door at the front and helped me in. He leaned over to clip in my seatbelt, which I was sure I could have done myself, but I still found myself blushing like a chivalrous knight had given me his hankie. He walked in front of the helicopter and jumped in the other side before continuing to speak. “He had the runway outside built because it’s good to have space for a small jet when lots of your friends have them, even if you never like them visiting. But this is how he does his weekly shopping. Short hops.”

“You are joking,” I said. Ade handed me a chunky black headset with a mic and I slipped it on.

“Deadly serious.” There was a bank of switches between us and Ade started to flick them. The cabin lit up with little lights and I heard a low electric hum.

“So, when’s the pilot joining us?” I asked. Ade snorted and gave me a sidelong glance. And then I realised. “No, no way.” I fiddled with the buckle around my waist, but Ade’s hand came to rest over mine, stilling it.

“I will not endanger you.” Ade’s voice was earnest, but that did little to still my beating heart.

“Can’t we call the pilot to take us…wherever we’re going?” I asked. “Surely it’s safer to have someone…qualified.”

Ade’s eyebrows drew together. “We could call my plane pilot,” he said. “But given I have hundreds of hours more experience flying helicopters than he does, I think we’re better off the way we are. Now, am I allowed to take off?”

“I guess,” I grumbled, looking down at my lap rather than at slopes of the mountain in front of me. Ade kept flicking at little switches and then punched a button between us. The helicopter rumbled, and I chanced a look up. The propeller blades were starting to turn, faster and faster, and the low rumble turned into a high-pitched whine as the helicopter lifted from the ground. I gripped the handle above my head like it would somehow save me if the helicopter fell, but when I looked at Ade had had an easy smile on his face and he was holding onto the big fancy joystick in front of him like he wasn’t controlling a multiple-ton death machine.

The helicopter rose into the air, and soon enough we were high above the house and had cleared the nearest ridge, though we were still between the mountains as Ade pushed the stick forward to move the helicopter. I could almost hear my knuckles creak as the helicopter tilted forward. Nothing about this was as relaxing as the plane ride. In the jet, I’d felt like we were removed from the world, above tranquil clouds. In the helicopter, I was ridiculously aware of how fast we were going and how close the mountainsides were.

“Look down there!” Ade was pointing down at one mountain, his voice distorted by the headset mic. I risked a glance out of the window to see the direction he was pointing. In the distance, skiers in brightly coloured outfits were carving fresh tracks in the white snow. What they were doing looked almost as terrifying as being in the helicopter above it all.

“There’s our destination,” Ade nodded ahead. A collection of wooden and concrete buildings came into view ahead of us on a flattish plain between mountains. “The ski village of Zermatt. Where you can get some of the best food in the Alps. Some of the trendiest bars and gorgeous boutiques.”

“Oooh, all the things I can’t afford,” I joked. Well, half joked.

“I’ve got my flexible friend,” said Ade. “We’re going shopping.”

“Flexible…” Had he brought a yoga instructor? And then he pulled a shiny black AMEX card from his breast pocket and I rolled my eyes. Of course.

Ade flew us over the town and we landed with a gentle thump on a helipad just outside, near enough a ski-lift that I got nervous about the wires. But against my better judgement, Ade had landed us with all our limbs intact. I struggled with the buckle, and by the time I’d managed to get myself unstuck, he was on hand to help me out of the copter.

“So we just…leave it there?” I asked as Ade strode towards the resort. “Aren’t you worried someone is going to steal it?”

“Those who would have a desire to steal it, can’t fly it. Those who can fly it, have no reason to steal it.” Ade cocked his head at me. “Coming?”

“Coming where?” I asked.

“Town. C’mon.” I followed Ade as fast as my littler legs would carry me. He was wearing his own clothes that he’d run to the plane to grab, but I was wearing Michael’s spares, which though probably more expensive than anything I’d worn in my life, were slightly too big on the waist and too long. I looped my fingers through the belt-holes of the very fashionable cargo pants and half-jogged to keep up with Ade. Just as I reached him, I slipped on an icy patch and had to grab his elbow for support.

“Right. Boots. Adding to the list,” he said.

“List? What list?” I asked. But Ade just ignored me and kept walking, this time with a hand on the small of my back to keep me steady. So what if I leaned just a little bit into his touch?

Almost everyone was in thick, colourful ski gear and big boots, so I felt a little bit out of place in my all-black ensemble and long coat, but I doubted Michael was the kind of person to hit the slopes.

“Ah, here we are,” said Ade, stopping outside an unassuming cabin with a French sign outside. The smells coming from within were heavenly.

“It’s like…the bread aisle at Lidl,” I said.

“One of my favourite bakeries two flights away from home and you’re comparing it to Lidl?” Ade snorted. “Must aim higher.”

That rankled. “Well, sorry if my lived experience isn’t all French patisserie and fucking caviar.”

Ade’s eyes softened. “Didn’t mean…I didn’t mean it like that. Wanna come in and try some pastries? I promise it’s almost as good as Lidl.”

That tugged my mouth up into a smile, and I let him lead me by the hand into the little bakery. The smell inside was amplified, and I breathed it in deep. Damn. It was some good shit. Ade sat me down at a little table and went to speak to the woman at the counter, and brought back a tray of bread rolls with a little knob of butter, croissants with jam, and an apple strudel.

I reached immediately for the strudel and bit into it. “That’s some fucking good shit,” I said, perhaps a little loudly as the woman behind the counter covered her mouth and tittered. “I guess people speak English around here then.”

“That, and German. Though we’re only just over the border from Italy.”

“Wow. OK. The world must be smaller for rich people.”

Ade smiled uncomfortably. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Never had one of these before,” I said around another bite of apple strudel. “I always saw them as a bit of a luxury.”

“You never…” Ade paused. “Pretend I haven’t already had my ridiculously tech savvy brother do a full background check on you. Tell me about your life.”

I took another bite of strudel. It really was so fucking good. I wondered if the billionaire would notice if I stole his. He wouldn’t appreciate it as much.

“Not much to know,” I said. “Put up for adoption at birth. No idea who my birth mother was, but it seems no one wanted me. So I got shepherded from foster home to foster home. I think they thought that would be my best chance of getting adopted, but it just seemed…no one clicked.”

Ade’s smile had completely inverted. “So there was no one…no one you felt at home with?”

“Not as such. There were a couple of false starts. There was a couple when I was about twelve…they were nice. Made me feel at home. Never made any promises to adopt me, but, y’know, I fantasised. First time I’d let myself do that. But then Mr Benson got a job offer out in Australia and they just…moved on. And I was left behind. So I stopped hoping.”

I could feel the resentment rising, and I grabbed a bread roll and took a big, vicious bite out of it. “It’s OK though, really. It made me tough. And when I was released from the system at eighteen, I made my own way. I’d done OK in school. I got a shitty part-time job, but it was a job. I got a room in a flat. Statistically, I am doing fan-fucking-tastically for someone who got shuffled from home to home. I should be in prison, or on benefits, or…but you know. I can’t help but wish I’d done more.”

“I think you’ve done brilliantly,” said Ade. “You’re twenty four. My youngest brother is your age, and he’s done sweet fuck all with his life.”

“The difference being, your brother has daddy’s billions to fall back on,” I muttered. “Sorry. That was rude.”

“True though. When I was thirty, Forbes ran an article where they listed me as one of the youngest self-made billionaires, because I’d only taken a ten million pound investment from my father rather than stay in his company.” Ade smiled ruefully. “I asked my lawyer to send an order to retract the article. It’s fucking ridiculous that anyone could ever think of me as self-made. I’m even less self-made than Kylie Jenner. I will note that she didn’t care about the definition, though.”

“You’re rich, I’m not. There’s nothing I can really do about that,” I muttered.

“Except try to scam me out of my billions?” Ade teased.

“None of that would have gone to me,” I protested. “Every single penny would have found its way into charity before I ended up in prison. I promise, I wasn’t trying to use you for some get-rich quick scheme.” I felt my stomach drop as I said it. “So what’s the plan, then? We get back on that plane, and the police are waiting for me as soon as we get back to the UK?”

Ade’s mouth quirked upward, and he gestured at the almost empty tray. He’d left his apple strudel. “Done here?”

“If I can take that with me, then yes.”

Ade took the tray back to the counter and returned to the table with a paper bag, which he stuffed into one of his coat pockets. He reached out a hand to me and I took it like I was on automatic.

“I’ll tell you the plan,” Ade said as we stepped outside into the cold. “We’re going to shop ‘til we drop, I’m going to buy you lunch, and we’re going to take the helicopter back to Holden’s and lounge in the hot tub with a bottle of wine until our fingers and toes look like prunes. And then, when you decide you want to go back to the UK, you can do that.”

“So I’m like a prisoner of war, then?” I challenged. “Treat me well until it’s time to get rid of me?”

Ade laughed. “I don’t know what’s made you think I have any intention of turning you in to the police. I’m not a complete and utter bastard, you know.”

“I tried to scam you out of millions,” I protested.

“And you didn’t succeed. Stop trying to get me to arrest you.” Ade swung our arms between us. “As I said last night. Life dealt you a shit hand. I’m not holding your hatred for people like me against you. In your position, I’d hate me too.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. He led me through the resort to a brightly lit boutique, where the suits in the window were priced up in Swiss Francs. I hadn’t ever needed to brush up on my exchange rates before, but the amount of zeroes was still pretty scary.

“What are you shopping for?” I asked. Ade raised an eyebrow as an attractive — if bland — young shop assistant rushed forward.

“Sirs, is there any way I can help you? Measurements? Recommendations?” he asked in heavily accented but fantastic English.

“A capsule wardrobe for my friend here would be fantastic,” said Ade.

“But of course,” said the shop assistant. “Let me see what I can do for you.”

Without asking, he gripped my coat at my shoulders and pulled it off, dumping it on the floor as if it wasn’t worth a month of my salary. “Let’s see…” his hands gently brushed my shoulders, my waist, my chest, like he was measuring me without ever needing to check real numbers.

“What wonderful eyes you have, sir. And this pale skin…” I blushed as he openly appraised me. “Paler skin requires cooler colours. And with your complexion…dark. We need contrast.”

And then he was flitting around the little shop like a water bug, moving from one side to the next, stopping as he appraised a couple of items next to each other and picking one.

“Unless a hundred francs is like…ten pounds, there’s no way I’m affording any of this stuff,” I whispered to Ade as I checked the nearest label.

“A hundred francs isn’t far off a hundred pounds…anyway, that coat is a thousand, the label is ripped,” replied Ade. Like a thousand pounds was pocket money I could afford to throw away.

“Then, as lovely as it is that you’ve brought me here, let’s go. I am not trying on what I can’t afford.”

“Humour me, Ty.” He hadn’t ever shortened my name before, and I liked it. Before I could turn around and leave the shop anyway, the lovely shop assistant had returned with a pile of clothes and deposited them in my arms. “Changing room at the back, darling,” he said with a wink, gesturing for me to go. With humiliation at my poverty burning in my cheeks and ears, I slunk off to the fitting room with all the clothes in hand.

I hated how comfortable the clothes were. I hated how well they fitted, and that the cerulean blue jumper looked so nice against my skin. I tried every item of clothing on one by one, looking in the floor-length mirror and assessing myself rather than allowing Ade or the shop assistant to see me. All dressed up and looking fabulous. Because I was ashamed. Ashamed that my wardrobe comprised whatever I could find in the charity shop or the Primark sale, and that Ade seemed to think of a thousand pounds as something anyone could afford. Was he so distant from money that he couldn’t tell that all this was completely unaffordable for me?

I’d been given three jumpers, four shirts and two pairs of trousers, all in neutral-ish colours, but nothing so drab as to make me look boring. I tried them on in every combination, and everything just…worked.

I finally pulled on the last item, a grey woollen coat that fit me from shoulder to waist and draped almost to my ankles. I swooshed a little in front of the mirror, feeling like a whole new incarnation of Doctor Who or something.

As I went to shuck it off my shoulders, to return to Michael’s too-big clothes, and, eventually, my own ten-pound wardrobe, Ade’s voice called to me. “Show us what you’re working with!”

I knew I was blushing. I could feel the heat creeping up my cheeks and warming my ears. Whether that was shame or something else, I didn’t know. But I pulled aside the curtain so that Ade could see what he’d forced me to do.

He was closer than I thought. He and the shop assistant had moved from the front of the shop to the little open space in front of the fitting room, and I caught Ade’s eye straight away. His eyes wandered from my face down my body, and the look he gave me…I felt like that blush could be seen from space. Because Ade liked what he saw, I could tell. And I really fucking liked that.

“We’ll take it all,” Ade said. “Some sturdy boots would be nice too.”

“Ade, I can’t-” I started my objection, but he was holding out his little black card for the shop assistant to take. “Ade, no. I can’t…you can’t spend that on me.”

“The amount I just spent on those clothes? An hour’s work, if that.” Ade smiled and reached for my hand. I let him take it, and shivers ran up my spine as he looked me up and down once more. “The first time we met, you looked beautiful in that borrowed suit. You’re the kind of person who looks fantastic in expensive clothes, and it’s a damn shame you’ve not had that chance so far.”

“I know, but…” I was struggling to verbalise my objection. All the crazy thoughts going round in my head. “I don’t want you buying me clothes because I’m your…I don’t know, poor little idiot.”

Ade laughed. “What a way to put it. Does it reassure you I’d pay for these clothes if you were my rich friend? I bought my brother Cam a thousand-pound gaming headset because I felt like it. My mother’s birthday present from me last year was a one-of-a-kind Givenchy gown. I enjoy spending my money on people I care about.”

“Oh.” Oh. He…it was odd to have someone say they cared about me. I guessed Amanda did, though she’d never said it. And I was sure some of my colleagues and regular customers would be sad if I dropped off the face of the Earth tomorrow. But to have someone…Ade rubbed his thumb on the back of my hand as my brain short-circuited. “I…don’t know what to say.”

“Thank you is optional, but I’d like it if you agree to come back to Holden’s house, show off your new purchases, and have a night to relax. If you like, we can go back to Wales tomorrow, or I can work from Switzerland for a couple of days.”

“Thank you,” I said. “And…yes. I’d like that.”

“Then let’s go.”
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Tyler was beautiful. I’d known it since the first day we met. Dancing with him at the gala had felt so right, and there was something about him that kept me wanting to… be around him. Despite the unfortunate circumstance that had brought him to my presence, there was something so earnest about him. An earnest con man. My father would laugh if he could hear my thoughts across the sea. Or maybe he’d kill me. There was no real way of telling with him.

Tyler was sitting next to me in his new clothes, perfectly fit to his slim build, and chatting away with Michael and Holden as we enjoyed a dinner prepared by Michael for the both of us. The champagne was flowing, and it seemed to have relaxed Tyler. He looked like he belonged, and I didn’t know how to tell him that without offending him. Some people looked great in clothes they’d picked out of a bargain bin, and Tyler had. But with his high cheekbones and wavy brown hair, Tyler looked like he should be moving in higher circles. If he ever let me, I’d help him to. Though judging by how he had all of us very wealthy men eating out of the palm of his hand as he told stories of the wild life he’d led, he definitely didn’t need my help.

“…and then,” Tyler said, “he was patting his pockets looking for the watch, not knowing it was me who’d taken it! I scraped off the serial number and sold it to hi state the next day as a fake!”

Holden and Michael chuckled, and something in Michael’s eyes sparkled.

“So, how did you two meet? Don’t think I didn’t notice you skirting the question earlier,” said Michael. I looked at Tyler, totally unsure of what we were going to do. I’d intended on bringing him here to force down his walls, to expose him to Holden. But his reaction the night before had guilted me into protecting him.

“I tried to scam Addison Crane,” said Tyler cheerily. OK. Perhaps the champagne had loosened him up just a little too much. “Snuck into a charity gala, pretended I was Holden’s grandson, did my very best to con this man…” he slowed and gestured to me with a wave of his hand, “…out of millions of pounds. Unfortunately, my grand plan was not all that grand, and he had the measure of me in seconds. Didn’t know that ‘til I got here though, I thought I was stringing him along quite nicely until then.”

The room went silent, and I could swear I could hear a single snowflake falling on Holden’s steel roof. I tried my best to gauge everyone’s expressions. Tyler looked skittish and nervous, like he knew he’d revealed too much. Holden and Michael had frozen almost identically, with food halfway from plate to mouth. And then Holden giggled, the chicken falling right off his fork and back onto his plate. The giggle became a laugh, and soon he was clutching his belly and laughing so hard it was virtually silent and he was struggling to breathe through it. Michael looked at him like he’d gone off.

“That…is the best thing I’ve ever heard!” Holden finally managed. “Ade here knows I’m as queer as a three pence piece. And I’ve never had any desire to have children…you must be a virgin birth.”

Tyler started giggling too. “Well, I didn’t know that! No one did! If I’d just tried to scam literally anyone else, I’d be in jail right now. And there would be an extra few million in the pockets of different charities.”

“You got the first bit right,” said Michael, breaking into their little conversation. “But you need to do things the other way round. You get his trust; you get your claws into him…and then you start scamming. If you’re lucky, he’ll fall in love with you, and you can get anything you want out of him.”

Holden’s expression soured. “Yes, but you fell in love right back.”

“I married the diamonds,” Michael whispered conspiratorially, showing off his wedding ring, so glitzy it could be used as a lighthouse lamp. “Lab grown, of course. I’m not a hypocrite.”

“So I just have to get Ade to fall in love with me and I’m halfway there,” Tyler grinned. He nudged my side. “Reckon I could make that happen?”

“I’d like to see you try,” I said. I was only half joking. Because a little bit of me was already in love with the idea of Tyler Bevan, if not the person. Everything he’d come through, to still hold his head high, to sit in a room like this and tell the truth without fear of reprisal…I was astounded.

“Right, I am very, very tired. And I’ve got to get on a call with my stockbroker tomorrow,” said Holden. “I’m off to bed. Tyler, it’s been wonderful to get to know you.”

“That’s my cue to go too, I think.” Michael stood and followed Holden up the stairs. Halfway up the stairs, he turned back. “Leave the dishes. We have a wonderful lady coming in tomorrow who stacks the dishwasher just right. Fine art, honestly.”

As soon as he was out of sight, Tyler stood and gathered the dishes. He walked them over to the sink and rinsed each of them.

“Michael said…” I started, but Tyler held up a finger to hush me.

