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    Chapter One


     


    Surreal Nights


     


     


    The television in the living room was on, the volume low, when Ricky came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist. He paused in the short hallway, hand resting on the knob of the bathroom door, contemplating something although he wasn’t sure just what. The lights in the living room were off and the flick of the television glow flashed weakly at the head of the hallway.


    Ricky walked into the bedroom, grabbed one of the blankets off his bed then went out to the living room. Levi’s shoes were kicked off and he lay fully clothed on the sofa, stocking feet crossed at the ankles, arms tucked under his head as he watched the television screen with heavy-lidded eyes, oblivious of Ricky’s presence.


    “Here.” Ricky dropped the blanket on him in a pile.


    Levi jumped and sat up. “Shit.” He gasped. “You scared me.” He fingered the blanket then grinned. “Thank you. Now I can sleep in the buff like I prefer, and not freeze my little ass off.”


    Sighing, Ricky mumbled, “Maybe I should take it back.”


    “Ah, don’t pretend now.” Levi crossed his arms over the back of the sofa and propped his chin on his forearm. “You know it’ll give you sweet, hot dreams to imagine me out here on your sofa–au naturel.” He smirked.


    “I don’t even want to know what you might doing on my sofa.” Ricky said dryly. “My guess is, I’ll have to get it fumigated.” He started to walk away when Levi’s hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.


    “Come on. Hang out with me. We can watch a movie.” His eyes roamed down Ricky’s body. “With or without the towel.”


    “I told you.” Ricky tugged loose from Levi’s grasp. “I’m tired and I’m going to bed.”


    “So you keep saying.” Levi murmured.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Well,” Levi stretched back out on the sofa and gazed up at Ricky. “You didn’t have to bring the blanket out here. It really isn’t that cold tonight. Maybe it was just an excuse.”


    Ricky groaned. “An excuse for what, smart ass?”


    “You tell me, baby?” Levi smiled, eyes sparking. The irony that those eyes could harden his cock in a New York minute wasn’t lost on Ricky. And it was damn annoying–especially when nothing but a simple cotton towel was the only shield against his sudden erection. Which provided no shield at all. Luckily, Levi was lying down at the moment and didn’t have a visual of Ricky’s crotch.


    “I’m going to bed.” Ricky walked away before Levi could sit up and catch a glimpse of the tent in his towel.


    As soon as the bedroom door was closed behind him, he tugged off the towel and crawled into bed, trying to ignore the steel rod between his legs. How could someone totally irritate him and turn him on all at the same time? He kept his hands outside the blankets, refusing to beat off–as if that in itself were showing Levi he wasn’t in control. He realized how stupid that was; the fact that Levi had incited this raging hard-on should be proof enough of who had the upper hand.


    Exhaling long and slow, he closed his eyes and stretched out on his back. The weight of the blankets hanging down on his hard cock kept his arousal at the forefront of his mind as he tried to fall asleep. “Fuck.” He hissed low and kicked the blankets and sheet off so nothing was touching him. Shifting his hips a little, he tucked his arms under his head–mostly to keep control of his hands–and again made the attempt to sleep.


    The sound of the television barely reached the bedroom, but it was enough to continually pull his mind back to the living room, the sofa–and Levi lying naked beneath the blanket. Possibly handling himself.


    “Uuuhh…” Ricky groaned and squeezed his eyes tighter, but it did nothing to dispel the images.


    At some point he managed to slip under, but the dream he fell into wasn’t soothing. In the dream, Levi was in the bedroom with him, taking care of his erection for him. “Fuck…” He moaned aloud. “Yes…Levi…do it to me…”


    “Do what?” Soft hot breath puffed against his ear–then a slick wet tongue.


    “Huh!” Ricky awoke with an abruptness that sent his pulse reeling. He shot forward in bed, heart pounding, skin wet with sweat.


    “Didn’t I tell you that you would be having sweet, hot dreams about me?” Levi chuckled, lying on the bed beside him, propped on one elbow, looking totally self-satisfied–and bare ass naked.


    Ricky grabbed at the blankets and covered himself. “What the fuck are you doing in here?”


    Levi shrugged. “Turns out your sofa isn’t nearly as comfortable as it looks. Figured you wouldn’t mind sharing your full sized bed for one night.”


    Shaking his head, Ricky exhaled hard. “You amaze me.” He muttered.


    “Really?” Levi grinned.


    “That wasn’t a compliment.” He said dryly. “It’s your insistence on invading my personal space that amazes me–and the fact that you think it’s perfectly all right.”


    “Well you let me, so it isn’t all my fault.”


    Ricky looked at him incredulously. “And how the fuck do you figure I let you in my bed? I wasn’t even fucking awake.”


    Chuckling low, Levi shrugged. “Well…you have yet to kick me out.” He smiled. “Maybe that should tell you something.”


    “Tells me you’re a fucking leech that I can’t get rid of.”


    Levi grinned and pushed up on one arm, leaning closer to Ricky, his lips brushing his shoulder. “You haven’t tried.” He kissed his damp skin. “You cuss me and insult me…and granted, you did tell me to get the fuck out, but you didn’t back it up and make me go.”


    God, he hated that the little fucker was right. He fussed and fumed about him being here, but here he remained–with Ricky doing nothing to insist he vacate the premises.


    “What was it?” Levi murmured, his lips still touching Ricky’s shoulder.


    “What’re you talking about?” Ricky’s erection was growing stiffer, longer beneath the blankets.


    “In your dream, you told me–‘Do it to me’. Do what to you?”


    “I don’t know.” He muttered. “It was just a stupid dream. I don’t even remember it.” A lie, of course. Levi had been down between his legs, giving him the most mind shattering blow job of his life.


    “Maybe I can jog your memory.” Levi smiled slyly. “’Cause I have a pretty good idea what it was.”


    Before Ricky could protest–as if–Levi disappeared under the blankets and in seconds was sucking Ricky’s cock with great enthusiasm, bringing his dream to life and shattering his mind.


    ♦


    It was sheer desperation that instigated Gabe to try and negotiate with Quint, though he knew it was futile. But his entire life was hanging in the balance, and he couldn’t just stand back and watch it come crashing down without even attempting to save it–not when Cole made up a huge part of that life.


    “We’re reasonable men, Quint.” Gabe watched the man move slowly around his apartment, surveying everything. Quint was not a reasonable man, but Gabe was all out of options. “Can’t we come to an arrangement that is satisfactory for us both?”


    Quint turned slowly, his hands clasped loosely behind his back, and looked at Gabe. The corner of his mouth twitched. “Why do I need to negotiate? I already have what I want.”


    “Right.” Gabe murmured and shook his head. “I just thought maybe you possessed an ounce of decency that would make it possible for you to see things from my perspective.”


    “Decency?”


    “I’m sorry.” Gabe stared at him. “Did the word stump you?” It wasn’t wise to get smart with Quinton Sanitini, but what did he have to lose? He’d be damned if he was going to grovel and beg for something the man would never give him anyway. If all of that would have actually gotten him out of this, then yes, he would’ve debased himself to keep his life with Cole intact. He was more than willing to swallow his pride for the man he loved. But reducing himself to a groveling idiot would only make Quint despise him and torment him all the more.


    “Not stumped.” Quint said, taking no visible offense. “It simply has no place in my world.” He smiled and shrugged. “You understand.”


    Staring at the floor, Gabe asked quietly, “Answer me something?” He looked up and Quint gazed at him inquiringly. “How is it you turned out this way, when you were raised by a man like Nathan? He understood decency. And he would have never agreed to what you’re doing now.”


    “True.” Quint nodded. “But it isn’t up to him anymore, now is it?” He unclasped his hands and let his fingertip trail over the back of Gabe’s sofa. “As far as how I turned out this way?” He smiled at Gabe. “My guess is my mother had an affair. I find it very difficult to believe I am of the same blood as Nathan Sanitini.”


    “So do I.” Gabe mumbled.


    “Nathan had too many weaknesses. He cared too much.”


    “Caring about others is not a weakness.”


    “Isn’t it?” Quint raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you weakened by your love for Cole?” He waved his hand and chuckled. “Oh I know you said you didn’t love him, but we both know you didn’t mean it.”


    Gabe’s jaw tightened, his eyes stinging. “Having Cole in my life makes me strong, not weak.”


    “You think so?” Quint posed. “Don’t you realize that it’s your love for the man that will make you do whatever the fuck I want you to do? Because if you don’t…bye, bye Cole?”


    How could he argue his point? Gabe didn’t believe for one second that loving Cole made him weak, but Quint was right about the leverage it afforded him. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep Cole safe.


    “You know I’m right.”


    Swallowing thickly, Gabe murmured, “So people just shouldn’t love anyone because there’s the chance assholes like you might use them against them?”


    Quint smiled. “Well look at it this way, Gabriel.” He said low, even soft. “If there were no Cole in your life, no one you gave a shit about…it might be much harder for me to bend you to my will. Like this…” He walked over to Gabe then pointed at the floor. “Get down on your knees–and suck me.”


    Gabe just stared at him, blood boiling, heart pounding.


    “And now to make my point.” Quint’s face hardened just a fraction. “Get down on your knees and suck my cock–or come morning, your boyfriend will wake with a few less digits.”


    Had Gabe believed he was merely blowing smoke, he would’ve told him to go fuck himself. But he knew enough about Quinton Sanitini that the man did not make empty threats.


    Gabe sank slowly to his knees and unfastened the man’s expensive slacks. Quint made no move to assist, but took pleasure in making Gabe do it all. The zipper slid down smoothly, silently, behind which Quint’s hard cock swelled out. There were no briefs to confine his erection and it sprang loose the second Gabe tugged down the front of his pants just a little.


    The man lacked neither thickness nor length. Gabe tried not to think about what he was doing as he slid his mouth over Quint’s engorged member. Gabe was a master cock sucker and knew how to accommodate a thick dick. He closed his eyes and forced his mind to imagine it was Cole he was sucking.


    Quint planted his hands on his own lower back and rocked his hips forward, pushing into Gabe’s throat, again and again. Low grunts and groans slipped out of him, then his fingers were twisting Gabe’s short dark strands, fisting his hair, squeezing as he panted harder, thrust with more force. “Oh fuck, Gabriel.” He moaned loud. “I have surely missed you.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


     


    Fragile Hearts


     


     


    The sensation of Carl’s touch still tingled on Max’s skin, the feel of the man inside him still causing a funny tickle behind his naval. He gripped the steering wheel and stared at his house. The car had shut off at least ten minutes ago, but he’d made no move to go inside. The porch light was on, as was a dim light in the kitchen. Dane’s car was parked at the curb, but he wasn’t surprised. The man had just worked things out with Angel, he wouldn’t want to be away from him just yet. Plus Angel had come home early, feeling sick.


    His encounter with Carl had left him feeling strange. When he’d been with Dane, he had known it would never go too far because the man was in love with someone else. They had both understood that they weren’t in it for a relationship, but simply the comfort of a friend. Where with Carl…it was a whole different ball game. He could see himself with the man, in a permanent way. And what he’d felt tonight in Carl’s arms, while making love to him–it was more than just sexual. He wanted it, all of it; the serious relationship, sharing his life with someone. But there was a part of him that shied away, which part that clung to Horatio. Because if he took Carl into his life…he would have to let Horatio go. For good. And though he kept insisting to Horatio that they both needed to do just that, he wasn’t sure he could.


    He leaned back against the seat, eyes heavy with exhaustion, body weary from the evening’s exertions–their session on the bar hadn’t been the last session. They had moved to Max’s office and worked each other back up again, then made love a second time. And when they had finally parted company for the night, Carl had left his invitation for a date open ended. He had understood that Max might back out of it, change his mind about “wanting more” from him. And he’d let Max know that it was okay if he ended things right there, though he had made sure Max knew that he was ready to go forward if that was what Max really wanted.


    And what if you jump in–then find that you can’t let Horatio go? He had to be damn sure that this was what he wanted, because he didn’t want Carl to put his heart into it only to have it ripped apart.


    A heavy sigh pushed out of him and he opened the driver door, climbing out of the car. On one hand, tonight had left him feeling amazing, alive. But on the other hand…he felt drained, emotionally. Tonight wasn’t the right time to try and figure this out. He’d made love to both Horatio and Carl within the same twenty-four hour period, and it was fucking with his heart, his mind and his body. He needed rest, lots of it.


    Dane stepped out of Angel’s room wearing blue and black flannel pajama pants and no shirt, and came down the dim hall as Max entered through the front door. “Hey.” He spoke low, smiling. “You’re finally home.”


    “Yeah.” Max murmured and went into the kitchen.


    Dane followed. “I fixed the boys some dinner. I can heat you up a plate if you’re hungry.”


    “Thanks, but no. I’m not hungry.” Max poured himself a half glass of milk and realized he was keeping his back to Dane. Why he didn’t want to look the man in the eyes, he didn’t know.


    “So.” Dane leaned against the counter. “How did it go?”


    There was no mystery as to what he was talking about. “It…went.” Max said quietly.


    “Don’t tell me.” He could hear the smile in Dane’s voice. “You made out on the bar?”


    Max didn’t answer, or turn around.


    “No way…” Dane chuckled. “I was just joking. But…seriously?”


    Exhaling hard, Max finally turned around and drilled Dane with a stern look. “Don’t make a big deal out of it.”


    “All right.” Dane said slowly. “What’s wrong? Having doubts about him already?”


    Rubbing his eyes, Max shook his head. “No, it isn’t that.” He murmured and twisted the glass of milk in his hands. “I just…” He sighed. “I don’t know if I’m ready to take that step. I mean, Horatio…” He dropped the sentence and stared down at his drink, his heart aching.


    “Hey.” Dane spoke low, soft. “It’s your life. You do what’s right for you. Carl’s a great guy, but if there were no sparks or chemistry, then—”


    “There was.” Max looked up. “A lot.” He shrugged and sighed again. “I like Carl. I mean, really like him. I could see it totally happening with him.”


    Dane’s lips tightened as he nodded slowly. “Then what’s the problem? Does he not want…”


    “No, he does.” Max said.


    “Then…” Dane arched his brow, questioning.


    Max tapped a fingernail against the side of his glass anxiously. “I don’t know. I’ve been in love with Horatio my whole life, Dane. He was…” He lowered his eyes. “He was my first love. And my last. I’ve never been in another serious relationship since we broke up two decades ago.” He shrugged and laughed with a note of bitterness. “How the fuck do I even go about it?” He raised the glass to his lips and took a small drink of milk, then shook his head. “Maybe I should just resign myself to the fact that I’m going to grow old alone, and…die alone.”


    “No. You’re not.” Dane pushed away from the counter and walked over, cupping his face. “You have way too much to offer to just hide it away.”


    His throat working, tears burned Max’s eyes. “What if I can’t do it?” He whispered unsteadily. “What if I can’t ever really love anyone but Horatio?” His chin trembled and he looked down. “What if I don’t want to?”


    Dane took his glass and set it on the counter then wrapped his arms around him, hugging him close. “A heart like yours will find a way to love again.” He whispered. “Maybe it won’t be the same kind of love you have for Horatio, or even quite as strong. But it will happen.” He drew back and kissed Max softly, affectionately. “But only if you open yourself to the possibility. You can’t shut away your heart, Max. Maybe give Carl a chance, if you really do like him. See where it goes. And if it doesn’t materialize into anything, well at least you can say you gave it an honest shot.”


    “Maybe I should just hire you on as my personal therapist.” Max smiled.


    Dane chuckled softly. “Maybe.”


    Clearing his throat of the clogging tears, Max picked up his glass and finished off the milk. “How is Angel feeling?”


    “Better.” Dane said. “But still not in tip top condition.”


    “Well maybe a good night’s sleep will help.” Max rinsed out the glass and placed it in the dish drainer. “I hope Gabe is feeling better too.”


    “Yeah.” Dane switched off the kitchen light as they walked out together. “But he’s in good hands. I don’t think we have to worry about him.”


    Max smiled. “True.” He said, then. “I’m bushed. I’ll see you in the morning. Take care of your boy.”


    “I will.” Dane assured, then kissed him lightly. “Good night. And you get some rest too. Don’t lay awake all night stressing over things that you can just as easily stress about tomorrow.” He winked.


    Laughing softly, Max nodded. “Yes sir.”


    ♦


    The low, soft voices outside the bedroom door were comforting for Angel. Back at the apartment with Wade and the others, the sound of voices only filled him with stress. It was the silence that he took comfort in. But here, he loved to hear people talking around the house, because he knew they were people who cared for him, and would protect him at all costs. That was something he was still getting used to, but it was a good adjustment to be going through.


    He rolled onto his side when the door opened quietly and Dane entered, closing the door behind him. The room was dark, but the neighborhood street lamps pushed enough light through for Angel to make out Dane’s form as he shed his flannel bottoms and slipped back into bed with him.


    Angel shifted and snuggled close to his body. Dane kissed his hair. “You awake?” He whispered.


    “Yeah.” Angel murmured. “Max finally got home?”


    Wrapping his arms around Angel, Dane nodded and kissed his mouth. “Yeah.”


    “Is he okay?” Angel asked quietly. “I mean, after this morning…”


    Dane sighed. “He’s going through some rough stuff. But I think he’ll be all right.” He brushed his lips against Angel’s mouth again. “I think it’s real good for him having you and Maddy here. It wasn’t good for him to come home to an empty house every night.”


    “I like it here.” Angel whispered and laid his head against Dane’s throat. “I didn’t know home could feel so peaceful and…safe.”


    “That’s how home is supposed to feel.” Dane hugged him tighter. He rubbed his back gently. “Are you still feeling sick?”


    Angel thought about Gabe, what he’d overheard the man say on the phone, and his unwillingness to explain himself. It caused his stomach to pinch and churn. “Kind of.” He whispered thickly. Should he tell Dane? He was worried about Cole and Gabe. They couldn’t break up. What they had was too amazing, too beautiful. They oftentimes talked coarse and raw to each other, but their love was unmistakable. They were pillars, like Dane. If they crumbled…what would it do to this wonderful new family he and Maddy had been adopted into? He couldn’t bear the thought of losing them as a couple. Because if they lost that–they would also lose one of the men as well. Very likely Gabe. And Angel couldn’t go through a loss like that again. He’d almost died when he thought he had lost Dane. He needed his new family. All of them.


    “Angel? Baby, you’re trembling.” Dane murmured. “Are you cold?”


    “No.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    He swallowed thickly and pressed closer to Dane’s body, taking comfort in his presence. “Nothing.”


    “Are you sure?” Dane asked softly, his lips against Angel’s hair. “If you need anything, just tell me, okay? Even if you have to wake me up.”


    Angel raised his head, blinking back his tears. “I do need something.”


    “What, baby?” Dane kissed him. “Anything.”


    He kissed Dane. “I need you to make love to me.” The thing with Gabe had left him feeling vulnerable, as if love were such a fragile thing and could be ripped away at any moment. He needed to be in Dane’s arms, feel his love all around him, filling him up, consuming him. Reassuring him that what they had was unbreakable.


    “Are you sure you feel up to it?” Dane murmured, concerned.


    “Yes.” Angel pushed closer as Dane’s arousal began to manifest itself.


    Dane rolled them over slowly, covering Angel’s body, dropping warm kissed all over his face and neck. “I love you, baby.”


    Angel buried his face in Dane’s shoulder and slid his fingers up through his soft hair. “I love you too.” He whispered, then gasped and clung tighter to the man when Dane entered him slowly, a low groan squeezing out of him.


    “Oh god, baby.” Dane shuddered and pushed in deeper, pulling a small, stifled cry from Angel. “You feel like heaven.”


