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Chapter One
 
Well, shit.
Porter Hutchinson wasn’t a man usually given to flights of fancy. But as he sat at the Toucan Resort’s tiki bar with Ron and listened to him recount the men’s story, Porter realized the deep-seated fantasy he’d clung to for a while now, close to a year, would have to be permanently shelved.
That’s really for the best, anyway.
On the one hand, the thrill that had flared inside him upon spotting Ivan from across the resort’s pool courtyard had shocked him in its intensity. It’d been a year since his first and only encounter with Ivan, and he hadn’t seen him there at the resort since.
On the other hand, immense relief had flooded in on its heels, that Ivan was alive and well.
Immediately to be followed by borderline crushing disappointment.
Which…that was then tempered by more relief, because it meant that avenue was neatly and permanently closed and left no loose ends.
Except…
Sigh.
Right now, Ivan had been sent up to their room by his husband, Ron, to put on clothes and grab Ron a shirt so they could all go eat dinner in the hotel restaurant.
The men weren’t only married—they were fathers. It also looked like Porter had narrowly missed getting caught up in what could’ve been a very messy and entangled situation had Ivan taken him up on his offer to get to know him better after their one incredibly hot and sexy evening together.
Ron had just magnanimously offered to buy Porter dinner as a thank you for how Porter had treated Ivan back then.
And Ron gave Porter his phone number, while extending an invitation to come down to Sarasota to the BDSM club there.
That they would introduce Porter around, including to some friends of theirs with excellent matchmaking records.
That was an offer Porter was giving serious consideration to taking, since it looked like Gavin had apparently decided to drop off the face of the fricking earth.
Ivan didn’t do bad, either. Not at all. Ron was totally rocking the Viking vibe—six-four, broad-shouldered, blond, blue eyes. Handsome guy.
The kind of guy who looked like he could put a hurting on someone if they fucked with Ivan.
Also the kind of guy who looked like he’d done a lot to help heal Ivan’s soul, thankfully.
Blue eyes that uncomfortably reminded him of someone else—thoughts of whom he immediately shoved away in this moment.
When Ivan returned, now wearing denim shorts and a T-shirt instead of the Speedo he’d had on, and handed Ron a T-shirt so they could dine in the resort’s restaurant, Porter recognized the sweet look on Ivan’s face as he waited on Ron to don the shirt.
There was nothing short of total love and adoration for his hubby brightly shining in Ivan’s green eyes. Plus, Ivan wore a contented smile that had been painfully absent when Porter had his encounter with him.
Well, fuck.
Not that Porter wanted kids. He never did. His two ex-girlfriends, fortunately, never caught pregnant, although he hadn’t been with either of them very long. Just long enough with each to make it painfully clear to him that he was definitely gay and not even remotely bi.
Much to his own parents’ dismay…and disgust.
Ron and Ivan now had three beautiful infant daughters between them, and were obviously devoted fathers.
So much for those fantasies.
All throughout dinner, which Porter enjoyed, he could clearly see the bond between the men. Ron was anything but an asshole—which made it difficult for Porter not to like the guy.
It was just a fickle quirk of timing, of circumstances.
Of Fate.
What’s that saying about giving thanks for unanswered prayers?
In this case, it was definitely true.
Once dinner ended and they said their good-byes, Ron offered Porter a hug.
“Thanks, again,” Ron whispered in his ear before ending their embrace.
And Porter didn’t miss how Ivan glanced at Ron first, receiving a subtle nod from him before going in for his own hug.
“Congratulations again,” Porter told Ivan, blinking away the sudden and surprising prickle of unshed tears stinging his eyes. As he stepped back, he forced a smile. “I probably will take you up on your offer,” he told Ron. “To make it down your way to get introductions.”
“Any time. Just call or text me.”
“Thanks.”
He watched them head off across the courtyard toward their room, Ron holding Ivan’s hand and leading the way.
Donner, another friend of Porter’s, walked over to say hi. “Who were they?” he asked after they hugged hello.
Porter sighed. “A missed opportunity,” he said.
“What?” Donner asked.
Then again, with all the crazyness—and the babies—this looked like it had, in fact, worked out for the best for all involved. Those were two insanely happy men, right there.
Porter genuinely felt thankful Ivan had found someone who not only loved him, but who felt eager and willing to take care of him and help him through his old and obviously painful emotional issues.
“Nothing,” Porter said. “What are you up to tonight? Nothing good, I’m sure,” he teased.
Donner grinned. “Asshole. I’m arranging a gangbang for a birthday bottom looking to get himself ruined tonight. Guy’s hubby is a friend of mine. Want in? Or is Gavin finally back and he’s got dibs on you this weekend?”
Donner didn’t know the latest. Hell, no one did, because Porter hadn’t talked about it.
And he wouldn’t talk about it. That’s not how he rolled. He kept his private shit private.
Porter glanced back and spotted Ron and Ivan disappearing into their second-floor room.
“You know what?” Porter said. “Why the hell not? Not doing anything else tonight.”
 
* * * *
 
That’s how, an hour later, Porter found himself sitting in a comfortable armchair in a second-floor double suite, his boots resting on the back of a naked subbie boy who knelt on his hands and knees on the floor in front of him, and with a couple of fingers of Jack Daniel’s over ice in a small plastic cup in his hand.
Porter was currently watching three guys taking on the birthday bottom, a guy probably in his late thirties or early forties, not bad-looking, but not his usual type, either. Two guys plowed the bottom’s ass while the man got face-fucked by a third.
Porter hadn’t decided if he was going to fully join the party yet or not. He’d accepted Donner’s offer with every intention of getting in there and getting him some, at least to get a blowjob, but apparently his cock wasn’t really into it tonight.
He also wasn’t interested in pushing rope in front of a bunch of witnesses, either. His ego had already taken enough of a hit that evening.
Besides, impromptu gangbangs with nearly unknown strangers weren’t his scene, personally. Although when he’d accepted the invite, he’d thought maybe this activity would be exactly what he needed to take his mind off Ivan for good.
Or, at least for the evening.
Not just Ivan, but Gavin, too.
What was particularly stupid was that, until tonight, he hadn’t had any trouble finding himself some action when he wanted to, much less have any trouble performing once said action was obtained. Although he hadn’t fucked anyone except Ivan since Gavin left, he’d just gotten a few blowjobs from guys he’d scened with.
However, now he kept thinking back to that night with Ivan.
The old scars and bruises he’d seen that night on the fronts of the younger man’s thighs. How the desperation in his green eyes had reminded him so much of Dane it nearly made him shiver.
How today, when Ivan had turned at the bar when Porter said his name, after getting a good look at Ivan’s gorgeous green eyes, Porter’s gaze had dropped to the man’s thighs and intense relief had set in to see neither bruises nor any fresh cutting marks.
How…emotionally fragile Porter knew the other man was. How Ivan had responded so beautifully to him that night.
The protective way Ron had curled his arm around Ivan’s body and pulled him back against him. Then Porter had spotted the matching wedding bands and immediately knew the score, even before Ivan introduced Ron.
Fuck.
If only their evening hadn’t been interrupted by work calling him in for an emergency that night, he could’ve spent the whole night with Ivan.
And then you’d probably really have gotten your heart broken, dummy. Twice in one year, that’d be a record for you, now, wouldn’t it?
Porter sipped his drink and sighed. Because normally while watching something as hot as what was currently playing out on the bed before him would turn his crank, tonight?
Nada.
He had a couple of regular play partners but hadn’t managed to make schedules work with any of them for the past several months. None of them were here at the Toucan this weekend, either.
Then, there was Gavin.
Fucking Gavin.
Porter was trying not to be a bitch about this, but his best friend and long-term fuck-buddy, who was due back in the country any day now from a year spent working down in Costa Rica, had started pulling back from him without explanation three months ago, and basically went silent over four weeks ago.
Which normally would’ve seriously worried Porter, except he knew Gavin was reading his texts. Porter was getting the damned read receipts. And Gavin was active on Facebook. Not posting much of anything, but Porter saw where Gavin had liked a few items that mutual friends had posted.
Plus, when Porter had called him three weeks ago and flat-out asked Gavin if he was pissed off at him or something, Gavin had said no, he just had a lot on his mind and needed some space. Then he’d claimed he was working and needed to go and hung up, leaving Porter staring at the phone.
Fuck.
It’d been over twelve months since he’d last seen Gavin. How much more fucking space did he need? He thought they’d had a great relationship. Friends first ten years ago, then friends with bennies, and then full-on fuck-buddies for the last five years. Well, six, if you counted this past year they’d spent apart.
Never before had Porter ever felt such a vast gulf between them, even when distance was a factor. Hell, the plan had been once Gavin returned to the States, he was supposed to move in with Porter for a couple of months until he could decide his next step.
Honestly? At that point, Porter had kind of been hoping he could talk Gavin into giving things a try between them in a formal way, exclusive and long-term.
Except Gavin hadn’t even brought up moving in for the past several months. If this was the way Gav was going to be, well, Porter wouldn’t bring it up, either.
He wouldn’t chase Gavin. At forty-one, Gavin was a grown-ass adult. If he wanted Porter to come begging after him when he landed in the States, he could think again. Porter thought they’d had this settled before Gavin left.
Porter didn’t do games, and Gavin damn well knew it. After circling each other for ten years as friends, he’d thought Gavin would fucking know better than to act like this.
I’m forty-eight. I’m too old to be playing fucking games.
Porter also realized, as he watched the birthday bottom’s Master hubby grinning and chatting with Donner, that tonight wasn’t going to happen for him. Not here, not now.
Not under these circumstances.
Resigned, he lifted his feet from the nameless bottom’s back and gently nudged the guy’s ass with the toe of his boot. “You can go, buddy. Thanks.”
“Yes, Sir.” The guy stood and headed over to another guy, who was standing around and awaiting a turn with the bottom. Moments later, the bottom ended up on his knees as a fluffer and surrounded by four other guys.
Porter took his drink and quietly slipped out of the suite. For a moment, he stood at the railing of the second-floor hallway, which overlooked the center courtyard pool area. Below him, a typical Friday night party was in full swing in the pool courtyard, complete with loud music, raucous laughter, and happy people getting their freak on.
Normally? He had no trouble finding company or action, when he wanted it.
Fun.
Tonight?
Porter sadly sighed. He didn’t have it in him tonight. His heart just wasn’t in it. At all.
He finished his drink as he walked toward the stairs in the breezeway and dumped the cup in a garbage can there. His room was in the building on the other side of the pool courtyard, meaning he had to cross through the party in progress to get there.
Normally, not an option that bothered him, but by the time he’d reached his room and fished his key card out of his back pocket, a sense of irritation had settled deep within him.
Everyone had a fucking partner, it seemed like. Or they were happily single.
If he took a long, hard look at his personal situation…
No, he wasn’t happily single any longer.
He was lonely, and had been ever since Gavin left.
It also pissed him off Gavin couldn’t even be bothered to sac up and give him a decent explanation for his uncharacteristic silence. If he’d found someone to settle down with while out of the country, okay, fine, but do the decent thing and tell him that. Or if Porter had done something inadvertently to upset him, tell him that, too, so he could fucking apologize for it and fix it.
Ten years as friends, wasn’t that worth at least a little honesty? He was always honest with Gavin.
He unlocked his room door and once inside he removed his boots and turned on the TV.
No, he wouldn’t be going anywhere else tonight. He couldn’t even go home, because with the Jack in him, he knew he shouldn’t be driving. Damn sure wouldn’t take a risk jeopardizing anyone’s safety or his job with a DUI just because he was throwing himself a pity party.
He stripped, grabbed a quick shower, and stretched out on the bed, naked, to watch TV and try to ignore the sounds of the party in full swing everywhere else around him at the resort.
This wasn’t how he’d hoped the weekend would go. At all.
Then again, he had the room booked for all weekend. Maybe he’d wake up tomorrow morning and have found his mojo.
He hoped.
 