“I know what Michael said. But I have never been a guest in someone’s house and not offered to do the washing up.” He methodically cleaned each dish and passed them to me to dry. We left them stacked on the side, and Tyler wiped over the dining table too before holding out a hand to me.

“Is it time for bed?” he asked.

“Well, I promised you the hot tub…” I said.

Tyler’s eyes lit up. “Yes. Hot tub.”

“Have you ever…?” I started, and Tyler shook his head. I knew that hot tubs and jacuzzis were no longer the domain of the rich; they could be found in every health club and back garden nowadays. Tyler’s lived experience of small luxuries was so small that I just wanted to give him everything.

“Let’s go then.” I held his hand as we walked up the stairs. I’d done a lot of that today. It was like with the masks dropped, we were much more content to touch, to hold. And I was glad he did. I didn’t know why I wanted so badly to protect a man who could so easily protect himself and had protected himself from much worse than I ever had.

I led him to the room we’d slept in the night before and slid open the floor-to-ceiling windows. I was immediately hit by the cold night air. The balcony outside was pushed up against a rock face, obstructing any views out onto the mountainous terrain. But that was a big, not a feature.

The hot tub was set into the floor, and I pressed the button to roll back the canvas that covered it. Steam rose from the hot tub, lit up by tiny LEDs that made reflections of the water bounce across the mountainside. I couldn’t wait for Tyler to experience this with me.

And then I realised one major problem.

“Tyler,” I said, trying to sound as far from leery and perverted as was humanly possible, “I have forgotten one thing.”

“What’s that?” Tyler was at my side, the pool lights reflecting off his pale skin.

“Bathers.” I had completely forgotten to grab that one item. And I was sure that Michael and Holden would have them, but I didn’t want to barge into their room now. I leaned down to press the button to cover the hot tub again, but Tyler’s trousers had dropped to the deck before my eyes. And then, as I kept my eyes steadfastly on the deck, he took his socks off. And then the shirt dropped. And then his boxers were on the floor in front of me and it took every tiny ounce of self-control not to look up.

Tyler stepped gently into the pool, and I tracked his ankles as he stepped in. I watched from behind as he sank down to his thighs, and then as his pert, pale arse sank into the foam.

I finally chanced a look upward as Tyler smiled at me, neck deep in the bubbling water. “You coming in?” he asked. He didn’t give me the dignity of looking away. He just kept eye contact as I unbuttoned my shirt, took off my socks, and then dropped my trousers and underwear.

I cupped my privates to hide them and preserve some dignity as I stepped from the cold air into warm, bubbling bliss.

I sank down neck deep in the water and looked across at Tyler. His eyes were closed and his arms skimmed the top of the water. We were about four feet apart and completely naked, and the proximity was killing me. My leg brushed up against his and I felt my face heat as Tyler’s eyes snapped open.

“I know I’m meant to say eat the rich, but I could get used to this,” he said.

“Well, I’ve got one at home. Not as fancy as this, but nice. You’re welcome to use it.”

“…thank you.” Tyler looked wary. “I don’t…I don’t really know what’s going on here, what your motives are.”

“I don’t have a motive,” I protested gently. I took the opportunity to float a little closer under the guise of reassurance. “I told you why I brought you here. And I don’t know what happens next. Just know that you’re safe with me. I don’t want to report you to the police, or accuse you of fraud, or…”

“Or?” Tyler asked. He’d propped himself up on the edge of the tub, so that his whole chest was out of the water and water dripped off the bottom of his hair.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I…can I be honest?”

“I think that’s the order of the weekend,” Tyler smirked.

“I thought you were gorgeous the moment I clapped eyes on you,” I said. “And finding out who you were, that you were trying to scam me…I wish that had dulled the attraction, because it really should have. And I convinced myself that it had. But really…I’ve been trying to impress you this whole time. Taking you on a fancy plane to a beautiful house, flying a helicopter and buying you clothes…I think I’m peacocking a bit here, if I’m honest with you.”

“Shaking your tail feathers to impress this little peahen?” Tyler snorted. “Well, consider me very reluctantly impressed. And if I must tear up my Communist Party manifesto for being such a hypocrite, then it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

I’d drifted in the little current until our sides were touching, Tyler’s head just above mine with the way he’s propped himself up on the side. “So, what are your plans now?” I asked. “Once we get back to Wales.”

“No.” Tyler was so forceful with his answer that I almost recoiled. “No, I’m not talking about when we get home right now. I want to pretend this tub, this house, is forever, just for tonight.”

“OK, and what goes on in this mysterious little world?” I asked.

“The big, handsome billionaire who’s been peacocking all weekend gets over whatever’s made him so shy, and kisses me.” I felt a blush rising in my cheeks as I looked up at Tyler. We were inches apart, and his mouth had quirked up on one side. “I’ve been waiting for you to make your move.”

I leaned forward, closing the distance and kissing him like I’d wanted to since the day we’d met. Not a quick, frantic kiss to stop him panicking, but a slow, searching one that let me savour every second of his lips on mine. That allowed me to taste the rich champagne on his tongue and thread my fingers through his wet hair. With my other hand, starting at his exposed shoulder, I skimmed a path down his side, over lean muscle and let it rest on his bare hip. Under the water I was as hard as a steel rod, desperate for relief but unsure of exactly what Tyler wanted. For the first time in a while, I was nervous about what might happen next. What did Tyler expect of me? What could I do to make him happy in this moment?

And then the bubbles stopped, and we pulled apart as the surrounding water stilled. I moved to push the button to start them again, but Tyler reached out to put a hand on my bicep.

“I like this,” he whispered. “Like last night. Nowhere to hide, nothing to hide.”

I looked down at our bodies, distorted by the water’s movement, but no longer hidden from view. Tyler’s smooth, pale skin was lit eerily by the light, and from what I could see, he was as hard as I was. I moved my one hand from his hip, slowly over his thigh under the water and over his hard length. I gripped and gave it a gentle tug, marvelling at the way the water distorted my actions. How it made the whole thing look dreamlike even as I felt him, warm and solid in my hand. Tyler groaned and leaned in to capture my mouth with his again, and his hand pushed on my chest so that I knew, at least for tonight, that he was in charge.

Under the water, I stroked up and down his length with one hand as we continued to kiss, languid and slow. Tyler’s one hand stroked furrows into my chest hair, but he didn’t give me the satisfaction of touching my cock.

Tyler’s lips moved away from mine, and I chased him with my mouth, but that one hand held me in place. And then Tyler was standing on the seat, his legs underwater up to his calves but his cock level with my face. It was as pale as the rest of him, with a pale pink head peeking out from under his foreskin and balls that were hanging low from the heat of the hot tub, hugging closer in the cold air even as I watched.

I leaned forward to take the tip of it in my mouth, using my left hand to pull back the foreskin over the head as I did, and Tyler gasped. Encouraged by the little noise I could hear, I licked around the head without taking him any deeper, using the tip of my tongue to explore the little groove that ran under his head and then over the slit as a tiny bit of salty pre-cum leaked out. I swirled my tongue over that spot, savouring every drop as I teased droplets of it onto my tongue.

“Fuck, you’re killing me Ade,” said Tyler.

I grinned around his cock, letting him sink deeper. With one hand on his arse and guiding the pace of his slow thrusts into my mouth, I finally allowed myself to grip my cock under the water, stroking as slowly as Tyler’s thrusts into my mouth, and then faster as he pushed harder and faster. I gagged as his cock got closer to the back of my throat, but kept a hand on Tyler’s arse so that he wouldn’t pull out. I wanted this, and I wanted him to feel in control.

I gripped him harder as he started to moan my name into the open air. “Ade, please, I’m going to…I’m going to…” Tyler spilled into my mouth, and I swallowed every drop I could, whilst I came under the water, ropes of cum floating in the space between Tyler’s legs and then getting pulled away by the filter.

For just a second, Tyler stood over me. And then he slumped down inelegantly into my lap, splashing us both with water. “Well, that didn’t go how I expected it to go,” Tyler said, breaths coming out heavy. He pecked me on the lips affectionately.

“How did you expect it to go?” I asked.

“I thought…big billionaire, you’d be a bit more…top. Dominant. Take what you want.”

“I took exactly what I wanted, and I swallowed every drop,” I grinned. “And if you like, I can get dominant.”

Tyler yawned, and I realised how long a day it had been. “Hold that thought,” he said as he snuggled into my side. “Sleep, then round two. Whatever round two looks like.”

I gripped under his knees and stood on the seat, then stepped out onto the cold deck. “Woah!” Tyler shouted as I carried him into the room and dumped him onto the bed, still dripping wet. I grabbed his legs, pulled him close to the edge of the bed, and leaned over him to kiss him. “Toppy enough for you?” I asked.

“It’ll do,” Tyler said with a sleepy smile. “It’ll do.”
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I woke up in a tangle of bedsheets and limbs, and I knew how much I smelled like chlorine. My head felt fuzzy from the champagne and spending so long in the hot water, and Ade was plastered against my back, his cock temptingly resting semi-hard between my arse cheeks.

I extricated myself from Ade’s grip as he snored gently and crept to the door on the other side of the room that I’d missed as it blended so well with the glassy walls. Beyond was an en-suite just as luxurious as the bathroom downstairs, with a waterfall shower separated from the rest of the room by a glass partition. I turned a little knob at the side of it and water splashed down onto the rough black slate tile of the floor. As I waited for the water to heat, I scavenged the bathroom cabinet for a spare toothbrush, shampoo and conditioner, bringing them into the shower with me to give myself a good thorough cleaning.

I closed my eyes and let the hot waterfall shower soak me to my bones. I had never had such luxury and was often lucky to get any hot water if Amanda had used the shower before me for too long. So it felt weird to allow myself to stand under the water for so long, like Ade would be forced to shower in cold water if I was too selfish and hogged all the hot water.

I could feel myself getting hard at the thought of Ade in the shower. The water slicking back his hair like it had in the hot tub, and running through the well-trimmed expanse of chest hair. I reached down to give myself a gentle tug as I imagined Ade standing behind me, pressing his body and hard length up against me. Sliding his cock up against my arse…

And then a shadow fell over me, and Ade’s cool breath on the back of my wet neck told me he’d joined me in reality. “If I’d known you were in the mood, I’d have followed you to the bathroom the second you woke up,” he said, taking my earlobe in between his teeth and giving it a gentle bite that went straight to my cock. Ade’s body pressed up against mine, and all my fantasies felt like they were coming to life as his hardening cock slipped between my thighs. Ade gently rocked against me for a second, and I could feel him getting harder as he did.

“Let’s just stay here forever,” I whispered.

“Switzerland? Or this shower?” Ade asked.

“Both is good,” I replied. Ade chuckled quietly against my ear. His lips found my neck and kissed downward toward my shoulder blade. Despite the warmth of the shower, he left goosebumps wherever his mouth trailed.

“You know how to make a man feel good,” I breathed.

“Yeah?” Ade asked. And then that mouth was travelling again, to the back of my neck, and then trailing soft kisses down my spine. Thick, smooth fingers brushed against my arse and then pulled me apart as he sank to his knees onto the shower tray and licked a stripe from the back of my balls up to my hole. Ade used his tongue to bring me to whimpers as I leaned against the cold tile, spreading my legs to give him easier access as he fucked me with his tongue. Then one hand was gone for a second, and a bottle of conditioner clattered in front of me as a slicked-up finger penetrated me slowly.

“Fuck, that’s cold,” I groaned. But when Ade crooked his finger inside of me, I found myself suddenly caring about that a whole lot less.

“Come apart for me.” Ade had slid back up my back, his voice like honey in my ear as he pumped his finger in and out slowly. Then he added a second, and my poor, neglected cock jumped. I stroked myself slowly, just to give myself a little release.

“I’m tested. Clean,” he said. “You?”

“All tested. All clear,” I moaned as Ade found that spot again and again.

“You trust me to take you bare?” he asked.

“If you put it in right now, yes,” I said, salvaging what little wit I had left as he took me apart.

Ade leaned down and picked up the bottle of conditioner again, and seconds later the head of his thick cock was notched against my entrance. His hand slid over mine and held it to the wall as he pushed into me slowly. His other arm wrapped gently around my neck.

It had been a while for me, but the stretch and burn was welcome. Because with it came pleasure. And with Ade’s chest plastered against my back, he began to pull out and push back in. Slowly. Painfully slowly. If it weren’t for the shower washing evidence away, I was sure I would be visibly leaking. As it was, I had to move my hand away from my cock to stop myself from finishing.

Ade kissed at the junction between my neck and my shoulder, and I moved my head to give him more space to that sweet spot as he picked up the pace. He pounded into me over and over, gaining speed with his thrusts. The arm around my neck became a vise, and his teeth dug into my skin. As his momentum stuttered, I took myself back in hand and stroked myself. Ade’s hand over mine kept me anchored to the wall and to him.

“Fuck, Ade. I’m not going to last,” I said. He didn’t say a word in response, just picked up his pace even more. I could feel my orgasm building as he made me feel again and again, and then I was spilling all over my hand as Ade buried himself deep with a moan. It wasn’t until I came down from the high that I realised how hard he’d bitten into my neck.

“Whoops,” Ade said as he slid free. His fingers traced along the bite mark I couldn’t see but could feel. “I don’t normally…I’m normally pretty composed. But I needed you. I just…”

I turned gingerly to face him and kissed him deep, pulling him completely under the water with me. “That was amazing,” I whispered. Ade gave me a watery smile.

After cleaning up, we lay in bed for ages, kissing and touching and stroking one another. I had never felt so connected to anyone, despite the gulf that had been between us. I drifted in and out of sleep in his arms all morning, and we made small talk until the sun was over the mountains.

And then, snapping us from our reverie, my phone rang. It hadn’t rung in two days, and I’d ignored it even as Ade shot off calls, texts, and emails to different people in amongst everything we did.

I picked up the phone, still a little sex-drunk and giddy. “Hello?”

“Where the fuck are you?” It was the voice of my boss. Who I’d managed to completely forget about. From my job. Which I’d banished to the back of my mind.

“Oh, uhhh…” I coughed dramatically, and I felt Ade jump. “I’m…ugh, so sick. I tried calling in and…”

“I don’t need this bullshit, you’re out,”

“But…” I started. The phone line went dead before I could even make my case, whatever I’d been about to say. “Fuck!”

“What’s up?” Ade asked. His arms clasped around my chest and for a second, I just wanted to pretend this was my life. That I could just recline in the arms of a billionaire and not worry about the world around me. My rent, my bills and obligations and shitty flat could just be like leaves that blew away in the wind, inconsequential and unnecessary distractions from this life of luxury. But they weren’t. They couldn’t be.

“What was that?” Ade prodded again.

“My job… That was my job going down the drain. Shit, Ade. I…I can’t be here, can I? Not even for a weekend. I cannot pretend to be someone like you, because this is what happens.”

“We can solve this,” Ade said. “I can…I’ll give you a job. Anything you want, any wage.”

I snorted. “No. No way. If we’re doing…whatever this is, I’m not compounding this crazy power imbalance any more by being your secretary. I don’t want to owe you anything more than…well, I owe you a lot.”

“But…” Ade looked exasperated. “Pack your bags, come on. Let’s go.”

I pointed at the pile of shopping bags in the corner. “Like you, I brought nothing. Over there is all I have, and another thing I owe you for.”

“Can’t you see you owe me nothing?” Ade rolled his eyes, but pulled on his clothes and grabbed the bags in both hands. “Come on. Let’s go to the hangar.”

* * *

I looked out of the window at the fluffy white clouds, only in the harshest daylight and heading back to reality they had lost their charm a little bit. Ade had seen my mood and kept a respectful distance, but now and then I’d hear him huff as he read through his emails. It seemed we had both been avoiding a good chunk of our lives on our little two-day jaunt to heaven.

“Do you think Holden will be angry we left without saying goodbye?” I asked.

“I think Holden’s hospitality was stretched to its limit. He’ll be thrilled that we’re gone,” said Ade. “Not that he didn’t love you, he really seemed to take to you. But he chooses to be so hard to contact for a reason, and that’s because he likes the solitude.”

“I can’t imagine…” I muttered. I had logged my shitty phone into Ade’s plane Wi-Fi to try and text my boss, but every message was undeliverable. I’d called in sick once in a year of working there, and this was the thanks I got. But then again, he always had been a prick.

“So, about this job I’m offering you…” Ade said after a minute.

“No. No way. I told you, it’s not happening.”

“Just…will you listen?” Ade asked. “I have you held hostage thousands of metres in the air, so the least you can do is listen.”

“Ade, I like you. I really do. But we’re from two completely separate worlds. I don’t think you understand how you dangling money under my nose just makes this whole relationship…kinda seedy.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’d have invested in your company long before we slept together!” Ade said.

“I don’t have a company! I work in a shitty little corner shop for fuck all money, hauling boxes and taking money from old ladies…or at least, I did.”

“So matching wealthy people to causes that most need them isn’t important to you?” Ade smiled.

“I. Was. Scamming. You.” I gritted out.

“It. Was. A great. Idea.” Ade mimicked my tone. “Seriously, had you just presented the idea to my charitable foundation, I’d have snapped it up.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” I gestured to the sky outside the window. “Your foundation wouldn’t have given me the time of day.”

There was silence for a minute, and I couldn’t take my eyes off Ade’s fingers as he drummed them on the table. “Do you think that you self-sabotage?” he asked.

“I work hard for everything I have, so no,” I said.

“That seems more like a yes to me. I understand you have worked hard your whole life for everything. You’ve struggled and scraped, and you’ve suffered. So why now, when I offer you the chance to do something you couldn’t have done otherwise, are you turning it down? You’re right, my foundation might have rejected you out of hand. But now I’m offering, on a silver platter, the chance to do something good. And you’re rejecting me out of hand because I don’t think you want life to come easy to you. You enjoy being downtrodden. You say this creates a crazy power imbalance between us. I say this levels the playing field more than anything else. Create a business plan, send it direct to me and I will decide if it’s worth my time to support. But if you’d rather go back to looking for jobs that hardly pay the bills, you go ahead and do that.”

“Ade…” I started. But I didn’t know how I wanted the sentence to end. “Can you let me…just think? That’s all I ask, a chance to think.”