    Releasing a soft whimper, Angel wrapped around him and it took only seconds for their bodies to fall into rhythm. They already knew each other so well, what each other liked, what movements brought the other the most pleasure. They did their best to keep quiet, smothering one another’s cries and moans in deep kisses as their bodies heated up and the passion ran rampant, heightening their need, stripping away their control. Angel gouged Dane’s back and shoved his face into his neck, panting hard, erratic as his impending orgasm ebbed at him before finally washing over him and submerging him in sweet, sexual ecstasy. He cried out sharply against Dane’s shoulder, biting his hot, damp flesh as he released hard, glazing their stomachs with warm cum.


    “Fuck.” Dane gasped, pumping him deep, fast, squeezing him in his arms as he panted and puffed, groaning thickly as his body strained and began to lock up. “Oh fuck, baby…fuck…oh god…fuuuck…uuuhhh!” He came hard, thrusting erratically, rocking the bed. “Fuck…yes…oooohh god.”


    Once the orgasm ran its course, Dane exhaled heavily and sagged against Angel, panting.


    Angel’s eyes were already half closed, weighing heavily. “Promise me…” Angel choked softly, hugging Dane tight. “Please promise me that you won’t ever say you don’t love me…to anyone…for any reason.”


    “I promise, baby.” Dane murmured breathlessly, then frowned. “Why would you think that was something I would ever do?”


    “I don’t.” Angel whispered. “I just…” He should his head. “It would...” He kissed Dane then held him tight and closed his eyes, tears seeping out. “It would break my heart.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


     


    Love on the Line


     


     


    The reply to his text message didn’t come back in until about seven the next morning. Horatio was still up, having never gone to bed, or even entered the bedroom on the plane. He’d landed in Chicago an hour or so after sending Seth the text, and waited. An immediate response wasn’t expected, it had been the middle of the night when he’d sent it out. Though it would have been great if he could have picked him up right away and gotten off this continent as soon as possible. Try to outrun the images from the club that haunted and tormented him. The vision of Max and Carl that he didn’t want to think about but couldn’t erase.


    His stomach hurt, his heart hurt, his head, his mind. If Seth declined his offer, he would have to find someone else–and fast. He couldn’t be alone right now. If he tried to face Max’s departure from his life on his own…he didn’t know what he would do. The thought of losing Max that way, it ripped out his will to live. No matter what he did or where he went during his life, he had been living for Max, clinging to that tiny shred of hope that one day Max would let him in…and let him stay.


    He rubbed his eyes and leaned his head against the small round window. Would Carl be the one to take him away for good? Or was that incident last night just a one-time thing? He tried to convince himself it was the latter, but he knew better. The way Max had reached out for Carl, taken him to him…Horatio was familiar with that embrace. Max hadn’t just been fooling around.


    “God.” Horatio groaned and rested his head in his hand, eyes closed. The sudden buzz of his phone made him flinch and he lifted his head. The cell was lying on the small table next to his seat and he picked it up, looking at the name. Seth. He opened the text message; ‘How fast can you get here?’


    Within twenty minutes, Horatio was parked at the college campus and Seth was climbing into the back of his limo. The boy wasn’t shy and as soon as he stepped inside, he dropped onto Horatio’s lap, shoved his fingers through his hair and kissed him like they hadn’t seen each other for ages–though in reality it had been less than a week since Horatio had dropped off Seth and his friends back in Chicago.


    Horatio wrapped the young man in his arms and held him tight, drinking in his intense kiss, sucking his warm, wet tongue and moaning loud as his body instantly responded to the boy’s passion. Seth pulled back, panting softly, grinning. “I missed you.” He murmured and kissed him again. “I thought I might not ever see you again.”


    Smiling, Horatio merely kissed him, rather than responding verbally. He felt an unexpected excitement at having the young man back in his arms–but at the same time, a sense of distress, because of what it all meant for him and Max. Moving on from each other was what they both needed to do, but it hurt like hell to let go–even when they were both grabbing onto something else that was good. Max had been in his heart far too long, rooted too deep, for all of this not to hurt like a motherfucker.


    “I’m really glad you came back.” Seth slid his arms around Horatio’s neck and hugged his head as he kissed him again, deep, passionate. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” His mouth slid down to Horatio’s neck and laid warm kisses on his skin. “About making love to you.”


    Groaning low, Horatio tilted his head back and closed his eyes as the young man began sucked sensually on his neck. He squeezed his hips as they both hardened with want and need. His heart pounding, Horatio moved Seth onto the soft carpet of the limo floor and lay on top of him, kissing him hungrily as they tugged at one another’s clothes until only hot skin and hard cocks remained between them.


    “Fuck me.” Seth trembled, clinging to Horatio, his eager body arching, begging.


    The words had hardly left the boy’s lips before Horatio was pushing inside him, taking him as Carl had taken Max.


    “Uuh!” Seth cried out and lifted to him, grabbing his ass, pulling him in deeper. “Fuck! Yes! Oh my god…more…”


    Horatio thrust and buried the remainder of his cock inside the young man, wrenching a sharp cry from them both. He wrapped the kid up tight in his arms and grabbed his mouth in a desperate kiss as he began to glide through his tight inner canal, pushing, pulling, pumping.


    “Oh my god!” Seth tore free of the kiss and gasped loud, his fingers gouging into Horatio’s back. He fucked Horatio with enthusiasm and vigor, their bodies losing control, going wild. Seth shoved him over on his back and rode his cock hard, head thrown back, emitting sharp whimpers and cries, pants and gasps.


    Horatio clutched his hips and drove himself up inside the boy. “Fuuck!” He sat forward suddenly and again engulfed Seth in his arms, squeezing tight, his face buried in the young man’s throat as he panted and puffed and fucked the boy as tears burned his eyes as, for one last time, he allowed himself to imagine it was Max he was making love to.


    ♦


    When Gabe’s call didn’t come in first thing in the morning, and still hadn’t arrived by noon, the anxiety Cole had been battling all night began to twist him up tighter into a ball of tension. Gabe’s note had said he would call “tomorrow”. Well tomorrow was now today. And he had still made no effort to get a hold of Cole and talk to him about what was going on.


    Cole gave him until one in the afternoon, then took the initiative and made the call himself–which went straight to voice mail. What the hell? After the “beep”, Cole spoke, “Babe, what’s up? You said you were gonna call? Are you still at your apartment? Give me a call back when you get this, okay? I missed you last night. A lot. I love you.” He lowered the cell and snapped it closed, his face tight. Where the hell was he? His behavior was beginning to scare Cole. This wasn’t the typical behavior of someone in grief over the death of a parent. Something else was going on with Gabe.


    “Dammit, baby.” He whispered. “Just talk me. Tell me what the fuck this is all about.”


    He tucked his phone in his pocket and went to the kitchen for a beer. Not his first of the day. He had a tendency to drink too much when he was feeling anxious, but then he supposed a lot of people did. He grabbed a cold bottle of Coors from the frig and popped off the cap when his phone buzzed against his leg inside his pocket. He nearly spilled the bottle setting it down so quickly then snatched the cell loose and answered the call without looking at the name. “Gabe?”


    “Uh, no.” Dane’s voice came through and disappointment clouded Cole’s heart. “It’s me.”


    “Hey.” Cole sighed. “Sorry. I was expecting a call from Gabe.”


    “Why? Where is he?”


    “I’m…” Cole cleared his throat. “I’m not sure. He spent the night at his apartment last night. He was supposed to call me today but I haven’t heard from him.”


    “Why did he stay at his place?” Dane wondered. “Isn’t he pretty much living with you now?”


    “Yeah.” Cole sighed again and ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. His dad died recently, and he’s taking it hard. He said he just needed some time alone to think.”


    A moment of silence, then Dane said, “I’ve never heard Gabe mention his dad. Or any family for that matter.”


    “Yeah, me neither.” Cole admitted. “But apparently this guy wasn’t his real dad, but someone who had helped him out when he was younger, took him in. I don’t know, he hasn’t really said much about it in detail.”


    “I see.” Dane murmured, then, “Have you tried calling Gabe?”


    “I did. Just a few minutes ago. Just got his voice mail. That’s why I thought you were him, I thought he was calling back.”


    “Sorry.”


    Cole chuckled. “Not your fault it wasn’t him.” He picked up his beer and took a drink. “I was thinking of maybe going over to his apartment, see if he’s there.”


    “Want me to tag along?” Dane asked. “I’m not doing anything right now. In fact, I was calling to see if Gabe was feeling better.”


    “Yeah.” Cole said quietly. “Actually I would like it if you came with me.”


    Dane went silent a moment, then asked with concern, “Is there more going on that you’re not saying?”


    “No.” Cole murmured. “I don’t know. Gabe’s been acting really off lately. But he won’t talk to me about it. So, honestly, I don’t know what the fuck is going on.”


    “Well, hang tight.” Dane said. “I’ll be over in about twenty. Then we can go check out his place, see if he’s home. If he is, we’ll…hold him down and thump his nose till he tells what’s up.” He chuckled low.


    Cole laughed softly. “If only it were that easy.”


    “We’ll figure something out.” Dane said, dropping the humor. “Gabe’s one of my best buds. Whatever he’s going through, we’ll make sure he doesn’t go through it alone.”


    “Thanks.” Cole murmured with genuine gratitude. He had a real bad feeling in his gut and it gave him comfort to know he had an ally to help him figure all this out. “I’ll see you in a few. And if by chance Gabe shows up, or calls, before you get here–I’ll call you and let you know.”


    “Works for me.” Dane said. “Talk to you soon.” He hung up.


    Cole closed his phone and set it on the counter then picked up his beer. “Come on, baby. Just call me back.” He took a drink and blinked at the sudden wetness in his eyes. Maybe he was overreacting and making something out of nothing. But he couldn’t shake the sense of dread sitting heavily in his chest. He felt like he was losing Gabe and he didn’t even know why he felt that way. Gabe had given him no indication there was anything wrong with them.


    He tipped the bottle to his lips, swallowed a drink then wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. Just please come home, Gabe. Baby, you’re scaring me.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


     


    True Lies


     


     


    “Hey.” Dane hugged Angel from behind and kissed his neck. “I’m going to run over to Cole’s for a short bit, okay?”


    Angel left off making sandwiches and turned around, unease in his gut. “Is Gabe feeling better?” He asked quietly.


    “I’m sure he’s fine.” Dane said, then murmured–“What?”–when Angel glanced away.


    “Nothing.” He whispered. “I just hope everything’s okay.”


    Frowning, Dane eyed him thoughtfully. “Why wouldn’t it be?” He wondered. “Did Gabe say something to you when he brought you home last night?”


    “No.” Angel answered honestly. Gabe hadn’t said a word, and it was tearing Angel up. Something was going on with him, and if he was telling someone else that he didn’t love Cole, and was only with him for the sex–then it was something real bad. Surely he wouldn’t cheat on Cole? That thought filled Angel with nausea and anguish.


    “Well, I’m sure everything is fine.” Dane said, though there was an uncertain note in his voice. “He spent the night at his own apartment last night and was supposed to call Cole this morning. We’re just going to run over and make sure he’s feeling okay.”


    Angel frowned. “He didn’t stay with Cole last night?”


    “No.”


    He stayed at his own place, and then didn’t call Cole today? What if he was seeing someone else? Angel’s brow pinched and he shook his head; no, Gabe wouldn’t do that. He loved Cole. It was so obvious in the way he looked at him.


    “Are you okay?” Dane asked with concern, pulling him closer. “You’re not still feeling sick, are you?”


    Angel shook his head. “Not really.” He said, then forced a smile. “I’m okay.” He slid his arms around Dane’s waist and kissed his throat. “I was thinking of maybe taking Maddy out to a movie this afternoon. We haven’t really had a chance to talk about things too much since we came here.” He hugged Dane and laid his head on his shoulder. “When it was just me and Maddy, he told me everything. I just want him to know he can still talk openly with me, even though it’s not just us anymore.”


    Kissing his hair, Dane murmured, “I think an afternoon of brother time is a good idea.” He dipped down and kissed Angel on the mouth. “Anytime you want to spend alone time with Maddy is okay with me. Until now, you were the only person in his life who cared about him. There’s likely some part of him that feels a little jealous to have to share you with me.”


    “Yeah.” Angel smiled. “I was kind of thinking the same thing. I mean, he thinks you’re great and he’s really glad that I’m happy. But all this is still an adjustment.”


    “Maybe we should find him a girlfriend.” Dane grinned and winked.


    “Oh god.” Angel groaned then laughed softly. “I kind of wish he was gay. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about him going out and getting a girl pregnant.”


    Dane laughed. “Well, that is one of the many perks of being gay–none of those surprises.”


    Angel nodded his agreement, but refrained from pointing out that it also meant they couldn’t have children of their own either. And that reality left a remnant of sadness in Angel’s heart; that was the only thing he envied about straight couples–they could actually create life.


    But just because they can create it…doesn’t mean they will love and nurture it afterwards. Angel understood that from experience. So maybe what was truly important wasn’t the ability to create life–but the ability to love and care for a life that placed in one’s hands. As Max and Dane, and Cole and Gabe, loved and cared for him and Maddy. God knows, they had never received this kind of love from their traditional family.


    “You coming back to earth anytime soon?”


    “Hm?” Angel blinked, and Dane laughed softly. “I’m here.” He smiled.


    “Okay. Well now that you’re back from your little trip, I’ll head over to Cole’s.” he kissed him with warm passion, then groaned. “I better go right now or I might make a detour to the bedroom.”


    “And you would be taking me along with you, right?” Angel grinned and cocked an eyebrow.


    “Oh absolutely.” Dane smirked. “I ain’t into manual labor unless it’s absolutely necessary.” He chuckled.


    Angel rolled his eyes and laughed, then pushed him away. “Go.”


    “I’m going.” Dane grinned then grabbed one more kiss before leaving the kitchen.


    Angel watched him walked away, admiring his rear view as usual, and feeling a tiny sense of loneliness as soon as the man left the house. It happened every time he was away from Dane, even before they were “together”. Just having him nearby gave Angel a sense of security, safety. But most of all, it was the warmth of love he missed when Dane wasn’t right there.


    “Sandwiches done?” Maddy appeared in the kitchen doorway, wearing slightly snug jeans and a black t-shirt that actually fit him properly. When they lived with Wade and Axel, Maddy especially rarely had clothes that weren’t too big for him. Max had taken him shopping and bought him new clothes, new shoes, everything he needed. And looking at him now in a shirt and pants that actually hugged the contours of his body, Angel could see the man he was fast becoming. Back at the apartment, he had a hard time seeing him as almost an adult, but rather the little brother he had to protect. But he wasn’t a kid anymore.


    “What?” Maddy frowned, puzzled, when Angel just stared at him.


    “Nothing.” Angel cleared his throat as it knotted unexpectedly, then turned back to the counter. “Yeah, I’m almost done.”


    Maddy came over and hopped onto a stool and watched him. “Where did Dane go?”


    “Over to Cole’s.” Angel licked a smear of mustard off his finger then closed the ham sandwich together and handed it to Maddy. He went about finishing his own sandwich. “I was thinking…do you want to go to a movie here in a few?”


    Maddy bit into his sandwich and chewed his bite before answering. “Really?”


    “Yeah.” Angel smiled. Almost sixteen and Maddy had never set foot in a movie theater. Angel had once, before their stepdad had died. But that seemed like a whole other lifetime.


    “Cool.” Maddy grinned and took another bite.


    Angel grabbed a couple sodas from the refrigerator and slid one across to Maddy. When the doorbell rang, Maddy jumped up. “I’ll get it.”


    The boy left the kitchen. When Angel heard him open the door and speak to someone, he walked to the doorway and looked down the entry hall. A young man that didn’t look much older than Angel himself stood on the steps with a young blond girl that looked close to Maddy’s age.


    Angel walked to the door. “Hey.”


    The guy smiled. “We were looking for Max.” He said, then held out his hand. “You must be Angel. I’m Abel.” Angel shook his hand then stepped back. Abel looked at the girl, but Angel knew who she was before he said, “This is my sister, Savannah.”


    Angel smiled and shook her hand as well. “It’s nice to meet you, Savannah. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


    “Nice to meet you too.” She said softly.


    Angel rested his hand on Maddy’s shoulder. “This is my brother, Maddy.”


    An uncertain smile touched Maddy’s lips. “Hi.” He mumbled.


    “Hi.” Savannah smiled at him and Angel watched in awe as the boy’s heart tumbled out of his chest and landed helplessly at the young girl’s feet.


    A quick glance at Abel and he saw that he hadn’t missed it either. Angel’s lips tightened and he smiled. “Uh, Max is at the club. But we were going to go see a movie.” He glanced from Abel to Savannah. “If you two want to join us…” He left it at that and kept a grip on Maddy’s shoulder so that the boy’s rubbery knees didn’t drop him to the floor.


    Oh Maddy, you’re in trouble, bro. Two minutes in this pretty girl’s presence and she’s already got you wrapped around her finger.


    ♦


    While waiting for Dane to show up, Cole had left Gabe another voice mail message as well as a few text messages. Why the fuck wasn’t he answering? Cole didn’t want to jump to conclusions, or blow things out of proportion, but he was starting to get worried for real. There were a thousand reasons why Gabe might not be calling back, but the ones that invaded Cole’s mind weren’t at all comforting. If this really was about his dad’s death, then wouldn’t that put Gabe back in connection with people from his past? And Cole had met a couple of them the day they had dealt with Brock Coulson. Wherever Gabe came from, there was a ruthlessness about it. And that scared Cole. Gabe had never divulged any real information about his past, or the people back there. He didn’t know anything of what Gabe had done before he came to the Phoenix. In fact, Gabe had already been working at the club when Cole hired on. Cole had never asked for any information, and Gabe had never offered.


    “Sorry I’m late.” Dane said when he finally arrived, entering Cole’s apartment.


    “No, it’s fine.” Cole told him.


    Dane nodded. “Did you want to head on over there now?”


    “Yeah.” Cole grabbed his jacket. “I tried calling and texting him again, but still no answer.” His anxiety resonated in his voice. “I don’t know why the fuck he isn’t answering.”


    They took Cole’s car from the apartment and worked their way through the city streets. Gabe didn’t live a long way off, but far enough to be too far right now.


    “What’re you thinking?” Dane asked quietly, looking at him. “I mean, about what’s going on with Gabe. I know something is going through your head.”


    Cole shook his head slowly and gripped the steering wheel. “I don’t know.” He whispered. “What if…what if it has something to do with his past?” he glanced at Dane. “You met those guys who took care of Coulson. They were people Gabe knew, from before he came to the Phoenix. And what they did to Coulson–they weren’t fucking amateurs.”


    Frowning, Dane’s lips tightened. “Are you implying you think he might have been mixed up with some…crime family?”


    Cole groaned and then sighed. “It’s crazy. I don’t know what the fuck I’m even thinking. Gabe is just like us. I don’t know where my head is today.”


    “I don’t know if it’s crazy.” Dane murmured. “But let’s at least wait till we see what’s up at his apartment before we—”


    Cole’s phone went off. He grabbed it off the dash with one hand and looked at the display. “Gabe.” He breathed then snapped it open, shoving it to his ear. “Baby, where are you? What took you so long to call me back? I’m on my way to your place right now.”


    He listened to Gabe’s explanation and his promise that he would see him soon.


    “When?” He asked. “At the club? At home? You have to come home, Gabe. I won’t get a decent night’s sleep until you do.”


    By the time the call ended, Gabe still hadn’t given him a straight answer as to when he would see him. Cole frowned and dumped the phone back on the dash.


    “What did he say?” Dane asked.


    “He isn’t at his apartment.” He said. “He had to go deal with some funeral arrangements. He said he would see me soon. But he didn’t say how soon.” Cole’s face tightened.


    “So…we don’t need to go to his apartment?”


    Cole licked his lips slowly. “We’re still going.” He glanced at Dane. “He’s at his apartment,” He said thickly, his throat hurting as it began to close. “He was lying.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


     


    Thief of Hearts


     


     


    Max wasn’t accustomed to the butterflies that were suddenly fluttering around in his stomach when he walked into the club and saw Carl behind the bar. Images from last night leapt into his mind and quickly replayed their activity on top of the bar. He hadn’t felt this kind of nervous excitement since the first time he and Horatio had kissed, and they had realized there was more than friendship between them.