Chapter Two
 
Friday night, Gavin Meadows sat at the patio table and stared at the light flickering in the swimming pool in front of him. It bounced off the insides of the screened-in pool cage surrounding the lanai and off the back side of the house. All around him, a fantastic private party—a sexy no-holds-barred party—was in full swing. The first kind of party like this he’d been able to attend in over a year.
Just inside the living room, Gavin could see through the sliding glass doors there was one guy on his hands and knees on a hassock. He was currently being spit-roasted between two beefy bears, the lucky bastard.
While he watched, another guy grabbed a cute twink and pushed him under the guy getting fucked, to suck the bottom’s cock.
And fun was had by all.
He couldn’t hear what was going on inside, beyond muffled cheers and laughter.
Out here on the pool deck, there were two Tops sitting over in the area designated for cigar smoking. Two guys, a twink and an older bottom, knelt between the men’s spread thighs, sucking their cocks as they talked. On a lounger approximately ten feet away, another two men were happily fucking, the bottom straddling the Top and riding him like a rented pony.
Still, none of this raised even the slightest bit of Gavin’s interest…or his cock.
Sigh.
As Gavin sat there and observed everything, he realized he had zero interest in taking part in any of it.
None.
Fuck. I guess that makes it official—I’m a dumbass.
One of his hosts for the weekend, Kent Corwin, walked over. “Not to pressure you or anything, buddy, but I’m a little surprised you’re not inside getting you some. It’s a free-for-all booty buffet in there.”
Gavin sat back and looked up at Kent. “Sorry. I thought I’d be feeling it this weekend, but I’m not.”
Kent pulled out a chair and sat. “You know, far be it from me to intrude on someone else’s pity party, but maybe you should try calling the fucking guy.”
“I’m a masochist, but I’m not that kind of masochist.”
Around them, about twenty-five horny guys were involved in a variety of sexy activities.
A year ago, Gavin might have been eager to dive head-first into the pile and have himself some fun, mostly because he knew Porter would be having fun right there with him.
Or—even better and far more likely—the two of them would’ve been having fun with each other while watching the other guys getting it on.
“It’s my own fault,” Gavin said. “I left the freaking country without telling him how I really feel. He’s obviously had no trouble moving on without me. That’s not his fault. I didn’t give him a reason to wait for me.”
“You don’t think he might like to hear this straight from you?”
“I think he’s made his position clear. I asked him before I even signed the contract if he wanted me to not take the job.”
Kent leaned in. “Yeah, but you also said the deal was you moved in with him when you get back. That doesn’t sound like a guy disinterested.”
“But meanwhile, he’s had no trouble hooking up with people.”
“You told me you guys were open.”
“We are. Sort of. But for over six months before I left, neither of us slept with anyone else.”
“Sooo…you wanted to close things up and he…didn’t?” Kent asked.
“We never really settled that.”
“Never settled it, or never discussed it in the first place?”
Gavin shrugged and sat back, taking a sip of his rum and Coke. “Same thing.”
“Not exactly.”
“Besides, it’s irrelevant now. Jayce told me he’s been hooking up with Porter on the regular for the past several months, and Porter didn’t even bother to tell me. If I can’t trust the guy to tell me something like that, especially this close to my return date, what difference does it make anyway?”
Kent sighed. “Look. All I know about relationships comes from my own experience with dumbassery, okay? Not communicating—clearly communicating—nearly cost me my damn life. Five minutes later, I would’ve been alone at home and died, all because I was too chickenshit to admit to my guys how I felt about them. Thank god they didn’t leave immediately after our fight. And look at us now.”
Gavin slowly shook his head. “But Porter’s known me for ten years and knows what a damn trigger lying is for me. An omission like that is the same as a lie.”
“So, what, you’re going to hope you never run into him again?”
Gavin shrugged. “I’ll send him a message in a week or so and tell him I’ve got another job and have already found a place to live. Wish him well, tell him no hard feelings. Maybe at some point we can be friends again, but I just can’t right now, especially knowing he’s kept this back from me. With Jayce, of all fucking people! The guy’s a goddamned slut, and I don’t even mean the fun kind. I mean the disgusting kind you’d never want to invite to one of your parties.”
Kent snorted.
“What?”
“Talk about a lie of omission. You don’t tell him you’ve been back for two weeks already and living in Sarasota now? That you’ve already been working at your new job for a week?”
Gavin shrugged again. “Fuck it.”
“Reeeeallly?” Kent drawled as he pointed at the sliding glass doors. “And instead of trying to chuck it in the fuck-it bucket by picking any one of those eligible guys in there or out here, you’re going to sit out here with your buddies Coke and Captain Morgan?” He tapped the glass-topped table with his finger.
“I thought I could,” Gavin quietly said. “I really thought tonight would be exactly what I needed to get him out of my system, but I can’t. I know he’s at the Toucan this weekend, probably fucking and spanking his way through half the twinks there.”
“I thought you said he wasn’t a manwhore?”
“Who the hell knows what he is? I thought I knew him. Been good friends for ten years. Best friends, I thought. Closer than that. I love the fucking guy. Thought he loved me.”
He looked Kent in the eyes. “The deal was if we got serious and long-term with anyone, we’d tell the other. Well, Jayce hits me up any damn time he fucking sees me on Messenger, man, telling me how great Porter is. Porter has no trouble telling me about other guys he plays with, but doesn’t even mention Jayce beyond the one time they scened? And he told me then that he didn’t fuck him? I can take a damn hint.”
“I’m just saying maybe talk to him. Maybe there’s more to the story.”
Gavin sat back and took another swallow of his drink. “I think I’m beyond caring now,” he softly admitted, even as he knew that was a lie.
If he was beyond caring, he wouldn’t be so fucking…mopey.
“Says the guy who can’t be bothered to go have a little fun.” Kent stood. “Just saying, you’re not acting like a guy who’s beyond caring, and I’m kind of an expert in this territory.” He patted Gavin on the shoulder and walked around the pool to go talk to a couple of guys smoking cigars over in the far corner.
Except Gavin knew Kent was right about one thing—he wasn’t beyond caring. He was hurting and angry and felt betrayed.
I never should have asked him to play with Jayce. So much for doing a good friend a favor.
That sure bit me in the ass.
Then again, Gavin also knew had he just shoved back his fear before he signed the contract in the first place, and admitted to Porter he was in love with him, talked to him…
I sure as hell wasted that opportunity.
 