I knew what he was offering me was a fantastic opportunity. I knew he was offering me stability where I’d never had any, a chance I’d never had. But I didn’t want Ade as my boss, holding the purse-strings of whatever it was we were outside of work. I just needed time.
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Despite having access to private chefs and luxury restaurants beyond most people’s price-ranges, my mother loved to cook a Sunday roast for the whole family whenever she could. And for the first time in months, we were all able to sit round the table together and eat. In theory.

I was leaning up against the counter in the kitchen, checking work emails as my mother flitted around the place, checking the softness of the veg, the heat of the oil for the Yorkshire puddings and whether her joint of beef was sufficiently cooked.

“I do wish you’d all just…turn off for five minutes,” she said, swatting at my hand with a tea towel. “I’ve had enough of your father working through the weekend for the last three decades. If I’d known our children would inherit his ridiculous work ethic, I’d have bought a phone locker years ago.”

“Sorry, Mum.” I pocketed my phone. “Dad’s not working today, anyway. He’s at the golf course.”

“With clients. And if there’s one vice worse than being a workaholic, it’s a crippling golf addiction and having work as an excuse to play.”

I snorted. “You love the peace it gives you really.”

Mum poured herself a glass of red wine from a bottle on the counter and held it up to me in a silent question. I nodded, and she poured me a large glass.

“It’s from the Andalusian vineyard your father bought,” she said. “Another vanity purchase he lost all interest in, but I’ve been doing the administrative heavy-lifting because I couldn’t bear to see it go to waste. This is from last year’s stock, so it isn’t exactly vintage, but…” Mum took a sip. “It certainly is divine.”

I took a sip and nodded. It was…red wine. Not the worst, not the best. But my mother certainly seemed proud of the part she’d played in getting it made, so I made all the right appreciative sounds with each subsequent sip until she went back to her cooking.

“So, where are all your lovely siblings?” Mum asked.

“Well, Cam is probably hidden away in the attic, Beckett is driving in from Gloucestershire, Eliza is finishing up her modelling shoot in the studio out back, and Dylan…” I took out my phone to check the map we all used to keep track of one another. “He’s either fallen into Cardiff Bay and drowned, or he’s dropped his phone on a night out again.”

My mother clutched at her chest with one hand. “That boy will be the death of me.”

“That man,” said Dylan as he stepped into the kitchen, “can look after himself.”

“So, where is your phone?”

“…somewhere,” Dylan waved his hands as if hoping to pluck a phone from the ether. He was wearing a black silk dressing gown, his silvery-grey hair was a mess and his skin tone almost matched it.

“Wine?” I asked, holding the half-empty glass out to him. One look at the liquid had his skin going from grey to green, and he ran out of the kitchen as fast as his bare feet would carry him.

“How often is he like that? And has he only just got up?” I asked.

“He’s twenty-four and quite right, I need to mollycoddle him less,” my mother muttered.

“I don’t think mollycoddling is as much of an issue as drinking to excess and getting up at…” I checked my watch, “…two in the afternoon. I feel like that’s significantly more of an issue.”

Mum threw her hands up. “I don’t know. Help me get this into the dining room. Katharine offered to help me today, but you know I like Sundays to be just us.”

“I bet the dishes get left for the staff tomorrow though,” I nudged her side before picking up trays of vegetables and carrying them to the dining room. After a minute, Mum joined me with the joint of beef.

We made a couple of trips to the kitchen until the old mahogany table was straining under the weight of all the food we’d brought out. My parents’ taste in classical interior decor was most apparent in the dining room, where classical portraits of all of us hung on the walls, and the dining chairs were straight and high-backed.

I sent a group text out to the whole family to let them know we were sitting down. Naturally, the first to walk through the dining-room door was Cam, and he took out his earphones and put his phone in his pocket as he sat down. Dylan joined us minutes later, his complexion slightly lighter, though he still didn’t look as model-fresh as his constantly updated Instagram would have his millions of followers believe.

Eliza was next through the door, and she gave me and Mum a kiss on the cheek before taking her seat next to Dylan. She and Dylan were twins, both of whom had taken their height and stature from my father but the lightness of their hair and features from my mother. “Did you see the latest Vogue article I sent you?” Eliza asked.

“The one about nepo babies in the modelling industry? Yes.”

“We got a whole page interview and a three-page photo spread out of it,” Eliza grinned.

“I’m not sure…that article was a compliment,” I said as gently as I could.

“All publicity is good publicity, brother dear. And I wear our family as a badge of pride.”

“…right.” I was saved from having to formulate any other response by the presence of a storm cloud vaguely shaped like my younger brother Beckett as he barged into the room.

“Am I late? I’ve been dealing with South-East Asia all morning. I swear to fucking God the Taiwanese can be so fucking stubborn…” Beckett hardly looked up at any of us as he took his seat by my side. He had inherited the most from my father, from his fierce, dark brows and imposing height, to his no-nonsense business attitude.

“Maybe take a break from the work for a couple hours, yeah?” I said. He just glared back like I’d suggested kicking a puppy for fun.

“Hypocrite,” Cam coughed, and I flipped him my middle finger.

“How’s working with Dad going?” I asked him.

“Oh, y’know. Pretty…good, yeah, good.”

“You know Electro is looking for a head of programming. And I need someone committed to the company’s more charitable goals,” I said. I had been dangling the carrot for him for months, and every time I thought I might have him, my father would guilt him into staying with Crane.

“I’ll think about it,” Cam replied. The same canned answer I’d gotten every time I asked.

“You know, Electro is a much more forward thinking company, with fantastic opportunities in the…” Beckett nudged me, and I quietened down. Perhaps I was a hypocrite.

Even more so, as my phone pinged and I reached straight into my pocket to check it. Though it wasn’t business. Well, not strictly.

I grinned as I saw the notification. Tyler had emailed my personal email address, labelled business plan draft 1.

“Oh, who’s Tyler?” Beckett asked slyly. I put my phone in my pocket before he could do any more reading over my shoulder.

“A business associate,” I said, keeping my face as straight as I could. “Working on something for the non-profit side of the corporation.”

“Oh, is he now?” My father had entered the room almost silently. The second our eyes caught, I was looking down and away. Somehow, despite years of running my own very successful company, my father could still make me feel shame.

“Yes, father. I’ll talk to you about it later.”

“I’m sure you will.” His presence had made the room immediately frosty, likely coloured by our interaction.

“Right, let’s get to eating,” my mother said. She reached for the knife to slice the beef, and everyone reached to start piling up their own plates.

Dinner went smoothly, with Beckett and my father talking about the recent trouble with the Taiwanese business, Cam excitedly chatted to me about a computer game he’d gotten early access to, and my mother gently admonishing Dylan about how little food he had on his plate as he queasily picked at it. As dinner wound down and we’d collectively finished off a couple of bottles of my mother’s latest red wine, my father stood and jerked his head toward the door.

“Seems I’m needed,” I muttered. I kissed my mother on the cheek as I passed. “Your best dinner yet, Mum.”

“You say that every time.”

“And it’s true every time.”

I followed my father out of the room, up the stairs to his study. It was only when I was at the attic door that I became conscious of footsteps behind me. I held the door open and Cam stepped through. He gave me a small smile as he passed me, and wobbled slightly on his feet. Perhaps he’d had a little more wine than the rest of us. Or perhaps he just couldn’t handle it.

“Surely this ruse with this…Tyler Bevan has gone on long enough,” my father said. He spat Tyler’s name like it was poison.

“‘Fraid not, Dad,” I said. “He seems to be…a really genuine person. I’ve asked him to present his ideas to the board of the foundation.”

My father’s expression darkened. “You’ve got to be joking. You come to me out of fear of being conned, and now you’re telling me you’re working with him? How little integrity do you have? How little business acumen did I teach you?”

“Dad…” I started, but to my surprise, it was Cam who spoke up.

“Ade is about two years away from passing you on the Forbes Rich List,” he whispered, turning his phone so we could both see the article confirming it. “I think you taught him plenty.”

“I…I can’t have you be made a fool of by some gold-digging…” my father tailed off. “Fine. Do whatever you want. I don’t own you. But remember, you made the choice to take an investment rather than a job with me. When this conniving little bastard takes everything from you, don’t expect me to be there to save you.”

“Noted,” I replied. My father turned away, and I knew I’d been dismissed. I left the attic and walked down the stairs, heading straight for the front door. I could spend time with the family, but Addison Crane Senior had ruined the thought for me. That and Beckett’s undying loyalty to him meant that if he brought it up again, I’d be outnumbered.

“Wait!” Cam called as I walked down the gravel driveway towards the gates; I wished I hadn’t had the wine, but I wasn’t stupid enough to drink and drive. “A thank you would be nice.”

“I can hold my own in arguments with Dad, I have for years.” I carried on walking, and Cam picked up the pace to draw level with me.

“No, a thank you for me stopping him from doing something stupid, anyway.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Cam grinned. “I deleted all the research I’d done into your little protégé. I know Dad. He’d just use that against him because he always thinks he’s right. There was enough in that file to have Tyler convicted for commercial espionage and identity fraud.”

“Oh. Thank you, I guess.” I stopped at the gates and waited for them to open. “Why are you helping me over Dad?”

“Because…I think you’re right. I think you’re a good judge of character, and if you get tricked into sending your business down the shitter, then you’re not half the businessman I think you are. That and when Dad finds out who I’ve been seeing, I want you to have my back.”

I snorted. “Shall I ask?”

“Nope. Especially as my future husband doesn’t even know who I am yet.” Cam gave a nervous half-smile. “I promise I’ll explain. At some point.”

The Uber I’d booked pulled up outside the gates, and I opened the door to get in when Cam spoke again. “I’ll start tomorrow. I want an office, and a secretary. And a private pool.”

“You can have one of those things,” I grinned. “Just hope you get the one you really want.”
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“How do I look?” I asked Amanda. She was sat at the dining table crunching on some toast.

“Expensive,” she said. I gave a little twirl, and she wolf-whistled. “Watch out, they’ll be ripping your clothes off before you can even start to talk.

“Oh, stop it,” I joked.

“Right, you’re going in strong, remember. You only want to con them all out of their money.”

I took the toast from her hand and took a bite. “I actually want this job, you know.”

“Working for a morally bankrupt, corrupt class of people? Mind you, you’re stealing toast now, so God knows what horrors you’re capable of.”

“Ade isn’t like that,” I said. “He’s…”

“Oh my God, you were about to say different. No take-backsies. You must really like him.”

I could feel myself blushing, and I threw the crust of the toast back onto her plate. “Yes,” I muttered. “He’s quite nice.”

“In bed?”

“That too.”

“Wowee. When you bringing him back here?” Amanda gestured around the kitchen. “Chateau de mess.”

“I’m not. He could be my boss after today. There’ll be no…none of that stuff any more. I’m sure it was just a one-time thing.”

“And does he know that?” Amanda asked. “Or is he expecting some executive favours?”

“Right,” I pretended to check my watch. “I’m going to be very late. I’ll see you later.”

“Break a leg!” Amanda called out as I slipped through the front door.

I walked through the student-filled suburb of Cathays to the city centre, dodging fallen bins and the occasional hypodermic needle as I walked. I let myself imagine Ade walking through the mean streets of the rougher parts of Cardiff, and wanted to laugh. I couldn’t imagine it. He was so perfectly ensconced in his billion-dollar world that I couldn’t imagine him here.

Which is why I had to throw away whatever silly little thoughts I was having about us, after that beautiful weekend in a foreign country, protected from the outside world. Because once the real world had intruded, I’d suddenly felt unable to look at him in the same way. It reminded me of the ridiculous imbalance between us, the shop boy and the tech billionaire. And despite him extending his generosity to me with the offer to pitch to his charitable foundation, it still felt just wrong.

I felt even more wrong as I walked through the crowds nearer to Electro’s tower in Cardiff city centre. The modern skyscraper had helped a high-end business district to grow around it, and though the expensive clothes that Ade had bought me helped me to blend in amongst the businessmen, the battered library-issue laptop bag probably gave me away completely.

I walked into the air-conditioned lobby, with its high ceilings and businesspeople bustling about, looking more relaxed than I ever thought I could. Fuck. No. I could do this. This was my chance to get myself out of a rut I’d been in for a long time. Too long, if I were entirely honest.

I introduced myself to a very glamorous lady at reception, who gave me a visitor’s badge and advised I sit over on a leather sofa whilst she made the relevant calls. So I sat, feeling swallowed by the space and all that it stood for as I waited for some faceless member of a hiring committee to come and get me. Ade had told me that diversity was important to him, but almost everyone walking into the lobby fitted the male, pale and stale demographic. Not that I could complain, I was ticking two of those boxes.

Then someone coughed quietly, and I looked up into the pale blue eyes of someone who fit the same two boxes as I did. The man stood in front of me couldn’t be much older than twenty-five, with a mop of dark hair and round, thick-rimmed spectacles that made his eyes look huge.

“Um, hi,” he said, holding out his hand to me. “I’m Cameron. Cameron Crane, Cam to my friends. I’ve come to collect you for your interview.”

“Nice to meet you, Cameron,” I said, getting to my feet and wiping off my clammy hand on my trousers before reaching out to meet his hand in the middle and shake. Ade had mentioned a Cam, and I could see the resemblance between him and Ade despite the massive height disparity. Cameron was even shorter than me, but held himself with a silent confidence that made me feel like his height didn’t even enter his mind.

“Cam. Please.” Cam led me to the lift and pressed a button for the top floor, then swiped a card. Someone went to step into the lift after us and took a step back once they saw Cam. He rolled his eyes as the door closed.

“Ridiculous,” he said to me. “Five-foot nothing and for some bizarre reason, they seem to think they can’t be in my presence because I’m a Crane. Doesn’t stop them going for after-work drinks with my brother. Seriously, if you ever meet my father or Beckett, you’d take a step back. But me? I’m as playful as a pu…anyway. How are you?”

“Uh…good thanks,” I said. “How are you?”

Cam looked taken aback that I’d asked. “Good, thank you.”

The lift doors opened, and we stepped out of the lift onto a familiar office floor. Ade’s office was straight ahead, but the windows had been tinted for privacy. I could see the door to the boardroom was open, and it was empty. Cam led me to another all-glass office next to Ade’s. The door had a blank piece of paper stuck to it, and Cam closed the door behind us. The office was nice and big but sparsely decorated, with a sofa running along one wall and a metal desk with two chairs. It all felt rather new, with no rug or plants or lamp, or anything to make it feel a little more personal and loved in.

Cam flicked a switch on the wall that tinted the glass walls to give us privacy, though the ones that would look directly into Ade’s office were already clouded over.

“Not screwing a secretary in there, is he?” I joked, and immediately regretted it. “Sorry. What a stupid thing to…”

Cam placed a hand on my arm. “No. Ade flipped the tint on because he knew you were coming in, and in his own words, did not want to be so distracted by Tyler’s presence that I accidentally add a couple of zeroes to the wrong cheque.”

“Ah.”

“What do you think of the view?” Cam asked. He led me over to the windows. I’d seen the same view from Ade’s office, of course, but it was nice to look out at it all in a different context now. Cardiff was a low-rise city, and the view allowed me to see all the way out to the Bay and the islands that marked the maritime boundary between England and Wales.

“It’s stunning,” I said. I could see the boats bobbing out at sea, and the people below looked like ants.

“Eh, you get used to it,” said Cam. “Now the Empire State Building, that’s a view.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Right, let’s have a seat, shall we?” Cam asked. He sat down in the chair I thought I would take, the one facing away from the door, so I had no choice but to take the one that faced away from the windows. There was a shiny, slim Apple Mac set up on the desk, turned off but facing me. The way Cameron was doing this felt all wrong, like we were in my office rather than his. Like I was interviewing him rather than the other way round.

Cam leaned back in his chair and framed my face with his fingers. “I can see it, you know.”

“See what?” I asked. I leaned down to pull my laptop from my bag and Cam’s fingers followed me.

“You in this job.”

“Well, I’ll need the hiring committee to like me first. I’ve started a presentation and have a business plan…”

“Seen it,” said Cam. “Pretty damn good.”

“Oh. Thank you. Is there anything you think I should add before I meet with them? Is it too late to change anything?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Is there anything you think could do with a bit of tweaking?”

“Well, I wasn’t sure about this bit on page forty-three…” I turned the laptop toward Cameron but as I did, the screen flickered and died. “Shit. I mean, uh, sorry , let me just…” I tapped at the keys a couple of times to see if it would come back to life, but I couldn’t get it to work. I whacked the screen, which gave me a couple of seconds of life before it flickered off again. “Damn. Library laptops, am I right?” I asked as if Cameron fucking Crane had ever gone near a crusty public laptop in his life.

“Use that one, if your documents are in the cloud,” said Cam, gesturing to the Apple Mac.

“Are you sure? Do you need to put in the password?” I asked. I clicked the mouse, and blinked as my own face looked back at me from a little profile image. Beneath it was some text in italics. Tyler Bevan - Charity Project Manager.

“What the hell is this?” I asked.

“Your computer,” Cam said, then gestured to the room more widely. “This is your office too, should you choose to accept it.”

“But…the hiring committee. Ade said I’d need to represent myself in front of them. I made a presentation, and a…”

“Well, yeah. But then he hired me, and that made life a lot easier. See, the charitable side of Electro is its own entity. Tax purposes, and all that. But I’m straddling the two companies. I’m working on IT for Electro, and…well, I’m working for the charity. But I’ve got enough authority to make hiring decisions. And I like the look of you.”

“You liked the look of me enough to set up my computer in advance? And to give me an office?” I asked. My head felt like it could explode at any moment, and I massaged my forehead with my index finger as I tried to process everything he was saying.

“Well, Ade did. And much as he told me this decision was ultimately mine, I trust my brother’s judgement above all else. He’s not a stupid man, much as my father might disagree at the moment. But then again, my father has never been able to be wrong. Once he’s decided on something, Addison Crane Senior is going to see it through.”

“So your dad hates me, then?”

Cameron stood, dithering before he could reach the door. “I wouldn’t…yeah, actually. It’s why I came to work here for Ade. Dad’s not very understanding of those things that are a little different.”

“And you are?” I asked.

“Ade is. And I want to be a little bit more like him. I can see Beckett going Dad’s way, and I don’t love it.” Cameron opened the door and pointed at the computer. “Your contract is open on the desktop. Check it over, it’s not set in stone. And for God’s sake, set yourself a password. It physically pained me to set that up without making it more secure.”