    He found it startling how much he had missed this feeling. And had forgotten how it could play havoc on one’s mind and disrupt their focus, causing them to want to just spend all day fantasizing about that special person and to hell with everything else.


    The club was only sparsely populated this early in the day and it only took a moment for Carl to spot him standing in the entranceway, staring at him. A smile played across Carl’s lips and he gave Max a slight nod. It wasn’t really any different than any other time Max had entered the club. It was just Carl saying hello. Yet today there was so much more behind it, though anyone watching wouldn’t have detected it.


    Or maybe there isn’t anything behind it. What if he changed his mind? Max groaned, annoyed with himself. They weren’t teenagers. This was real life, and both he and Carl knew it. And that reality was a bit frightening. This was real. Right now, the door was still open, he could still back out of it if he wanted. Carl would allow him that window. But it would only be open for so long and when it closed–he could either be inside, or outside. And he needed to decide for sure what it was he wanted.


    Rather than going to the bar, he walked across the club to his office and shut himself inside. Carl might interpret that as a bad sign, that Max was having his doubts. But it really wasn’t that, so much as he just needed to think it through. Yesterday was too full of emotion and pain to have made any rational decisions. He needed to figure out if what he’d done with Carl last night was something he really wanted to continue, or if he’d just needed someone to hold, to make him forget for a little while this whole thing with Horatio.


    Thoughts of Horatio took him to his safe where he’d placed the man’s wallet. He opened the safe and retrieved the billfold then went to his desk. Once more, he withdrew the photo he’d given to Horatio so long ago. The creased and worn edges told Max that it was taken out often and gazed upon. Horatio took it with him everywhere. Was he missing it now?


    He sighed and took out his phone. Rather than calling him, he opened a text message and let him know his wallet was there at the club. To hear his voice right now would only make his decision concerning Carl more confusing. He sent the message then laid his phone the desk and stared at the picture again. If there were even the tiniest shred of hope for them, he wouldn’t even consider someone else. But holding out was futile. As he’d told Horatio just recently; nothing could fix them. There was nothing to be resolved. It was what it was, and nothing could change it.


    A light knock drew his eyes to the door. “Come in.”


    Carl stepped half way through the doorway. “Are you busy?”


    “No.” Max cleared his throat and tucked the photo back in the billfold and closed it, then placed it in the top desk drawer for the moment. “Come in.”


    Carl entered and closed the door behind him. Seeing him within the office conjured up other images from last night as well. It struck him quite suddenly that he’d made love to three different men on his sofa in a very short period of time. Each of those men being special to him in their own unique way.


    “I, uh…” Carl rubbed his lips together then went on. “I know that maybe your mind wasn’t where it should have been last night.” He said quietly and looked at Max. “I mean…with Horatio Kaplan having been here earlier in the evening. I get that sometimes we all just need a reprieve, even if it’s only for a night.”


    The guy was giving him his out, if he wanted to take it. But what Max wanted to know–was Carl looking for an out as well? Maybe last night was simply a much needed release for him.


    Max licked his lips slowly then stood up and moved out from behind his desk. “We’re grown men, Carl.” He said. “And as such, I think we should be very straight forward with each other. Do you agree? No double talk and veiled meanings.”


    “I totally agree.” Carl nodded.


    “So tell me,” Max sighed, leaning against the edge of his desk. “What did last night mean to you? Did you see it as an isolated incident or…were you hoping for more?”


    Carl pursed his lips and looked at the floor a moment before raising his eyes. “As I recall, I did ask you out.” He smiled. “And I would still like to go out with you. If you…” He shrugged. “If you still want to go out with me.” He stepped closer and rested his hands on Max’s hips. “Last night was amazing. And I meant what I said. I’ve been wanting it for a very long time. It wasn’t just fooling around for me.” He held Max’s gaze. “But if in the cold light of day, you decide it isn’t what you want, then you can say so. There won’t be any hard feelings on my part. I understand how a man’s heart can totally fuck him up sometimes.”


    Lowering his eyes, Max caressed Carl’s forearms, then rubbed up to his shoulders as he met his stare again. “I do want it.” He murmured and slid his arms around Carl’s neck, leaning close, brushing his lips across the man’s mouth. “I want you.”


    And he did–for real. There was nothing to contemplate; it was time to close the door on the past, and let Horatio go.


    ♦


    Ricky was ready to kick his own ass into the middle of next week. What the fuck had he been thinking letting Levi into his bed? Whatever he’d been thinking–he’d been thinking it with the wrong head. The second Levi’s mouth touched his cock, that was all she wrote and it had been on. They had taken turns fucking each other until sheer exhaustion had forced them to stop. And when Ricky had crawled back to consciousness this morning–Levi was gone.


    And the self-berating had begun. What–had he really thought the guy would still be there in the morning? He’d gotten what he wanted, so why the hell stick around? But the thing that bugged Ricky more than anything else–was that it actually upset him that Levi had left. You were just in it for the fuck as well, so what do you care? That was the question he had beating himself over the head with since awaking and finding Levi had vacated the premises.


    Maybe, if he were brazenly honest with himself, what had him irritated was missing out on the morning fuck he’d fallen asleep fantasizing about. Awaking with a raging hard-on and no one there to take care of it could be part of what had him so rankled.


    You got what you wanted out of him, too. So just fucking drop it already. You both got your jollies off, mission accomplished, now move on. Should have been simple enough. Neither he nor Levi had anything more than their cocks invested in this, so what was the problem?


    “No problem.” Ricky muttered as he rummaged in the kitchen for some lunch. “The guy is history. Over. Done with. Gone.” He could finally be done with the jerk’s smart ass mouth. He grumbled, annoyed, when the thought of Levi’s mouth brought up recollections of the multiple blow jobs he’d given Ricky last night. And the guy fucking knew what he was doing.


    “Fuck.” He growled as his crotch swelled and pulsed with the need to be back in Levi’s mouth or ass. “This is ridiculous.” He slammed the refrigerator door and dragged his hand over his face. When he went to work tonight, would Levi have a smug attitude about him?


    He sighed heavily; of course he would. He’d gotten Ricky to let him into his apartment, then his bed, and then his ass. The guy had plenty to be smug about. Ricky shook his head and abandoned lunch, his appetite ruined. He didn’t want to stay in his apartment, alone with his frustrating thoughts and memories of last night, but neither did he want to go to the club early, on the perchance that Levi or Ashton might show up. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with them right now.


    When he left his apartment, he had no special destination in mind. But when he passed the theater and spotted Angel and Maddy out front, he swung into the parking lot and then caught up to them.


    “Hey, wait up!” He called out when the young man grabbed their two tickets and headed for the entrance door to the theater with his brother. Angel glanced around then halted and smiled.


    “Ricky. Hey. What’re you up to?”


    “Nothing. Just cruising the city.” He glanced at Maddy. “Hey bud, how’re you?”


    “Good.” Maddy nodded.


    “That’s good.” Ricky smiled then looked at Angel. “So…do you mind if I hang out with you guys and watch a movie?”


    Angel shrugged. “Sure. The more the merrier.” He said. “Abel and Savannah are inside.”


    “No shit?” Ricky grinned. “Awesome. I haven’t seen him for awhile. I didn’t know you knew him.”


    “I didn’t.” Angel admitted. “He showed up at Max’s when Maddy and I were about to leave. So I invited them along.”


    “Ah, man. Abel is great.” Ricky bought himself a ticket then followed Angel and Maddy inside. “That guy has a special talent for stealing hearts. Everyone who meets him, loves him.”


    Angel smiled but didn’t reply.


    Chuckling, Ricky slid his arm across Angel’s shoulder. “Not unlike yourself.” He hugged him then kissed his head. “You and Abel are a lot alike. And that’s a compliment to you both.”


    They met up with Abel and Savannah at the concession stand. A huge grin split Abel’s face when he saw Ricky and the two embraced, hugging fiercely. “Wow. It’s so good to see you.” Abel said. “How’s life at the club?”


    “Ahh, you know how it is.” He grinned. “A whole lot of shakin’ going on.”


    “Shit.” Abel laughed. “I remember.”


    “Fuck, man, we miss you.” Ricky wrapped his arm around Abel’s shoulder. “We still have customers asking for you.”


    Abel laughed softly. “Well, I don’t think Devlin would be in favor of me going back to work shakin’ my ass on stage.”


    Leaning close, voice lowering so as to escape Savannah’s ears, Ricky murmured, “But I bet he ain’t against you shakin’ that sweet ass for him, huh?”


    Abel ducked his head and grinned. “Well, no.” He laughed low, a slight pinkish hue warming his cheeks. God, boys who blushed were so damn sexy, Ricky thought.


    “So I see you’ve met our Angel.” Ricky grinned, and slid his other arm around Angel. “He just flew right in and snatched up Dane. The man didn’t have a chance.”


    Angel shook his head, lips tight as he smiled, his own cheeks warming a bit.


    “Damn.” Ricky groaned. “You two better quit blushing or I might just steal you away from both your men.” He winked.


    Now these were the type of boys to steal a guy’s heart–not cocky, smug boys like Levi.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


     


    Promise to Keep


     


     


    “Do we have a destination in mind?” Seth propped up on one elbow against the pillows and looked at Horatio.


    “No.” Horatio turned his eyes from the ceiling of the plane’s bedroom and smiled at Seth. “We’re just cruising for now.” He rolled onto his side and rubbed his hand down over Seth’s hip then gently drew the boy against him. His naked body felt good. It hadn’t been very long since they last made love, but already they were responding to each other on that sexual level.


    Seth kissed his throat. “Are you going to be okay?” He murmured with sincere concern.


    “I hope so.” He sighed then dipped his head and kissed the young man’s lips. “Having you here helps me a lot.” He kissed him again. “I’m really glad you agreed to come with me.”


    “So am I.” Seth rubbed his lips across Horatio’s mouth, tugging at his lips. His fingertips played with the sparse dark hairs in the center of Horatio’s chest. “Can I ask you something?”


    Horatio nodded. “Of course.” He said quietly. “Anything.”


    “What is happening between us?” Seth drew back a little and met Horatio’s gaze. “I guess I just want to know what to expect.” He raked his fingers lightly against his chest. “What it is you want out of this. How long you’re going to want me with you.” He lowered his eyes and whispered, “Whether or not I should let my heart get involved.”


    Sliding his tongue across his lips slowly, Horatio asked, “Would you even want your heart involved with me, Seth? You’re a young man, with your whole life ahead of you. I’m pushing awful close to the middle age mark.”


    Seth laughed softly. “Are you trying to say you’re old?”


    “Well,” Horatio shrugged. “Getting there.”


    “How old are you exactly?”


    “How old do you think I am?” Horatio smiled and arched his brows.


    “Hm.” Seth eyed him thoughtfully. “Thirty-five?”


    Horatio chuckled. “Well you certainly get points for guessing under the mark.”


    “So how far off am I?” Seth asked. “I know it isn’t much, ‘cause there’s no fucking way you’re forty or older.”


    “No, not quite.” Horatio admitted. “You’re only off by a couple years.”


    Pushing closer, Seth wrapped his arms around him and nuzzled his throat. “That’s hardly middle aged.”


    “Even so…” Horatio breathed in the fresh scent of his hair and for a moment, tried to imagine having the young man in his life permanently. If he took anyone in, he would want it to be Seth. But how long would a young man his age remain settled before deciding he wanted more? Someone closer to his age? “You’re just starting your life. I feel like I’ve already lived about three lifetimes.”


    “I’m not concerned about the age difference.” Seth kissed the base of his throat. “I prefer older men. I mean, I go out with guys on campus, but it’s only for fun and because there isn’t really anyone else available.” He kissed up over the swell his Adam’s apple as Horatio tilted his head back and moaned softly. “When I saw you on that beach in Cancun, I was instantly gone on you. I didn’t think you would want more than a quick romp in the sheets, but even then I was hoping you would keep me around for a few days at least.”


    His breath quickening, Horatio laid Seth on his back and kissed him with a warm passion. “You wanted to know what I want out of this?” Horatio whispered. “I want something real, that I can hold onto. Something that will maybe help soothe the pain that’s been riding around inside me for too many years.” He caressed the young man’s face. “You can invest your heart, Seth. I won’t break it.”


    Seth gazed at him, a light gloss forming over his eyes. “And what about Max?” He asked softly. “I know how much you love him. What if we start something together…and then he decides he wants you back? What happens to us?”


    Tears welled up and Horatio shook his head slowly. “He won’t want me back.” He whispered thickly. “He’s moving on as well. There’s nothing left for Max and I. He won’t be coming back.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    Anguish squeezed Horatio’s heart, tightening his chest. “You have to trust me on this one, Seth.” He whispered. “I promise you…he’s done with me. And...” He closed his eyes and swallowed thick. “I’m done with him too.” The urge to break down and cry was strong, but he fought it and kissed Seth, sliding over to cover his body. Maybe if they made love enough, it really would heal him, make the hurt go away.


    Seth’s soft lips molded to Horatio’s mouth, heating his body, warming his heart. There was so much feeling, emotion, want in that kiss as the boy’s hands glided up and down his back, his touch gentle, soothing, and yet so stimulating and erotic. “Will you stay with me, Seth?” he whispered and combed his fingers through the young man’s thick ebony strands. “Will you?”


    The kid shifted beneath him and curled his legs up around Horatio’s body, enveloping him, embracing him. He tugged softly at Horatio’s lips. “Yes.” He murmured then urged him back into a warm, passionate kiss.


    Horatio engulfed him in his arms, squeezing him tight, his hips shifting, seeking entrance into the boy’s inviting body.


    His cell buzzed suddenly and he went rigid. With reluctance, he loosened one arm and picked up the phone off the bedside stand and looked at the display; Max. He just stared at it, a part of him wanting to open the text, still craving contact with the man. But he made no move to read it.


    Seth rubbed his hands up Horatio’s back then kissed his face softly. “You can get that if you want to.” He whispered, though a note of uncertainty shadowed his words. Horatio had just told him that he was through with Max, that Seth could put his heart into him without fear of it being hurt. Was he ready to undo the promise he had just made–by jumping at the first chance to connect with Max again?


    Rather than open the message, he turned off the phone and set it aside, then kissed Seth. “I don’t want to.” He pressed his mouth against Seth’s lips, deepening the kiss, then told him quietly, honestly, “I just want to be right here with you.”


    ♦


    “How do you know he was lying?” Dane looked at Cole; the man’s face was pinched tight, brow furrowed–a deep inner fear resonating from his eyes as he stared straight ahead, hands squeezing the steering wheel. He recognized that look–the one that manifested when a man was in danger of losing the one he loved.


    Cole cleared his throat, but his voice remained thick, unsteady when he said, “Gabe has this Hispanic neighbor who is constantly blasting Spanish music by Enrique Iglesias.”


    Not sure of his point, Dane waited for him to clarify.


    Cole glanced at him. “I heard it playing in the background when I was on the phone with Gabe. He was calling from his apartment.”


    “Then why would he say he wasn’t home?” Dane wondered, puzzled.


    “That is the question.” Cole murmured. “And one he’d damn well better be prepared to answer.”


    Unease cinched up Dane’s guts. Something was really wrong here. Why would Gabe be lying to Cole–about anything? Cole and Gabe were like two halves of one whole, he would have never imagined that Gabe would ever keep things from Cole, deceive or betray him in any way.


    Just hold up–who said anything about him deceiving or betraying Cole? You don’t know what the fuck is going on. Don’t be jumping to conclusions. Gabe is one of your best friends, and a damn good man. You will fucking well give him the benefit of the doubt. Guilt needled him; whatever was going on, it was likely Gabe needed their understanding, their help even–but not their fucking judgment and condemnation.


    He glanced at Cole and could detect the negative thoughts churning through his mind, his fears taking over, creating ugly scenarios. “Listen,” Dane said slowly. “Even if he is there…lets at least give him a chance to explain before we just tear him a new one for lying.”


    “By we you mean me.” Cole shot him a stiff look. “Right?”


    “Listen, man.” Dane told him gently. “I know you’re upset about all this. But you have to remember–this is Gabe. And I know that you know, in your heart, that he would never deliberately do anything to hurt you, or your relationship.” He reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “He loves you, Cole. And when you walk in that apartment, you need to keep that in mind.”


    Cole sighed then nodded. “I know.” He murmured, subdued. “I’m just…” He shook his head. “I’m starting to freak out a little bit…trying not to, but…” He swallowed hard, lips tightening as he spoke low, thick. “I’m scared, Dane.” Tears glazed his eyes. “I feel like…like I’m losing him and I don’t even fucking know why?” He licked his lips, throat working. “I don’t know what I would do if…” He wiped at his eyes and sniffed, but didn’t finish the sentence.


    “Hey.” Dane squeezed his shoulder again. “You’re not going to lose him.”


    Cole cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. He nodded. “You’re right.” He said thickly. “I know you’re right. I just can’t shake this fear.”


    “I know.” Dane murmured. “But you’re not in this alone. I love Gabe too. We just have to trust him. Up till now, he’s given us every reason to have faith in him. Now it’s our turn to put that faith into action.”


    “Yeah.” He looked at Dane, a wavering smile on his lips. “Thanks.” His smile widened a bit. “You’re like one of those people who talk jumpers off the ledge of a building or a bridge.” He shrugged. “Could be a career in there for you.”


    Dane chuckled. “Well, Max is considering me for his personal therapist. So maybe you’re right.”


    Cole laughed softly. “Well, there you go.”


    The truth was, the three of them–him, Cole and Gabe–each took their turns defusing one another. Just a short while back, it had been Gabe who had played the mediator between him and Cole, when they’d nearly come to blows at Dane’s apartment. And it had been Cole who had kept the level head when Gabe, and even Dane, were ready to grab a shovel and bury that fucker, Brock Coulson, after what he’d done to Caleb. They were a working unit in which each one played a vital part.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


     


    Torn and Twisted Hearts


     


     


    The phone snapped slowly closed in his hand, the soft pop of the connecting hard plastic casing like clanging bells in Gabe’s head. A weight compressed his chest, laboring his breath.


    “A few more times, and it’ll be second nature.” Quinton lay stretched out on his bed, arms tucked under his head, body naked and slick with hot sweat.


    “What?” He whispered thickly, standing at the bedroom window in a pair of jeans and nothing else. Across the way, coming from the next apartment building over, the Spanish rendition of Enrique Iglesias’ song Hero pumped out loudly into the early afternoon air. It didn’t help to ease the pain already coursing through him.


    “Lying to your boyfriend.”


    His stomach hurt from the strong nausea pinching his guts. He swallowed hard and battled the tears rising up. Every call and text that had come in from Cole had been a punch to his heart, unable to answer because of Quint’s cock pounding his ass–or stuffing his mouth. Only afterwards was he able to convince the man to let him call Cole, citing that Cole wouldn’t stop until he heard from him. And how close he’d come to being caught in the act. Cole had been on his way over. What would Cole have done if he’d walked in on him getting fucked by Quint?


    He didn’t want to think about it. If he did, he would vomit, it hurt so bad.


    Quint left the bed and approached him from behind. Gabe tensed as the man gripped his waist and pushed his naked body firm against him. “I think we should go see the family.” He spoke low. “Just to give you a little reminder of your obligations and what happens if you fail to follow through.”


    “I don’t need a reminder.” Gabe whispered tightly, tears clogging his throat. “If I was going to try and back out of it–I would’ve done so before you fucked me.”


    “Nevertheless.” Quint murmured close to his ear, the strong scent of BRÜT cologne drifting up his nostrils, clogging his airway. Typically he would have found the scent appealing, even arousing, but having it pour up his nose while being fucked by a man he hated and at the same time betraying the man he loved–he would never again be able to catch the scent without it turning his stomach. “Finish dressing.” Quint told Gabe. “And dress nice. I want you to look good when I bring you home.”