* * * *
 
Around eleven that night, Gavin quietly retreated to the guest bedroom where Kent and his boys, Tim and Paul, had graciously extended him the invitation to sleep tonight.
The party was still in full swing, had barely hit its stride. But he didn’t want to be a downer. Sure, some of the guys were exhibitionists, and no one was ever required to participate at one of these things, but he still felt…
Weird.
Which was weird in and of itself, because one of the things he’d desperately looked forward to doing once he’d returned to the States was exactly this kind of thing—reconnecting with his kinky friends.
Except he’d really hoped to be doing it with Porter.
In fact, he’d sort of hoped he’d be doing a lot of stuff with Porter, like moving in with him.
Instead of having to find an apartment via online listings and then renting a truck to move his shit out of storage.
Because he thought he and Porter would be doing that together, using Porter’s truck, having fun taking a shower together after…
Maybe talking about Gavin never moving out.
Why’d I ever let Jayce talk me into letting them play together?
And that was another thing, because, ew, really? Jayce, of all people?
The guy was okay for a friend, was fun to have around for laughs, but the fact that Porter hit that not just once, but multiple times? On a regular basis?
Jayce was a walking health department warning poster on the perils of not having good sexual hygiene. When they taught high school sex ed classes, they could probably use Jayce as the poster boy for allll the examples of STIs and the symptoms. Jayce got around more times than a free Ferris wheel at the state fair.
Like he’d even want to fuck Porter now. It wasn’t that Jayce was a slut, it was that Jayce was an irresponsible slut who couldn’t be trusted to religiously wrap or require others be wrapped, didn’t get tested on a regular basis, and likely wasn’t even on PrEP or anything. Gavin wouldn’t want so much as a blowjob from the damn guy. Not without a full-body condom or something. Damn sure wouldn’t give the guy one, either.
Gavin hadn’t even told any of their mutual friends he’d moved back to the area. Especially not Jayce. He didn’t want it getting back to Porter yet. Yes, he’d eventually tell the guy he was back, once he felt strong enough to talk to him without crying.
I’m a dumbass.
He damn sure wasn’t going to spill his tea to their friends and look even more pitiful. Because most of them would likely tell him he was a fucking dumbass, just like Kent had.
And they’d probably be right.
Just like Kent was probably right.
 
* * * *
 
The house had finally gone quiet around three a.m., but Gavin still lay there in bed, wide awake with his brain stuck in fifth gear.
Had he said he wouldn’t want to fuck Porter now?
That was only half true.
He still wanted Porter. That was his problem.
Now that he was back in the States and settled in his new apartment, he couldn’t put off the inevitable thoughts about this whole situation the way he could before.
Before, he could lie to himself and say he had too much going on, had to find a new job, a place to live, get moved—all of that was now done and settled, leaving him with this last unfinished business hanging over his head.
How much of a masochist did he have to be to move back to Florida, anyway?
Less than two hours from where Porter lived and worked.
Wasn’t like he had family here. But this was where one of the jobs was located, and he hadn’t felt like moving to Washington state, Kentucky, or New York, where the other highest-paid job listings were located. He could have gone several other places for far less pay, or for rougher working conditions. Like fricking Alaska.
No thanks.
He’d been lucky to get this job. He loved Florida and didn’t want to live anywhere else. All his friends lived here.
He couldn’t even blame Jayce for this because Jayce had asked if Gavin minded if he slept with Porter, and he hadn’t told him not to.
Mostly because he never thought Porter would sleep with him.
Ew.
The thought of that truly rolled his stomach. In fact, he’d literally been a little sadistic in giving Jayce the green-light, thinking he would come whining back to him that Porter had turned him down.
I thought I knew the guy.
Porter, not Jayce.
Obviously, he didn’t know Porter as well as he thought he had.
It also made him wonder what else he’d missed throughout the years, if there was more to it than just this. Because if he’d called that one so fucking wrong…
He’d even got a round of testing a couple of days after landing back in the States, he now felt so paranoid.
How am I supposed to ever trust anyone again?
He thought he could trust Porter.
Of anyone, above anyone, he thought he could trust Porter.
So much for trusting myself, too.
 




Chapter Three
 
Just after dawn Saturday morning, Porter lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. Normally on these weekends he was up until the wee hours of the morning having fun, and then would sleep until late morning, at least.
Especially if Gavin was with him.
Fuck.
He hadn’t slept well at all. Not even angrily flopping onto his back around midnight and pounding out an orgasm to hopefully chill his body the fuck out had helped. He’d still tossed and turned, restless all night.
Somewhere in this resort were Ivan and his hubby, and they were happily doing things Porter could easily imagine because he already knew what Ivan liked…and how he sounded and looked when giving and getting it.
And here I am, alone.
Gavin’s blue eyes came to mind, the last time they’d made love before he’d left for his new job in Costa Rica.
Why did I let him go?
Porter angrily shoved that thought away.
Before Gavin had signed the work contract, he’d even asked Porter if he really wanted him to do it, or if there was a reason for him to stay behind. Porter hadn’t wanted to hold him back and told him they could talk more when he returned from Costa Rica, but that he wanted Gavin to make the decision for himself, not for Porter.
I’m a fucking dumbass.
It was only a couple of weeks after Gavin had left that Porter finally suspected why Gavin had asked him that in the way he had. And still, since Gavin hadn’t brought it up again, Porter also stayed away from that topic during their Skype sessions, which grew less frequent over the months.
Before Gavin left for the job, they’d been exclusive for sex for more than six months leading up to that, although they would frequently play with others. Sometimes their work schedules didn’t line up right, and Porter would never deny Gavin the opportunity to scene with another Top. They hadn’t agreed to be exclusive, it’d just…happened. Not that Porter didn’t have opportunities to have sex with others during that time, because he had.
He’d just turned them all down, because he’d had Gavin.
He’d been happy with Gavin.
Hadn’t wanted anyone but Gavin.
Truth be told, it’d been nice having a sex partner he trusted, could go bare with and not worry about, and feel at total ease around.
Their agreement for their time apart had been they were free to see others, as long as they were safe. If one of them ended up with someone permanent, they’d admit it immediately.
Hell, Gavin had been the one to bring up that stipulation! And when Porter had outright offered to remain exclusive, even while Gavin was gone, Gavin had told him no, that was okay.
In fact, Porter had mentioned Ivan to Gavin the next time they’d talked, just days after the encounter had happened, because they were honest with each other. Porter had sort of been hopeful something long-term might develop with Ivan, and he didn’t want to just drop it on Gavin out of the blue if that happened.
Hell, Porter had swallowed back his own jealousy when Gavin told him about seeing someone for a couple of weeks not long after that, until it apparently fizzled out. He was always honest with Gavin if he played with someone, or fooled around with them, although it did seem like Gavin rarely mentioned anyone beyond friends. The only guy Porter had fucked since Gavin left was Ivan, although he’d received several blowjobs from guys he’d played with.
Gavin had been in Costa-fucking-Rica, though. Not exactly the most hospitable of places for an openly gay man to go trolling for dates. Not to mention, Gavin was a fucking workaholic that put himself to shame. Gavin had wanted to put money in the bank to build up his savings and maybe make enough for a down payment on a house. The helicopter tour company that hired him had been willing to pay him top-dollar, in addition to living expenses, to sign a twelve-month employment contract with them, with an option to extend it if Gavin wanted to. It’d been a great opportunity for Gavin to make some serious bank. Damn sure more money than he could make there in Lakeland. He totally got why Gavin wanted to take the job.
Porter grabbed his phone and angrily scrolled through his alerts, not seeing anything from Gavin. Then onto Facebook, where he stalked Gavin’s profile.
No new posts. Gavin hadn’t posted anything in over two weeks, and in the last four months, the only things he’d posted were landscapes, sunrises, and sunsets.
They had a bunch of friends in common, and Gavin usually liked their posts. But he hadn’t done that lately, either.
No activity on Twitter or Instagram, either, although Gavin rarely posted anything through those accounts.
I shouldn’t let it bother me.
But it bothered him. Because it felt like there was something there he was missing, something deeper.
He despised that feeling because the last time he ignored it someone he’d loved ended up dead.
 