“Right on it, Boss.”

“Any issues with salary…see Ade.” Cam left and shut the door, but not before giving me a knowing look. Was he saying that Ade was trying to fleece me out of money because I was poor and homeless? Surely he wouldn’t do that to me, though. Not after all we’d gone through.

I took a couple of deep breaths and clicked on my profile. Sure enough, there was a file labelled Contract of Employment on the screen, right in the centre.

I swallowed past the bile rising in my throat. This all felt too weird. Poverty, the gala, Switzerland. Had life always been leading up to this or had a series of freaky coincidences thrown me here? The office felt too big, too sparse, too… I had to get out. I couldn’t. Would Ade remember where I lived if I just ran?

I got up without clicking on the file and opened the door. The piece of paper stuck to it fluttered, and I got a glimpse of something gold underneath. I ripped the paper off the door, and there was my name etched in gold leaf, along with the job title. They’d etched my name into the glass before I had even come in to interview for the job.

My breaths were coming heavier and harder, and I knew I had to get out. Sorry Ade, I thought. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t be this. I was never made to be…whatever this was.

I sprinted past Ade’s cloudy glass windows, hoping the privacy was two-way, and jammed my finger on the lift button until I heard a ping. I stared at my own feet to ground myself, to convince myself I was anywhere but here. And then the doors opened, and I was rushing in and-

“Woah there,” a familiar voice was saying as one strong hand gripped at my shoulder, and my heart sank. I looked up into Ade’s warm brown eyes and was torn between the urge to sink into him or run screaming.

Instead, I just sagged.

“What’s up?” Ade asked. He gently led me away from the lift and into his office. In the hand that wasn’t gripping me, he was holding a cardboard drinks-holder with three plastic cups, but he manoeuvred me into his office without spilling a drop. He sat me down on the sofa with my back to the Cardiff view and held out a coffee for me. “Everything OK?”

I breathed in the smell of good coffee and did my best to centre myself before I spoke. “It’s all…it’s too much, Ade.”

“What is? Is it me? Have I done something stupid? Was it something we did in Switzerland or…” Ade tailed off, then cleared his throat. “Tell me what’s doing this to you, and I can fix it. I will fix it.”

“Even if it means me rejecting your job offer and running out of here?” I asked. I heard Ade’s sharp intake of breath and kept my eyes firmly on my coffee.

“And why would you do that?”

“Because I don’t deserve it.”

“And why don’t you deserve it?” Ade asked. “Tell me honestly, what makes you feel so undeserving of this opportunity?”

“I don’t know…it feels like I was the right place at the wrong time. Doing the wrong thing. And somehow, despite that, I’m being rewarded for it.”

Ade laughed softly and came to sit down next to me. “Do you think I deserve it?”

“You fit in here,” I said. “You were moulded for this life, and I…I just wasn’t.”

“Then do exactly what you did when you first met me and fake it.” Ade turned my chin with one finger and forced me to look right into those earnest brown eyes. “Tyler Bevan thinks he deserves the world, but society has played him a terrible trick and denied him what he deserves. Tyler Quinn is a billionaire who knows the world owes him everything he could ever ask for. Who are you right now? Because I’m seeing neither of those people. You don’t deserve a job here more than any of the already-rich men knocking on my door do when they try to interview for a job. But so long as you believe you deserve just as much as them, you’ll do just as well here. Better, even. We need fresh blood.”

“And you’re not employing me just because we had sex?” I asked, feeling stupid as soon as I asked.

Ade laughed. “And if I was? I’m not employing you as my secretary, so we can say fuck that to that little cliche. And you’re not even technically under me, so…”

“The question wasn’t whether I could sleep with you, it was whether I was only given a job because I did,” I argued.

“Yes. Is that what you want to hear?” Ade asked. His smile hadn’t slipped. “You’ve gotten this job because I slept with you. You’ve got this job because I like you, because Holden seemed to see something in you too. And because you came to me with a genuinely brilliant idea and you’ve actually got qualifications and ideals to back it up. All of the above can be true.”

It felt like the blush was rising from my toes to my forehead. “Thanks, Ade.”

“So you’re doing the job, right?” Ade asked. “You’ll take on the role?”

“Will you trap me in the tower if I don’t?”

“Nope, I’ll just transfer an amount equal to your salary into your bank every single month. And then you’ll feel so guilty about not working for that money that you’ll end up coming in to do the work anyway.”

“I could be a sugar baby,” I teased.

“Great. Let me just send you over your first monthly stipend to look pretty…” Ade took out his phone.

“No!” I knocked his phone out of his hand automatically, and Ade laughed. “Fine. No sugar baby, but let’s get this contract signed.”

Ade crossed the room and held the door open for me. “After you, sir.”

In my office, I clicked back onto the document as Ade sat in the chair that had been occupied by Cam earlier.

“You’ll get a few grand allowance to decorate your office up to standard,” Ade said, like a few grand for one room was somehow normal. “And if you need it, access to a company car. Or a train card, so you can-”

“Jesus FUCK!” I shouted, and Ade shifted backward.

“What?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

I swallowed past the weird lump in my throat. “My…my salary. Shit, Ade.”

“Your contract is entirely negotiable, and there are bonuses. If you feel that’s not enough…” Ade was saying the words as if they were standard procedure, but his grin gave him away.

“Halve it. Quarter it, even. I don’t deserve this.” I felt sick looking at the numbers on the screen. All six of them. More money than I’d made in all the years I’d worked so far.

“Half of it’ll be taxed anyway,” said Ade. “Chill out. And if you don’t think you deserve this…make it so you do. Work to deserve that income. Because you’ve worked fucking hard for pennies.”

I could feel tears gathering at the corners of my eyes. “Thank you, Ade. I mean it.”

I scanned through the rest of the contract. It was more legal jargon than I’d ever read in my life, but it all seemed good to me. The chance of a lifetime. Someone else’s lifetime. These things just didn’t happen to me.

I clicked on the box at the bottom to add a virtual signature…and hesitated. “What does this mean…for us?” I asked.

“What do you want it to mean?” Ade asked.

“I…don’t know. I really like you. And I like what we’ve done, and I’d like to do it again. I don’t want to take on a job with you and discover suddenly that I can’t even touch you.”

“Not even for a six-figure salary?” Ade asked. He leaned across the desk, and I got the feeling the answer mattered just as much to both of us.

“Not even then,” I admitted. “I’ll find another corner shop job if it means I can touch you.”

Ade reached over the desk, took my hand in his, and then leaned down to kiss my knuckles. “I own this company, but I’m not your boss. Cam is. And no matter what happens between us, good or bad, you are safe here.”

I pulled my hand away from his, just for a second, to type my name into the box, and to send it off into the ether. “Done.”

“Welcome to Electro, Mr Bevan. I’m sure you’re going to like it here.”
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Tyler was putting me in a very difficult position. And I didn’t always hate difficult positions, so long as they were fun. But he had been working at Electro for two weeks — two diligent, brilliant weeks from a man who just a week before that had been employed by a company that turned over in a year what we earned in a minute — and he had kept our relationship professional. So professional. Painfully professional.

The Electro Family Car concept had gone out on display earlier in the day, and much as I wanted Tyler there, it really wasn’t his job to be. So I’d done my job as CEO and sold the shit out of the car to a crowd of fanboy journalists who would drool over every word I said. And with Xavier taking his sweet time with the figures, I had slipped in a couple of references to an impossibly low price, just to get them salivating even more.

Electro Tower was buzzing with excitement after the announcement, and champagne was free-flowing and canapés being eaten by the dozen. Our whole executive, as well as staff from all levels of the company, had congregated in the conference room. The music had been turned up, and the party spilled out onto the rest of the floor. But I still couldn’t see him there.

“Have you seen Tyler?” I asked Cam, who was dancing with a company secretary. He disengaged to point to Tyler’s closed door, the privacy glass fully clouded. I checked my watch. “Surely he can’t still be working.”

“He works like you do, big brother. I did tell him that there was a glass of champagne out here with his name on it, but he’s been knee deep in work and is refusing to wade out of it for even a minute.”

“Right. Not on my watch,” I said. I snagged a glass of bubbles from a tray and grabbed a little plate of canapés from a sideboard, then pushed Tyler’s door open without knocking. “You’re in desperate danger of being a buzzkill,” I said before my eyes could focus on the room.

And then I saw him. Tyler Bevan, the most beautiful man in the world, working in a dark office lit only by the glow of his computer screen. His hair was stuck up in different directions, like he’d stuck his fingers in an electric socket, and I could tell he’d been chewing on the sleeve of his shirt. I resolved never to tell him just how much money that shirt had cost me to buy him.

I let the door close behind me and walked toward Tyler. “I’ll be out in a minute, I promise. I just…” Tyler gestured vaguely toward the screen and then his eyes fell to the plate I was carrying. “Oh, alright then. Just one to keep me going.”

“When did you come into work this morning?” I asked.

Tyler mumbled something that sounded to my ears like eight or so.

“So you’ve been working fourteen hours? C’mon, Ty. That’s too much.”

Tyler smirked, but even with the glow of the computer screen, I could see his eyes were ringed with dark circles.

“Rest is for the wicked, Ade. I’ve got too much to do to rest. And since when have you been calling me Ty?” I ignored his question and pushed the plate across the desk. He hungrily pecked at another canapé, then another. I pushed the champagne over too and he hesitated before taking a sip. “OK. I might have needed that.”

“Work hard, play hard,” I said. “Though in my case, it’s often work hard, go home to watch Avatar for the tenth time in my pyjamas with a decent whiskey.”

“That sounds perfect,” Tyler admitted. “Not the Avatar bit. That sounds like a fucking nightmare. But film, P.Js, whiskey. That sounds nice.”

“Then let’s go,” I whispered.

“No. Twenty minutes and I can be done. I promise.”

“Then you can do those twenty minutes in the morning.” I said the words with more force than I intended, and Tyler’s look in return could have frozen richer men to the spot.

“I thought you weren’t my boss?” he challenged.

“No, but I am your…I am concerned. Aren’t I allowed to be?”

“I guess…” Tyler turned in his chair. “You’ve just given me this massive opportunity, and I can’t screw it up.”

“And you’re not. Cam loves you. Our charity representatives love you. Even in your presentation, you predicted it would be a month of groundwork before you procured a major donation. I know for a fact that we received a rather large transfer from a Mr Holden Quinn yesterday.”

“Yeah, well I know Holden, it’s not that special.”

“It’s…” I pushed up from the chair. “You’re brilliant, you know that?”

“I’m lucky,” countered Tyler.

“Lucky maybe. But brilliant all the same.” I crossed around to the desk and sank to my knees to grip his hands between mine. “If you could see how much I like you, how much everyone you meet falls for your charms, enough to send you silly amounts of money on blind trust despite knowing how we met…I just wish you could see it.”

Tyler smiled, and I felt like my words had made some cracks in his facade. “When a man is on his knees telling me how much he likes me, I think the message starts to sink in.”

“Good.” I clambered onto my feet and pulled him to his, cradling his head between my hands. “I’ll tell you how brilliant you are every single day if it helps.”

“Is that going to be via company sanctioned communication?” he teased. “Are you going to make sure everyone knows what a good boy I am?”

“You bastard,” I muttered. I could feel myself hardening in my trousers just at the thought of calling him my good boy. “If I had lube, I’d fuck you right over this desk.”

“Well, isn’t that a call to HR,” Tyler joked. “But whilst you’re down there…” He gestured at his lap.

“Yeah?” I asked eagerly. I rubbed my hands eagerly over his thighs and reached toward his fly.

“Shit, I was joking!” Tyler’s hand covered my own before I could pull his cock free.

“So you’re saying you don’t want me to suck your cock?” I pawed at him, restricted as I was, and I could feel that he was as hard as I was getting. “C’mon, let’s get you some release.”

“Someone could walk in,” whispered Tyler, but there was no conviction in it. He was moving his hand, granting me the access I wanted. I pushed at the chair and shuffled forward on my knees so that I was hidden completely behind the desk.

“Then you better be a good boy and act like you’re working if they do,” I said. I moved each of Tyler’s hands to the arms of the chair and gave them a brief squeeze so he knew to stay there, and then finally got to unwrap my prize.

I pulled his cock from the confines of his suit trousers and nuzzled at it with my lips. I dragged the sensitive head over my lips and then scraped it over the bristles of my stubble, and Tyler gasped. From my vantage point, I could see his knuckles turn white as he gripped the chair hard.

I gently nipped and licked at the head of his cock until he was gently moaning my name. I didn’t want him to finish too quickly. I wanted this sex to leech away the stresses of the day and bring him to a point of ecstasy.

“Fucking killing me, Ade,” he whispered as I missed up the shaft and licked a bead of pre-cum from his slit.

“Yeah? Want me to kill you a little more?” I asked. I pulled down on his cock and then back up slowly and gently, and licked another drop away as it rose to the surface. As I repeated the action, each time savouring the salty musk of his release, I palmed at my cock through my trousers. The lack of attention had it hard as an iron rod, but I loved this rare feeling of being completely subservient to someone else’s needs.

I hadn’t realised that Tyler had moved his hand from the arm of the chair until it was tangled in my hair and pushing my head down, with little force but with clear intent I gladly took his instruction and took his cock in my mouth as deep as I could. If Tyler wanted me to stop teasing, to take things to the point of no return? Then I could do that.

I took him to the back of my throat until I was gagging and his moans had reached a pitch that had me worried someone would open the door to check on us. But the bass of the music at the party was getting louder, and I knew we could afford a little noise. I was practically dry humping my hand in frustration at my cock’s lack of freedom, but the feeling of subservience to Tyler was keeping me rock-fucking-solid. Every moan I pulled from him, every time his fingers scratched at my scalp through my hair and every whisper of my name made me determined to get him off.

Tyler’s grip on my hair tightened, and he started thrusting up into my mouth faster. His balls were hugging close to his body, and I knew he was close, and I matched the pace I was rubbing on my trousers. I couldn’t believe it, but I felt like I was about to cum without even touching my bare cock.

“Fuck, Ade, just like that. You feel so good,” Tyler moaned. I groaned around his cock and he shivered even as he pumped into my mouth. And then he stilled for just a second before that salty, musky taste was filling my mouth and I was coming up against the flat palm of my hand through two layers of fabric. I did my best to swallow every drop of Tyler’s cum before pulling away and wiped at my mouth.

Tyler laughed. “Mouthful?”

“Shut up.” I put both hands on his thighs to push myself up and winced when I felt how sticky and gross I felt. I’d wasted a hell of a load in my underwear. I leaned down to kiss Tyler, with no urgency or need to move on. I just wanted to capture his champagne taste for a moment.

As I reluctantly pulled away from the kiss, Tyler seemed to hesitate. “Do you need me to…help you?”

I felt the blush rising, and I cleared my throat. “No need,” I choked out. “All good.”

“Damn, my dick skills that good?” Tyler grinned. “Guess I can retire happy. So, shall we go to that party now?”

“Bastard,” I muttered. Tyler smirked as he tucked his softening cock back into his trousers and stood. “Why don’t we go back to mine instead?”

“To…stay?” Tyler asked.

“If you like,” I said, praying that he’d say yes. Three weeks of no Tyler in my bed was enough for me. I wanted to wake up wrapped around him.

“Sounds good to me,” said Tyler. “Sure you don’t want to party for a bit longer first?” And then he poked at the front of my crotch with a fucking disgusting squelch.

“I hate you. Invite rescinded,” I grumbled.

“Sure. Let’s go.” Tyler grabbed my hand and led me from his office, and we both did our very best not to notice any looks we got from the staff as we weaved our way through the party.

I was finally getting to take Tyler home with me. And I couldn’t imagine anything better. I just hoped what he saw wouldn’t scare him off.
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I knew Cardiff Bay well enough from many late night jaunts with a bottle of vodka. There was no better night out than sitting under the stars with your friends, getting drunk on cheap shop-brand vodka and eating marked-down sandwiches butting up against their sell-by dates. Though perhaps Ade wouldn’t be so familiar.

I knew of Electro’s staff complex in the Bay - a new affordable housing development specifically for Electro employees - but I hadn’t ever been. When I’d first told Ade it reminded me of the old company towns that forced their employees to spend their hard-earned wages in company shops, made staff socialise exclusively with other employees and had all sorts of arbitrary rules, Ade had just waved me off. Do you really think I would do something like that? he’d asked me with a wry smile.

Now, as we drove through the rows of terraced houses toward the central tower, I could see why he’d been so confident in the place. The streets were tidy, the houses and gardens well-kept.

“They drew up plans for a larger house for me,” Ade admitted as we drove under the tower into the parking garage. “But I wanted a penthouse. Something different to where I grew up. But I keep the plans, just in case I ever have a family.”

“Do you want kids?” I asked Ade.

He shot me a look, and I realised it sounded potentially like I’d added a mental with me to the end of the question. “I don’t know,” he answered after a second. “I grew up with four siblings, and I’ve always enjoyed having a big family around. I just don’t know if I want Addison Crane the Third or whether I’m happy with nieces and nephews. How about you?”

“Never really thought about it,” I said. “I never really thought I’d be able to start one.” Ade didn’t reply, just pulled up into a reserved space and got out of the car, and I did the same. Ade’s hand found mine as we walked to the lift, and I found I liked it. Once we were in the lift, Ade used his free hand to grab a key from his pocket and slotted it into a keyhole at the side. Only once he’d turned it did the lift start to move.

“This goes directly to the penthouse,” he explained. His thumb massaged the back of my hand. It seemed neither of us wanted to let go, and that was just fine by me.

“How’s your…situation?” I asked, unable to keep from smirking.

“Sticky, cold and uncomfortable. No thanks to you.”

“Hey, I wasn’t the one who came in your pants. You did all that by yourself.”

“Yeah?” And then suddenly Ade’s hand wasn’t in mine any more. It was at the back of my head, protecting it as he pushed me back against the cold, mirrored wall of the lift. Ade’s face was inches from me, his whole body plastered up against every centimetre of mine. “So I’m totally to blame?”

“Yes,” I breathed. Ade’s lips came down on mine and kissed me, oh so slowly and tenderly. I kissed him back, and soon our tongues were gliding against one another and I could feel myself getting hard despite the fact I’d finished in his mouth about twenty minutes prior. 

“Agh, I feel gross. I can’t get hard with all this going on,” Ade said as he pulled away from the kiss. “Not that your kissing skills aren’t divine.”