    His mind growing numb, Gabe did as he was instructed while Quint pulled his own clothes back on. When they left the apartment, evidence remained of his indiscretions. Please, Cole. Turn around and go home. Please don’t come here.


    ♦


    The car idled for a few minutes outside Gabe’s apartment building before Cole finally turned it off and sat gripping the steering wheel, his tension seeping back. What was it exactly, Dane wondered, that he was afraid of encountering upon entering the apartment? Did he suspect Gabe might be cheating on him? Surely not. Even Cole had to know that was a crazy notion. Gabe was not the screwing around type.


    Cole exhaled hard then looked at Dane. “Ready?”


    “Whenever you are.” Dane nodded.


    “That could be awhile.” Cole’s smile lacked humor as he opened his door. “So might as well just go now, ready or not.”


    Outside Gabe’s door, Cole hesitated then knocked. The man stood tense, rigid; he didn’t want Gabe to be here. He wanted to believe he was somehow wrong about Gabe lying to him.


    He knocked again when no one answered, then tried the door; locked. He dug in his pocket and took out a key.


    Dane frowned. “What’re you doing? He’s not here, why’re you going inside?”


    Cole didn’t answer as he unlocked the door and entered the apartment. Nothing seemed amiss to the naked eye, but Cole stopped in the living room, a tight pinch to his brow.


    “What?” Dane asked.


    Shaking his head slowly, Cole moved on down the hall. Dane followed as the man entered Gabe’s bedroom, and then it hit Dane hard–the odors lingering in the air; musk cologne, sweat, and…


    Sex. The smell of sex.


    The bed a mess as if a whole lot of tossing and turning had been going on through the night. Or a whole lot of wild sex. Dane tried to shake the thought from his head, he didn’t want to go there. Gabe was not fucking someone else. He couldn’t be. But it was in the air, unmistakable.


    His chest clenched tight as he looked at Cole. The man stood immobile in the center of the bedroom, hands squeezed tight at his sides. When he finally stepped forward, his movements were stiff. He sat down on the edge of the bed as Dane watched him from the doorway. For a brief moment, he looked like a child lost, frightened–abandoned. He rubbed an unsteady hand over Gabe’s pillow then picked it up and pressed it to his face, closing his eyes. Dane’s heart broke for the man, but everything would be okay. It would. He had to believe that. This couldn’t be as it appeared.


    His face pinching with a different kind of tension, Cole slowly lowered the pillow, staring at it a moment then laid it back on the bed. He sat numbly, gazing blankly at the small waste basket beside the night stand. He reached down and picked it up.


    “Cole?” Dane murmured anxiously. “What is it?”


    Cole licked his lips slowly, his eyes watering as he set the basket down and stood up. “Nothing.” He rasped quietly and rubbed his hand over his mouth, his hard frown betraying the lie in his answer. He looked at Dane and there was new anguish in his pale gray eyes. “There’s nothing here.” He said thickly and walked out, stepping past Dane.


    There was no way the man couldn’t have picked up on the scent in the air. It was too present. Too…fresh.


    Dane glanced back down the hall where Cole was walking towards the front door, his stride slow, heavy as if he were forcing one foot in front of the other. Dragging his hand over his mouth, Dane turned back to the bedroom then walked over to the bed and picked up the small wastebasket.


    Oh fuck.


    ♦


    “So,” Ricky spoke low and flicked his fingers towards the row in front of them where Maddy and Savannah sat watching the movie. “What’s…happening here?” He smirked, glancing from Abel to Angel. “Something?”


    Angel was hesitant to answer, or even offer an opinion. He didn’t really know Abel, or how he might feel about Maddy taking an interest in his little sister. Though he didn’t seem uptight about them sitting together. Of course, it had been Angel who had suggested they take the next row down so he and Ricky and Abel could talk. And they weren’t sitting directly side by side, there was an empty seat between them which supported a tub of popcorn that they were sharing. But whether the others noticed it or not, Angel was aware that the two kids seemed to cast more looks at each other than they did at the movie screen.


    “I don’t know.” Abel murmured. “Guess we’ll wait and see.” For the most part, his tone was light, untroubled. But there was a very faint note of apprehension lingering at the edge. Angel wasn’t sure of its source; Abel had given no impression of distrusting or disliking Maddy in any way. And in truth, Maddy was displaying more shyness than Savannah. What little conversation that passed between them was instigated by her.


    Angel liked her already. She was outgoing but retained a gentle sweetness about her. In his own personal, private opinion–she was exactly the kind of girl he’d like to see Maddy with. Angel knew some of Abel and Savannah’s history, and if nothing else–they had a horrific past in common. And if Abel turned out to be overprotective of his little sister, Angel could understand that completely. After spending years of protecting someone with your life, it became second nature to look out for them and try to keep anything or anyone out of their life that might ultimately hurt them. Even though it was impossible to protect them to that extent–one would still try.


    Flopping his head towards Angel, Ricky murmured, “So what’s your theory on all this?”


    “I don’t have one.” Angel smiled. “Right now, all I see are two kids watching a movie.”


    Ricky chuffed and shifted in his seat between Angel and Abel. “Well if that’s all you two see,” he chuckled. “You’re both blind as a bat.”


    Laughing softly, Angel shook his head. “How about we leave them alone and talk about, oh I don’t know…” He smirked at Ricky. “Levi?”


    “Shut up.” Ricky mumbled. “No trash talk around the young’uns.”


    “Levi?” Abel leaned forward a little, glancing between Ricky and Angel. “I remember him. He came to the club just a short while before I left.” He grinned at Ricky. “So what’s going on with you and Levi?”


    “Nothing.” He insisted emphatically.


    Angel looked at Abel and rolled his eyes, shaking his head. Abel laughed.


    “No.” Ricky waved his finger between them. “You two are not going to do this.”


    “Do what?” Angel smiled innocently, then winked at Abel. They both laughed again. “We were just curious how your love life was going.”


    “My…?” Ricky looked at him, incredulous. “No. Trust me. There is no love passing between us. He is an annoying, self-absorbed little shit stain who thinks everyone is hot to fuck him.”


    “Mm-hm.” Angel smiled, lips tight.


    Abel smiled wryly. “You slept with him, didn’t you?”


    “What?” Ricky nearly leapt out of his seat.


    “Ahh!” Angel laughed. “You did! Ha!”


    “I did not.” Ricky scowled.


    “And judging from your demeanor,” Angel said, ignoring his protest. “He was damn good. ‘Cause he’s got you all twitter-pated.”


    Abel hugged his gut and busted up. “Fuck!” He choked on his laughter and looked at Angel. “That was a good one.”


    “I watch my Disney cartoons.” Angel snickered. “I know what’s going on.”


    Ricky dropped his head back and covered his eyes with his hand, groaning loud. “Oh my god. You two are out of your minds.” He raised his head. “I don’t like the little fucker.” He wrapped his arms around their necks and pulled them against him. “Get that through your freakin’ cute heads.”


    “What little fucker don’t you like?”


    The three of them looked up quick as Ricky released them. An instant scowl twisted his face when he saw Levi and Ashton standing in the aisle at the end of their row. “What is this movie–a fucking stripper magnet?”


    “So. Mind if we join the group?” Levi grinned.


    Angel chuckled as Ricky’s head dropped back again and he raked his fingers through his hair in agitation. He started to protest when Angel stood up. “I don’t know.” He mused. “He says he don’t like you.”


    “Really?” Levi smirked. “That wasn’t the memo I was getting last night.”


    “Fuck you.” Ricky muttered.


    “Yes you did, baby.” Levi grinned. “And pretty damn well, too, I will admit.”


    Angel scooted out of the row. “I have to use the restroom.” He told Levi. “You guys want to save my seat?”


    “Why sure.” Levi smiled and stepped in quick before Ricky could vacate his seat. He dropped down in Angel’s seat, then glanced at Angel. “Oh. Have you met Ashton yet?”


    They greeted one another and shook hands, then Angel excused himself as Levi introduced Ashton to Abel, exchanging handshakes past an extremely disgruntled Ricky.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


     


    Imprisoned Love


     


     


    “So, are we still on for that date?” Carl leaned his elbows on the bar and played with the top buttons of Max’s shirt, stroking the side of his neck with one fingertip.


    “We are.” Max nodded.


    “Tonight?”


    Max smiled. “Why not?”


    “Mmm.” Carl chuckled softly then leaned over and kissed Max on the mouth. “It’s okay for me to kiss you out in the open, isn’t it?” He murmured.


    Max smiled against his lips. “You can kiss me anywhere.”


    “Anywhere?” Carl’s lips twisted in a playful smirk. “How about…here?” He dipped his head and kissed Max’s neck.


    A groan squeezed up Max’s throat. “Definitely there.”


    “And here?” His lips touched Max’s ear, planting a soft kiss.


    “Mm-Hm.”


    Warm breath puffed in his ear. “The other places I want to kiss you,” Carl murmured. “you may not want me to do so in public.”


    Max grinned. “Don’t bet on it.”


    “Mm, you’re a bit of a bad boy, aren’t you?” Carl tugged at his lips with his teeth then snaked his tongue into Max’s mouth.


    Max moaned and sucked him in deeper, pulling the man into an intense kiss. His crotch turned to granite in an instant as Carl’s slick tongue slithered all around inside his mouth, wrapping around Max’s tongue, sucking, tugging, sliding back and forth. Max shifted on the stool and groaned loud.


    Pulling back, Carl panted softly, grinning. “You want me, don’t you?”


    “Desperately.” Max chuckled, breathless. “Baby, you got me so damn hard right now, I’m about ready to burst.”


    “Well,” Carl brushed his lips across Max’s mouth, teasing him with light kisses. “Hold that thought till tonight and we’ll take care of it real good.”


    “Well I don’t know if I should hold it or not.” Max smirked, grabbing for a kiss. “It may not last till tonight.”


    Carl chuckled low. “I’m not worried.” He whispered and delivered the kiss. “I’m sure there’s another waiting right there to take its place.”


    A groan stuck in Max’s throat when his cell vibrated in his pocket. But when he realized it could very well be Horatio calling him back about the wallet, his gut tightened and pulse quickened. He dug out the phone and glanced at the display, and his heart calmed; Gabe.


    “Hey.” He said as he pressed the phone to his ear. “What’s up?”


    The man was hesitant in speaking, and that caused a different tension in Max’s gut. “I need to take some time off from the club, if that’s okay with you.”


    “Okay.” Max murmured slowly. “How much time?”


    Another hesitation. “I…I don’t know for sure. A week or so.” A brief pause, then, “Maybe more.”


    “May I ask why?”


    “It’s just…” Gabe’s voice had a distinct tremor to it, wrapped in tension. “It’s personal stuff. You remember Nathan?”


    “Yeah.” Max said quietly. “The man who took you in when you were eighteen.”


    “Right.” Gabe whispered. “He…he passed away recently. I just have some stuff I need to deal with.”


    Max licked his lips slowly and glanced at Carl who was picking up on the tone of the conversation. “Is everything all right, Gabe? You’ve been acting really off lately. Is there something else going on that I should know about?”


    A long pause, then, “No.” The unsteadiness in the young man’s voice gave evidence to the lie. “This is about Nathan. Nothing else.” Nor did Max miss the emotional strain to his tone, as if he were on the bare edge of breaking down.


    “Okay.” Max said quietly. “But you know you can tell me anything, Gabe. If you get into any trouble, you let me know, all right? We all have your back.”


    “No.” Gabe murmured. “I’m not in trouble. I just need some time to take care of stuff.”


    Sighing, Max nodded. “All right. Take whatever time you need. But,” Max added quick before he could hang up. “Check in regularly, okay? Don’t just…disappear. And don’t cut yourself off from Cole.”


    A longer stretch of silence. “Yeah.” Was all he offered. “I have to go. Thanks. I’ll talk to you soon.”


    “Okay. Take care of yourself.”


    “Yeah.” Then he was gone, the line dead.


    Max lowered the phone, face tight as he stared at it a moment before slowly closing the cell and laying it on the bar. Carl stared at him. “What’s going on with Gabe?”


    “Uh,” Max shook his head, brow pinched. “His dad passed away. He’s got family stuff to deal with.”


    “Shit.” Carl murmured. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Yeah. Me too.” Max spoke low, an uneasiness twisting his stomach. There was a whole hell of a lot more in Gabe’s tone than he was telling Max. He knew where Gabe came from, what he meant when he referred to his “family”.


    “You look worried?” Carl observed. “Is there more to it?”


    Sighing hard, Max shook his head. “I don’t know. I hope not.” He looked at Carl. “But for now, there’s nothing I can do. So,” He leaned closer. “Where were we?”


    “I think…” Carl brushed his lips against Max’s mouth. “Right here.”


    ♦


    Pieces of his world were crashing down all around him. The tremor of them hitting the ground shook the foundation of his existence, threw him off balance. At times he felt as if he were falling too, into a bottomless black abyss. But somewhere down there was a bottom, a pit of sharp rocks that, upon impact, would break him.


    Gabe followed Quint into the large structure, the exterior of which had always conjured up visages in Gabe’s mind of old museums, historical cathedrals even. But it was neither. It was home. Or at least what he had called home from the age of eighteen to twenty-two. The first day Nathan had walked him in here, taking him off the streets, out of the gangs–it had been his first sense of home he had experienced in six years. When his parents had died in the house fire when he was twelve, and no living relatives willing to take him in, the state had dumped him into a foster home. But after a year of being treated like a slave, and suffering the abuse of his foster father, he had ran away, took to the streets.


    Griffin found him when Gabe had snatched some fruit from the front bins of a market and run. He would’ve been caught had he not run into Griffin and a couple of his gang members, who’d quickly whisked him away into a hiding spot. Gabe was fourteen then and hardly more than skin and bones, but he’d had a tough attitude and a strong will; something Griffin could appreciate. His initiation process into the gang had been of a sexual nature where Gabe had to service Griffin, and his two closest members, any way they chose. Gabe had had a tough mental exterior then and he didn’t care that he had to have sex with guys–he’d already figured out that he was gay.


    He had stayed with Griffin and the gang until just after his eighteenth birthday when a series of gang wars broke out and everything went to hell all in one night. Griffin was gut shot with a sawed off shot gun that blew his guts away, but for which death was slow and painful. He’d died in Gabe’s arms. Their entire gang was being picked off and everyone scattered. Only when he was sure that Griffin was dead, did Gabe leave his body and try to find his way through the chaos.


    Two blocks down, he’d run into the leader of one of the rival gangs–and the guy knew Gabe on sight. The guy had a gun and Gabe had nothing. He’d been sure he was going to die that night in the alleyway, out behind some nondescript Italian pub. His aggressor–bigger and stronger than him–had had him pinned face first against the wall with every intention of raping Gabe before ending his life. Gabe remembered the feel of the cold brick wall raking against his cheek, even the smell of the bricks. He’d squeezed his eyes shut, refusing to beg the motherfucker, willing rather to take his cock and die–than grovel and beg, and die anyway without a shred of dignity intact.


    But when the man had grunted hard and shoved against him–it wasn’t him shoving his cock into Gabe’s ass. It was him taking a knife in the back. He’d dropped to the alley floor with a heavy thud, dead before he hit the ground. Gabe hadn’t moved, clutching the wall, bare ass in the cold night air, wondering if his “savior” was truly a savior at all–or simply another predator wanting the other’s catch. He’d half expected to be impaled by this newcomer, but instead, his pants were pulled up to his waist, covering his nakedness. Then the person had stepped back and told him he could turn around, he was safe.


    That was the night he had met Nathan Sanitini. And the first time he had allowed himself to cry since the death of his parents. Though Gabe had had a camaraderie with Griffin and the gang, there was no real love between them. The moment he had looked into Nathan’s eyes, he’d felt a warmth, a compassion that he had convinced himself he didn’t need. But it had broken him, in that instant, and he’d cried. Nathan had taken him into the back of the pub, given him a warm meal and then had taken him home with him.


    This home.


    One month after the murder in the alleyway, Nathan had been fingered for the crime and put away. Gabe’s testimony that Nathan had saved his life carried little weight with the courts, being he was a member of a notorious gang which had been involved in the gang war that had cost innocent lives, some of which had been children.


    Nathan had been put away for life. And Gabe carried the guilt, though Nathan insisted he didn’t regret his decision that night. But Quinton had never let Gabe forget that because of him, Nathan would die in prison–locked up like an animal, no dignity to his death.


    Gabe’s eyes stung as he walked through the halls that had once been his home, but which had now become his own personal prison.


    ♦


    “Cole—”


    “Just leave.” Cole stood at the door of his apartment, cracks fissuring through his mind, his heart, and a strange sense of Déjà vu coming over him. It wasn’t so long ago that Dane had been the one telling him to leave while he sank down in his own pain and despair over Angel. “I want to be alone.”


    Dane didn’t retreat. “Come on, man.” He murmured, voice thick. “You don’t know—”


    “What? Huh?” He whirled on Dane, eyes burning, filling with hot tears. “What don’t I know, Dane?”


    The man just stared at him, anguish in his eyes, tears forming.


    “Here’s what I do know.” He choked tightly, jaw clenched. “My boyfriend is fucking another man.”


    “Cole…”


    “The smell of his cologne was everywhere. All through the fucking apartment, in the bedroom–on his fucking pillow!” He shook his head, vision blurred. “Gabe don’t wear cologne. And he doesn’t wear condoms when he fucking jacks off!” His face twitched, throat working. “You want to convince me he isn’t fucking someone else? Huh? Then you tell me why the fuck his trash was full of used condoms! And why his bedroom reeked of sex! Why, Dane? Come on, give me a fucking viable excuse!”


    “I can’t.” Dane whispered. “But—”


    “No.” Cole bit sharply. “No buts. He lied to me…and he fucked around on me.” His chin trembled and he clamped his jaw tighter. “He don’t get another strike. He’s out. Right fucking now.”


    He didn’t give Dane a chance to argue the matter any further. Cole shoved opened the door, stepped inside and slammed it behind him, twisting the lock. Everything inside him broke and he slid down the door, ass hitting the floor hard. He clawed his hair, gouging his scalp, as cries burst out of him. He shoved his face against his knees and squeezed fistfuls of his hair, feeling the strain at his roots but not caring; any pain was better than the anguish ripping his heart to shreds.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


     


    All Fall Down


     


     


    “Gabriel.” The man greeting him was in his early thirties, clean cut and wearing a navy blue, pin-striped suit with black wingtips. His red tie stood out, but somehow fit the look without appearing gaudy or mismatched. He clasped Gabe’s hand then hugged him, kissing each cheek. “It’s good to see you again, my friend.”


    “Angelo.” Gabe offered him a genuine smile. Despite the boundaries that were now set between them, these men would forever be his family. Though he would never experience the closeness with them as he did with his “club” family–in which the love that passed between them was intimate, passionate, affectionate. “It’s good to see you too.”


    Clint stood back near the bar with the Egyptian he liked to call Cochise, implying Native American heritage–which rankled the man.


    “We’ve missed you, Gabriel.” Anthony–a bit older, nearing forty–grabbed his hand next, planting the traditional kisses on his cheeks as well. “It’s a shame about Nathan. He was a good man.”


    “The best.” Gabe murmured.


    Quint walked around behind the bar and poured himself a drink.


    Anthony continued to hold Gabe’s hand. “Don’t blame yourself for Nathan’s death.” He said quietly. “Nathan never regretted what he did that night. He loved you like a son.”


    With that, Quint snorted. “Like a son?” He scoffed. “More than his own son.”


    A tightness pinched Anthony’s face; he had never had much use for Quint. He knew as well as everyone else that it was Quint who had put up the walls between himself and his father. Nathan had tried to get through them, tried to teach Quinton the ways of an honorable man, and steer him clear of his destructive endeavors. But Quinton would have none of it, preferring to wallow in his depraved lifestyle.