* * * *
 
By eight a.m., it was obvious to Porter that he wasn’t going back to sleep. Now grumpy and sleep-deprived on top of feeling aggravated, he pulled on a T-shirt and shorts, grabbed his wallet and phone, and headed downstairs to the hotel’s restaurant. He didn’t feel like leaving the property yet, but if his foul mood didn’t improve soon, he’d probably end up heading home early.
He settled at a table in the corner by himself and was perusing the menu when he realized someone was standing right next to him. He looked up into the hazel eyes, wide smile, and frosted bottle-blond tips of Jayce Dugger.
“Hey,” Jayce said. “Great to see you here. I saw on Facebook you’d marked yourself as going this weekend. Looked around for you last night, but didn’t see you.”
“I was tired,” Porter said, sitting back in his chair. “Called it an early night.” He’d also been avoiding the fucker ever since catching a glimpse of him yesterday afternoon not long after Porter had checked in.
“Can I?” Jayce pointed at the empty chair on the other side of the table.
Porter nodded only because he really didn’t have the strength, brain cells, or enough coffee in him yet to come up with a good reason why to not let the twink join him.
The only reason he tolerated Jayce in the first place was because he was a friend of Gavin’s. He’d played with the guy once, several months back, after Gavin had put in the request on Jayce’s behalf. Just play, no sex.
Jayce had wanted sex, but Porter had said no, even after Jayce reportedly asked Gavin if he’d mind and Gavin supposedly told him no, it was fine.
Which, frankly, he wasn’t sure he believed Jayce on that, but he hadn’t asked Gavin to confirm it because he was never going to fuck Jayce anyway. There wasn’t enough money in the world for him to fuck Jayce.
Sex with Jayce would be the biological equivalent of using his dick as a swizzle stick in an overfull spittoon, and he had no desire to do that, either. Had he known what an absolute sloppy whore Jayce was to start with, he wouldn’t have even played with him.
It was only after a couple of friends of Porter’s came to him later to tell him Jayce had raved about playing with him, and was asking for advice on how to convince him to do more with him, that Porter had learned about the guy’s less-than-stellar track record.
“So are you here all weekend, Sir?” Jayce asked with a cocky, lopsided smile.
Something about the way he said the last word grated on Porter’s nerves in a way it usually wouldn’t if anyone else said it. Like it wasn’t casual on Jayce’s part, and that pissed him off. Normally, he didn’t care if guys he wasn’t in a dynamic with called him “Sir.”
Porter looked down at his menu. “I’m not your ‘Sir’, Jayce. So don’t call me that.” Fortunately, the waitress took that moment to appear.
“Have you gentlemen decided what you’re going to have yet?”
“Yeah,” Porter said. “And separate checks.” He spotted the way Jayce’s lips pursed into a tense frown for a second before relaxing. “Coffee, three-cheese omelet, home fries, whole wheat toast with butter, and turkey sausage, thanks.” He handed her the menu.
“And you, sir?” she asked Jayce.
Jayce’s smile looked less than perfect. “Nothing for me, thanks. We’re just chatting.”
He’s broke. Porter didn’t need to be a psychic to read the signs. He’d had his fair share of twinks try to scam money or meals out of him over the years. He didn’t mind paying for Gavin’s meals when they were together, because Gavin did his fair share of cooking for them, or doing other things that more than balanced it out. Besides, he and Gavin were friends first and actually had a fucking relationship.
But a little random shit like this? Friend of Gavin’s notwithstanding?
No fucking way.
Once the waitress departed, Porter pulled out his phone and started scrolling through it so he didn’t have to look at Jayce.
Then he had a thought. If the twink was going to irritate him this morning, he would at least use Jayce to his advantage.
“Chat with Gavin lately?” Porter asked.
“Oh, not much. I guess he’s really busy.”
But Porter glanced at him without moving his head. Jayce was staring at the tabletop and playing with the place setting in front of him.
He’s lying.
Porter was not one to air his dirty laundry anywhere. If he asked Jayce outright and told him why he wanted to know more about Gavin, everyone in the whole goddamned resort would know about it by lunch.
And, no doubt sensing relationship tension, Jayce would focus his sights on him even more than Porter already knew they were.
“That’s what Gav told me,” Porter said. It wasn’t even a lie, because he just didn’t elaborate when Gavin had told him that.
Jayce leaned in, arms crossed on the table in front of him and wearing what Porter was pretty sure Jayce thought was a sexy look. “Listen, if you’re not busy tonight, I was hoping for a repeat of last time we played.” He smiled and actually batted his fucking eyelashes at Porter.
What is he, fifteen? Sheesh.
He damn sure acted like it, another turn-off for Porter. The guy was in his early thirties but he was one of those pathetic kind of guys who were as shallow as a parking lot puddle, who refused to age gracefully and admit he wasn’t a hot, tight twenty-one-year-old anymore. Porter wasn’t even sure why Gavin considered Jayce a friend, but he didn’t control who Gavin’s friends were, just like Gavin didn’t control him or his.
Although in this case, I’d make an exception.
Except…that was starting to feel like it wouldn’t happen again.
Ever.
Porter focused on his phone again. “No.”
“What?”
“No.” The waitress brought Porter his coffee. He thanked her before picking up the cup and sipping it.
“But…I really had fun last time we played,” Jayce said, desperation clinging to his tone like radioactive kudzu.
“I’m glad you did,” Porter said, dialing back his bluntness by a point or two. “But I’m not interested in playing with you again. I only played with you as a favor to Gavin.”
That was the absolute truth. If it hadn’t been for Gavin asking Porter for Jayce, Porter never would have agreed to play with the guy. He wasn’t attracted to him.
Did Porter like twinks? Uh, duh. He liked a lot of different types, but it was the person, not the type he was attracted to, and he was not attracted to Jayce. Not even in the slightest.
Another reason he’d refused to have sex with the guy.
There was no response for a long while, so Porter glanced up to see the shock painted on Jayce’s expression.
Porter didn’t respond, though, and would force Jayce to make the next move. Porter wasn’t into giving fake or proactive apologies. He felt no need to soften the blow beyond his polite explanation. He’d been brushing Jayce off for the past several months, ever since playing with him that one night, yet it was obvious that subtlety was not working or penetrating that bubble head of his.
If the guy couldn’t take a polite hint, then it was time to break out blunt honesty.
“Well…what would it take to convince you to play with me again?” Now Jayce’s tone swung hard into whining territory, and that was an absolute hard turn-off for Porter when it came to being outside a scene.
Especially if he’d said no already.
If he hadn’t yet turned the guy down, or still had any lingering doubts, that would have made up his mind for him.
Porter sighed and shook his head. When he spoke, he dropped his voice so it wouldn’t carry. “Red, Jayce. I’ve been nice to you over the past several months, and you’re not taking a hint. I’m not playing with you again. Period. Done. Red. Stop it.”
A frown furrowed Jayce’s brow as his tone swung into indignant. “You can’t safeword! You’re a Top! And we’re not scening right now.”
“For starters, yes, a Top can safeword. Secondly, doesn’t matter that we’re not scening. You’re not respecting my boundaries. If I hadn’t made up my mind about not playing with you again, that damn sure would’ve made it up for me. You need to leave—we’re done here. Now.”
Jayce glanced around, as if to check to see whether or not he had an audience, but fortunately there weren’t any other patrons seated close enough to make it worth the effort.
Porter waggled his fingers at him in a shooing gesture.
Finally, Jayce shoved his chair back and left. Not quite the melodramatic flounce he suspected Jayce was looking for, but at least Porter could relax now.
He sat back to sip his coffee while he continued scrolling through his phone.
Goddammit.
Unfortunately, the encounter had made the decision for him about something else—his mood was officially in the shitter, with no hope of improving anytime soon. Once he finished breakfast, he’d pack and check out. He’d be able to leave before check-out time. Maybe they’d give him a refund for that night’s stay. If not?
Still worth it.
But his mood for the weekend was totally shot now, and no way did he want to stay here if Jayce was prowling around. While he was thinking about it, he went on Facebook and blocked Jayce. He hadn’t been friends with him on there anyway.
That’s the last time I mark myself going to an event on Facebook.
 