“Good save,” I joked. The lift doors opened with a ping and I stepped out without even thinking. And then stopped.

I don’t know how I’d convinced myself that Holden’s enclave in Switzerland was a fluke, or somehow excessive for a billionaire. Because Ade’s space was massive, and the place was a complete mishmash of styles that somehow worked together. The ceiling was vaulted, with rough-hewn beams seeming to hold the whole thing up, but one wall was entirely glass. The kitchen, dining room and living room were one big, mostly open space, and one bedroom looked out over the whole thing from a mezzanine. There were further doors off the mezzanine which I guessed led to more bedrooms, offices, bathrooms. But even Ade’s living room was bigger than the whole flat I occupied with Amanda.

“Wow,” I muttered. I felt so small in the place, so insignificant. I was reminded I didn’t belong. I wanted, once again, to run screaming. But the lift doors had closed behind me.

“Hey. You OK?” asked Ade. His hand came to rest on the small of my back, and was like an anchor. He held me to this reality, this plane, and I didn’t even know if he was doing it. How much all this still freaked me out.

“This is…this is real rich people stuff, Ade,” I said.

“Good. Enjoy it.” He walked over to the kitchen, dropping his jacket over the side of the dining room table as he went. He pulled his shirt over his head too, and dropped his trousers to the floor.

“Look what you’ve done to me,” Ade pointed accusingly at the huge wet patch that had bloomed at the front of what I was sure were very expensive boxers.

“Not me, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I winked.

“Little bastard. Pick us a wine from the rack. I need to get showered off.” Ade dropped his boxers as he turned away from me and gave a little shimmy as he walked up the stairs and through a door that presumably led to the bathroom. Like his chest and legs, I could see the fur on his arse, caramel brown like his hair. It made his arse look like a peach, and I wanted a bite of it.

I let him turn the shower on, and gave him a couple of minutes as I picked an unlabelled red wine at random and rummaged through the cupboards for glasses. I poured us each a glass, left the bottle on the counter, and then dropped all my clothes next to Ade’s. My feet felt cold on the marble tiled floor, and I felt exposed as I walked up the floating steps to the bathroom. I could hear Ade humming over the noise of the water. I pushed open the door. Ade’s bathroom was tiled in the same white marble as the rest of the house, and his shower was open to the rest of the room. Ade was facing away from me, so I padded across the floor and wrapped my arms around him, running my fingers through the hair on his chest as the water ran over the both of us. The showered was huge, and we were both soaked by its spray. I ran my hands down his stomach over furry thighs and back to his delicious, round arse.

“In the mood to top?” Ade asked quietly.

“Rarely,” I admitted. “But looking, touching, tasting? Those I can do.”

“Good.” Ade turned to face me and leaned so that his forehead was against mine under the spray. I could hardly breathe, but that didn’t matter. I was often breathless around him.

Ade reached over and turned off the shower, and grabbed two fluffy towels from beside the sink. He dried himself off, and then dried me off too as I stood there. He was meticulous and slow, and drifted his fingers down every bit of skin after he’d wiped the towel over. In minutes, I was hard again and aching for him.

“Come on,” Ade said, holding my hand and walking me out of the bathroom to the mezzanine bedroom. “Were you serious about…tasting?” he asked.

“Are you trying to ask if I’ll rim you? Because I’m mostly a bottom, but one hundred percent an ass man. So yes, Mr Big Top, let me taste you.” I smirked as Ade flopped down on the bed and held his legs up to expose his furry hole.

“Go on then, get in there.” He was grinning, and I swatted at his thigh.

“How romantic,” I deadpanned as I collapsed on the bed next to him.

Ade sat up, and then positioned his head so it was close to my cock. “How about we try it this way?” he asked. He lowered his mouth to my cock and sealed his lips around the tip. As he did, he moved one leg over my chest so that he was straddling me for a sixty-nine. I could take his cock in my mouth from behind, or I could give him what we both wanted.

I parted his cheeks with my hands and licked a stripe up from his balls to his hole, and Ade groaned as he pushed back gently against me. I knew what that meant. More. And I could give him more. So I nipped, licked, and sucked at the pink pucker of skin until his moaning around my shaft reached a fever pitch. I looped one hand around to play with his cock, which was leaking onto my chest. Using the other to keep his hole exposed, I explored it with my tongue, savouring the taste of his skin and every sound I elicited from my man. His mouth on me was heavenly, but I loved knowing that I was in control and that Ade was submitting to me.

He was getting me closer to the edge with his mouth, so I jacked at his cock with my free hand, and moved back from his arse for a second just to admire the beauty with it. When Ade groaned in disappointment at the loss of my tongue, I worked one finger into his spit-slicked hole and pushed until I was pressing up against his prostate. That, and my hand on his cock, pushed Ade over the edge and he moaned as he spilled warmth over my chest at the same time I came in his mouth.

Ade collapsed on top of me and knocked the air from my lungs as he did.

“Oh, that is absolutely minging,” I wheezed as he rolled off me with a squelch. But then Ade laughed, and as soon as he’d slapped one hand onto my cum-covered stomach I started to laugh too, until I couldn’t stop.

“The price we pay for good sex,” said Ade, running one finger up my body through little white puddles. He had it all over his chest hair too, and I couldn’t help but giggle.

“Back to the shower?” Ade suggested, and I nodded and followed him into the bathroom for a second round of touching and a more thorough cleaning up. We wandered downstairs, completely naked, and Ade picked up a glass of wine.

“You don’t want to know how expensive this stuff is,” he said, and I felt the blood rush from my face.

“God, how much?” I felt sick just thinking I’d wasted an expensive bottle.

“Kidding. It’s one of Mum’s. She owns a vineyard and takes pride in every bottle. Unfortunately, that means her cellar is overflowing with it and we all get a bottle for Christmas.”

I giggled, relaxing as I took a sip. “Blackberry? And pepper?”

“No fucking way. How did you know?” Ade asked. “Much as Mum would like me to, I’ve never been an expert in wine. Especially red. It just tastes like red.”

“Echo Falls nights with the ladies I used to work with,” I said. “If you can taste the subtle flavours in an eight-pound bottle of wine, then you can taste them anywhere.”

“My mother is going to love you,” Ade said. And for a second, we both stood there with our glasses halfway to our lips like a couple of idiots as I processed what he’d said and he seemed to realise it too.

“So we’re…there, are we?” I asked.

“I certainly want to be,” said Ade without hesitation. “I would have no problem with you meeting my family.”

“Right. OK. Wow.” I took another sip of wine, which turned itself into a gulp, then the whole glass was empty.

“Is that OK?” Ade asked.

“That’s…good,” I responded. “Just weird is all. I keep thinking you’re going to sweep all this out from under me.”

“Like this?” Ade put his glass of wine down, and before I could figure out what he was doing, he looped one arm around the back of my legs and had swept me off my feet into a bridal hold. “Because the only thing I want to do is sweep you off your feet.”

“Cringe!” I hit him on the shoulder, but he didn’t care. He just walked me up the stairs in that same bridal hold and dumped me unceremoniously on the bed.

“Right, I’m ready for bed, and I hope you are too, because you’re staying.” Ade jumped into bed next to me in the morning.

“What’s in it for me?” I asked as I got under the covers too and scooted so I could be close to Ade.

“I’ll make breakfast in the morning, and if you like, I’ll fuck you silly before work.”

“Promise?” I asked.

“Promise.”

I turned away from Ade and pulled at his hand so that he held my back against his chest. With the size difference between us I fitted perfectly as a little spoon, just the way I liked it. I fell asleep with his whole body moulded to mine and his breath tickling my neck.

I woke in the morning to soft shoulder kisses and his fingers easing into me, and I knew it was going to be a good day.
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Heading back to work with Tyler sat next to me in the car felt odd. Good odd, sure, but an admission of my private life that I’d never really made in my working life before. I could pretend, of course, that we’d arrived separately, or met up for a morning coffee to discuss our charity’s financial performance. But Tyler was insecure enough about his place in this world. I didn’t want him thinking somehow that he wasn’t important enough for me to claim him as mine, or to feel like I was distancing myself from his very presence.

So I linked hands with him as we got out of the car and walked to the lift to the executive floor. I wanted to kiss him. I so wanted to kiss him. But there were some things I had to resist in a work environment, even if I didn’t want to. The lift doors opened, and rather than the empty floor I’d been expecting, Cam was standing outside. Just waiting, his laptop clasped in front of him.

Cam’s eyes dropped to mine and Tyler’s clasped hands, and a little smile tugged at the edge of his lips. But then he looked back up at us, and his expression was worried. He chewed at his lip, and it wasn’t until the lift doors started to close that we’d all been stood looking at each other for too long.

I pushed the door until it opened again, and stepped out with Tyler’s hand firmly gripped in mine.

“What’s up Cam? I don’t like seeing you worried.”

“Who said I was worried?” Cam tried for a smile, but it got lost somewhere along the way. “Can I talk to you about something…commercially sensitive?”

I gestured to my office, and the three of us walked in. Cam closed the door, locked it, and then flicked on the privacy glass. “Can’t be too careful,” he muttered. “Sit down. Please. I have things to go through, and I don’t think you’re going to want to be standing for this.”

“Do you want me to grab the 9am whisky?” I pointed at the very expensive bottle I kept in a glass case marked Break in Case of Emergency. It had seemed like a funny joke at the time, but the amount of times I’d come close to drinking it made it feel less like a joke and more like a constant temptation.

Cam hesitated for a second, then sat down on one of the chairs I kept reserved for clients. Tyler and I sat down on the sofa opposite, and Tyler rubbed comforting circles into the back of my hand with his thumb. I wasn’t sure if he even realised he was doing it.

Cam opened his laptop and turned to face it. On the screen were lines of plain text, dates and times. Three lines in the middle had been highlighted in yellow.




17:15. XG: I won’t be supporting the proposal on FC. Not for AC to know.




17:16: GF: Proposals not in favour?




17:17. XG: Neutral, all checked over 2wks ago. I just think AC losing track of profit goals. Business first, charity second.







“What am I looking at?” I asked Cam.

He took a deep breath. “I know you told me not to go snooping through employee private files. But last night, Xavier said something to one of the other directors about sorting the family car problem. As far as I knew, he’d not submitted the profitability reports to you yet. So I had no idea why he was sharing details with another director before going to you. I thought I’d do a little digging…”

He seemed to be dithering, and I motioned for him to carry on. “So I did a little check on Xavier’s conversations with the other directors and found this little nugget between him and Gary Faroe, one of those voting against the proposal to cut the launch price of the Family Car. It seems Xavier had the report in hand two weeks ago.”

“And he didn’t tell me he had it?” I asked. I leaned forward to read over the lines again. “Wait. So he’s planning on voting against the proposal, even though he’s seen it won’t make a difference to the bottom line?”

“That is what I can make out.” Cam twiddled his thumbs as he scrolled and clicked on something else. “I remotely accessed Xavier’s files, and there’s the report. I’ll send it to your inbox now, but it shows that reducing the cost of the Family Car to make it more affordable will probably increase sales, much as Tyler predicted. You should see a net neutral effect from the price reduction overall, or perhaps a one to two percent downturn. But small enough that it’s statistically insignificant.”

“Fuck. I thought Xavier was on my side,” I said. “I gave him his shares out of my own because he’d been here since day one.”

“My guess,” started Tyler, and I jumped. Despite his hand in mine, I’d almost forgotten him. “Is that he feels bound to the company. And feels that he has a duty to stop you making a decision which isn’t directly to its benefit.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Do you have the votes?” asked Cam.

“I thought I did. But with my one certain ally gone, I can’t be sure who else might vote against me. Can you find out how many others have been talking with Xavier about the same thing?”

“I’ll take a look,” said Cam. “As administrator, I have access to everyone’s chat logs using company software. It’s part of all contracts that we can do this, just as far as I’m aware we never have.”

“I don’t enjoy doing this. I’ve always tried not to intrude,” I muttered. I stood up, letting go of Tyler’s hand as I did. “Is Xavier in? I need to talk to him.”

“Don’t do that.” Tyler’s voice was firm. “You don’t want to raise suspicion, and you don’t want him to cover his tracks. Just act like everything is normal. Let Cam do his thing.” He looked to Cam. “Can you see, like…everything? Files, reports, search history?”

“Yup,” said Cam. “I could check which directors have already accessed the file, as well as to see if anyone has been making moves to move stock based on the announcement and vote…”

“Nice one. Though full disclosure, if you’re checking everyone’s records, I did search for some…less safe for work items on my lunch break the other day.” Tyler blushed. “Looking forward to spending my first pay cheque.”

My own cheeks heated at the thought after everything that had gone on between us. “I’ll be checking that out.”

“No you bloody well won’t, not if you like surprises.” Tyler stood up and headed toward the door. “So, that’s our plan of action? Check into the directors who might be predisposed to vote against the proposal, and decide what to do from there? I’m sure we know some professional assassins, right?” he looked between Cam and me as we both failed to crack a smile. “Kidding. I know billionaires are like, totally evil, but you’re not that evil. Not quite. OK. Still not getting the whole funny vibe from you two, so I’ll just fuck off now.”

Tyler closed the door after him, and Cam’s face broke out into a smile. “Look at you, all smitten. You two really are something, then.”

“Yes,” I muttered.

“Oooh, it’s real. The billionaire and the con man, I can just picture Dad’s face now.” Cam held up his hands and made a square with his fingers and thumbs. “I’ll make sure to record the moment he finds all this out.”

“I liked you better when you were shy and reserved,” I grumbled. “I blame video games.”

“I blame you. I’m much more comfortable here than I ever was working for Dad. How you gonna tell him?”

“Tell him what?”

“That you’re going out with the guy who tried to defraud you.”

“This weekend.”

“Sunday dinner?”

“Yeah. Why not?” I said with a lot more confidence than I felt. “Everyone will love Tyler.”




* * *




Despite my false bravado with Cam, my heart was hammering against my ribcage when I knocked on Tyler’s office door later on that day. Business deals, I could do. Sex? I thought I was pretty skilled in that area. But taking a relationship to meet the parents level? That was a scary prospect.

“Come in,” he called.

“Hey. You look good,” I said. Because he did. Silhouetted in the glow of the midday sun, in the full office-chic outfit I’d bought him.

“You saw me three hours ago, and I looked like this, if slightly less tired. But thank you.” Tyler smiled and beckoned me closer. “Look at what arrived for me today.”

On the floor next to Tyler’s desk there was a white box, and he leaned down to pull the top off. Inside was a folded velvet dressing gown in dark grey. Tyler took a small white card and held it out. On the front was Holden Quinn’s monogram, and his number. On the reverse he’d scribbled. Here whenever you need me - H

“Considering Holden hasn’t sent me so much as a birthday text since I was twelve, you should be honoured.”

“Believe me, I am. And my ratty old dressing gown in the house has so many holes in it, it may as well be a net.”

I laughed, and looked around for somewhere to put the package, realising for the first time that Tyler’s office still comprised only his desk and the chairs we’d supplied. “Have you started using your office stipend yet? The place is looking a little…bare.”

Tyler hesitated, looking a little embarrassed. “It feels weird to spend thousands on decorating a room when my whole bedroom at home is free Gumtree finds.”

“I know, it’s just…” It was my turn to hesitate. “You’re going to be working with people whose net worth dwarfs mine. Part of that is in impressing them with your business skills, your charm…but an important part of this life is making sure you look the part too.”

Tyler nodded once. “Payday is next week. I think the concept of thousands of pounds might feel a little bit more real once I actually have thousands of pounds myself. But you’re right. I charmed one billionaire by pretending to be comfortable with money. I can do that again.”

“Three, if we’re counting Holden and Michael. Speaking of…” my heartbeat picked up again. “Think you can pull that with my whole family?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mum makes cooked dinner every Sunday. Standing invite, and I’m going this Sunday. Would you…like to come with me?”

“Meeting the family?” Tyler blanched. “Won’t like…half of them hate me?”

“Statistically, no. My father and Bennett will be the most wary, because Dad doesn’t trust my judgement and Bennett thinks my father is God on earth. But you’ve already got me and Cam on side, my mother will love you, and Dylan and Eliza will fall for your charms just as much as I did.”

“Right, and me meeting the family means…” Tyler tailed off.

“Exactly what I said earlier. That I am serious about you. That I want you to meet my family because I envision you being a permanent fixture.”

“Oh.” Tyler stood and pulled me into a sudden hug, and I smoothed my hands down his back. “I think I just find the concept of anyone wanting me permanently…I can’t wrap my head around it. Not yet. But you’re helping me get there.”

“Tyler, I…” I knew what I wanted to say. I knew it was too soon, and yet something that had been obvious since the day we’d met. I loved him. But the words were so hard to get out when I didn’t know if he’d return them, or if he was ready to hear them. “…I really care about you.”

“I really care about you too,” Tyler muttered, his voice muffled by my shirt. “Yes, I’ll come for Sunday dinner. Let your mother know I eat more than this little body suggests.”

“Already have, my love.” I kissed the top of his head. I was on top of the world.

What i didn’t realise in that moment was how quickly the world would end up on top of us.
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I was a little bit nervous. OK, I was very nervous. But Ade’s hand hadn’t strayed from my knee since we’d left his flat that morning, other than the short time he’d waited outside the flat whilst I got changed into some appropriate attire in which to meet his family. Ade had wanted to follow me in, to see my place. But that was a part of our two worlds that I did not want to collide. He’d done enough to reassure me I was enough, but I worried if he saw my grotty little flat with its threadbare carpets and IKEA furniture, he’d be running for the hills before I could say but I am rich now just pay me at the start of the month.

So I’d changed into a nice set of clothes from my capsule wardrobe; a pair of jeans, a shirt and a soft navy cashmere jumper, put my stolen Rolex on and styled my hair so that I felt the part. But as the massive gates opened and I couldn’t even spot the house down the driveway, I suddenly felt like all the acting in the world couldn’t make me one of them. None of this bling would turn me into a billionaire, and much as I’d started relaxing around Ade, these people were alien to me.

The house came into view after a minute, though house felt an inadequate word for the massive manor ahead. It was three storeys of brick and glass, unmistakably regal and impossibly grand. “Welcome to Crane Manor,” said Ade quietly as the tarmac driveway gave way to yellow gravel in front of the house. There was already a classic Jaguar parked up near the colossal front doors, but Ade sighed as he got out of the car and seemed to examine the front of the Jag. I took a deep breath before getting out of the car and joining him next to the vehicle.