    When Gabe had come into Nathan’s care, he had eagerly learned all he could from the man. After the death of his own father, Gabe had spent the remainder of his adolescence without any “fatherly” guidance. There had only been Griffin and the gang. And though they taught him to survive and be tough, even ruthless at times, he had learned very little about what it meant to interact with others on an emotional level. Nathan taught him that. And it was because of Nathan that, when he’d eventually met Cole–he knew how to open his heart, how to love.


    “You know what’s expected of you?” Anthony spoke low.


    “I do.” Gabe said, forcing the emotion from his voice.


    Anthony gazed at him, a glimmer of pain in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. Nathan wouldn’t have wanted it this way.”


    “Yes, yes.” Quint quipped dryly. “We all know my saint of a father would disapprove.” He sipped his bourbon. “Ah, but what’s new? When has he ever approved of me?”


    None of the others would say–none of them could say it–so Gabe took it upon himself. “Perhaps if you’d given him even one miniscule cause to approve, to take pride in you, he would have. He tried to be a father to you, Quinton. You were the one who wanted nothing to do with him.” Anthony cast him a ‘well said’ look and nodded, as did the others. In a sense, they were trapped by their oath of loyalty to Nathan and his family. They weren’t capable of defying Quint. They were as “caught” as Gabe was.


    Quint clapped his hands lightly. “Bravo.” He drawled. “The prodigal son speaks.” He raised his glass to his lips, drank then set it on the bar again. “Now if we’re through praising the dead, lets address the issue at hand.”


    It was clear to Gabe none of the men in this room wanted to be here for this reason. They were all friends of Gabe’s on some level. “By all means,” Gabe said dryly. “Proceed.”


    Quint refilled his glass then came out from behind the bar with his drink and perched on a stool. “Let’s recap.” He suggested. “Nathan saved your life, and ultimately gave up his own in the process. Which indebted you to both Nathan and his blood family. According to the stipulations put forth by the Sanitini family, a ten year limit was set for the debt to be collected–as the debt holder saw fit. If the debt was not collected within those ten years, then the debtor was freed from any further obligation.” He sipped his drink and looked around at each of the men, his eyes coming to rest on Gabe. “Are we all clear?”


    The others nodded and murmured their understanding.


    “Gabriel?” Quint raised one eyebrow. “Are we clear?”


    “Yes.” An ache webbed through Gabe’s face as his jaw tightened.


    “Great.” He murmured, a satisfied smile tugging his lips. “Then we can move on.” He cleared his throat as his gaze lingered on Gabe. “As per the order of authority within the family, if the original debt holder becomes deceased, it then passes to the next family member in line to collect the debt–as he sees fit. And it is customary for the son to take the position of authority once the father has died. And though you, Gabriel, may have been Nathan’s favorite son. I am his blood son.” His eyes were cool as he smiled. “Fruit of his loins.” He took another sip from his glass. “And so it falls to me as collector of my father’s debt.” His smile stretched a bit. “And since we’re still shy of the ten year limit…” His eyes chilled Gabe’s blood. “I guess you can say–your ass is mine.”


    Gabe just stared at him, unmoving, silent.


    “And,” Quint addressed the other men. “It is the duty of those who have sworn an oath to the family, to see that the debtor pays his dues once they are required of him. If he tries to back out, run, flee his obligations whatsoever, there is a penalty to be paid.” He looked again to Gabe. “But not necessarily by you directly. As we’ve already established, there is a weakness in caring for others. And your loved ones provide me all the leverage necessary to keep you in line and obedient.”


    Gabe’s chest heaved, fists clenching. “I told you. I will do whatever the fuck you want. Just leave Cole out of this.”


    “Cole?” Quint chuckled and shook his head. “Oh, Cole is only one of the chess pieces. You have supplied an entire board of game pieces to play with. And as a, let’s say–precautionary–move, I’ve set the game in motion as we speak. Just a little something to…” He winked. “Prove to you we are, in fact, playing chess and not checkers.”


    His heart pounding, Gabe swallowed hard. “What are you talking about?” He whispered tightly, fear squeezing his mind. “What did you do?”


    Quint smiled slyly and sipped his drink. “How do you ground an angel?”


    Gabe’s breath surged through his throat, heart beating at his ribs.


    “You clip his wings.”


    ♦


    Angel still had a smile on his face when he entered the restroom, laughing softly to himself at Ricky’s discomfort. The guy was so totally gone on Levi and refused to admit it. Clearly Levi saw it too and didn’t miss an opportunity to fuck with him.


    A couple guys brushed past Angel and exited the restroom, leaving him alone. He did his business then went to the sink and turned on the faucet, washing his hands. He chuckled again, shaking his head. Ah give it up, Ricky. Levi has got your number—


    “Well, aren’t we just a cheery little cherub these days?”


    Angel froze. An instant tremor swept through him. No…God…His breath began to rush through his nostrils, his chest heaving as tears sprang to his eyes.


    “What? You’re not even gonna say hello?”


    Swallowing thick, hands shaking, Angel turned off the water slowly and raised his eyes to the mirror before him. “You…you were…”


    “Arrested?” Byrd smiled that cool, cold smile that had haunted Angel’s life for so long. “Believe it or not, I got friends who like me enough to put up the bail.”


    Angel turned around slowly, breath quick. “Just…leave me alone,” he trembled, fear beginning to lock up his limbs.


    “You know, your friends did a real number on me,” he pointed at his face, which still bore notable scars–a result of Cole and Gabe’s beating. “I think I’m due a little recompense,” he stepped towards Angel.


    “Don’t touch me,” Angel choked and lunged for the door.


    Anticipating his move, Byrd blocked his escape and chuckled. “Too slow, Angel doll. You know, I always had a special affection for you. And I’ve really been missing that pretty little ass of yours. So tight and hot. Mmp!” He shook his head, “And damn, you’re looking real fine. Your boys taking good care of you? Bet you’re taking real good care of them too, huh?” He smirked. “Tell me…do they all fuck you at once, or do they each take a turn a night?”


    “You’re a sick motherfucker,” Angel choked thickly, face tight.


    He smiled. “Perhaps,” he murmured and advanced on Angel. “Now come here and give your old friend some sugar.”


    “Go to hell,” Angel cried, but he was being backed into a corner.


    “Ah, come on,” Byrd moved forward quick and grabbed his waist.


    “No!” Angel screamed and shoved at his hands. “Let me go!”


    Byrd shoved him against the wall hard, knocking the wind out of him, his body pinning him. Angel cried and fought him but the man was a solid wall, holding him in place. Hot, stale breath puffed across his face as Byrd grabbed at his mouth and face with his lips.


    “Get off me!” Angel screamed, choking on sobs. He beat at the man’s shoulders but to no avail. A strong hand suddenly clamped over his mouth.


    “Shh,” Byrd whispered then licked his ear. “Gotta keep quiet.”


    Angel screamed into his palm and shook his head, struggling to free his mouth but the guy’s grip was too strong. He tried kicking him but Byrd just chuckled and ground his engorged crotch against Angel.


    “I’ve really missed your tight little angel ass,” he panted and one hand dropped, unfastening his pants. Then he was groping Angel’s crotch, squeezing hard.


    Another muffled scream burst up his throat and hit the wall of Byrd’s palm, dying before it reached open air. He writhed and struggled but couldn’t budge the man.


    “Maybe when I’m through with you,” Byrd grunted, “I’ll look up sweet little Maddy. I know he’s here with you, I saw him. And damn, baby, he’s looking real fine too. Been fantasizing about that little piece of ass for a long time now.”


    Angel’s chest heaved with panic. No. God, this can’t be happening. The nightmare was supposed to be over! This wasn’t fucking fair! It wasn’t supposed to happen like this–they got away, god dammit!


    “No,” Angel whimpered behind his hand when Byrd jerked open Angel’s pants and shoved his hand down inside, grabbing at his cock. He tried to pull away, working his hips to try and get free of the man, but he had him locked tight against the wall. Please, God–please let someone come it! Please make him stop!


    “You wanna know what I’m gonna do to that little brother of yours?” Byrd was panting, his hand working inside Angel’s pants, an evil grin on his face. “Want me to tell you how I’m going to bend him over and give him my big cock until he’s screaming? Begging me to stop?” He chuckled, panting. “I really love it when boys beg, makes me just want to fuck ‘em harder.”


    Angel ripped his mouth free of Byrd’s hand. “No!” He screamed, and in a fit of panic, shoved Byrd with all his strength. The man wasn’t expecting the action and stumbled back a step or two, but righted himself too quickly and caught Angel when he lunged for the door and spun his around, smashing his face into the wall. Angel screamed and tasted blood from a split lip and bloodied nose. His whole face hurt, his cheek bone throbbing, shooting stabbing electric shocks of pain up into his head and through his eyes.


    “You got a little more spunk to you now, don’t ya?” Byrd grinned and panted. “This is gonna be even more fun than before.”


    Angel choked on his cries, wanting to gag on the blood trickling down his throat. Fear and rage surged through him as he struggled with the man, shoving back against him, trying to dislodge him, but it only seemed to turn Byrd on that much more as he ground his crotch to Angel’s ass.


    “That’s it, baby,” he gasped, “rock those hips.” He shoved down the back of Angel’s pants, exposing his ass. Then his hand was all over him, squeezing his cheeks, fingers invading his crack, probing his hole.


    “Stop!” Angel cried, his face tight against the wall. “Get off me, you motherfucker!” Panic rushed over him and he went wild, kicking, swinging, twisting his body.


    Byrd laughed and threw him to the floor, his head slamming hard against the cold tiles. Byrd was on him before Angel could get his bearings and scramble away.


    “Get off!” Angel jerked a hand free and nailed Byrd in the face, crunching his nose. Blood began to trickle out.


    Byrd drew back and wiped the back of his hand across his nose and stared at the blood. “You little fuck!” His fist caught Angel’s jaw and blackness pressed into his vision, his head spinning as the restroom wavered and swaying around him. Another punch connected with his temple, pain exploding through his eye and webbing up through his skull. “I was gonna go easy on you, but now…” Byrd ripped at his pants, yanking them down his legs, nails scratching Angel’s skin. “Now–I’m gonna tear you a new one!”


    His mind scattered, Angel locked onto one thought; Maddy! Byrd was going to go after Maddy next. He choked on his own blood, his jaw and face throbbing, swelling. He could barely see out of his left where Byrd’s fist had struck his temple and raked his brow bone. “Someone…will come in…” Angel whispered, lips thick and bleeding, barely moving as his words slurred.


    “You’re right,” Byrd nodded, then grinned cold, “Thanks for the tip.” He stood up and stepped over the top of Angel, and reached for the door. Summoning what little strength he had left–Angel nailed Byrd between the legs with his foot. The man grunted, a sharp breath bursting out of him, and he went down, hands clutched between his legs. “You little fuck!” He gasped hard, but remained immobile, eyes burning.


    Angel rolled over and crawled for the door, grabbing at the handle. He dragged himself to his feet, swaying as a rush of dizziness overwhelmed him. The pain in his head intensified greatly once he was on his feet, and he could barely see for the tears and swelling and the fierce pounding in his skull. He tugged at his pants with one hand, trying to drag them up his legs as he grabbed at the door with his other hand in a panic, crying, tasting blood, feeling it trickling from his nose and split lip, dripping off his face.


    “Just wait till I get ahold you!” Byrd yelled after him as Angel dragged open the door. “I’m gonna tear up your fucking ass! You little motherfucker!”


    Angel ran blindly, pants barely over his hips and still open, grabbing at the walls and anything he could find to support himself as his legs wanted to give out and his head swam. He could hear other moviegoers gasp at the sight of him, some even tried to help him, but his mind was shifting back to “survival” mode and his only thought was–Maddy! You have to get Maddy out of here! You have to keep him safe!


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


     


    As Bad As It Can Get


     


     


    This unfortunate turn of events left Ricky in a foul mood. Wedged between Abel and Levi, all avenues of retreat were cut off. His blood sizzled when Levi stretched his arm across the back of Ricky’s seat and teased his hair. “Knock it off.” He hissed low.


    Levi leaned over and wriggled his lips against Ricky’s ear. “You were on fire last night.” He whispered, his hot breath puffing into his ear. “Wanna do it again tonight?”


    “No.” Ricky growled and ground his shoulder into the guy, trying to push him back. He struggled to deny that his anger and frustration was a direct result of that fact that he did want to do it again tonight. Like so fucking bad. He was already stiff as a board down below, and growing harder by the second as Levi continued to tease his hair and blow in his ear, whispering agonizingly filthy things about what they could do to each other.


    Ricky swallowed hard as beads of sweat broke out all over his body, causing his clothes to cling uncomfortably. “Why don’t you go fuck your boyfriend over there?” Ricky whispered tightly. “And leave me the fuck alone.”


    “Oh he isn’t my boyfriend.” Levi tickled his earlobe with the tip of his tongue, sending electric shocks straight to his crotch, swelling his cock until he had to shift and readjust. “We’re just fuck friends.”


    “Well whatever.” He hissed and pushed him away. “For crying out loud,” He nodded towards Savannah and Maddy. “There’s kids here. Can’t you stop being a slut for an hour or so?”


    “Sorry.” He smiled. “But they’re watching the movie. They aren’t seeing anything.” He leaned close again. “And besides, I wasn’t doing anything dirty. Just playing with your ear.” He nuzzled his ear again. “So can I come over tonight?” He murmured.


    Ricky shuddered. “No.”


    Levi nibbled his earlobe. “What time should I be there?”


    This guy was impossible. Ricky groaned. “Look, man—”


    The doors into the theater room shoved open hard, slamming against the wall. “Maddy!”


    “What the fuck?” Ricky was on his feet as Angel stumbled down the dark aisle.


    “Hey kid!” Someone came through the door after him, trying to help, but Angel jerked away from them, nearly falling.


    “Maddy!” He cried, panic swelling his voice.


    Maddy jumped to his feet. “Angel?” Fear squeezed his voice. “Angel, what’s wrong?”


    “Maddy!” He cried, choking on sobs, “We have to go! Now!”


    Everyone in the room was looking his way, a loud ocean of whispers–and then gasps from those nearest Angel.


    “Oh my god, he’s bleeding!” Someone cried out.


    Ricky scrambled over the back of his seat as Levi, Ashton and Abel jumped to their feet as well. He stomped on feet and kicked shins, trying to get to the aisle. When he made it, he grabbed Angel. “Oh my god.” He choked, blood smearing his hands as he gripped the young man’s shirt. It took only a split second to register his open pants, barely covering him. Fear stabbed him. “Angel, fuck–what happened?”


    Maddy was right there, crying, in a panic at the sight of his brother. “Angel!”


    The person who had followed Angel inside–a young man from the concession counter–looked at Ricky. “Someone assaulted him in the bathroom.” His voice was tight, fearful. “I-I think they tried to…to rape him.”


    Angel’s legs weakened and Ricky caught hold of him, sinking to the floor with him. “Angel, baby,” He trembled. “Who did this to you?”


    The others were hovering over them, faces tight with fear and worry. Maddy was on his knees, clutching Angel’s arm, crying. Angel turned his eyes to Maddy, tears running down his face. His swollen lips moved weakly, “It was…Byrd.”


    “What?” Maddy choked, sobs bursting out. “You…you said he was in jail.”


    “He was.” Angel choked and shook his head slowly, wincing. “Someone…got him out.”


    “He was in the bathroom?” Ricky asked tightly, rage welling up, overriding his fear. Angel’s eyes were bleary, his left swelling badly. He nodded. Ricky stood up. “Stay here with him and the kids.” He told Abel, then looked at Levi and Ashton. “Come on.”


    The two men didn’t hesitate to follow as Ricky ran out of the room, shoving through a hoard of onlookers creeping in the door. He burst into the restroom then stopped short, eyes widening at the sight of the wall smeared with blood.


    “Fuck.” Ashton breathed.


    Ricky swallowed thick then rushed over, kicking open the stall doors–but the bathroom was empty. “Fuck!”


    The motherfucker was gone.


    Levi looked at Ricky, face strained with tension. “Shouldn’t someone call Dane?”


    ♦


    God dammit! This can’t fucking be happening! Dane slammed his palms on the steering wheel then gripped until his knuckles whitened and arms ached. It made no fucking sense. None! Why would Gabe do this? Even now, with all the evidence stacked against the man–Dane knew he loved Cole. He fucking knew it! He had seen it every damn day. Every fucking time Gabe looked at Cole, it was there in his eyes. That wasn’t something a man could fake.


    “So what the fuck?” He choked and glanced at the apartment building. Cole had locked him out of his apartment, but Dane was afraid to leave. The man was in despair, and Dane knew too fucking well what that did to a person. The things it made them start thinking about. How it made it more painful to be alive, to take each breath, until a person just wanted it to go away–by any means possible. Human beings weren’t equipped to handle that kind of emotional hurt. It ripped and tore and shredded until there was nothing left and, rather than a thing to fear, death became the escape; the way out. The ultimate painkiller.


    Dane wiped his face, finding it wet with tears. He looked at the clear blue sky, throat tight with emotion, anger. “What is with you?” He choked out, wondering if there was even really anyone up there who gave a fuck. “We haven’t all been through enough shit lately? You have to dump on more? When is enough–enough? Huh? When?” Sobs stuck in his throat and he shook his head, the city blurring around him.


    A shaky breath exhaled out and he leaned his head back, closing his eyes, tears sliding down his temples. “Can things get any fucking worse?” He whispered.


    His cell buzzed on the dash. Dane opened his eyes and stared at it a moment, then picked it up, flipping it open. He touched it to his ear. “Yeah?” He said thickly.


    And his question was answered–things can always get worse.


    ♦


    “What the fuck did you do?” Gabe took a purposeful step towards Quint, fists clenched, but both Anthony and Angelo caught hold of him. “What did you do to Angel?” Angel had been through so much shit already, and Dane too. If he got hurt because of Gabe…


    Quint leaned back against the bar and shrugged, disinterested. “I wouldn’t know really. When I turn a mad dog loose, I don’t stick around to try and pet it.”


    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Gabe choked and jerked away from the two men, but held his ground. It was for his own good that they prevented him from attacking Quint; Gabe would come out of that in a very poor physical state. And not because Quint could kick his ass–but because the others lived by their oath of loyalty. And though they favored Gabe over Quint–they would still beat the shit out of him if he got out of line. And they didn’t want to do that.


    He jabbed a finger at Quint. “I’ve given you no cause to touch my friends! If you hurt him—”


    “Hey,” Quint held up his hands, “It’s out of my control. It’s survival of the fittest in this big ugly world. You’ll just have to hope your boy knows a thing or two about survival.”


    “You motherfucker, I swear to God—”


    “You see,” Quint sat up straight and pointed at Gabe. “This. This right here. This is why I needed to make the preemptive strike. This rebel in you, Gabriel. You can’t be broke, you’re far too strong willed. So you have to be controlled another way. Because if you believe for one second that I won’t back up my threats...” He shook his head. “Then you might do something very, very stupid,” he stepped off the stool and walked up to Gabe, cupping his face. Gabe’s face twitched, his jaw clenched, resisting the urge to jerk out of his hands. “I don’t want us to fight, Gabriel. I like you,” he smiled and stroked his thumbs against Gabe’s cheeks. “I like you a lot. And I want everything to go smoothly between us. What I did–I did for your own good. The sacrifice of one, to save many. Isn’t that the best recourse?” His smile deepened, “Hell, even Christ understood that.”


    Gabe’s throat worked, his eyes burning, stinging. The sacrifice of one, to save many. What the hell did he do to Angel?


    Quint patted his face lightly. “In the end, you’ll thank me for taking the initiative. And who knows–maybe your boy is okay,” he smirked, “Anything is possible. Sometimes David really does beat Goliath,” he shook his head once, “though not often. So I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”


    “Fuck you!” Gabe spit in his face, tears welling. If something happened to Angel–it wouldn’t be just one life destroyed. Dane, Maddy, Max, Cole–everyone who knew and loved Angel would go down with him.