Chapter Four
 
Saturday morning, Gavin lay in bed in Kent’s guest room and stared up at the ceiling. It was a little after nine a.m. and he’d slept like utter crap.
Porter was probably still asleep in his room at the Toucan after having done who knows what overnight. Emphasis on the who.
Oh, I can guess who he did.
Because Jayce had marked that he was going on the Facebook event, too. Gavin had looked.
Jayce can have him.
If only it didn’t sting so fucking much.
Then the bastard has the audacity to call me a couple of weeks ago and ask me if there was something wrong?
For a moment, Kent’s advice to talk to Porter came to mind, and doubts flittered in.
No. Fuck that. He wasn’t going to drive himself crazy trying to decipher Porter’s motivation here. Porter was the one who always made a big deal about honesty, accountability, not playing mind-games.
About being an adult and acting like one.
He knew Porter was still in some ways mourning Dane, even though that’d been almost nine years ago, and a couple of years before the two of them had moved from best friends to friends with bennies. But whether or not Porter consciously saw it in himself, Gavin did.
Porter’s need to be a fixer. It wasn’t just something Porter did as a job repairing airplanes.
He had a tendency to want to step in and fix those he cared about.
Maybe he thinks he can help Jayce or something.
Except it’d be nice if he was the one Porter would think about focusing on, for a change.
Why didn’t I just confront him?
Because he’d been down in Costa Rica, that’s why. What good was it being lied to on the phone and assured nothing was going on, just to get home to find out no, he was a gullible jerk? Again?
Because that’s exactly what would’ve happened, right?
That’s what he consoled himself with.
He rolled onto his side and closed his eyes to try to go back to sleep but realized that likely wasn’t going to happen.
All he could think about were the times they’d gone to the Toucan together for weekend fun. In the early days it was frequently sexy fun with each other and with others, but had gradually morphed into play and sometimes blowjobs with others but only sex with each other. Then, in the months before Gavin decided to take the job and leave, it’d been play with others occasionally, and only sex with each other.
Gavin didn’t give a shit about play with others. That didn’t bother him. Hell, blow jobs really didn’t bother him, either, especially if they happened during a scene.
Unless it’s a walking petri dish like Jayce.
After a while, he smelled coffee brewing and opted to get up and shower. There was supposed to be another party tonight at Kent’s, and he’d been invited to spend the whole weekend with the men, but he knew he couldn’t.
He wouldn’t be in any better mood tonight than he was last night.
Once he was dressed and had packed his shit, he headed out to the kitchen to find the three men there, Kent and Paul at the table, and Tim, naked except for an apron and leather collar, cooking breakfast.
“There he is,” Kent said. “Feeling any better?”
He headed over to the coffeemaker, where Tim handed him an empty mug. “Not really, no.”
“You up for some unsolicited advice?” Paul asked.
“Sure. Hit me.”
“Call the guy and talk to him. Ask him what the fuck? If nothing else, to bitch him the fuck out and give yourself closure.”
“Why? Especially if he’s just going to gaslight me.”
“You don’t know that,” Paul insisted. “Honestly? If the guy’s been pretty direct all this time you’ve known him, have you thought Jayce might be bullshitting you?”
Gavin turned. “Why would he do that? He has no reason to.”
Kent arched an eyebrow at him in a way which reminded him so painfully of Porter that his guts clenched and a sharp, piercing pang lanced his soul. “Maybe he’s got his eyes on your guy. What better way to get him than to salt some bullshit around?”
“But he’s my friend.”
“Who’ve you known longer?” Kent countered.
“Well, Porter, a little longer, but—”
Paul snorted. “Dude. Seriously? You need to talk to Porter.”
“Look, I’ve survived dating one gaslighting asshole in my life and that was enough. That’s in addition to bullshit I went through growing up. I survived having a narcissist as a dad, and the gaslighting I endured from him could help me make five therapists rich.
“Geoff, the guy I was dating when Porter and I first met as friends? He led me around and bullshitted me and cheated on me. I didn’t think anything was wrong then, until friends finally started telling me because they were worried the guy might end up giving me something.”
“Well, has anyone else said anything to you about Porter and Jayce being together?” Kent asked.
“I mean, I know that they played. Hell, Jayce asked me to ask Porter for him, and I said sure. But Porter’s the kind of guy who doesn’t advertise his shit. That’s one of the things I love about him, that he’s averse to drama. At least, I thought he was.”
Kent and Paul exchanged a knowing look before Paul focused on him again. He motioned between him and Kent. “We nearly fucked up epically because we didn’t communicate clearly due to our own personal baggage. Taught us both a damned valuable lesson.”
“Amen,” Kent said before sipping his coffee.
“And,” Paul continued, “it taught us to fucking admit shit. Even if it’s stupid shit. Communicate. If you can’t do that? Honestly? You don’t belong in a relationship with anyone.”
Gavin bristled at that. “Why the hell hasn’t he communicated with me, then?”
“Because,” Kent said, “maybe there’s nothing to communicate because Jayce is blowing smoke up your ass. Guy doesn’t sound like someone worth putting your faith in, from what you’ve said.”
Gavin leaned back against the counter to sip his coffee, both hands wrapped around the mug.
Tim and Paul both stared at him, too.
“What?”
“At the very least,” Kent said, “do the adult thing and tell Porter you’re back and say look, I’m done. If you don’t want to explain why, okay, fair enough. But don’t pull this chickenshit garbage. That puts you down at his level, if he’s even bullshitting you in the first place.”
“I’ll think about it.”
Kent sighed. “I think you’re making a mistake, because I can already tell you don’t want to and will avoid that confrontation, but whatever. You’re an adult.”
But it was Kent’s words still echoing through Gavin’s brains an hour later as he headed north toward his apartment complex on the northern side of Sarasota. Gavin now worked for Addleson Aviation, a company based out of SRQ, also known as Sarasota-Bradenton International. The company’s focus was on helicopter repairs, maintenance, and inspection, with a side business of contracting for aerial photography and surveys.
Upon his return to the States two weeks ago, Gavin had bought a good used pick-up truck, rented a U-Haul, and moved his shit out of the storage unit in Lakeland where Porter had helped him store everything. Before going to Costa Rica, he’d sold most of his furniture, like the couch, bed, and kitchen table. Stuff he didn’t want to pay to store. He knew he could order new IKEA stuff when he returned and have it shipped to wherever he ended up moving.
If he even needed it, because he’d be staying with Porter, at first.
Or, that had been the plan.
Part of him hoped Porter would ask him to move in permanently.
It’d taken every ounce of self-control he’d had not to stop by Porter’s house and have it out with him then.
Except he was afraid Porter might not be home alone, and catching him with someone would have been worse.
Far worse.
Especially if it was Jayce.
Glad I didn’t take him up on his offer to use his garage now.
That would’ve sucked.
But he’d still cried, several times, as he loaded the boxes in the truck by himself, remembering the melancholy fun he’d had with Porter that afternoon as they’d filled the storage unit.
Then they’d gone back to Porter’s house and made love all night and the next morning, spent most of the next day in bed, and then once more the day after that before Porter drove him up to TIA to catch his flight.
Sitting with him in the main terminal before Gavin finally had to go to get through security.
How Porter had kept his arm draped around his shoulders as they sat there, nuzzling Gavin’s head, the things they’d whispered to each other.
How he’d begged Gavin to stay safe, and he hadn’t just meant sex.
How he’d promised Gavin if he needed to break the contract and come home early, that he was welcomed to do so and stay with him as long as he needed.
How he’d said he’d miss him.
Fuck.
Now he was crying again, sitting at a goddamned red light on US41 and blinking back tears. Tears that didn’t sting a fraction as badly as his memories and the pain they triggered. It sure had sounded, back then, like Porter had feelings for him.
What if they’re right?
Except they weren’t, because he’d been here before, survived a fucking cheat and a liar…
But what if they were?
He refused to think that.
Last time he’d gone through this, he’d given Geoff more than one chance to hurt him, and it’d left his heart scorched and bleeding, his soul in tatters. It’d nearly destroyed him. Porter fucking knew that, too. It was one of the two big reasons why Gavin had kept things chill between them, took it slow. That, and Dane.
Gavin had loved that Porter had been so understanding about that, too. Porter never pushed, ever.
Gavin couldn’t go there again, though.
Would not.
He stopped by the grocery store on his way home and picked up stuff for dinner that night, including mint chocolate chip ice cream to drown his sorrows in instead of booze. He likely wouldn’t be called in that weekend for an emergency repair, but he didn’t want to risk it. He’d only been working there a week, and it’d really look bad if he was called in and couldn’t go because he was drunk.
Once he was home and had unpacked his groceries, he found a bad B-movie marathon on SyFy and sat on his new IKEA couch while scrolling through Facebook.
Of course he couldn’t resist looking at Jayce’s profile.
The latest update had been posted just a few minutes earlier.
 
Having a BANGING good weekend with my favorite Top and friends! ;)
 
Another sharp tug on Gavin’s heart, and he angrily hit the unfriend button.
Fucker.
Ten minutes later, he had an alert from Messenger pop up on his phone.
Jayce.
 
Hey, why’d U unfriend me??? You know Porter’s here, too, right?
 
He deleted the message, and then blocked him.
Fuck you, asshole.
Then again, it wasn’t Jayce’s fault. Not really. Jayce wasn’t the one he’d been in a relationship with.
And he had told Jayce to do whatever he wanted with Porter.
Fucker.
He pulled up Porter’s profile, but of course there was nothing new there from the last twenty times he’d checked it over the past forty-eight hours. Porter really was…
Hiding shit.
He didn’t have the heart to unfriend and block Porter.
He closed out the app, laid his phone facedown on the coffee table, then stretched out on his new sofa.
He tried not to think about how he’d cried while assembling the scant furniture he now had, all ordered from IKEA, because he couldn’t bear the thought of walking through the store yet.
He’d sat there in his living room the other night and sobbed his way through the assembly, wishing Porter was there.
Call him. Have it out with him.
But what good would that do? Either Porter would gaslight him, or, worse, he’d admit it and then it’d really be well and truly over between them.
He was my best friend.
Then again, Gavin knew he hadn’t been much of a friend lately, either. Once he’d reached Costa Rica he’d thrown himself into his work, six or seven days a week, sometimes, and little time to socialize. It wasn’t uncommon for him not to have Wi-Fi access in his down hours, and he wasn’t going to run up a shit-ton of cellular fees just for Facebook.
Maybe Porter thought I was pulling back.
No. No, he’d been down this road before. His ex had him thinking it was all his fault, and it was Porter—ironically—who’d helped him see the truth behind the lies.
He’d grown up unable to trust his gut because of a gaslighting narcissist.
It seemed he either fell hard for guys he had no business messing with, or who had the ability to totally rip his heart out.
Considering what a hot mess his family of origin was, maybe it was time he admitted he wasn’t destined for a happily ever after of his own.
 