“Oh,” was all I could think to say. On the opposite side of the car, the headlight had been shorn off, and the entire side of the car was covered in deep grooves and scratches. “That’s not good.”

“Dylan,” Ade offered by way of explanation.

“Your youngest brother?” I asked.

“Yup. I bought him this car for his twenty-first birthday. I’d hoped he would respect the hard work and value of money in it, but apparently not.”

“Isn’t that like…an hour’s wage for you now?”

“Not the point,” Ade sighed. There was a conscientious cough behind us and we turned to face the noise. Ade’s hand found mine automatically, thumb rubbing comforting circles over my palm. Stood in the doorway was a beautiful young woman with dirty-blonde hair. She was dressed in jeans and a simple turquoise crop-top, but she wore them like she was walking the catwalk. She looked like the kind of person who could wear a potato sack and it’d still look chin.

“Dylan says sorry,” she said.

“And why isn’t he telling him myself?” Ade asked.

The woman sauntered over to us and held out her hand to me. “Eliza Crane,” she said. And suddenly my mind connected that beautiful face to a million magazines and photoshoots. She was everywhere.

“Tyler…Bevan,” I said, finally remembering my name and how to shake hands like a civilised person. Well done, Ty.

Eliza turned to Ade. “Dylan isn’t telling you himself because he wasn’t sure how furious you’d be, on a scale of that’s fucking annoying to I’m going to wring that little twat’s neck.”

“I still haven’t decided,” Ade grumbled. I gave his hand a gentle squeeze, and he looked down at me. I held eye contact until his lips quirked upward into the tiniest smile.

“Let’s go meet the rest of the family,” he said. “Keep hold of this hand so I don’t strangle my kid brother.”

“Like you’ve never totalled a car,” Eliza teased like it was the most normal thing in the world. She and Ade walked in lockstep toward the house, and I kept a hold of Ade’s hand as we passed into the foyer. The house was beautiful and so unlike anything I’d seen so far in this world. Holden and Ade were big fans of modern minimalism, but this house screamed old money.

“I run a car company. We have to total our cars to test them, sis. But no, I’ve never totalled a car that I’ve been driving.”

“No fun. Mum’s in the kitchen,” said Eliza as she sauntered up the stairs.

“Come and meet my mother then,” Ade said, giving my hand a tug as I followed him into a big cottage kitchen with an island in the middle. A blonde woman in an apron had her back to us, and was putting a tray of bubbling batter into an Aga cooker. “Right, that’s the Yorkshires in, I just need to get the carrots done and then…” I wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or had heard Ade come in, but she tailed off as she turned to face us. “Hello,” she said.

Myrtle Crane was every bit as beautiful as her old magazine shoots, and had aged with grace and poise in a way that so many women in her position failed to do. Her face was lined, but healthy, and her blue eyes were bright. For a woman in her sixties, she looked pretty damn good. Her apron was covered in flour and gravy stains, but like Eliza, I felt like no item of clothing could look anything less than glamorous on her figure.

“Are all your family freakishly good looking?” I asked the room.

“Well, with flattery like that, you’ll fit right in.” Myrtle Crane had enveloped me in a floury hug. She smelled of the kitchen, baking bread and fresh vegetables. “I’m Myrtle, Addison Junior’s mother. It’s so wonderful to meet the young man he’s told me so much about.”

“I haven’t told you anything, Mum,” Ade said. For the first time, I could see him as a kid, being admonished by his mum for forgetting to wash his hands before eating, or staying out too late.

“Exactly. It’s a scandal that Cam has had to tell me how smitten you are third-hand. Ridiculous, really.”

“Sorry, Mum.”

“Right. This is no time for apologies. It’s a time for wine.” Myrtle headed to a rack by the huge American-style fridge-freezer and pulled out an unlabelled bottle. I exchanged a quick smirk with Ade. I was ready for this.

Myrtle poured three generous glasses and held hers up. We clinked, and I sniffed the glass, swirling the wine before taking a sip. It was a different wine than the one Ade had in his penthouse, but with a similar profile.

“Is there…cherry in this? And maybe blackberry?” I asked.

Myrtle’s face lit up. “Oh, Addison. You have been keeping an absolute treasure under wraps. Tyler, you must come out to the vineyards with me one day. Maybe Addison can give you a day off next week for a quick day trip. Cameron hadn’t told me we were getting a connoisseur.”

I could feel myself blushing, and was only saved from having to say something by a beeping from the oven.

“Right, if you two could lay the table, I’m almost done with this. If you see your brother, let him know your father is looking for him.”

“Which brother?” Ade asked, collecting handfuls of cutlery from a drawer in the island.

“Do you think he told me that?” Myrtle asked, and Ade chuckled. I grabbed both our wine glasses and followed him out of the room, across the hallway and through a large oak door into a large dining room. On the walls were elaborate, medieval style portraits of the Crane family, and far from his mother’s welcoming presence, I was once again reminded of the status and grandeur of his family. There were already a few bowls of veg set out on the table, and Ade set out the cutlery in place.

Ade caught me looking around at the portraits and his lips turned down. “Believe me, I am not a fan of all this shit. But the whole house is Dad’s way of making us look old money. Apparently, it got him more respect in the early days and he’s struggled to let go of it since. Despite the fact that new-money tech billionaires are in, baby.”

“Don’t look so smug.” I nudged him. “Right, tell me who all these people are. I need to know before they turn up.”

“Well, that grumpy bastard is Beckett,” he pointed at the picture of a surly-looking man with dark hair and stern brows. Even the portrait artist seemed keen to have portrayed him in a dark light, as there was no background to the picture. His jacket was slung over his shoulder and he was sitting in a chair, shrouded otherwise in shadow. He was darkly handsome, but without any of the joy that I recognised in Ade.

“Why so angry?” I asked Ade. “Who would want to be painted in a way that makes them look so much of a bastard?”

Ade pointed at the picture on the wall at the head of the table. It was a portrait of Myrtle and Addison Senior. She looked resplendent, but Addison Senior was posed in much the same way as Beckett was.

“Remember that bit about old money?” Ade asked. “Well, my father always liked the thought of having an heir and a couple of spares. As the eldest, he focused mostly on me. Beckett did his very best to get my father’s attention by emulating him, but he wasn’t always successful. When I decided I would rather take my early inheritance and start my own company rather than work under my father’s thumb, his attention turned back to Beckett. And Beckett was vindicated, and has done his best to act as my father always has ever since. It gets weird sometimes, and I really wish he would just lighten up. Let himself enjoy everything we have without worrying if Daddy approves.”

“I’m glad you stepped in at that ball rather than him,” I muttered.

“Why? He’s handsome, and just as queer as the rest of us.” When I looked up at Ade in shock, he smirked. “What? Surely you’d guessed that Cam wasn’t straight as an arrow.”

“Maybe…” I muttered. “But seriously? All of you?”

“Believe me, my father wasn’t best thrilled when Dylan came out to the family. He was Dad’s last hope for an heir, and when he asked if anyone in the family might find a wife and provide him with an heir, Eliza put up her hand to volunteer.”

“You’re joking!” I laughed. “Cam’s portrait. He’s holding a dog. Is that your family pet?”

“Snuffles? Nope, all Cam’s. When he passed away last year, Cam was devastated and insisted that father have the dog added to his portrait.”

“Oh. I had no idea.”

“Cam doesn’t like to talk about it much. He’s always been the quieter, more reserved one, but Snuffles really brought him out of his shell. I have suggested he visit the dog home, but I think it’s still a little bit raw for him. And then…” Ade turned me to face the last portrait, of Eliza and Dylan together. They both looked much more like Ade’s mother than his father, with their blonde hair and beautiful blue eyes. Even in the portrait, they seemed to sparkle. I recognised Dylan Crane from his roles in TV and film, as well as the tabloid reports that had dogged him his whole life. Drug use, alcohol dependency and being photographed by the paparazzi in various compromising positions with men and women had made him a bit of a laughingstock in the media.

“So Dylan’s the brother who sideswiped his own car?” I asked.

“Yes. And when I see him next…”

“What, big brother?” Dylan Crane entered the room, and it was such a contrast to his portrait that I almost did a double take. His skin was much paler than his sister’s, his eyes had lost some of that sparkle. He was undoubtedly handsome, but there was something about him that made me want to reach out and give him a hug, or a pamphlet to a twelve-step program.

“I was about to say I’ll kill him, but it looks like the night already has,” Ade grumbled. Dylan put the tray of potatoes he was holding down in the middle of the table and slumped in his seat.

“Well, we can’t all be perfect,” he muttered, reaching for an empty glass to pour himself some water.

“We can try though,” said Ade. Eliza entered the room next with a chunk of roast beef the size of my head, and Cam followed her with a tureen of gravy. Then Myrtle entered with a plate of Yorkshire pudding.

“Your father’s coming now,” she told Ade. “Best sit sharp.”

Suddenly, my heart was in my mouth. I knew that Addison Crane wasn’t likely to be my biggest fan, and Ade had all but confirmed it. Ade sat down in the chair in front of his portrait and indicated for me to sit down in the slightly lighter one next to him. Cam took his place to my side, and with Myrtle at the head of the table I at the very least felt that I had some people in the room on my side.

Once we’d all sat, there was silence in the room. I could feel a sense of anticipation building. No one had reached for any of the food, and the two empty chairs were obvious. One at the very head of the table opposite Myrtle, with the imposing painting of her and Addison Crane Senior to the rear of it.

And then the doors opened, not with a bang, but with a creak, and the man himself strode into the room. Behind him was Beckett, whose frown seemed to mirror his father’s. In fact, it was like he was trying to copy his father in every aspect, from gait to dress sense, and he seemed to carry around a cloud of darkness with him.

And then, to my surprise, Addison Senior smiled and held out a hand across the table for me to shake. “So lovely to meet you, Tyler. I hope you’ll forgive my lateness.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr Crane.” Addison’s grip was firm, and he held on to my hand for a second longer than I thought he needed to, like some kind of power play.

“Please, call me Addison. It’s wonderful to meet you. I hear you’re doing good work at Junior’s foundation.” Addison Senior sat down in his chair, and it seemed that was the cue everyone was waiting for to dig in. Chatter erupted round the table as people reached across one another to snag the best meat and vegetables. Ade took my plate and put down a generous portion of beef before the whole thing was gone, and Myrtle topped up my glass of wine whilst I was trying to reach for the carrots.

Everyone seemed to have broken off into smaller groups, and after our first friendly interaction, Addison had turned to Beckett to discuss business and the twins were having a quiet argument, so I was pulled into conversation with Myrtle about her Spanish vineyards, and she promised to book us a flight within the week so that we could see them. Cam explained he’d been working on the software base of Electro’s latest car, and Ade kept smiling and squeezing my knee under the table. Myrtle plied us with red wine and the food went down too easy. By the time Addison Senior suggested moving the conversation to the drawing room, I was feeling the buzz and feeling more at home than I’d thought possible.

The ‘drawing room’ was a beautiful wood and glass conservatory at the back of the building, and it looked over rolling fields filled with sheep and cows. As we sat and talked and drank, I could see farmers rounding up the animals and taking them inside, to barns that dotted the landscape. I had settled into one leather armchair that faced out onto the fields, and was taking a moment to myself when a shadow fell over me. Addison Senior stood by the side of my chair and looked out onto the same view for a minute.

“Sometimes, the things that lose us money actually bring us joy,” Addison Senior said. “This farm has no purpose. I can’t bring myself to sell on any of the animals for meat, or milk them. The sheep’s wool is used, but it brings in a pittance compared to the cost of keeping them. But somehow, for some strange reason…I can’t bring myself to be rid of the farm. It brings me joy.”

“Not everything is about money,” I replied.

Addison smirked. “You would believe that, wouldn’t you?”

I couldn’t tell if it was meant as an insult or if the Crane family patriarch spent so little time talking to poor people that he just couldn’t see that the way he talked was condescending. I just nodded and took a sip of my wine.

“I often come out here at night and work on business. I’d be interested in getting to know you better, man to man.” Addison patted my hand before getting up out of his seat and walking over to talk to Myrtle on the other side of the room. I watched as a little sheepdog rounded up the last of the sheep from one field, their shadows long in the setting sun.

“You seem to be fitting in well.” Ade’s voice made me jump, and he sat down on the arm of the chair I was occupying.

“I hope so.” Ade’s hand found mine and he linked his fingers with me.

“I know so. My mother loves you, and father…well, he chased away one of Dylan’s model lovers before so you’re doing well if he’s even willing to talk to you.” Ade smiled down at me, and leaned in to give me the briefest of pecks on the lips. “Father has offered us the downstairs annexe to stay in tonight if you’d rather not get a taxi home. Alessandra makes the best croissants.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. Ade squeezed my hand. I looked around the room at the Crane family. Kings and Queens of Wales. The richest family for miles around, and the most imposing challenge I’d ever faced. But they were an ordinary family at heart, and I could see myself fitting in.

Little did I know how things could change.
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I woke in the middle of the night with the most horrific dry mouth from all the red wine and reached for the glass on my bedside table, only to realise I’d already emptied it. Somehow, despite the many luxuries that Ade was trying to accustom me to, the spare room didn’t have an en-suite bathroom. I laid back and tried my best to fall asleep, but the residual alcohol had my heart pounding, and the fuzziness in my mouth was just distracting.

I pulled on a dressing gown hanging on the back of the door and crept from the room. Ade was still snoring gently as I closed the door with a click and made my way across the hallway to a bathroom I’d used the day before. After peeing and washing my mouth out with water, I crept back toward the annexe. But there was a light on further down the hallway, in the drawing room, and I remembered Addison Senior’s hint that he’d be there, waiting to get to know me better. Man to man.

Addison was typing away on an ancient laptop when I entered the room. The door creaked as I pushed it closed, and he looked up at me and smiled. “I thought you were the kind of man to follow suggestions,” he smiled. He held up a carafe and a glass. “Water?”

“Yes, please,” I said, hovering awkwardly for a minute until Addison gestured for me to take the seat next to him. Despite the late hour, he was still in a suit and I felt horrifically underdressed in my dressing gown.

He passed me the water, and for a while there was only the sound of his fingers tapping at the keyboard. And then he stopped and closed the lid. And the silence stretched between us.

“So. What are your intentions toward my son?” he asked. I floundered for a second, but then Addison’s face broke out into a wide grin. “Sorry, that’s very old-fashioned of me. I mean to ask, what are your feelings for my son?”

“Well…” I didn’t want to say words I’d not even said to Addison yet. “I like him. I really like him, and I think he feels the same way towards me.”

“I rather think he does,” murmured Addison Senior. “And I rather think that’s a problem.”

“Problem?” I asked. Addison grinned again. But far from putting me at ease, it caused an uncomfortable shift in my stomach.

“I had hoped, when he first defended you despite full knowledge of who you are, that you would just be a passing fancy. That he would have his fill of you and be done with it all. Imagine my horror when I found out he was bringing you in to work with him. A criminal at the upper echelons of a Crane company. And then today…” Addison seemed to steel himself. “I can see the way he looks at you. And the way you look at him. But surely you know where you come from and where he does? I’m not a classist, believe me, but…really, Mr Bevan. Can’t you see where this…doesn’t work?”

“I…” I had no response. I stood up, determined just to go back to bed and ignore the diatribe, but Addison’s fingers closed around my wrist. “Sit. We have something to discuss.”

Reluctantly, I sat. Addison Senior pulled a file from the pile on the table in front of him. He held it on his lap as he continued. “I’ve no doubt that you think you love my son. But looking back on your past, I see a man who loves trinkets. You love the shiny things he gives you and the places he can show you. You don’t want him, you want who he is.”

“That’s bullshit,” I said, surprising myself with the venom I imbued into the words. “Your son is…I wanted to hate him for his money. I wanted to hate all of you. But I don’t. So don’t accuse me of using him for that, because it’s the opposite. I love your son despite who he is, not because of it.”

Addison paused for a moment. “I almost believe you. Almost. But not quite.”

He passed the folder he had been holding over to me, and I opened it with shaking hands. It was me, all of it. Every foster home, every petty crime I’d been suspected of. Every slightly regrettable text and tweet. Me, laid bare. And then, at the back, in its own little divided section, was evidence of my subterfuge to get into the gala. The fake name, witness statements from staff, pictures of me dancing with Ade. And a picture of us at the table, my hand toying with the back of his watch as he laughed.

“What’s the point of all this?” I asked.

Addison rose to his feet. “See, Junior may have got his instinct for making money from his old man. But he never quite knew how to use his influence. There’s a reason I chose never to base myself exclusively in London, and that’s because there are so many millionaires and billionaires in a one-mile radius that I struggle to find myself with all that much influence. Here though? I have a lot of friends in high places. And friends do each other a favour from time to time. Like making sure an arrest is quietly done, so as not to embarrass us.”

I didn’t like where this was going. Not one bit. But Addison wasn’t done.

“You won’t go to my son. He really doesn’t need the embarrassment of you clinging to him as they drag you away. There’s enough in that folder to convict you. Not for long, maybe. A couple of years, even community service. But hopefully enough to get my son to take a step back from you for a little while. That last instance of fraud is fantastic, really. It provides enough evidence to convict you for the petty thefts from before you met my son.”

My heart had dropped into my stomach, like I had just gone over the hump of a rollercoaster and I was in freefall.

“There is a car outside. You will be arrested. You will not make a fuss. You will not bother us again.”

“But…” I didn’t know what I was going to say. Should I have run to Ade’s room and woken him up? Or just screamed and hoped that someone sympathetic would hear me? But what could they do? I was at the mercy of a man who had more money, more power than I could fathom. And there was the evidence of every bad thing I’d ever done, right in front of me.

“Time’s up,” said Addison. He wasn’t smiling now. His face was grim, and I could see the darkness underneath. He took my arm and led me through the dark foyer to the front door, the dossier of evidence forgotten on the armchair.

Outside, in the darkness, there was a policeman leaning up against a police car. He gave a grim nod and spoke quietly. “I don’t need to put cuffs on you, do I?”

“N-no,” I stammered. This all felt like some crazy dream. It had taken me this long to realise what Ade and I had was real, that it wasn’t some crazy fantasy. But here it was, being snatched away.