    Drawing back slowly, Quint wiped away the spittle with his fingertips and smiled at Gabe–then slapped him hard. “You’re not very smart,” he murmured, “Everyone you care about is standing on my gallows with a noose around their neck. This,” he raised his wet fingertips, “this one is free. But you spit in my face again, I will pull a lever and one of them will drop. And each time you step out of line, each time that rebel in you shows his face–then another will go. So it’s up to you, Gabriel, who makes it out of this in one piece.”


    Gabe turned his face away, his cheek stinging, and closed his eyes as the tears seeped into his lashes. Quint wasn’t fucking around. He would take down Gabe’s whole world without blinking an eye.


    “Are we understanding each other?”


    Swallowing thick, Gabe looked at him, “Yes.”


    Quint patted his face again and smiled, “Wonderful,” he said, “Now I think you should supply a round for the house…since you’ve been a tad difficult here today.”


    A round for the house. The man wasn’t referring to shots of whiskey. The other men knew it as well, and didn’t appear eager to participate. But Quint would insist.


    And moments later, Gabe was gripping the edge of the bar, his face hard, pinched, as he stared at his reflection in the mirror behind the bar while Quint and the others each took their turn fucking him.


    He grit his teeth and didn’t fight them as his fear for Angel welled and ballooned in his chest.


    Please let him be okay. Please.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


     


    What Lies Ahead


     


     


    “Where is he?” Dane burst through the waiting room doors and into the emergency area and was caught by Devlin.


    “Calm down, Dane.” He said, gripping the man’s arms. “Abel called me from the theater, I was waiting here for him when they brought him in.”


    Dane strained against him. “I want to see him, Devlin! Now!”


    “Okay.” The doctor said. “He’s all right. It looks a lot worse than it is. But he’s had a concussion so I want to keep him overnight.” He loosened his grip. “But he’s okay. Shaken up, but no major physical damage. Like I said, it looks worse than it is, so don’t freak out.”


    His chest heaving, Dane swallowed thickly, afraid to ask his worst fear. “Was he…”


    “No.” Devlin assured with emphasis. “No, he wasn’t.” He gripped Dane’s shoulder. “It could have been a lot worse.”


    “Do they know who did it?” He asked thickly. “Ricky called me, but…when I heard Angel was being brought here, I didn’t wait for details.”


    Devlin’s face tightened. “I think you should talk to Angel.”


    “Why?” Dane frowned. “What is it? Do you know who it was?”


    Urging him down the corridor, Devlin said again, “Just talk to Angel.”


    Fear squeezed his chest; what was Devlin not telling him? When he entered Angel’s room, he stopped cold at the sight of the young man’s face bruised and swollen, as if he’d just went a few rounds with a pro boxer. “Oh my god.” He choked and went to the bed, tears rising. “Baby…” He wrapped Angel in his arms and the boy clung to him, his body shaking, fingers gripping his shoulders in desperation. “Baby, what happened? Who the fuck did this?”


    Sobs shuddered through Angel’s chest and broke up his throat. His words were slurred as he pushed them out past his swollen lips. “It…it was Byrd.”


    Dane’s mind went numb. “What?” He pulled back, brow tight. “That fucker is supposed be locked up. How the fuck…”


    Angel shook his head, tears running down his face. “Someone paid his bail.” He trembled. “He was going to…” He ducked his head and cried softly. Dane hugged him and kissed his hair. “He was going to go after Maddy…when he was done with me.”


    Dane’s breath rushed through his nostrils, fury boiling his blood. Some people just had to learn the hard way, and the motherfucker was going to learn real hard not to fuck with Angel when Dane got his hands on him. “Did they get him?” Dane whispered tightly. “Did the cops catch him?”


    “No.” Angel shook badly. “He’s still out there.” He looked at Dane, his eyes bloodshot and swollen. “I don’t want Maddy left alone–anywhere. I-I don’t think he found us by accident. I think…I think he might have followed us. And if he knows we’re staying with Max…” He shook his head, choking on a sob. “Maddy’s been staying there alone. What if Byrd had come by sometime and…”


    “But he didn’t.” Dane murmured and held him tighter. “And until that bastard is back behind bars–or six feet under the fucking ground–neither Maddy nor you are going to be left alone.” Dane glanced around. “Where is he now?”


    Devlin answered his question. “Abel and the others took him down to the cafeteria. He was pretty upset.”


    “I bet.” Dane murmured then gently caressed Angel’s cheek. “Don’t worry. Maddy’s going to be fine. No one is going to get near him. I’ll stay with him at Max’s tonight. And Max will be there too. So I want you to rest, okay? And not stress about him. He’ll be plenty safe.”


    Angle nodded and licked his lips carefully, wincing as his tongue slid across the nasty cut. He sniffed and met Dane’s eyes. “Is Cole with you? Did you guys…” He swallowed thick. “Did you find Gabe?”


    The anguish from earlier set back in. He looked away. “No. But he called Cole, some things came up that he had to do.” Dane raised his eyes and he couldn’t keep the tears out of them; Cole was devastated. And even now, he worried about what recourse he might take.


    “Dane.” Angel whispered and his chin trembled, eyes filling. “Last night…I heard Gabe on the phone. Out behind the club.”


    Dane frowned. “What?” He whispered. “What…did you hear?”


    The tears spilled over. “He was talking and he…he said…” Angel ducked his head and cried softly. “He said he didn’t love Cole.” He choked on a sob and looked up, despair in his eyes. “He said he was just with him because…he was a great fuck.”


    “What?” Dane shook his head slowly. “That don’t make sense.”


    “Why would he say that?” Angel whispered. “He does love Cole.” He trembled. “Doesn’t he?”


    Dane wanted to give him an emphatic “yes”…but after what they’d found in Gabe’s apartment, and now the phone call Angel overheard…he didn’t know what to think. He looked at Angel. “Yes,” he said, despite the evidence against the man. “I believe he does.” And he did, he realized, regardless of everything–he still believed Gabe loved Cole. “I don’t know what’s going on. But Gabe is our friend, and until we get the facts, I don’t think we should lose faith in him.”


    “Neither do I.” Angel whispered.


    “You’re beautiful, you know that?” Dane said softly, his throat tight. He kissed Angel’s brow. “Inside and out.”


    “I don’t feel so beautiful on the outside right now.” He murmured.


    Dane smiled and very gently kissed his lips. “Baby, a few scrapes and bruises can’t begin to diminish your beauty.”


    Angel laid his head against Dane’s shoulder. The shakes had subsided a little, but were still present. “Will you stay with me awhile?” he whispered with a tremor in his soft voice.


    When Dane glanced at Devlin, the man nodded. “Stay as long as you want.” He stepped towards the door and looked at Angel. “I’ll be back in a few to check on you. Try to rest.” Angel nodded, then the doctor slipped out.


    “Scoot over a bit.” Dane said softly and Angel shifted so he could lie on the bed beside him. He pulled the boy into his arms and Angel laid his head on his chest and closed his eyes. Dane combed his fingers through his hair slowly, gently and kissed his head. “It’s gonna be okay, baby. I promise.” Dane let his lips linger against the boy’s hair as he stared blankly across the room, fear twisting his stomach.


    Did he really believe that?


    ♦


    The rage was dissipating fast, being replaced by an unbearable pain emanating out from the center of his chest. He fought to hold onto the anger, the fury. He needed it to ward off the hurt, but the anguish was too great and pushed its way through, busting down the walls of his rage and gutting him without mercy.


    Cole didn’t know how long he sat on the floor, his back to the door, just staring blankly down the hallway at his bedroom door. How could he sleep in that bed again? How could he even live in this apartment when he met Gabe’s memory at every turn? There wasn’t a room they hadn’t made love in. Every inch of the place had been christened with their passion, their love and want for one another.


    Warm tears rolled down his face. They had been streaming for awhile now and he saw no end in sight. He knew what he needed to do, but he couldn’t do it. Not just yet. Gabe would come home eventually, and when he did–then Cole would deal with it. But not before then. It hurt too much to just breathe, to exist at all. He didn’t have it in him to erase the man from his life, right now, today. But soon. He would do it soon. After Gabe came home and Cole could look him in the eye, make him admit what he’d done–what he’d done to them. Make him explain why he would take something so perfect–and rip it to fucking shreds.


    Cole dropped his head into his arms, shaking, crying. There was nothing left but the answer to that question. And once he had it…he didn’t want to go on. How could he? Gabe was his heart…and now his heart was gone. What remained after that? Just emptiness. Loneliness. And pain. How did a person heal a gaping hole in their chest?


    Why did you fall in love with him? You should have never let it go so far. It wouldn’t hurt like this if you had never fucking cared about him!


    Crawling to his feet, he wiped at his face, trying to breathe past his sobs. He went into the kitchen and retrieved a bottle of scotch, and began to drink straight from the bottle. One hand flattened on the countertop, supporting his weight as his other systematically raised the bottle to his lips. Tears dripped off his face and splattered the counter. He gripped the bottle and dragged the back of his hand across his eyes.


    “Damn you.” He choked. A sudden burst of rage exploded through him and he threw the bottle, smashing it against the wall. “Damn you to hell! You motherfucker!”


    His mind went hazy as he began to grab anything and everything in reach, smashing it to the floor, the wall, until the tiles were scattered with shards of every dish he owned, liquor draining down the wallpaper.


    “You fuck.” He cried and dropped to the floor. “How could you do this? How? I loved you…I fucking…love you…damn you…fucker…”


    ♦


    The feud with Levi was set aside and momentarily forgotten as they all put forth effort to calm Maddy’s fears and assure him that both he and Angel would be safe. The boy was a marvel, much like his older brother. His greatest fears were not for himself, but for Angel. He had that same beautiful heart that beat inside Angel’s chest. But this setback had reduced him to the frightened kid who had escaped his stepbrothers just barely over two weeks ago. Where he had begun to relax, feel safe in his life–he was now on full alert again, tense, the fear back in his eyes.


    Ricky sat to his left and rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Angel is gonna be okay. I know how it looked when he came rushing in there, but he’s going to be fine.”


    The others sat around the small table, each offering words of encouragement and assurance. Where Ricky had expected Savannah to be the most frightened one of all, she displayed admirable strength and held Maddy’s hand, which he seemed to take the most comfort in. She didn’t say anything, but simply encompassed his hand between both of hers, and it calmed him to a degree, as if he drew strength through her touch.


    “Is someone with Angel now?” Maddy whispered, eyes watery.


    “Devlin is with him.” Abel said. “Dr. Grant. And Dane is probably already here. He would go straight to Angel’s room.”


    Maddy lowered his eyes, tears sliding down his cheeks. He stared blankly at Savannah’s hands. “What if…” His lips tightened. “What if Wade gets out too?”


    “Hey, kid.” Levi said softly. “Ain’t no one gonna get anywhere near you or Angel. You got a hell of a lot of tough guys watching your back.” He smiled wryly. “And us too.” He winked.


    Ricky chuckled softly. “Shit.”


    Even Maddy smiled at that as the others laughed.


    “Seriously,” Levi said and gripped Maddy’s wrist. “You and Angel are in good hands. There’s not one of us who wouldn’t stand up and fight to protect you.” He shrugged and smiled again. “Me, I’d probably get my ass kicked–but I’d go down swinging nonetheless.”


    A soft wave of laughter rippled across the table and Ricky looked at Levi; his levity was an asset right now, helping to keep the mood from becoming too dark and heavy. He’s not such a bad guy, you know. He’s got some redeeming qualities. Ricky had never really seen this side of him before. At the club and, well, everywhere else it seemed, Levi was just this cocky little shit whose prime interest seemed to be getting laid. But right here, right now–he was doing his part to help ease Maddy’s fears. He didn’t have to be here. Both he and Ashton could have left after they were assured Angel would be okay. Neither of them really knew Angel or Maddy, and yet they had stayed, showing honest concern for this young boy whose entire life had been one long hell until just recently. A hell that was trying to push its way back in.


    Ricky was having a hard time retaining his dislike of the two men. Even Ashton. Though the man didn’t say much, he was still here, and clearly felt empathy for Maddy. Ricky didn’t realize he was staring at the man until Ashton met his gaze. He had never allowed himself to see the man as anything other than ‘the guy Levi is fucking’. But there was real warmth in his eyes, even a tenderness that pulled at him. Maybe he could understand Levi’s intense attraction to the guy. And something in that reality made his chest tighten and throat squeeze. But for the life of him, he didn’t know what it was.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


     


    Say It Isn’t So


     


     


    The tip of Carl’s tongue teased the back the back of Max’s mouth then dragged forward again across the roof, hooking gently behind his top teeth then slipping back out between his lips as Max sucked the delectable little muscle hungrily. “Mmm,” he moaned, eyes half closed. He was growing more and more certain he had chosen the right man to help him move forward in his life, let go of the past. If nothing else, Carl was one hell of a fantastic distraction. “When is Angel coming in?” Max murmured, “’Cause I think you’re due for a…break.”


    Carl grinned and nipped his lower lip. “I think,” he whispered, “you just want to get me alone and fuck me senseless.”


    “Wherever did you get such a notion?” Max chuckled low. Carl sat on the stool next to him, Max’s hand nestled in his crotch, rubbing slowly, firmly.


    Dropped his hand to cover Max’s, Carl sucked at Max’s lips. “Beats me.”


    “I would love to,” Max groaned and squeezed him a fraction harder as the man swelled under his hand. It felt good to just let go, throw off his shackles and be able to display his desires and passions so openly with another man–without the constant wall he ran into with Horatio. Once upon a time, this had been him and Horatio; so open and free with one another. But it could never be again, and Max missed it. Being with Carl gave him some of it back.


    “You’re a dirty boy, boss,” Carl grinned and kissed him.


    “Yeah, well,” Max murmured, “My proper self dissipated the day I opened a gay strip club.”


    “Right,” Carl chuckled and kissed his neck. “You were never proper.”


    Max laughed softly, “That’s true.”


    A low groan slipped out of Carl and leaned back. “Customers.” He left the stool as two men approached the other end of the bar and sat down. Max watched him take their order, pass out friendly smiles and chit-chat. He was a natural at dealing with the kind of men who frequented the club; just friendly enough but not so much to give the impression they might get a turn at him.


    His cell vibrated on the top of the bar and he picked it up and looked at the I.D. display; Abel. He smiled and answered, “Hey, babe. What you up to?” His smile and good mood faded in an instant as Abel relayed the events of the afternoon to him in chilling detail. “Oh my god,” he whispered, feeling sick. “Is he okay? Is Maddy okay?”


    Abel assured him that Angel was going to be all right, and that Maddy was shaken up, but doing okay.


    “I’ll be right over,” Max told him. “When he’s ready to go, I’ll take Maddy home and stay with him. Is Dane there?”


    “Yes,” Abel told him, “He’s with Angel now.”


    “And Cole and Gabe?” Max asked, “Has anyone called them?”


    “I tried,” Abel said, “But I couldn’t get through to either of them. They’re not picking up.”


    Max frowned. “Well, I talked to Gabe just a short while ago. He’s dealing with some personal stuff. He may have his phone turned off. I’ll see if I can get through to Cole. But I’ll be at the hospital in a just few.”


    “Okay. We’ll be here.” Abel ended the call and Max closed his phone, face tight.


    “Hospital?” Carl had moved back down his way. Concern pinched his brow. “What’s going on?”


    “Angel’s in the hospital,” Max said with a strain to his voice. He slid off his stool. “He was assaulted in the restroom at the theater.”


    “What?” Carl stared at him, shocked. “Do they know who did it?”


    Max stuffed his phone in his pocket. “Yeah,” he whispered, anger bubbling. “One of those fuckers who had him before. That friend of his stepbrothers.”


    “Shit,” Carl rubbed his mouth. “I thought they were in jail?”


    “Yeah, me too,” Max said, “But apparently he got out.”


    “Fuck,” Carl breathed, “Dane is gonna fucking lose it. Does he know yet?”


    Max nodded, “Yeah, he’s already there,” he sighed, “I’m going to head over there now. Can you look after things for me till I get back?”


    “No problem,” Carl said.


    “Thanks.” Max leaned across the bar and kissed him. “We may have to postpone our date. I’ll have to wait and see what’s going on.”


    “Sure, I understand,” Carl nodded, “Take care of the boys first. We can go out anytime.”


    “I’ll try not to take too long.”


    Carl waved his hand absently. “Take your time. I’ve got it covered here.”


    “Thanks,” Max smiled and winked, “I owe you.”


    Carl chuckled, “I’ll be lookin’ to collect just as soon as I get the chance.”


    Laughing softly, Max nodded and left the club, his smile slowly fading as he walked out the front doors. Did the shit never stop for his boys?


    ♦


    The midnight blue Sedan Deville rolled to a slow stop before the apartment building. Silence hung heavy inside the Cadillac and Gabe faced away from the driver, staring blankly at the structure.


    “Gabriel—”


    “Don’t.” Gabe whispered without looking at Clint. “I don’t care what happened. I expected no less with Quint in control. I don’t blame anyone else.” Tears formed as he thought about Angel; what had Quint orchestrated? Had Angel been hurt…or worse? His throat knotted and he closed his eyes, fighting the emotion. He was afraid to turn his phone on, afraid of what might be waiting there for him. He finally looked at Clint. “Do you know what he did to Angel?”


    Clint shook his head, “No. I don’t.”


    Clearing his throat, Gabe looked away again then popped the door open. “Thanks for the ride,” he mumbled and got out.


    “No problem,” Clint whispered, his voice dull, empty. It had sickened every one of the men to violate Gabe the way they had done. But Gabe meant what he said–he didn’t blame them. They had no choice. This was all Quint’s doing, and he was the only one at fault.


    Gabe closed the door and the car pulled away. He stood staring up at his apartment. He wanted to go home, back to Cole’s place…back to Cole. But though Cole knew nothing of his activities, he still felt like he was no longer welcome there. Like he didn’t have a right to call it home anymore. Even if he’d been given no choice, he had still betrayed Cole, whether or not the man knew it.


    Back inside his own apartment, Gabe walked straight to the bedroom. He could still smell Quint’s cologne faintly in the air, drifting up off the bed linen. A sob sticking in his throat, he stripped his bed of the soiled sheets, shaking the pillows from their cases, and tossing the linen in a heap in the corner. He dropped down on the edge of the bare mattress, his head in his hands, tears flowing. “I’m sorry, Cole. I’m sorry, baby.” His chest hurt from the pressure swelling inside, his throat aching as it closed. “Fuck.”


    He shuddered and stared at the floor, his eyes shifting to the small waste basket. Nausea pinched his gut as he locked on the soiled condoms, housing Quint’s cum wads. “Fuck!” He choked out and jumped up, grabbing the waste basket as he walked quickly to the window. He shoved it open and threw the basket out as hard as he could then slammed the window, rattling the glass in its panes. “Fuck!”


    He sank to the floor, his back to the wall. The protruding edge of the window sill dug into the nape of his neck. “God dammit,” he cried and covered his face with his hands, shaking. When he finally lifted his head, he coughed through a clogged throat then dug out his phone. His hand shook as he hesitated then turned it on. He was alerted that he had three voice mail messages; two from Abel, and one from Max.


    He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “No,” he whispered thickly.


    It took a few minutes for him to summon the courage to listen to the messages. All three told him the same thing; Angel had been assaulted.


    One thing he realized.


    None of those messages were from Cole.


    Why wouldn’t Cole have called him?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


     


    Shattered


     


     


    “Cole’s not answering his phone?” Dane had crawled out of Angel’s arms once the boy was asleep, and now stood in the hall outside his room. Max had shown up a few minutes ago and had been unable to get through to Cole or Gabe either.


    “What the hell is going on?” Max asked him. “I know Gabe is dealing with some things, and may have his phone off. But why isn’t Cole—”


    “Wait,” Dane frowned, “What do you mean? He’s dealing with some things? You mean his dad’s funeral arrangements?”