Chapter Five
 
Porter was on the road and heading home to Lakeland a little after nine that morning, well before most of the regulars at the resort were even conscious yet, much less able to inquire why he was leaving so soon.
And without spotting Jayce Dugger again.
Thank gawd.
The resort even gave him a refund on the night’s fee, since it was supposed to be a busy weekend and they knew they could easily turn the room.
On his way through Tampa he opted to jump off the Interstate at Ybor City to hit the IKEA store there. He hadn’t had time to go in a while. This was the perfect opportunity.
Roaming through the place always soothed him, with its tidy displays and mellow atmosphere.
I fucking miss him.
This used to be their thing to do on a Sunday afternoon after leaving the Toucan, to stop here and peruse the displays, and then hit the grocery store section near the exit downstairs to stock up on cinnamon rolls that they swore every time they’d work off later that night in bed.
And usually did.
Fuck, I miss that guy. Why the hell did I let him go to Costa Rica?
Then again, maybe Gavin had met someone else and was trying to figure out how to break it to him.
It’d be less painful if Gavin would simply get it the hell over with and tell him. Like ripping off a bandage.
It was nearly one in the afternoon by the time he pulled into his own driveway and unloaded the truck. He dumped his implement bag, which he hadn’t even unzipped that weekend, into the unused second bedroom and yanked the door shut harder than he intended.
Fuck it.
He was angry, he was lonely, and he wasn’t doing himself any good stomping around an empty house. Instead, he pulled on work clothes, grabbed his security badge and keys, and headed over to Lakeland Linder Airport.
He was the head mechanic for Lakeland Wings Aviation, an aircraft repair and maintenance company operating out of LAL. He’d worked there for ten years now and it wasn’t the worst job in the world.
Wasn’t his preferred location to live, because Lakeland wasn’t exactly the most liberal or progressive of places. But he hadn’t bothered trying to find a better job. They paid enough, it was inexpensive to live there, and he could easily drive an hour either way to Orlando or the Tampa Bay area for fun. Plus, finding a new job and moving was a pain in the fricking ass.
It was the first job he’d taken after moving back from four years spent working in Puerto Rico. Which he’d done because of—
Don’t think about Dane today.
Man, he was really all up in his feelz this weekend. The double-whammy of seeing Ivan again, combined with thinking about Gav and what he was—or wasn’t—doing, had totally fucked him in the head.
I need to work.
At least if he was doing that he could take his mind off what was going on in his personal life.
Or, rather, what wasn’t going on in his personal life.
One of his guys was there doing a routine maintenance service on a Cessna that belonged to a regular private aviation customer who usually kept their plane at a smaller private airport in the area.
“Hey, Mike,” Porter called out as he walked into the hangar.
Mike was a father to three young kids, but he usually worked weekends and took Thursdays and Fridays off because of his wife’s work schedule, so they could have two days off together. Both sets of grandparents took turns watching the kids for them on weekends while they worked.
He looked up as Porter walked over. “Thought you were out of town this weekend, boss?”
“Me, too. Plans fell through. How we doing on this?”
“I’ll be done by this afternoon and have it cleared.”
“Excellent.” He headed into the office to complete a few reports before he got started on another maintenance job he could knock out by that evening. It’d free one of his guys for a more profitable repair job on Monday if he did, and the customer would be happy they could pick it up earlier than originally promised.
As he sat there working, his cell rang. At first he didn’t plan to answer it, until he glanced at the screen and realized it was Kevin Axelrod. He’d known Kevin since they’d gone through training to become airplane mechanics, both of them just out of high school at the time. He hadn’t talked to him in over a year, though, now that he thought about it.
He leaned back in his chair as he answered. “Hey, asshole. How’s it hanging?”
Kevin laughed. “Hutchinson, you prick, you haven’t changed, have you?”
Porter grinned. “I hope not. How you doing?”
“Good…” They chatted for a couple of minutes, while Porter increasingly got the idea Kevin had called for a specific reason.
That reason soon made itself apparent. “So, listen. How they treating you over there in Lakeland?”
“‘Over there’? I thought you were working up in Ohio?”
“Well, that’s why I called. I’m back in Florida now…”
By the time Porter got off the phone with him nearly an hour later, he had a lot to think about.
A lot.
Like the fact that they offered to pay him twenty grand a year over what he was currently making, and better health insurance, to move over to Sarasota and go to work for Kevin. He was now the general manager for Sunbay Aviation in Sarasota. One of the first things Kevin wanted to do was fire their current head mechanic, who was apparently a lazy screwup and counting on job security to keep his position.
Porter had more certifications than the guy had, too, another reason Kevin wanted him.
And Kevin wanted him to drive over, right now, and have dinner with him and the company’s owner to talk more in-depth. Guaranteed five-year contract if he’d come work for them, including a payout if they had to let him go before then.
Hmm.
So instead of knocking out that maintenance job he was going to handle, he wrapped up his reports, told Mike he’d had yet another change in plans, and headed home to take a shower, shave, and dress nice.
He could dress up when he wanted to or had a reason to. He didn’t often have a reason to wear something other than jeans, though. Slacks, dress shirt, and a tie tonight.
As he tied his tie in the bathroom mirror, he tried not to think about the night a week before Gav left, when he’d taken him over to Tampa, to a swanky steakhouse there. After, they’d gotten a hotel room, played, made love.
Stop it. Stop thinking about him.
His lease on the house renewed in three months. The owner had been making strong hints lately about selling to him, or selling it in general, but hadn’t yet given him an outright choice to make, or a deadline in which to make it.
As he ran a comb through his black hair one more time, he was already pro-conning Kevin’s proposal when his cell rang in the bedroom, sending his heart skipping as he raced to answer it.
An alarm tone followed by a computerized voice alerting, “Terrain! Terrain! Pull up!” An inside joke between him and Gav that had hauntingly seemed to come true when it came to their relationship.
Gavin’s custom tone, the only contact he had set to use that.
He grabbed his phone, his heart racing as he answered. “Hey.”
 
* * * *
 
Gavin swallowed hard. He’d actually dozed off and awoke from a nightmare where Porter was drowning, and he’d tried to reach out to save him, just to find out he’d had it backward. He was the one reaching out to Porter, begging him to pull him from the stormy sea.
“Hey,” Gavin managed. “How are you?” This used to be easy, fun.
This used to feel safe.
Porter used to feel safe—his refuge from the world.
“I’m…good. I’ve been thinking about you a lot. But you asked for space, so I didn’t want to push.”
Gavin clamped down on the response he wanted to let fly—I just bet you’re thinking about me when you’re fucking Jayce.
But he held that back. “Been thinking about you, too.” Gavin sucked in a breath and chickened out. “What’re you doing this weekend?” This would be the tell-tale.
“I’m home right now but I’m getting ready to go have dinner with someone.”
Fucker. Gavin licked his lips and was going to press forward and have this out, but Porter spoke again.
“So, listen. I need to talk to you about your plans.”
“Plans?”
“Yeah. Looks like I’ve got an opportunity to make some big changes in my life, but I don’t want to make any final decisions until you and I can sit down and talk first. I know we left it that you’re going to move in with me, and—”
“I’m not,” Gavin managed, his eyes dropping closed as he thought he might be sick. “Sorry.”
There was a long pause that had him wondering if the call had dropped, or if Porter had hung up on him, until Porter spoke.
“Oh. Okay.”
Gavin’s eyes popped open. How dare that lying fucker have the goddamned balls to sound disappointed and even…hurt! “I’ve already got a job lined up,” he sort of fibbed. “Everything’s taken care of. I’ll be fine.”
“Oh. Um…congratulations.”
“Thanks.” He still didn’t know why Porter sounded fucking shell-shocked. “Just wanted to call you and tell you that. Guess that’s good timing for you, then.”
“I-I guess so. Where are you wor—”
“Listen, I won’t keep you from your da—”
They both stopped talking, an uncomfortable pause swelling between them.
Then, “What happened?” Porter asked.
“What?”
There was another pause, a breath. “What happened?” Porter quietly asked. “What happened to us? You’re my best friend. What happened?”
It was all Gavin could do to hold back his bitter laugh. “I don’t think I need to tell you that.”
“I wouldn’t be asking if I knew, Gav. You pulled away and I don’t know why. Can you at least tell me? If it’s something I did, tell me. Because I honestly don’t know what happened.”
I can’t do this. If he was face-to-face with Porter, sure, he’d have it out with him. Guy didn’t have a poker face, and he’d be able to call his fucking bluff right there.
But right now, on the phone, he couldn’t stay civil listening to Porter lie to him, which was totally fucked up to begin with. He thought Porter was better than that, had never known him to be like this before.
Maybe Jayce has taught him a few tricks.
Gavin knew the fucker was at the Toucan this weekend. He knew the fucker was with Jayce this weekend. Or, at least seeing Jayce there this weekend. For Porter to lie to him and tell him he was home, when Gavin damn well knew he wasn’t, was just…
Fucked up.
“It doesn’t matter anymore, Porter. I wanted to talk to you one more time and say good-bye. I’m going to be just fine, don’t worry.” He was barely able to keep from choking up as tears welled in his eyes. “Thanks for the fun, and no hard feelings. I wish you well.”
“Gav—”
Gavin clicked end, turned off his phone, rolled over on the couch, and started sobbing.
 