“Good lad. If you’ll just get into the back of the car…” I was led, gently, to the police car and the police officer opened the back door for me. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sight for me, but I’d hoped never to see it again. And this time, I wasn’t getting away. “You’re being arrested on suspicion of identity fraud, multiple counts of theft and public nuisance. You do not have to say anything. But, it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court…”

I felt the tears start to flow.

* * *




I lay on the bunk in my little cell at the police station, just waiting on the request I’d made. There were exactly thirty-three cracks in the ceiling, though a couple had combined so I wasn’t sure if I should count them, and one corner furthest from the little window was shrouded too much in darkness to see. It was keeping me sane, anyway. The room was about six feet by six feet, just enough space for the cot I was lying on, and the stainless steel sink and toilet combo. I was conscious of the little red camera light blinking in the corner.

There came a knock at the door. “Your call is waiting,” said the police officer, who had been kind since I had got there. My fingerprints and name had been taken, but I hadn’t been questioned.

I stood up and waited for the door to open, then walked down the hallway to where a phone was waiting. I had asked to call the only number I knew off the top of my head.

“Amanda?” I asked as soon as I picked up.

“Here, honey. What’s up? Why are you in jail?”

“I’m at the station,” I said. “Anyway, it’s not important why. I just need you to go into my room. I should have a business card from Ade with his number on it. I need you to call him and tell him where I am, and that his father put me here. OK?”

“Is he really going to come and help you against his father’s will?”

“I can only hope, Am. Love you.”

“Love you too. Don’t spend too long in the slammer. I’m relying on you for my rent. I’ll call him right away.”

And then she was gone, and I was alone again. Ade had spent so long convincing me I was worthy of him. I just had to hope that he would stick to his word.
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I woke up feeling more rested than I had in a long time. The light was struggling to break through the curtains, the bed felt fluffy and warm, and Tyler…was gone. I frowned, checking the sheets for a note, but there was none. One of the dressing gowns on the back of the door was missing, so I got up and put the other one on. I could hear voices coming from the kitchen, and laughter.

I smiled. Tyler had fit in unbelievably well with the family, and it seemed he was already up without me. I knew it had been the right thing to introduce him to them. My mother adored him, and my father had been surprisingly well-tempered.

I slipped on a comfy pair of slippers and trod out into the hallway, relishing in the sound of laughter and the smell of Katarina’s Monday Croissants. I pushed open the door to the kitchen. Mum and Cam were both leaning up against the island, croissants in hand. Katarina was polishing the worktop, and the espresso machine was humming. I grinned. Life was good.

“Morning, sleepyhead. Is Tyler still in bed?” asked my mother. My good mood evaporated instantly.

“I thought he was already awake,” I said.

“I’ve been up an hour, and I’ve not seen him,” she said.

I checked my watch again. It was work time, technically. “Did he leave to go to work?” I asked Cam.

“Already on it,” Cam said, phone in hand. “Nope. His badge hasn’t been used to enter the building today.”

“Then where the hell is he?” I tore back through the foyer to the bedroom and searched his clothes. His phone was still in his pocket, along with a tattered-looking wallet and some work keys. And then I realised. His clothes. Where on earth had he gone without his clothes?

“What’s up?” asked Cam from the doorway. His brow was furrowed in concern, and his lips drew into a frown as I held up the jeans.

“Where the fuck is he?” I asked. “Where could he have possibly gone?”

“Has he taken anything with him?”

“Just…a dressing gown,” I said.

“Well, could he have-” Cam started, but was interrupted by the sound of my mother screaming.

“You BASTARD!” she shouted from somewhere else in the house, almost loud enough to make the walls shake.

“Oh God,” I muttered. She would never talk to any of her children like that. There was only one person…

We followed the sound of her further ranting to the conservatory, my father’s favourite place to fall asleep in his armchair after a long night working. My mother was hitting him with a blue paper folder, and as we watched, the papers fell loose and scattered to the floor. As soon as I had eyes on the contents, I was as angry as my mother.

I picked up the familiar piece of paper. It was Tyler’s history of foster care, written out in plain English.

“What the fuck?” asked Cam, taking it from me without asking.

“What the fuck?” I echoed rather more angrily as I stepped toward where my father cowered in his chair. It seemed my mother had noticed our presence, as she stepped back from the chair and threw the folder down in disgust.

“What did you do?” she asked him. “What the hell did you do? Scare him off? Pay him off?”

“I did what needed to be done!” he protested. My father looked old. Dishevelled. Reduced. And I didn’t care one bit at that moment.

“Where the fuck is my boyfriend? Because if you’ve gotten in his head, if you have for one second made him believe he’s less than us because of his background…” I tailed off, leaving the rest unspoken.

“What will you do?” he asked, seeming to regain his confidence. “You don’t understand what I’ve done to keep this family together, to protect the wealth! Why would I allow some scrounger to come in and take it all from you? You know he was using you for your money.”

“He wasn’t!” I wanted to grab my father by the throat, and I flexed my fingers as the thought crossed my mind.

“So what if he was?” asked my mother.

“You want to allow some gold-digging little bastard around our son?” my father asked. “Is that really what you want?”

“It’s what your father said about me, after all.” My mother delivered the blow quietly, and all the anger seemed to leech from the room. The tension was still there, bubbling. But I took a step backward as my mother moved back toward my father’s armchair, her voice cold. “And you know what? He was right.”

“But…you love me,” my father replied quietly.

“Of course. But I loved your money too, especially at first. Of course I did, Addison. I was a model. You were a billionaire. Isn’t that how it goes? Why did you shower me with presents and expensive holidays, if not to impress me with your wealth? Why would you tell me that you could provide for the rest of my life, if not to hope I fell in love with your money? So if you’re hoping that a gold digger won’t tear this family apart, you better start grovelling. Because you’ve made this gold digger angry.”

“Where is he, Dad? Have you sent him home?”

“Penarth police station,” he muttered.

I was speechless. Fortunately, the usually quiet Cam was not. “You’re a real cunt, Dad.”

“Don’t you dare…” my father started, but one finger held up by my mother cowed him.

“You asked me to check up on Tyler to protect Ade,” Cam said. “Ade was presented with the information, and chose what to do with it. That you broke our trust by keeping a hard copy, by getting him arrested, is unconscionable. Don’t expect me to darken your door again.”

“But you live here!” my father said.

“Not anymore. Bye, Dad.” Cam left the room with the door open, knowing I’d follow him through it.

“I’m going to bail out the love of my life and convince him he’s good enough. And if I have to sign over half my bank balance to him to do that, then I will.”

“Cameron’s little pet project, the dog’s home? I’m cutting the Crane Foundation’s contributions, effective immediately,” my father spluttered. One last roll of the dice.

“Electro just doubled its contribution,” I said, stepping toward the door.

“I’ve been courted by your rivals in the company to vote against your price proposals! I’ll do it if I must!”

“Then so be it, Dad. There are more important things. And if you ever come for Tyler again, I will make it my life’s goal to take apart your companies, one by one. Have you seen Forbes recently? I will own you.”

I left the room with a slam of the door and collected my breath for a second. My mother could deal with his idiocy for now. I wouldn’t be seeing him anytime soon. As I turned, I almost bumped into Beckett, who must have been standing just outside the door.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

I didn’t have time for his shit. “Ask your hero,” I suggested. “See if you can help him ruin any more lives.”

I pushed past Beckett, threw open the front doors and got into my car. I could be at the police station in fifteen minutes if I broke a few speed limits. It wasn’t until I’d peeled out of the driveway and was on the road that I realised I hadn’t even got dressed.

Little did I know that by the time I got to the station, Tyler would already be gone.
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The sun was just streaming through the little window at the top of my cell when I heard some kind of commotion going on outside.

“Where is he?” asked a familiar voice, though I couldn’t quite place it. “Where is my grandson?” The voice was male, and slightly hysterical.

“Sir, we need you to calm down. There seems to have been some kind of misunderstanding, and-”

“Don’t you know who I am?” asked the mystery voice. “Get him for me. Right now!”

“Of course, sir, our apologies.” There were footsteps, and someone banged on the door. “Step away from the door, please.”

I stood and stepped away from the door, and when it swung open, I was greeted by a stern-looking female police officer, and…

“Holden!” I exclaimed before I could stop myself. He was dressed in a sharp suit and holding a walking cane, and his lips quirked up into a smile as he saw me.

“Grandfather,” he corrected with another smile. “Come on, let’s get you out of here and into some nice clothes. I’ve no idea what on Earth has happened, but you can rest assured Addison Crane will come to regret it.” He turned to the policewoman. “I trust you have his effects? Well, I suggest you retrieve them.”

“But sir…he’s been arrested for fraud.”

“And what is that fraud, may I ask?”

“Impersonation. We’ve got evidence stating that he impersonated…” she trailed off.

“My grandson. Impersonated my grandson. To get into an event? Now that doesn’t really make sense, does it?”

“But…”

“No buts, dear. Now I’d suggest you get his personal effects before I start asking for an official investigation into this force for doing the personal bidding of Addison Crane. I’d also suggest you review your evidence. Tyler Quinn is my grandson, and he’s made us so proud with his long history of charity work.”

“Yes…sir.” The policewoman hurried off and Holden led me back to the reception desk. By the time we’d reached it, she had a bag in hand. I knew it only had the dressing gown from the Crane house in it.

“We’ll be going, then. Lovely to meet you, dear.”

Holden basically dragged me out of the station and to a beautiful silver Bentley sat outside. “Wow, that was a thrill,” he said once we’d gotten inside. “I’d almost forgotten what British society was like. I don’t know why I stayed away for so long.”

“Holden, what the fuck are you doing here?” I asked when my brain finally caught up with my mouth.

“It’s a rescue mission, spearheaded by the wonderful Amanda. I do not know who she is or what she looks like, but I’m assured she’s wonderful.” Holden tapped on the glass divider between us and a rather shadowy driver in the car’s front. He really wasn’t getting past the initial supervillain vibes. “Woodville Road, please.”

The car pulled off silently as I let all the pieces slot together in my head. “Amanda called you? Not Ade?”

“I believe she had difficulty finding a number for your beau, but you had left my business card on your bed. After I’d roused myself with some rather generous help from Michael, we set to work. I chartered a jet to Wales, and he worked in the background to refute any evidence the police may have had against you.”

“Holden, I committed fraud. There’s no way to refute that. When they find out…”

“Find out what exactly?” Holden asked. “You think the man who infiltrated my organisation as my secretary hasn’t brushed up on his skills in our years of seclusion?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

Holden chuckled. “We may have gotten a bit overzealous. I’ll explain more over a cup of tea.”

No matter how much I pressed, Holden refused to elaborate for the rest of the journey. It felt weird when the car pulled up outside our crappy little flat and Holden stepped out, crushing a burger wrapper under his perfectly polished leather shoe.

“Are you sure you want to do this here?” I asked him.

“At my grandson’s abode? Yes.”

It felt ridiculous to lead the velvet-suited billionaire over the cracked pavement, through our tiny front garden and into the flat. Every crack, every bit of mould and imperfection seemed to jump out at me. It was like seeing the way I lived through fresh eyes. Knowing I’d been arrested weeks before I could get the first pay-cheque that would get me out of this place was an even more bitter irony. Would Ade know I was gone by now? Would he be looking for me, or would he have accepted his father’s doctrine? I had no idea. But I had no idea how to go back either.

Amanda rushed me and pulled me into a hug as soon as I got to the top of the stairs, then gave an awkward curtsey to Holden. “Your…Majesty?” she said, sounding very uncertain. I stifled a laugh.

“Not a king. I’m far too rich and not corrupt enough,” Holden said. “Though I admit it has a nice ring to it. Do you think I could buy an island and set myself up as monarch?”

“Worth a try,” I muttered.

“What’s that beautiful smell?” asked Holden. “Please tell me it’s bacon butties. Oh, it’s been so long since I treated myself to such luxury.”

“Shit, it’ll be burning!” Amanda ran back into the kitchen and we followed. Smoke lingered in the air, but she seemed to have saved the bacon from the worst of it. A few seconds later, she was sliding the bacon and freshly buttered rolls onto the dining table. “Consider it a got-out-of-jail present,” she said.

“You are the best,” I said.

“I know.”

“E-i-ful,” Holden managed to get out. He seemed to have tried to stuff an entire roll into his mouth.

I got up and put the kettle on. I could imagine Holden sipping tea out of tiny china cups with delicate flowers on them in a high-society cafe, so I had to give him an apologetic grimace when I passed him his tea in a mug that said THIS BOY IS A BOTTOM.

“Delightful. And not at all true.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

“Delightful,” I parroted. “So tell me. How the hell am I not getting arrested for fraud?”

“Well, I’m afraid to say, the only way to erase your fraud conviction was to commit a little more fraud.” Holden pulled out a sheaf of papers from his jacket and passed them over to me. “We’ve made small but meaningful changes to your history. The foster care is all there, of course, but I have been looking for my long-lost grandson for years, or so it seems. Your mother must have been the result of a one-time affair I had with a…lady. Your delinquency against the system was your means of escaping the responsibility of being the heir to a billion-pound fortune. We finally reconnected, and you entered high society at a ball where you met Addison Crane and fell in love. Since then, you’ve visited your dear grandfather and his husband, and taken up a job at Electro because of your overriding need to give back after all we’ve given you recently.”

I read through the papers he had passed over. All familiar, but all slightly changed exactly as he’d said. “I can only apologise if you were attached to your last name, but Michael thought we should officially change it to Quinn as a precaution. Some of it was his work, but some of the delicate, risky work was a delightful young environmentalist hacker who changed some details online in exchange for a donation to Greenpeace that left my accountant sobbing.”

I didn’t know how to feel. Thankful, obviously, but…who was I now? What did Holden’s intervention make me?

“I can hear you thinking,” said Holden. “But it’s much more simple than you think. You want Addison Crane Junior. Senior, however, is a bit of an arse and would never have stopped coming for you. So I have fixed that. I promise it doesn’t have to change much about you. Though I admit I would like you to get a rather nicer house than this for family visits…”

“Thank you, Holden,” I said. “Really.”

“So, grandson of mine. What’s the next step? How do you declare your undying love for Mr Crane and give a big fuck you to his father?”

“I…” I was interrupted by the doorbell ringing.

“I’ll get it. That’ll be my Amazon delivery,” said Amanda, who had been standing in the corner of the kitchen with a mug clutched between two hands. “Tyler isn’t one for big houses, but if you’ve got one going I’ll have it,” she said as an aside to Holden as she passed him.

“Think she’d relocate to Switzerland? God knows I could do with more bacon sandwiches in my life,” said Holden. I laughed, but he didn’t. “I’m entirely serious.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll ask her. Amanda…” Holden tailed off as he looked beyond me. I turned in my chair to see what he was gawping at and froze.

Ade should not have been in my kitchen. It was weird, seeing him stood in the doorway, perfection surrounded by peeling paint and mysterious stains the landlord hadn’t sorted. But there he was, in all his brilliance. Though his face was in a state of shock. And he was still wearing one of the dressing gowns from the guest suite. My heart thumped irregularly at the sight of him.

“Did we wake you?” Holden asked.

Ade’s mouth quirked up slightly into a smile. I stood, well aware I was still wearing my police-station issue clothes. “I came as fast as I could when they said you’d…you’d…”

And I realised he hadn’t moved forward, and neither had I. We took a step together, and then another, and then his hands were reaching for my face and holding me.

“He will never hurt you again,” Ade said before our lips touched. “Never, never, never,” he said between kisses.

I could feel the tears welling up as we kissed, and then Ade just held me for a second, our foreheads touching as he did. “I love you,” he whispered. “So much. I know it’s quick, but I need to tell you now. And I will keep you safe from my father, whether or not you love me back.”

“I love you too,” I confessed.

“Sandwich? Tea?” Amanda offered.

I looked at her and laughed through the tears. “Got anything stronger?”

“Coffee it is,” she said, heading over to put the kettle on.

“I’m guessing you bailed him out?” Ade was looking at Holden. “I’ll pay you back, I promise. And we’ll fight whatever charges my father has levelled in court. I’ll pay for the best lawyers money can buy. I’ll…”

“Breathe,” I said. I moved away from him for a second to pass the papers Holden had showed me. “Holden has sorted it all.”

Ade read through the papers for a second and then collapsed into a chair. “My God, Holden. You’ve done all this for Tyler?”

“Naturally.” Holden smiled and reached for another bacon cob.

“Thank you again, Holden,” I said. “It’s way too much, but…thank you.”

“If you think this is too much…” Ade hesitated for a second. “I want you to have access to everything. My accounts. Company shares in your name. I don’t want you to be relying on my good graces to feel secure. I don’t want you doubting your place in this environment.”

“Ade, no. I can’t be…no. I can’t. That would be…way too much. And it would make your father feel like he’d done the right thing.”

“Fuck my father. This is about my feelings for you.” Ade looked angry, though I knew it wasn’t directed at me.

“And I know you have those feelings if I’m rich or poor. And when I’m paid, I’ll be richer than I’ve ever been anyway. You’ve done enough. You have all done too much to help me, and there’s nothing I can do to repay that.”

“Well, shit,” muttered Holden. “That makes things awkward.”

“Awkward…how?”

“You’re legally my heir now. And my money was going nowhere when I died, anyway.” Holden shrugged.

“Wait. What?” I asked.

“Money, dear. I have lots of it. And as my only heir, a rather large chunk of it will go to you when I die. Oh, and Michael convinced me to send you over a little stipend now, just a monthly token of our love for…family. I’ve no doubt you’ll be getting a call from the bank in the next few hours.”

I collapsed into the seat next to Ade. “No. No, you can’t. I’m not…I’m poor. I don’t think you get…I don’t do money. Have money.”

“Well you do now.” Holden stood up. “I’ll call you. And I want you both back in Switzerland soon. Tyler, I’ll have my accountant call you with some financial advice. But welcome to the family.”

Then he was gone, passing Amanda a business card on his way out of the kitchen.

“Well, I guess I better look for a new flatmate,” she said. She pocketed the card.

“No, I’ll still live here,” I said automatically.

Amanda scoffed. “I fucking hope not. You would have been moving out the day you got your first £10,000 payday. Let alone…what do you have now?”

I pulled out my phone and logged into my online banking, still not quite believing. I would be a thousand pounds in the red, just as I had been the day before. Still clawing my way out of poverty one day at a…nope. That was a whole lot of zeroes. I could buy a flat with that much money. I could buy the street. And that was my…monthly stipend? Jesus.