    “Yeah. I think,” Max nodded, “He called me a little while ago and asked for some time off.”


    “How much time?”


    “A couple weeks,” Max shrugged, “Maybe more.”


    Dane licked his lips slowly and shook his head. “Why would he need that much time off to help with a funeral?”


    “I don’t know,” Max admitted, “But what am I going to tell him–You’re fired if you don’t come to work?”


    “Of course not,” Dane murmured, “I didn’t mean…” He shook his head and sighed, “It’s just…something is up with him. And he isn’t talking–to anyone. Not even Cole.” Dane’s stomach knotted as he recalled the incriminating evidence in Gabe’s apartment. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be what it appeared.


    “Maybe,” Max said quietly, “Maybe he just needs some space, to figure out…whatever it is he needs to figure out, or deal with. He’ll be okay.”


    “I hope so,” Dane’s lips pressed tight. “But in all the years I’ve known Gabe, he’s never been like this. It’s like he’s pulling away, from everyone. He—” Dane’s words chopped off abruptly when the elevator doors opened and Gabe stepped out, glanced both ways down the corridor, spotted them and walked their way with a fast stride. Max frowned at Dane’s sudden silence, then turned and saw Gabe.


    “I just got your message,” he told Max, “My phone was off before.” He looked at Dane, fear in his eyes. “Is Angel all right?”


    “He will be,” Dane spoke low, his throat tight. Right here, this man before him–this was the Gabe they knew and loved so well. The Gabe who steps up to defend, who burns with fury when those he loves are threatened. “He, uh…he’s pretty banged up, and looks awful, but he’ll be okay.”


    Gabe’s throat worked as a film of tears glazed his eyes. “I’m so fucking sorry, man,” he said thickly, “Angel don’t deserve this.” He lips trembled and he pressed them tight. “I’m sorry.”


    Something in Gabe’s words didn’t settle right with Dane. It was if he were literally apologizing for what happened to Angel–which made no sense at all. “Thanks,” Dane whispered, “But none of us could’ve seen this coming. That bastard was supposed to be in jail. I don’t know how the fuck he got out.”


    Gabe swallowed hard. “Who?” He said thickly, “Who did this?”


    “That fucker Byrd,” Dane told him. “One of the guys you and Cole dealt with at Angel’s apartment.”


    Gabe rubbed his hand over his mouth and held it, eyes dropping blankly to the floor, the gloss of tears thickening. “He didn’t…” Gabe looked up slowly, his throat working harder with emotion. “He didn’t…rape him, did he?” His tears thickened as he slowly shook his head. “Please tell me he didn’t, Dane…please.”


    “No,” Dane assured him. “He tried, but,” he rubbed his face, his own eyes watering. “Angel got away from him before he could…”


    Gabe covered his eyes with his hand and stood for a moment, head ducked. “Thank God,” he whispered unsteadily, tears in his voice. “If that had happened to Angel again…” His chin trembled and he sniffed, wiping tears from his eyes. “Fuck,” he choked.


    Despite the situation, Dane was startled by the man’s extreme show of emotion. He hugged Gabe and the man held him tight, tremors running through him. “Hey,” Dane whispered, “He’s okay. He could’ve had it so much worse.”


    “I’m sorry,” Gabe squeezed him in his arms and buried his face in his neck, his body straining to keep from breaking down and crying openly.


    Dane stroked his hair and kissed the side of his head. “Hey, come on, babe,” he murmured, “It isn’t your fault. It isn’t anyone’s fault but that motherfucker who attacked him. We can’t see every single threat out there.”


    Drawing back, Gabe cleared his throat and wiped his face. He glanced around, then frowned, “Where’s Cole?” He asked thickly, “Does he know?”


    Dane’s heart twisted and knotted as he saw again the look of despair and anguish in Cole’s eyes as he’d left him at his apartment. The man had been coming apart. Dane stared at Gabe, wanting desperately to just confront him, make him give a plausible excuse for what they’d found at his apartment. Anything to put down the evidence, clear him of all guilt. But he was terrified of the answers the man might give him.


    “We tried calling him,” Dane said quietly, “He isn’t answering his phone.”


    Unease darkening his baby blues, Gabe asked uncertainly, “Why wouldn’t he answer his phone?”


    “That’s what I would like to know,” Max admitted.


    “Maybe,” Gabe glanced at both men. “Maybe someone should run over to his place, see if he’s home. I could—”


    “Uh, no,” Dane cut in quick, then tried to compensate, “I mean, I can go. You just got here. And Abel and Savannah are down in the cafeteria with the others. I’m sure they’d like to see you.”


    Gabe nodded slowly, “Okay,” he said softly, “I was wondering why a couple of the messages were from Abel.”


    “I’ll walk down to the cafeteria with you,” Max told Gabe, “Angel’s asleep right now. We can come back later so you can talk to him.”


    Gabe nodded, his face strained, a storm of emotions in his eyes.


    “I’ll…” Dane pointed towards the elevators. “I’ll go by Cole’s, see if he’s home.”


    He walked with Max and Gabe to the elevators, rode silently to the ground level then left the hospital as the two men headed for the cafeteria. It was Dane’s protective instinct to want to stay close to Angel, even though he knew he was safe now, but he was also worried about Cole. The man had been breaking down and coming apart at the seams when he’d left him earlier. He hadn’t wanted to go, but was fairly sure Cole might have punched him if he’d tried to force his way inside his apartment and insisted on staying.


    ♦


    The sight of them all gathered together, with a very distraught Maddy in their midst, broke Gabe’s heart and began to crack his mind; what if Angel had been brutally raped? What if he’d…died?


    That wasn’t something Gabe could have lived with.


    Maddy glanced up, tears in his eyes. When he saw Max, he left the table and went to him, throwing his arms around the man, and breaking down again. Like a son seeking comfort of a father. Max held the boy, ducked his head and whispered assurances that Angel was okay, and they were safe.


    His whole family was hanging in the balance. Everyone right here before him was a potential target for Quint. What if he went after Abel and Savannah next time? Or Caleb? He wouldn’t go straight for Cole, he would save him for last. But everyone else…


    His gaze caressed their faces. Even Levi, who had only been with them for a short while, had worked his way into the heart of the family. And Ricky–wild, sexy Ricky; he and Levi kept things interesting, light-hearted, amusing. It wouldn’t take long for Ashton to secure his place as well. It was in his eyes, the compassion and concern, he had what it took to be a true Phoenix family member.


    They’re all at risk because of you. It had been a stupid, and dangerous act, spitting in Quint’s face. The next time he stepped out of line…who would suffer for it next? There won’t be a next time. Because you will do whatever the fuck Quint requires of you. You will not do anything to endanger these people.


    “Gabe.” Abel stood up and came to him, hugging him tight. Gabe wrapped his arms around the young man and held him close, his face in his hair. What if Abel was next? Tears burned and he squeezed him tighter. If something happened to Abel, or Savannah, because of him–it would rip out his heart. And his heart was already hanging by mere shreds after this assault on Angel.


    Abel grunted. “Okay, big guy,” Abel gasped and laughed, “You’re gonna break me.”


    “Sorry,” Gabe released him and smiled, “you’re just so huggable.”


    “Ahh, shucks,” Abel ducked his head, feigning shyness, and the others laughed.


    Gabe ruffled his hair. “You goof,” he chuckled, aching to drag him back into his arms, hold onto him indefinitely.


    “Am I huggable too?” Savannah stood up and smiled.


    “Silly girl, asking silly questions,” Gabe grinned and swept her into his arms, lifting her off the floor. He tried not to hug her too tight. In so many ways, she felt so fragile, vulnerable. Maybe because of her condition, she would always seem that way to Gabe. But beneath that “fragility” was an amazingly strong young woman. He set her down and kissed the top of her head. “I’ve missed you, beautiful,” he said, “You need to make that brother of yours bring you around more often.”


    She grinned, “I’ll try.”


    Abel shook his head, smiling, “Okay, note taken–more visits.”


    Laughing softly, Gabe gazed at him, their eyes catching for a moment. He knew that far too much was resonating forth, and by the slight pinch to Abel’s brow, he knew the boy was picking up on it. He looked away before the tears returned and he had to explain himself, but he felt Abel’s gaze lingering, questioning.


    ♦


    “Cole?” Dane knocked lightly on the door, then a little louder when no answer came. He tested the handle and it twisted easily in his grip. “Cole, are you here?” He called as he opened the door half way and leaned in. All was silent. Unease pinched his gut as he got a sudden rush of déjà vu of the day he had entered the hotel room in search of Caleb…finding the boy in the tub.


    No. Cole wasn’t that far gone. He wouldn’t do anything so rash and extreme. Deep down, he believed that. But even so, he understood the depth of pain the man was suffering. People didn’t always think so clearly when their heart was being torn from their chest and all they wanted was for the pain to stop.


    Dane stepped inside and closed the door. “Cole? Where are you, babe?” He walked to the kitchen, and stopped short, staring at the debris of dishes and liquor bottles, and pretty much everything else in the room that was breakable shattered on the floor. “Fuck, baby,” he whispered tightly, throat squeezing.


    He found Cole in the bedroom–which wasn’t in much better condition than the kitchen. The guy was stretched out across the bed haphazardly, clothes rankled, bed a mess–and out cold. No doubt passed out from emotional exhaustion and surely an overload of liquor. Tears wet his face and his hair was disheveled as if he’d tried to rip it out.


    “It’s gonna be okay, babe,” he murmured thickly, trying desperately to believe his own words. “Somehow…it’s going to be okay.”


    Dane blinked back the tears and returned to the kitchen, and began cleaning up the mess.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


     


    True Confessions


     


     


    The man’s hands slid up the back of his bare thighs and squeezed his ass. He gripped the customer’s shoulders, dipping, swaying, grazing his crotch down against the guy’s hardened cock pushing out against his briefs. Cole ducked his head and brushed his lips across his cheek to his ear, the man’s scent drifting up his nostrils–the tantalizing musk scent of BRÜT cologne-


    “Huh!” Cole came out of his dream, bolting forward on the bed, heart pounding, the customer’s cologne lingering in his nostrils. Quinton. He had said his name was Quinton. But those who make my cock hard can call me Quint. Cole’s chest heaved as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his clothes clinging uncomfortably to his sweaty skin. That scent. The same scent of cologne that had been on Gabe’s pillow, all through his apartment. Was that who he was fucking? He was stepping out with customers? Fucking other men for money?


    His breath rattled up his throat as it began to squeeze closed. Even with all the evidence stacked against him, his mind was still having difficulty grasping that Gabe would do this. Was it possible that he’d somehow–somehow–misinterpreted the signs? How do you misinterpret used condoms full of cum next to your boyfriend’s bed? The smell of another man on his pillow? Don’t be a fucking moron!


    Cole wanted to puke, and would have succumbed to the urge had he thought it would actually relieve his nausea. But the true sickness was in his heart–not his stomach. He could puke till his stomach turned inside out, and still the queasiness would remain. And he couldn’t imagine a day when it subsided; he would go to his grave with this sick feeling burning inside him.


    How could you do this to us, Gabe? Why would you?


    The answers were incidental; the deed was done. Gabe had betrayed him. And no answers would undo his unfaithfulness, or make the truth of it all hurt any less.


    He started to leave the bed when sounds in the kitchen froze him before his ass left the mattress. He stared at the closed bedroom door, brow creased, pinching, as he listened to someone moving around in the kitchen. Gabe?


    His nausea deepening, pulse quickening, he rose slowly off the bed. What would he say to him? Could he even face him without breaking down? He made it to the door before stalling, hand on the knob. The pressure in his heart began to swell, webbing an ache through his chest, up his neck and into his face. His eyes stung, then burned, as his vision blurred. He pressed his head against the door, sobs catching in his chest, his throat. “Gabe…” Tears slid down his face and he squeezed his eyes shut, choking back his cries, struggling to hold them down.


    You have to do it. You have to deal with this now. Just make him leave, and tell him not to come back. Get it done and over with.


    Swallowing hard, Cole slowly twisted the door knob and opened the door. His legs didn’t want to comply as he tried to leave the bedroom, but he forced his feet forward, out into the hall. Each step was an effort, heavy and burdensome.


    He approached the kitchen doorway slowly, a part of him wanting to run back to the bedroom and slam the door. He paused, motionless, listening to the wonderfully casual sounds drifting out into the hall. Sounds he would never hear again after today. Speak first. Don’t give him a chance to “explain”. Just get him out of here. Do it now-


    He stepped into the kitchen, words of banishment balancing on his tongue, then clamped his teeth, swallowing each syllable as Dane glanced at him from the sink. “You’re still with us,” he murmured, a hesitant smile on his lips. “That’s good to know.”


    Both relief and disappointment tightened his chest. Relief that he didn’t have to face Gabe yet, but disappointment because he was ready to take a stand right here and now–and uncertain if he could summon the strength to do so again.


    “Thought I’d…clean up a bit,” Dane said. The floor was clean of broken glass and the wall wiped down.


    “Why are you here?” Cole rasped, his throat raw, thick.


    Dane sighed and leaned against the counter, a look coming into his eyes that pricked Cole with fear. “Angel’s in the hospital,” he said quietly, a sick tone to his voice. “He was…assaulted at the theater today.”


    “What?” Cole stepped into the kitchen. “Assaulted? By who?”


    Licking his lips, Dane looked at the floor a moment then raised his eyes. “That bastard friend of his stepbrother’s. Byrd.”


    Cole frowned. “He was arrested.”


    “He’s out,” Dane said tightly, “And the fucker tried to…” He shook his head, eyes glossing. “He tried to…rape Angel.”


    “But he didn’t…?”


    “No,” Dane sniffed and swallowed thickly. A wavering smile touched his lips. “Angel nailed him in the balls and got away from him.”


    Cole’s lips pressed into a tight smile. “I never thought I’d say this, but thank God for giving us a weak spot.”


    “Amen to that,” Dane whispered.


    “Is anyone over at the hospital with him?”


    Dane nodded, “Yeah. A bunch of them,” he looked at Cole cautiously. “Gabe, too.”


    Cole stiffened, his heart rate kicking up again. He glanced away and went to the refrigerator, grabbing a beer. He shook his head as he popped off the cap. “I don’t want to see him.”


    “Maybe,” Dane suggested hesitantly, “Maybe you should just confront him.”


    “Why?” Cole looked at him, tears forming. “So I can hear him admit to fucking another man?” He turned sharply, facing Dane. “Or maybe have to listen to him deny it, watch him lie to my face. Those are the only two options a confrontation offers, Dane,” he downed half the bottle of beer and wiped his mouth, his throat hurting, vision swimming. “And I’m not really up for either.”


    ♦


    “Hey. How you feeling?”


    Angel opened his eyes slowly. Devlin Grant stood next to his bed, looking over his chart. He smiled at Angel; it was a friendly smile, set on a compassionate face–not mention handsome face. It was easy to see why Abel had fallen for him. He had a gentleness about him that was very comforting, soothing. A quality trait for a doctor.


    “My head hurts,” Angel mumbled, as it seemed some tiny little imp had taken up residence inside his head and was beating at his skull with a mallet.


    “I anticipated that,” Devlin said and smiled, “I came prepared.” He withdrew a small bottle of pain reliever from one pocket of his white coat, and a syringe from the other pocket. “The pills or the needle?”


    Angel smiled weakly then grimaced as his whole face throbbed with the minimal expression, “Whichever works the fastest.”


    Clucking his tongue, Devlin chuckled, “Unfortunately, that would be the needle.”


    “Damn my bad luck,” Angel smirked. But right now, he didn’t care if they had to drive a spike in his arm–if it would make the pain in his head go away. “Go ahead, doc. Stick me.”


    Devlin laughed softly as he swabbed Angel’s arm with alcohol then inserted the needle carefully. Angel barely felt the prick of the needle, a mere slight burn of the injection, then it was done. “Wasn’t so bad now, was it?” Devlin winked.


    “No,” Angel smiled and relaxed against the pillows.


    “Shouldn’t take long to kick in,” the doctor assured.


    “Good,” Angel murmured, “My skull feels like it’s about to crack.” An uneasiness needled his gut. “I am okay, right? I mean…my head hit the floor of that restroom pretty hard. My brain’s not…bleeding or anything, is it?”


    Devlin shook his head. “Your x-rays looked good. You just have a mild concussion. We’re just keeping you over for precautionary measures. It’s standard hospital procedure for concussion patients,” he smiled, “Don’t worry yourself about it–stressing out will only make your headache worse.”


    “Okay,” Angel looked to the door. “Is everyone gone?” He didn’t think Dane would leave without telling him goodbye, or Maddy either. But he had been asleep. “Is it late?”


    “No,” Devlin said, “You haven’t actually been asleep that long. The others are still here. Dane went to try and locate Cole, let him know what had happened. But he’ll be back.”


    Angel frowned. “He couldn’t call him?”


    “Apparently he wasn’t answering his phone.”


    Angel gazed blankly at the ceiling, his brow tightening.


    “Are you okay?” Devlin asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Is your head starting to feel better?”


    He realized it was. The pounding was receding to a dull thump. “Yeah. Thanks. The needle really worked,” he smiled tiredly. Even the pain in his face was easing up, though the cut on his lip stung fiercely whenever he spoke.


    Someone knocked at the door, but didn’t enter. Devlin went over and opened the door, speaking to the person outside. He glanced at Angel. “Gabe is here.”


    Angel nodded slowly, and his heart beat faster. He hadn’t spoken to or seen Gabe since Gabe had dropped him off at Max’s the night before.


    Gabe entered anxiously. “It’s good to see you, Devlin,” Gabe embraced the doctor.


    “You too,” Devlin returned his hug. “But we need to stop meeting under such dire circumstances.”


    “I agree.” Gabe murmured thickly and cast Angel a quick glance, but looked away again just as fast.


    Devlin stepped back and addressed Angel. “I’ll leave you two alone to talk.” He nodded at Gabe then left the room.


    The door closed slowly, quietly. Gabe fidgeted and couldn’t seem to bring himself to look directly at Angel. Anguish strained his features. Angel scooted up a little in bed. “I know I look awful,” he said softly, then reached for warmth, humor, “but you still love me…right?” His throat suddenly knotted and eyes stung, startled by the rush of unexpected emotion.


    “Angel…” Gabe looked up, his eyes shimmering with tears. “Of course I still love you. And you’ll always be beautiful to me.”


    Angel bit his lip, tears rising. He tried to speak but the words wouldn’t come. A tear slid down his cheek.


    “No,” Gabe choked and came to him quick, pulling him into his arms. “Baby, don’t cry. I’m so sorry this happened to you.”


    Hugging him tight, Angel cried against his shoulder–but not for the events that had landed him here. “Why did you say it?” he cried softly, shaking. “Why would you say…you didn’t love Cole? You have to love him. He loves you so much.” Angel clung to him as the man trembled in his arms, sobs breaking inside him.


    “I do,” he shuddered, breath unsteady. “I love him, Angel…more than life.” He squeezed Angel in his embrace. “No matter what…always know that.” He drew back, tears streaking his face. He slid his thumbs carefully across Angel’s wet cheeks. “Okay?”


    Angel nodded, swallowing thick, “But why did you say—”


    “Don’t,” Gabe whispered, shaking his head, throat working. “Don’t ask me things I can’t tell you. All you need to know is that I do love Cole. And I didn’t mean what I said.” He bit his lip and shook his head, more tears rising. “I didn’t mean it at all. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him. There’s nothing I wouldn’t for all of you.” His chin trembled and he stroked his hand across Angel’s face. “You’re my family, and I love you. Every one of you.”