* * * *
 
Porter stared at his phone. It felt like he’d been nut-punched. He’d thought—had been certain that whatever was going on, he’d be able to talk to Gavin once he’d reached out and then he could clear the air between them.
Fix them.
He tried to call Gavin back and it went to voice mail immediately. He didn’t leave a message.
And again.
The third time, Porter left a message. “I don’t know what’s going on, Gav, but can we please talk about this? Please? I think we’ve known each other long enough that you owe me that. I can’t force you to talk, though, buddy. I’m going to leave it at my door’s always open, and I hope you reach out to me and talk to me when you’re ready.”
Porter took a deep breath. “I love you, and I always will. If you never reach out to me, please know that I wish you well, and I’m always going to love you.” He hung up and stared at his phone.
Well, I guess that helps with my decision-making.
He stared at the pictures on his dresser. First the one of him and Dane, taken years ago in Puerto Rico, one of the rare times Dane had allowed himself to be vulnerable in public. They’d been sitting together on a bench at the beach, and a friend took it for them. Dane sat with Porter’s arm slung across the back of the bench, and he’d tucked his head, pressed it against Porter’s chin. You couldn’t see his eyes because of the sunglasses he wore.
Porter reached out and touched it, his heart aching. Then he focused on the one right next to it, him and Gav, one taken of them a couple of years ago by a friend of theirs. They’d been sitting in the courtyard at the Toucan, both of them shirtless and wearing bathing suits, grinning as they stared at each other.
Gavin’s blue eyes, his sun-bleached brown hair.
His adorable smile.
The truth was, he did love Gavin.
Was in love with him.
Deep in his soul, Porter felt certain that by not asking, pushing Gavin to stay, he’d somehow…doomed them.
He didn’t even know why, and that was the most frustrating part of this whole goddamned mess.
Yeah, fuck this shit. Between dodging Jayce and now this? Maybe they were signs for him to make a change after all.
He grabbed his keys, wallet, and phone, and headed out to his truck.
 




Chapter Six
 
Gavin lay on his sofa and stared up at the ceiling.
Why does this hurt so bad?
He’d thought getting a little bit of closure like that would help him.
Not so much, it turns out.
He’d fallen asleep again and awoke to find twilight settling around the apartment. He still wasn’t used to the noises here, the rhythm of the place. He’d spent the last year living in a hotel room with a mini fridge and microwave, but it’d been worth it for the pay. His savings account was fatter than ever, and he’d actually started a 401k for retirement, something he’d never had before.
So why does everything feel fucked up worse than ever?
He’d played Porter’s voice mail and the guy sure as fuck didn’t sound like a liar who’d played him.
Good liars never do, though. Never forget that. You forgot that once.
He’d also started sobbing again at Porter’s I love you.
The problem was, he loved Porter, too. This would be a hell of a lot easier if he didn’t love the damn guy. If his anger could outweigh the goddamned love he felt for the man.
Then he could walk away from him without a care in the world.
Or, at least without feeling like a chunk of his heart and soul had been forcibly ripped from his body and left behind.
Fucking Jayce.
He always knew Jayce was jealous of him over Porter. The guy had frequently hinted around at wanting an in with Porter as a play partner, but Gavin never dreamed Porter would ever do something like run around behind his back. Fuck, the guy had never slept with anyone else while he and Dane were together, for fuck’s sake. He’d never seen Porter lie to anyone before. And now…this?
He still wasn’t sure which part of the equation hurt worse, that Porter had lied to him, or that it was fucking Jayce he was lying to him about. He’d trusted Porter.
He knew Jayce could be skeezy, but at least he felt reasonably sure the guy was being honest. If anything, Jayce would hide a relationship if he knew he was the side piece, not flaunt it. The fucker hated confrontations. That had always been his MO, for as long as Gavin knew him. He only flaunted something he was proud of snagging.
Well, I hope Porter’s happy with him.
The sad part?
He genuinely wished Porter happiness, because that was all he ever wanted for the man. Porter had spent so many years in such deep pain and Gavin now realized it was clearly obvious he had not been the balm Porter’s soul needed.
Maybe this was for the best after all.
 
* * * *
 
Gavin still didn’t feel like eating by the time nine o’clock rolled around that night. Even the ice cream remained untouched in his freezer.
Instead, he dragged himself into the shower more to not feel like an utter failure at adulting than anything. He’d spent the entire day on the sofa, napping, crying, watching TV until he fell asleep again, and repeating the cycle.
He knew he should have at least tried going to the gym or something, but he couldn’t even manage that.
He and Porter used to hit the gym together a couple of days a week. They’d get up early if they were staying together, or Porter would pick him up, they’d ride in together, work out, and Porter would drop him at work, which was at the same airport where Porter worked.
Kent, Tim, and Paul had told him he was welcomed to return tonight and stay again, but he knew he wouldn’t.
He couldn’t.
He wasn’t fit company right now. All he wanted to do was mope and cry and get this fucking shit out of his system.
Except how did he finally accept losing his best damned friend?
By the next morning he didn’t feel any better. If anything, he felt a lot worse, because he’d slept like shit after napping and crying most of yesterday afternoon.
He forced himself out of bed and to the gym, where he pushed himself on the treadmill at a punishing pace, so hard he got dizzy and had to sit down for a couple of minutes before he hit a stationary cycle, cranked to a hard incline, and finished exhausting himself there.
In the locker room, he picked a shower stall at the far end and stood under spray as hot as he could handle it while he silently sobbed with his forehead pressed against the wall.
Kind of felt like trying to detox, he imagined. Getting the drug out of his system.
He couldn’t bring himself to delete Porter’s damned voice mail.
The sound of the man saying I love you.
The quiet hurt in his voice.
What if I’m wrong?
He strangled that thought and ripped it out at the roots. He wasn’t wrong. He’d been here before.
Although that time the pain had been twenty times this, in some ways.
And not a fraction as bad in other ways. Especially after seeing what Porter went through the day they lost Dane.
This time, at least, Gavin knew his humiliation was mostly private. Unlike when Geoff had made him look like a clueless idiot.
Gavin had been gone a year, and most of his friends assumed he was still out of the country. Porter wasn’t publicly parading Jayce around, or he would’ve heard about it by now.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t proof Jayce was lying—that was proof that Porter was still consistent when it came to keeping his private business private.
Once Gavin knew he was steady enough to drive again, he bought a smoothie from the gym’s snack counter and headed home. He had laundry to do today, but other than that he planned to mope around some more, until time to go to work tomorrow morning.
Tomorrow, it’d be back to work, and a welcomed distraction from his brain’s chatterings. His coworkers were nice, the company’s owner was fair, and the hours and pay were good. It wasn’t like in Costa Rica, where he frequently fought tight deadlines and shitty conditions—and anxious tour operators—to get a bird back in the air so they didn’t lose precious charter fares.
Although the pay had absolutely been worth it. Except he’d felt totally isolated there.
Worse was the fact that right now he still felt isolated.
But that’s my own fault.
Admitting he was back in the States would mean admitting he’d lied to Porter. It’d also open himself up to pestering questions from the few family members he hadn’t yet had the balls to block on social media.
Kent, Tim, and Paul were the only friends who knew he was back, because he absolutely knew they wouldn’t tell a damn soul.
 