Ade was looking over my shoulder.

“Welcome to the club,” he smirked.

“Fuck.”

“Fuck indeed. Now let me show you how fast it’s possible to spend that kind of money.”
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It had only been a couple of days since Tyler’s life had been upended so comprehensively by a billionaire who just a short time ago, wouldn’t have left his enclave for anything. And it had taken me a little while to realise why Tyler’s charm was so effective on everyone. Why him being in trouble had convinced a billionaire to make him his sole heir.

It was because Tyler was kind. Endlessly, tirelessly kind, and sincere. He had already given most of his stipend to a charity he’d been chasing up in his role at Electro. And other than buying himself a shiny new MacBook and a comfortable pair of jeans, he hadn’t uprooted his life in the last two days. Though he had stayed at my penthouse and insisted on paying for a takeaway, and left a tip that probably had the delivery driver running home to his family and packing them up to go on holiday.

I knocked on his office door, which was ajar. Tyler looked up at me and gave me his thousand-watt smile.

“Nervous?” he asked.

“Not at all, when we’ve already lost.” I grimaced, but I was telling the truth. Cam had crunched the numbers. Without my father’s vote of approval, my amendment to our future profit-pursuit strategy with the Electro Family Car was likely to be voted down. And being so at odds with the board over the future direction of the company would likely erode my support overall. My days were numbered by what otherwise seemed like any other vote. And my father had removed that lifeline when I needed it most.

“If you pull a win out of somewhere, we can have sex in the office,” Tyler grinned.

“And when I lose?”

“We’ll still have sex. Just at home.”

“Deal.” I smiled back. It was weirdly hard to be melancholy over a lost vote when Tyler was a part of my life. He was so fucking wonderful, and I’d help him believe it until the end of his days. Maybe, once I was ousted, we could travel. Or start our own new organisation with our millions. Well, his millions. My billions.

“My mother still wants to take you to Spain tomorrow, by the way,” I said.

Tyler smiled, though more sadly this time. “Have you talked to your father?”

“I sent a message to his secretary yesterday regarding the vote, and got a personally signed fuck off,” I said. “And mum says he’s being stubborn with her, so she’s frozen him out for a few days. To see if she can make him see sense.”

“Look, if you want me to step out of the way…” Tyler said, tailing off.

“No. No way. We’re a package deal now, and my father needs to see that. Given you’re set to inherit more money than he has, I don’t think he can worry about you being after me for my money any more.”

Tyler shuddered. “No. Don’t like being reminded of that. That’s stupid money. Anyway, he’s only going to say it proves him right and I got exactly what I wanted.”

“True though. You only were after my billions,” I said.

“And I got someone else’s.” Tyler stood and crossed the office to straighten my lapel and my tie. My breath still hitched when his hands delicately brushed my throat. “Now, unless you get your shuffle on, you’ll be late. And that’s certainly not going to endear the board to you right now.”

“It’s a lost cause anyway,” I said.

“Well, turn on the charm and win,” said Tyler. Before I could turn away, he hooked one finger into my trouser pocket and then used his other hand to lift his shirt, just slightly. A band of elastic ran along his waist, and below that I could see bare flesh.

“Are you wearing a jockstrap to work?” I asked.

“Win over your own board of directors, then come back and find out.” Tyler winked, and pushed me gently out of the door.

I could do this. I was the CEO of a multi-billion pound company. I had built that same company from the ground up. And I could control my board of directors, even if they thought I was past my expiration date.

I walked into the conference room with confidence, fired up my slides and got to speaking immediately. It was weird looking at Xavier, who’d always been a faithful deputy, and knowing he thought I was wrong. Once, I might have wavered at that. But I knew I was right to pursue people over profit. Tyler had made sure that was where my thoughts were. And I would fight this board until the end if I couldn’t bring them round.

Xavier’s eyes widened when I opened up the slides on profitability that he had kept hidden from me. I thought I saw a couple of people glance at him across the table, but I couldn’t be sure if they were wavering or worried about being caught out.

When I’d finished, the room went silent.

“So, shall we take it to a vote?” asked one lady at the back of the room. Her husband had been one of the first, and most loyal members of Electro before his subsequent retirement and passing, and though she only held a nominal amount of shares, every percentage would help.

“I vote aye,” I started. “Hands for aye?”

Holding thirty percent meant I was already holding a lot of the cards. But Xavier held almost as much from years of rewards, and I watched as a few meagre hands joined me in my motion. The secretary in the corner typed away as she added up the totals by share value.

“And all those against?” I asked. Xavier’s hand went up, and he had at least the good grace to look guilty. A few more hands went up.

“And abstentions?” One hand went up, someone who owned something like one percent of the company. Great. By my own reckoning, we were at about forty-four percent in favour, forty-five against. One abstention and my father’s big fat ten percent chunk had sunk me.

“Motion does not…” started Xavier, but tailed off when someone coughed in the doorway.

All eyes went to the darkly silhouetted figure, and I just about avoided rolling my eyes. Bennett was dressed, as usual, in all black. “No one counted my vote,” he said. “Put my hand up and everything. But you were all too busy waiting for my wonderful brother’s reaction to your betrayal that you didn’t even look this way.”

“Can you even vote?” asked a shareholder. Bennett grinned as he sauntered over to the family chair. He so rarely grinned that it really freaked me out that he was.

“I’m CFO of Crane. I have the authority to vote in my father’s stead when he can’t.”

Fuck. My father had sent him to really screw us over. “Get it over with, Bennett,” I muttered. Xavier smiled, but tried to cover it with one hand.

“See, there’s one thing I hold above all else,” said Bennett. “Family. It’s always been at the core of my father’s philosophy. Our family unity is our wealth. So imagine how I felt when I realised that my big brother had left my father cowering in his chair. Imagine how I felt when Addison Crane Junior tore a hole in my parents’ trust, and had my little brother move out for the very first time just to get away from us.”

I wanted to put my head in my hands but stood still. I would not show weakness. Bennett continued. “Imagine my surprise, when after a conversation with my mother, it transpired that it wasn’t Junior here who had callously betrayed family, but my father. When he needed my father most, both as a businessman and a parent, he’d failed on both fronts. And I’m here to redress my father’s failure. I vote in favour of the motion.”

There was no explosion, no wringing of hair. No fanfare. Because all this had been a fairly regular vote at another FTSE 100 company. But I wanted to rip my brother out of his chair and give him the biggest hug of his life. Not that Bennett did hugging.

“Right. Meeting adjourned,” I said. “Motion passes. No further business.”

The room emptied, leaving Xavier, Bennett and I. Xavier and Bennett stood at the same time, and Xavier moved to leave when Bennett grabbed his arm. “I’ve heard you were planning on ejecting my brother from this company today,” he said. “I don’t like that. You can disagree, you can vote, you can argue. But disloyalty really boils my piss. I’d suggest you come up with a fair price to sell back your shares before I call a vote to remove your decision-making powers.”

Xavier nodded, and with the briefest of glances back at me, left the room.

I held my arms out for a hug, but as predicted, Bennett shook his head. “Not for me, brother. I know it was the right thing to do, but…betraying Dad’s wishes didn’t sit right with me.”

“Well…thank you,” I said. “Really. I don’t know how to thank you enough.”

“Thank me by forgiving the old man when he comes crawling back on his hands and knees. Because he will. It’ll just take time.”

“What’s he gonna do when he finds out you’ve done this?” I asked.

“Probably punish me horribly,” Bennett sighed. “But it needed to be done. You and Tyler…you just work. I could see it over dinner, and if our father is too blinded by pride to see a good thing when it slaps him in the face, then he’s an idiot.”

“Thanks, B.”

Bennett rested one hand on my shoulder briefly, the closest thing I’d get to a hug from him any time soon. Then he was stepping out of the conference room, walking through the foyer, and was in the lift before anyone could stop him to talk. It would take some time before he could forgive himself for betraying our father. I knew that. And my father would be furious when he found out. But perhaps Bennett was ready to step out from Addison Crane Senior’s long shadow.

I closed the conference room door behind me and sauntered over to Tyler’s office. Tyler looked up from the computer. “C’mon, let’s go home and fuck it out,” he said. “It can’t be all bad…”

“Oh, ye of little faith,” I said. Tyler’s eyes widened, and I could feel the corners of my mouth curling up into a grin. I closed the door behind me and slid the lock closed. “So you were going to bend over that desk for me, right?”

“Nope.” Tyler popped his lips on the P. He stood up and gestured to his office chair. “Sit down, Mr Crane. Let me show you just how well I can ride.”

That was a plan I could get behind. Or underneath, as it were.
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Six Months Later




I could hear the clinking of glasses and cutlery, and the general commotion of dozens of tireless workers working to make the first fully Electro-funded charity gala a success. And where was I? In a supply cupboard.

There was a mop jammed underneath the door handle to hold it closed, but I knew if anyone really wanted to get in they would. I was slumped against some very uncomfortable shelves, my Armani trousers gathered round my ankles and shirt rucked up above my stomach as Tyler did exactly what he did best. He rode.

We were both sweating in the heat of the confined space, but as Tyler sank back down onto my cock I found I really didn’t care. He was bringing me closer to orgasm with every passing second, and I had his shaft gripped tight so that he could pump in and out of my hand with every bounce of his hips.

“Oh God, Oh God, I’m…” Tyler spilled all over my hand and stomach, narrowly missing my shirt as I quickly pulled it even higher. He sank down until my balls were up against his arse and then I was coming deep into him, our foreheads touching as his name escaped my lips. For just a second, Tyler sat on my thighs as we got our breath back.

“Fuck, we made a mess,” he muttered. He reached automatically for his boxers on the ground as he pulled off me, then wiped my stomach and cock off with them, still straddling my thighs, which were starting to ache. “Oh shit. I’ll be going commando.” Tyler held up the boxers. “Why didn’t I fucking think this through?”

“It’s OK love, I don’t mind you going commando. In fact, I think it’s dirty” I said, dropping my voice.

There was a knock at the door, and Tyler scrambled off me. His cheeks had gone red, shyness overtaking him despite the fact it had been his idea to do it in a cupboard in the first place.

“It’ll take the edge off,” I muttered, echoing what he’s said earlier to convince me to have sex in a cupboard. Tyler hopped about, desperately trying to get one leg into his trousers. He fell into one shelf and a packet of kitchen roll fell right onto my head. I decided not to point that fact out to my now boxer-less Tyler as he kicked his underwear under the shelves. I pushed myself to my feet, groaning as my muscles cramped and blood rushed to my arse after an extended stint on cold concrete.

“I thought it would,” replied Tyler. “But now I’m even more keyed up.”

“Good. Use it.”

“You two better be dressed, because I’m kicking this door down in ten seconds!” Cam shouted from outside. “You promised you wouldn’t do this before the gala!”

Tyler buckled up his belt at last, and slipped his feet into his loafers. Other than the creases in his shirt and mussed up hair, you would never have known that I was buried in him just minutes earlier.

“Right…” I heard Cam mutter. “You have five…four…three…two…one…three quarters. Half. A quarter of a second and I’m going to…”

Tyler wrenched open the door, and Cam looked between the two of us. “Incredible,” he muttered. “God forbid anyone do any work around here.”

“Two things,” Tyler said, gently grasping the cuff of Cam’s immaculate tuxedo to hold him there. “Firstly, I did not promise no shagging. I promised no funny business. And there is nothing funny about what your brother’s penis just did to my insides. Secondly, I organised this. From start to finish. I have been here since eight this morning, and I have personally costed every single item, addressed every invite and even dusted off a suit of armour I thought looked unacceptable. So forgive me for taking five minutes to myself. Now, I’m going to run to the toilet as fast as I can so that I can clean up the fantastic mess we just made.”

Cam blanched, and Tyler hobbled away. I couldn’t help but grin.

“You are both disgusting,” Cam muttered.

“Yup,” I agreed. “Then again, maybe you could find someone to get disgusting with.”

“Working on it,” he muttered. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about funding…what the hell is that?”

He had pointed at a little puddle by my feet, and I tested it with the sole of my shoe. “I think it’s…yup, that’s lube.”

“Oh my God.” Cam flapped one hand at me. “I need you in the ballroom in five minutes. Clean yourself up.”

“Yessir.” As my brother walked away, I started to wonder when I’d started to let other people boss me around. This week, Tyler had me wrapped around his little finger. The gala was his baby, and every task he’d asked of me I had completed with gusto. And now my own little brother was telling me what to do. What a fall from grace. I grinned as I thought about it. I hadn’t known that life could be this fun.

I walked toward the bathroom and eased open the door. Tyler was styling his hair in the mirror, still looking visibly flustered.

“How’s commando life treating you?” I asked.

Tyler rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you come here and find out?”

“Jesus Christ, I wish I had your stamina,” I muttered.

“I’m going to be making a speech. In front of hundreds of people. Without my underwear on. Sex jokes are all I have left!” Tyler looked at me, and I could see the panic in his eyes.

“Shh. You know what they say about imagining everyone in their underwear? Just imagine that underneath their expensive suits and pretty dresses, no one is.”

“Will you be standing at the front?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Then that definitely helps.” Tyler reached for me, and I held him close. His forehead found the crook of my neck, and we just swayed in the brightly lit bathroom for a few minutes before he pulled away. “C’mon,” he said. “We better get started before Cameron garrottes us.”

We left the staff bathroom and headed down the corridor to the ballroom. It felt special to be hosting the gala in the place where we first met. We were strangers then, and had so many barriers between us. It felt amazing to be here again as ourselves.

Tyler had organised the whole thing, with minimal input from me or Cam, and the ballroom was decorated beautifully. Not only had he invited the rich and famous, he’d actually invited the owners of local charities and community organisers so that they could talk and network directly with those who might be willing to donate.

“I’m so giving you that promotion,” I said to Tyler. “I don’t care how many times you tell me you’re not qualified. I am not paying you enough for what you do.”

“Darling, you can’t afford what I’m worth.” Tyler joked, and then his lips turned down. I knew he was still struggling to come to terms with the money he now possessed and I did my best to make him feel comfortable with the language he understood best - making light of the whole thing.

“I bow down to your inherited wealth, my liege.”

“Oh, and you’re new money, I suppose?”

“I suppose,” I said. “I turned millions into billions. What have you turned your millions into?”

“A new children’s cancer ward in the local hospital…”

“Again?” I was incredulous. I had never known someone give away so much in as short a time as Tyler had.

“What else am I supposed to spend my money on? You don’t let me contribute toward bills for the penthouse, my company car is paid for…”

“Fine. You can pay the hot tub heating bill.”

“Thank you,” Tyler muttered. Then grinned. “I’m still building the cancer ward.”

“And I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

“Less gawping, more action!” Cam shouted from the other side of the room.

“And what exactly is it you’re doing?” Tyler shouted back.

“…shut up.” Cam fiddled with a tablecloth and knocked over a glass as he did.

“First guests should be arriving in less than…” Tyler checked his watch. “Five minutes. I want to see big smiles, wine flowing.” He walked around and spoke to each waiter and waitress individually, addressing them by their names and talking them through the night as the minutes ticked down. He hadn’t forgotten his roots, and I hoped he never would. He kept us grounded.

Then the first guests started to trickle in, and it was time to schmooze. Though I did my usual fantastic job of extracting money from people using as much charm as possible, my eyes kept flitting to Tyler, who looked resplendent in his expensive burgundy suit. I was glad we’d managed to mess up his hair. He looked so much better when he wasn’t trying to look the part as much. It peeled away another layer, and it let him sway people with his authenticity.

In a lull in conversation, I looked toward the door. My mother had arrived, and on her arm was Harvey, the gentle giant of a man who ran the dogs’ home. She looked resplendent in her evening gown, and it looked like Harvey had made good on the coupons Tyler had sent out to the local charity leaders and bought himself a suit. It wasn’t like Harvey really needed to be here — I’d essentially given him a blank cheque to run the place since my father had stopped his donations out of spite — but it couldn’t hurt to make the right connections. My youngest siblings had proven time and time again that connections and publicity were invaluable.

Speaking of siblings…Cam was stood near the doorway, and when he spotted Harvey the glass of champagne dropped from his hand, splattering all over his shoes and the bottom of his trousers. He blushed, and when Harvey turned toward the source of the commotion, I watched the same pink creeping into his own cheeks.

Tyler sidled up next to me and jabbed my arm. “Hey, you seeing what I’m seeing?”

“Yes, Captain. You seem to be doing wonderfully.”

“I came to this gala last year to get millions. I think I managed. This year, I’m aiming for billions.” Tyler grinned.

“So you really were just using me all along,” I joked.

“Totally. For your money, your cock and your heart. The problem is I’m giving all of that back to you too now, so I don’t think I’ve made all that much back from this deal…” he grinned.

The hall filled and we both did our best to chat to everyone who arrived. My mother wouldn’t stop apologising for the fact my father was still being stubborn and refusing to apologise, but I shook my head and ordered us more champagne. I could wait for the apology. Holden turned up with Michael, looking rather grumpy but every bit as prestigious as he should. Michael’s kimono drew looks from the attending crowd, but i thought he looked fantastic.

As the room filled and Tyler took to the stage to make his pre-dinner speech, I made my way to the front of the crowd. He took his notes from his pocket, cleared his throat, and looked across the crowd. When we made eye contact, I mouthed I love you. He winked back and suddenly I was the nervous one.

But I didn’t need to be. Because Tyler was wonderful. He always would be. And with a little luck, and the help of the heavy gold ring nestled in my breast pocket, he would always be mine.




A note from Matt…

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed. If it’s your first Matt Peters book, I hope you feel like going back and looking at what’s come so far. If you’ve already read a few, then thank you for your dedication.

There’s more to come in the world of Billionaires and Liars - why have three more queer brothers if I can’t pair them all off with gorgeous men? This epilogue has given a very clear indication of where I see the next story going…

Before then, my next book will be Brat on the Ball, the third in the Rucking Rugby Men series. There are a lot of wealthy men in the world of sport, so expect characters from these stories to cross over from time to time.

If you really enjoyed and want extra bonus content from my series, just head to my website at mattpetersauthor.com and sign up to my newsletter to be kept up to date on all the latest. And if you enjoyed this book, please leave a review. Every review helps us small-time authors get better.
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