                  Covering his hand, Angel turned his face into his palm and closed his eyes. “We love you too, Gabe,” he whispered, “And we need you.” He opened his eyes and warm tears seeped out. “Don’t ever leave us.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


     


    Freefalling


     


     


    His return to the hospital was a solo one. Cole was hurting too bad to face Gabe, and didn’t want to chance running into him. When Dane had asked him what he was going to do when Gabe showed up back at the apartment, Cole had simply replied; “I’ll do what I have to do.” Dane wasn’t clueless–Cole meant to kick the man out of his apartment, and his life.


    Facing Gabe again at the hospital, with that knowledge tucked away in his head and his heart, was a heart wrenching task. He loved Gabe as much as he loved Cole. And the man that was there out of deep concern for Angel was their Gabe. And when he asked about Cole, the same love that Dane had always seen lighting his eyes–still glowed brightly. Something was off about this whole situation. If Gabe was cheating, if he really cared that little for Cole…how could that love for the man still be shining out so blindingly bright?


    “Cole isn’t coming to the hospital?” Gabe met Dane outside Angel’s room, and seemed perplexed that Cole wouldn’t rush over here to see for himself that Angel was okay. In his place, Dane would have been just as confused.


    “He’ll be over later,” Dane said, and it wasn’t really a lie; Cole did plan to come visit Angel, but only when he was sure Gabe wouldn’t be here. Dane understood his pain, all too well. When someone was burdened with a broken heart, it was just too much to face the source of that break. For Dane, the thought of seeing Angel when they were going through their situation had been like cold steel daggers to his heart. Sometimes it just hurt too fucking much.


    “Dane,” Gabe frowned, “What’s going on? What would possibly keep Cole from coming straight over here?”


    “He…” Dane sighed, “He had some stuff to deal with.” Again–not a total lie. He was dealing with stuff, just internal stuff, rather than external.


    Even so, Gabe didn’t seem overly convinced. “Is he at his apartment?”


    Don’t go over there. Not right now. Just stay here. Dane couldn’t out and out lie to the man. “Yeah,” he murmured, “At least he was when I left. But he may not be there now.” It was possible–he might not be. Perhaps he’d made a run to the liquor store to replace the bottle of scotch Dane had wiped off the wall.


    Gabe tapped his index finger against lower lip absently. “Maybe I’ll run over there and talk to him.” There was a notable hesitance in the man. Was he reluctant to face Cole because of his extra-curricular activities?


    It was on the tip of Dane’s tongue to advise him against it, but Gabe was already bidding him goodbye and walking away.


    “Fuck,” Dane whispered tightly, watching him until he disappeared into the elevator.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Dane jumped at Abel’s sudden presence at his side, having come out of Angel’s room where the others were congregated. “Uh,” Dane cleared his throat then forced a smile, “Nothing. Just…” He shook his head. “Nothing.”


    “What’s wrong with Gabe?” Abel asked bluntly. “And where is Cole? Since when are those two separable?”


    Exhaling slowly, Dane dragged his hand over his mouth. “They just…” he sighed, “They just have some stuff to work out. But I’m sure everything will be fine.” He hoped that came out with more conviction than he felt. Everything was fucked up, big time. But Dane had witnessed miracles, even experienced one himself. He had to believe that all hope was not lost.


    ♦


    “You’re looking pretty wiped out,” Levi squeezed Angel’s hand, then nodded towards Ashton. “So I think we’ll take off and get out of your hair,” he smiled, “But you rest easy, okay.” He patted Maddy lightly on the shoulder. “We got your boy’s back.”


    “Thanks,” Angel smiled, though it seemed to pain him to do so with his split lip and swollen face.


    Ricky stood back, ready to leave as well and give Angel some alone time with Maddy and Dane.


    “You need a ride?” Levi looked at him.


    “Uh, no,” Ricky said, “I have my car.”


    “Right,” Levi nodded, “Duh.” He chuckled, “Okay, well, I guess we’ll see you back at the club.” He pointed a finger at Angel, “You get better, babe? Ya hear?”


    “Yes, sir,” Angel nodded, laughing softly.


    When Levi walked out with Ashton, Ricky couldn’t prevent his eyes from following. He’d seen a whole different Levi today than the one he was used to dealing with, and dammit if it wasn’t making him feel all funny in the gut. Don’t even go there. The boy’s got the hots for the new guy. Just because he took a turn at you as well, don’t mean shit. He was just proving to you that you want him.


    It was true. Still, Ricky couldn’t put off the empty feeling in his chest as Levi left with Ashton. He didn’t even have the luxury of despising Ashton anymore, not in good conscience anyway.


    “Do you want to get a soda from the machine?”


    Ricky turned and looked at Savannah, who was speaking to Maddy. Her large sea green eyes were soft, warm as she gazed at the boy. Real concern and compassion resonated out of her. She was truly Abel’s sister.


    “Uh,” Maddy glanced at Angel, and he nodded.


    “Go ahead,” he smiled, “I’m not going anywhere right now.”


    Maddy looked at the girl, “Okay.”


    When they were gone, Ricky chuckled low.


    “What?” Angel eyed him, an uncertain smile on his bruised lips.


    “I think you got a budding romance on your hands,” Ricky grinned.


    Angel smirked, a mischievous gleam in his eye, “I think you do too.”


    “What’re you talking about?” Ricky laughed.


    “Oh come on,” Angel said, “You are so into Levi it’s making you crazy.”


    “I am not into the guy,” Ricky insisted.


    Angel licked his lips slowly, carefully, then shrugged and smiled teasingly, “From what Levi says, it sounds like you were into him last night.” Angel laughed softly when Ricky just stared at him in mild shock.


    “Levi is out of his mind,” Ricky did his best to conceal the fact that he had, indeed, been with Levi last night–and wished like hell he could be with him again tonight. Just not under these circumstances. If Levi was willing to crawl into bed with him, it was merely for the fuck. And though Ricky had convinced himself that was all he wanted from it as well…he was beginning to doubt his motives.


    ♦


    The text from Cole came in as Gabe was walking out of the hospital entrance. For whatever reason, it had startled him to see Cole’s name on the display. But it had also quickened his pulse. Though he had seen Cole just yesterday, it seemed like forever since he’d looked in his eyes, felt his touch. He needed his touch right now, needed to make love to him and eradicate the lingering sensations of Quint’s presence in his body. But when he opened the text, the unease set in; ‘I need to talk to you. Now. I’m at the apartment. And don’t make excuses–just be here.’


    The drive from the hospital to Cole’s apartment seemed to take eons. And the walk from the car up to his door had the feel of that Last Mile a condemned prisoner travels from his cell to the death chamber. Gabe didn’t know exactly why it was all so ominous, Cole didn’t know about Quint–at least not in the proper context. As far Cole knew, the man was simply a customer at the club. He had no idea that Quint and Gabe knew each other outside the club, or what was going on. Still–Cole’s text had him on edge.


    It wasn’t usually his habit to knock, rather than just walking in, but this time it felt as if he should wait for Cole to invite him in. He didn’t know why. But anymore, this didn’t feel like his home, didn’t feel like he had the right to just burst in unannounced or uninvited.


    “Why are you knocking?” Cole asked stiffly when he opened the door. One look in his face and Gabe knew something was terribly wrong. Though the man had surely washed his face and given himself time to calm down–there was no mistaking the fact that he had been crying.


    “Cole?” Gabe stepped forward and reached for him, “Babe, what’s wrong?”


    Cole subtly evaded his touch, but it was enough to set off warning bells in Gabe’s head. The man just stared at him with an incredulous look in his slightly watered, somewhat bloodshot eyes. But rather than explode on him, as he seemed about to do, he turned and walked away, leaving the door open.


    Assuming that meant for him to come in, Gabe stepped inside and closed the door quietly behind him, then followed Cole to the kitchen. A strong odor of scotch lingered in the air though Gabe saw no evidence of the liquor itself. He looked at Cole and the man stood with his back to him, hand gripping the nape of his neck, squeezing.


    “Cole?”


    Cole turned but didn’t look at him, then moved past him through the kitchen doorway. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he mumbled, a thickness to his voice that betrayed his depth of emotion. What the hell was going on?


    The guy stepped into the bathroom and closed the door, and not a minute later–Gabe’s phone buzzed. When he saw the number displayed, instant nausea invaded his gut. He hadn’t put Quint’s name into his phone in case Cole ever got a look at his contact list, but by now he knew the number by heart. Desperately wanting to ignore the call and just find out what was wrong with Cole, Gabe knew better than to neglect Quint. The consequences of such defiance, even as mild as ignoring a call, was laying back at the hospital. He didn’t dare piss off Quint.


    “Hello,” he murmured into the phone, glancing uneasily at the bathroom door.


    “I’m at your apartment,” Quint said, “I expect to see you arrive within fifteen minutes.”


    Gabe’s face tightened, pinching with frustration. “I was just with you,” he said low, strained, “You said I didn’t have to be back until tomorrow.”


    “I changed my mind,” Quint told him dully. “Are we…arguing?”


    Fuck! Gabe released a slow, tight breath. “No,” he murmured, “I’ll be right over.”


    “Come on now, Gabriel,” Quint mused, “Show some enthusiasm. You know I’m a great fuck.”


    Gabe swallowed hard, eyes stinging. He offered no reply.


    “Aren’t I?”


    Breath rushed through his nostrils as the authority in the man’s voice demanded an answer. “Yes.”


    “Say it for me,” and Gabe could hear the smug smile in his voice. “It gives me a charge to hear you say it out loud.”


    Did the man know he was at Cole’s? Was he hoping Cole would overhear? That was Gabe’s fear. He stepped deeper into the kitchen. “You’re a great fuck,” he forced sincerity into his voice, understanding it was required as well.


    “And?”


    Gabe closed his eyes and swallowed thickly, “I can’t get enough of you.”


    “Aww, that just warms my heart,” Quint offered smugly. “And hardens my cock. So don’t waste any more time. Get that sweet ass over here.”


    “I’m on my way,” Gabe mumbled and waited for Quint to end the call, then closed his phone and squeezed it in his fist, jaw clenching, causing an ache to vein up through his face. Fuck. Fuck!


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


     


    The Last Brick in The Wall


     


     


    “Cole?” Gabe’s voice came through the bathroom door, low, muffled. “Babe, I’m really sorry, but…” He faltered, a strain squeezing his voice. “Something came up, I have to go. But I’ll be back later. I promise.”


    Cole remained silent, his head pressed against the inside of the door, tears rolling slowly down his face. Don’t bother coming back. There’s nothing to say now. He had heard Gabe’s phone go off, had heard enough of his side of the conversation to know just what had come up. Cole squeezed his eyes shut, throat working to swallow the sobs pushing up; he didn’t want Gabe to hear him cry. Didn’t want the fucker to know how much he was hurting him. Why give him the satisfaction?


    “Cole?” Gabe knocked lightly. “Babe, did you hear me?” There was an anxiousness in his tone, as if he couldn’t wait to get out of there.


    “Yeah,” Cole managed, forcing back his emotions. “Fine. Whatever.” Go fuck him! You fucking whore! Don’t ever come back! He bit his lip hard, tasting blood, his whole body straining with the cries fighting to burst out. Just go! Leave me alone!


    “I’ll talk to you later,” Gabe mumbled, and Cole heard his footsteps walking away. A moment later, the front door opened then closed–and Cole sagged against the bathroom door, breaking down. He hadn’t said I love you before leaving. He always said “I love you” every single time he left Cole’s presence.


    Cole gripped the door knob, holding himself up, choking on the sobs. When he suddenly jerked open the door, he wasn’t entirely certain his intentions. But in minutes he was sitting behind the wheel of his car, pulling away from his apartment building–and he knew where he was going.


    The bastard wanted to cheat on him? Well he wasn’t going to get the luxury of pretending otherwise. Maybe when Cole caught him in the act, he would finally fucking admit his indiscretions. He didn’t get to play oblivious when Cole was dying from the fucking gaping hole in his chest!


    “Fuck!” Cole slammed his palms on the steering wheel, vision blurring, distorting the street and cars before him. He wiped at his face, breath erratic, unstable. “You fucker,” he cried, “Everyone’s gonna know what a fucking piece of shit you are.”


    He wasn’t entirely certain how he made it to Gabe’s apartment without rear ending another car, or causing some form of accident, but it seemed he was just suddenly there. Parked at the end of the block. Gabe’s car was in front of the building. Go inside. Get it over with. See for yourself that you’re not “misinterpreting” the evidence.


    It was what he needed to do, but his hands gripped the steering wheel and his ass refused to leave the seat. Do you really want to see it? He didn’t. But his mind couldn’t comprehend this reality. If he didn’t see it with his own eyes…he might be fooled into letting Gabe stay. The guy had already proved how well he could fake sincerity and love. He could trick Cole into believing they still had something.


    But not if you see him with another man.


    Stepping out of the car, Cole understood that these were the last few steps he would take as a living, breathing soul. Once he laid eyes on the man he loved, so willingly fucking someone else–the breath of life would leave him. He would become nothing more than an empty shell of a man in search of his final resting place.


    Each step closer was heavier than the last, as if his shoes were slowly filling up with concrete. Outside Gabe’s door, he almost ran, his heart screaming at him not to look, not to see, begging for a mercy he couldn’t grant.


    He listened and heard nothing on the other side of the door, then opened it slowly, quietly. A numbness was steadily spreading through him and he welcomed it.


    The living room and kitchen were deserted, but it wasn’t a large apartment and the hallway to the bedroom was a short one–not nearly long enough to stifle the sounds coming from Gabe’s room.


    Don’t go down there. Don’t do it. Don’t look.


    He somehow found himself at the bedroom door, unaware of having walked the short distance of carpeted hallway. The sounds were less muffled, and quite clear, in fact; Groans and pants, low curses–and Gabe’s pleas of–‘Fuck me harder.’ The audible creak of Gabe’s bed as the bodies moved on top of it, getting louder as the two men fucked harder.


    The door knob was in Cole’s hand, clenched in his fist, his body trembling, tears streaking, heart pounding–beating–at his ribs. A cold, clammy sweat gripped him and his head went light as he was sure he would either vomit or pass out.


    His hand twisted the knob without him instructing it to and the door dislodged, but remained closed. His breath came so hard and quick that dark spots were forming in his vision. He inched the door open just enough for a view of the bed–and his world came crashing down, falling away into a black abyss of nothingness, shattered into millions of shards.


    ♦


    “Come on,” the groan rolled up Quint’s throat and emerged as a growl, his fingers gouging Gabe’s ass as Gabe rode his cock. “Do it harder…pound this cock.” He squeezed Gabe’s cheeks and spread him wider, shoving himself up, his ass bouncing off the bed as he slammed his hard rod into Gabe again and again.


    Gabe gripped the man’s chest and gave it to him as per his request, fucking him hard, wild, rocking the bed, pants exploding from them both. He squeezed his eyes shut and told himself over and over that he was fucking Cole, no one else–just Cole.


    The man grabbed him and dragged him down on the bed, rolling them over so he was between Gabe’s legs, pounding him deep, gasps bursting off his lips, sweat dripping from his flushed face as he grinned with satisfaction. “Yeah,” he grunted hard, “You know I’m a great fuck.” His hot breath blasted Gabe’s face when he leaned down and kissed his mouth, thrusting his tongue nearly down his throat as he shoved his cock into his ass. He sucked his tongue out and panted, “Beat off. I want you to come with me–and I know you don’t want to disappoint me.” He grinned again. “Do you, baby?”


    Gabe merely shook his head and grabbed his cock, stroking himself, wanting to come, wanting it to be over.


    “Come on now,” Quint puffed, “I know you can do better than this–work those hips. Move with me, baby.”


    Gabe fucked him back with all his skill and experience, and Quint yelled out loud, an explosive laugh bursting out of him. “Yes! Fuck!” His pace quickened as his orgasm swelled. “Oh fuck! God! I want to come so fucking bad! Ahh! Come on, Gabriel! Pump that cock!”


    His hand snapped up and down his shaft with increased urgency and his jaw began to clench as his own orgasm coiled. “Uuhhh!” His body arched forcefully and then he unloaded, pumping out shots of creamy cum. “Fuuck!”


    Quint gripped the blankets on either side of Gabe and fucked him erratically, head thrown back, teeth clamped–and came hard, slamming Gabe’s ass as he worked through the orgasm. His thrusts gradually slowed then he dropped down onto the bed beside Gabe, wheezing. He chuckled loud and slid his hand down his cock, slipping off the loaded condom. Since the small waste basket was somewhere down in the alley, Quint simply dropped the soiled rubber on the floor.


    Get out, Gabe wanted to shout at him, get out of my fucking apartment–out of my fucking life!


    Rather than leaving immediately, Quint tucked his arms under his head and sighed heavily. “I have something very special in mind for you, Gabriel,” he twisted his head and smiled at him. “You’re far too talented and gifted to waste on my average customers. You,” he rubbed the back of his fingers down Gabe’s damp, heated chest. “You I will reserve for my special clients. You have the body of a god, Gabriel–and they will pay a mint to bask in your glory.”


    Gabe turned his face away and stared out the window; he’d heard about Quint’s “special” clients before, when he was still part of the family. They weren’t just men looking for sex. They paid big to indulge in their perversions without fear of exposure.


    By the time Quint finally dressed and left the apartment, night had nearly set it. Gabe showered–scraping all residue of Quint off his body. He was thankful the man used condoms, he couldn’t take the feel of his fluids inside him.


    Feeling sick to his stomach and wondering if he should just not go back to Cole’s, he nevertheless left the apartment and went to his car. He had promised Cole he would come back. There weren’t many promises he could keep these days, so each one that he could follow through on was of utmost importance to him.


    Outside Cole’s door, he started to knock but instead simply entered. The place was quiet, and dark but for the dim light under the cupboard in the kitchen, spilling down over the countertop. He frowned; was Cole even home? His car was out front.


    “Cole?” He called low. “Baby, are you here-” He was suddenly slammed against the wall, his air bursting out of him. Cole’s face was in his, eyes burning with rage and pain and tears. “Cole!” He gasped, “What the fuck—” His vision went dark suddenly as Cole’s steel fist nailed his jaw.


    “Motherfucker!” Cole screamed then grabbed him and slammed him against the opposite wall. Another hit to the face knocked him to the floor and he tasted blood as it drained from his nose down into his mouth. “You fuck!”


    “Cole!” Gabe tried to crawl to his feet but Cole had a hold of him again, lifting him up and pinning him to the wall. “Baby, what’s wrong?” Gabe cried, but underneath the haze fogging his mind–he knew.


    “How could you do this?!” Cole screamed at him. “How! I loved you! God damn you!” He jerked him forward then slammed him back again hard. “Get out! Get out of my fucking house! Get out of my life! I don’t want to see you again, you motherfucker!”


    Gabe was hurled to the floor towards the front door. “Cole!” he choked, crying, fear suffocating him. “What’s wrong? What did I do?”


    “I saw you!” Cole stabbed a finger at him, shaking. “I saw you, Gabe–fucking him! In your apartment!” He advanced on Gabe. “In your bed! Get out! I never want to see your fucking face again! Get out!”


    He had been there? At the apartment? Oh fuck–no! Crawling to his feet, Gabe stumbled towards the door, nose and mouth bleeding, tears streaming. “Cole…” he choked. “You don’t understand…”


    “I understand, Gabe,” Cole’s voice dropped to a whisper, tears welling and flooding out. “I understand that I never meant shit to you. You never loved me. You don’t care about anyone but yourself.” The pain in his eyes ripped out Gabe’s heart.


    “No, Cole…” Gabe cried. “I love you…”


    “Shut up!” Cole raged. “Shut the fuck up! You’re a fucking liar! Get out!”


    The man’s face swam and shimmered before Gabe, as all his love poured out in his tears and drained away. Gabe backed towards the door and opened it with shaking hands. His chin trembled, eyes filling.


    I do love you, Cole. What you saw–I was doing to protect you! But it didn’t matter anymore that that was the truth, and not this illusion that Cole believed.


    Cole’s heart was gone–destroyed at the hands of the man he loved.


    The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Gabe; in saving Cole’s life–he had to lose his love.
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