* * * *
 
Exhaustion took Gavin when he finally headed to bed around ten that night. After he fell asleep, he dreamed about the first time he and Porter made the transition from good friends to friends with bennies.
That’d been at the Toucan, too, during a leather contest weekend. The anniversary of Dane’s death rapidly approached, and Gavin had met a guy looking for a hot, sexy, no-strings night with a Dom. So he’d arranged for them to meet him there on Friday night. It wasn’t uncommon for them to co-Top someone. They played together a lot, with Porter as his Top, but Gavin didn’t Top alone.
Working on a willing bottom with Porter, however, was always like weaving magic.
Gavin had coaxed Porter to go to the Toucan with him that weekend, and they’d shared a room with two beds, the way they had plenty of times before. They’d scened with the guy for over two hours. For the first time in weeks, Gavin saw a genuine smile on Porter’s face as the man lost himself in what they were doing.
Neither of them had wanted to fuck the guy, but they’d stood at his head and choked him on their cocks simultaneously, per the guy’s request. As they did that, Porter had looked Gavin in the eyes for a long, sweet moment.
When Porter slanted his lips over Gavin’s in a scorching kiss that had curled Gavin’s toes, it nearly made him shoot off in the bound bottom’s mouth right then. But it also lit a fire in Porter’s gaze.
All while the bottom blew them, they’d kissed, Gavin quickly wishing they didn’t have the bottom there and could just get to whatever this new thing was between him and Porter. There’d been a desperate hunger in Porter’s kisses that Gavin wanted to slake for him. After the bottom sucked them off, and they jerked him off…
Once they were alone, Porter had pulled Gavin into his arms again, without a word, and kissed him.
Not just a fucking kiss, but a soul-melting kiss that felt like dreams and pain and hope and long-held grief all mixed into one.
Gavin wanted all of it, the good and the bad, to keep Porter smiling.
Some moments in life were indelible in the memory. That night would remain indelible in Gavin’s.
He remembered how he could still taste hints of the cognac-infused cigar Porter had smoked earlier while they sat in the pool courtyard and negotiated with the guy before they ever took him back to their room. Porter’s low, deep, sexy groans when they’d made it out of the shower and back to bed, and Gavin went down on him.
The look on Porter’s face the first time he slid his wrapped cock inside Gavin’s ass and fucked him that night, missionary, while jerking Gavin’s cock for him.
The man’s O-face, which he’d seen plenty of times when playing with other guys, but never like this.
Never for him, and for him alone.
They’d spent the rest of the weekend naked and in bed, other than going downstairs to eat. That weekend he saw Porter smile more than he’d seen him smile in the previous year.
And there’d been talking.
Loooots of talking.
Porter knew Gavin’s relationship history and hadn’t wanted to pressure him. He let Gavin set the terms, to start.
Porter never pushed.
Ever.
It was one of the things he’d loved so goddamned much about the man.
Back then, Gavin hadn’t wanted to be tied down once he’d escaped Geoff. He was still trying to rebuild his confidence from what he’d gone through in that relationship. So after that weekend, he and Porter became friends with bennies, even though he could tell Porter wanted more.
The Dom got bonus points for not pushing him, though.
Gavin didn’t want to get in too deep too fast, emotionally, with the man. Porter had his own baggage, and Gavin was smart enough to know he couldn’t fix the guy. He’d held him that horrible day.
Gavin would never forget the feel of the hot sun beating down on them as he struggled to keep Porter out of Dane’s apartment while the paramedics and deputies did their thing and Porter inconsolably sobbed in his arms.
The outright rage Gavin had felt as he did and would never tell Porter about, that Dane could do that not just to the man who’d loved him so deeply, but to him, too, his friend.
That Dane had let his fear and pain win instead of letting Porter do what he did best and help him.
Although one of the things Gavin loved about Porter was how devoted he was as a friend, willing to sit back and watch and wait, never pushing, until a couple of years later when Gavin had asked for even more between them than just friends with bennies and playmates.
More overnights, at Porter’s place or his own. Going bare with each other and no one else, and having veto rights over each other’s partners.
Not only could Porter blow his mind as a Dom, he blew Gavin’s mind as a lover.
It felt natural calling him Sir, even around others. One of the few benefits of being a kinky gay guy in the South was the ability to call your Sir exactly that around vanillas without raising any eyebrows.
Until last year, when Gavin realized they’d organically become exclusive.
And how great that had been.
When his buddy let him know about the job opportunity in Costa Rica, and Gavin had looked into it, it’d sounded great.
Except…
He didn’t want to do it if it meant saying good-bye to Porter.
Gavin awakened in a sweat, heart pounding. He’d nearly had a panic attack while sitting there at the gate in the airside terminal the day he flew to Costa Rica. Literally, he’d almost called Porter and begged him to wait for him, nearly begged the gate clerk to pull his bags from the plane so he could go back home with Porter.
The sadness in Porter’s eyes as they’d said good-bye one last time nearly broke Gavin’s heart.
Except by then Gavin knew his job in Lakeland was already filled, and he’d still have to find another one if he didn’t get on that plane.
So…he’d gone.
Cried in the lav a few times during the flight, but he’d landed in Costa Rica, sucked it up, and…
Cried.
I’m a fucking idiot.
He’d had the perfect guy, the best friend ever…
And I threw it all away. My dad’s right, I’m going to die alone.
And I deserve it.
 




Chapter Seven
 
Monday morning, Porter was, as usual, the first one at work. He sat there outside the building with his truck running and the AC on full blast and stared at the e-mail on his phone.
The promised work contract.
All he needed to do was digitally sign it, and he was set to start work when he gave them a start date. He’d need at least two weeks, because he wouldn’t quit without giving notice. That would be a dick move and he didn’t burn bridges behind him like that.
Not professionally, and not personally.
Not unless given a damn good reason.
He struggled to not think about Dane, who’d probably encourage him to take the job and tease him for hesitating.
He struggled to keep his mind off Gavin.
Who still hadn’t returned his call.
Several times yesterday, he’d pulled up Gavin’s contact info on his phone with every intention of calling him and begging him to talk to him.
To at least give him some damn closure. Tell him what the hell he did wrong so he could maybe salvage their friendship. Gavin didn’t want to be in a “relationship” with him anymore? Fine.
But couldn’t they at least stay friends? Especially after all they’d been through together?
This job, and Gav, were his last ties to Dane.
Porter closed his eyes and willed back the prickle of tears.
Dammit, why does life have to be so complicated?
If it wasn’t, maybe Dane would still be there.
Fuck.
He drew in a long, deep breath and held it for a moment before slowly letting it out.
He couldn’t live his life waiting for things to happen that might never come to pass.
He’d hoped his parents and family would accept him—nope.
He’d hoped for Dane—and that brought a permanent pain he’d never be able to excise from his soul.
He’d hoped and waited for Gavin—look where that got him?
Opening his eyes, he stared at the phone again. Then he clicked the link in the e-mail, scrolled through the contract to the signature box, and used his finger to scribble some semblance of his name before hitting send.
After shutting off his truck, he unlocked the building and headed inside to start his day. He’d have to call Tom, the GM, if he didn’t come in this morning, so he could talk to him about this. Put in his notice.
Yesterday, Porter had skimmed through rental listings for the Sarasota area. He’d be paying a little more a month, at least, than he was now for a place of the same size. But if he got a storage unit and shoved his shit in there, he could snag himself a studio apartment on the cheap to get him by for a year and save even more money that way.
Between his boost in pay and saving all that money a month, maybe he could save up a down payment for a house by this time next year. Finally put down roots of his own.
It’s like I jinxed myself hoping it could be with Gav.
By lunchtime he’d had the talk with Tom, who understood his rationale and harbored no hard feelings. Instead of staying there to eat, Porter headed home, which was only fifteen minutes away.
He needed to be alone.
I can’t undo this.
He hated moving, and it would suck even harder doing it by himself.
Not alone-alone, because he had friends he could call for the heavy-lifting part of it.
But not moving with Gavin?
That sucked.
Especially after a year of looking forward to doing just that. Even through Gavin’s silence, Porter had convinced himself he’d be moving in with Gavin and they’d be permanent, and life would be…well, perfect.
Expectations had broken his heart before. At least Gavin was alive and well, even if Porter had no fucking clue what went wrong between them.
Staying here in Lakeland would be masochistic in a bad way. There were so many memories in this house of him and Gavin together that every time he turned around he saw him in his mind.
The IKEA trips.
Playing with him in the spare room, or in bed.
Chilling out together sprawled across the couch in the living room.
Eating at the table together.
Cooking in the kitchen together.
So much of his life here in Lakeland was filled with Gavin. Most of it was.
How many times they’d slipped away from work together at lunch, come back here, and had a quick fuck because they’d both been so horny they could barely see straight.
Maybe he thinks I took him for granted.
Maybe I did.
Gavin had been in his life for so long Porter had just…always assumed Gavin would be. That it’d be a natural progression. That once Gavin returned from Costa Rica, they’d end up together.
That’ll teach me.
 
* * * *
 
Porter allowed himself a pity party that night. He stopped on his way home from work and bought moving boxes and tape. Fortunately, he wasn’t a packrat. One of the things he’d carried with him after his time living with Dane in Puerto Rico. Learning to treasure people, not things.
Except apparently he failed in that with Gavin.
He allowed himself permission to cry that night, too. As he started packing stuff from the kitchen, remembering afternoons spent at IKEA finding pans or whatever Gavin needed for a recipe he wanted to experiment with.
The Deadpool coffee mug Gavin had given him the previous Christmas, before he’d even heard about the job in Costa Rica. A mug Porter still used every morning because it made him smile.
How he’d hoped last Christmas would be the only Christmas they’d spend apart again after several years of spending Christmas together. Neither of them had spent it with family. Gavin by his choice…and Porter by his family’s choice.
Fuck.
He wasn’t sure when, exactly, he’d move. He needed to find a place first and talk to his landlord about getting his deposit back.
First, he needed to get a grip on his emotions. He felt raw, shell-shocked.
Devastated.
It still hadn’t quite sunk in yet he likely would never see Gavin again. Hell, he had no idea where the man’s new job was.
Porter also had the better part of a year of hopes he’d now have to shelve.
Dreams he’d made.
He’d even thought about taking Gavin over to the beach after returned from Costa Rica, proposing at sunset, the whole fucking, sappy thing.
That’ll teach me, too, I guess.
Far better this, though, than breaking into his apartment to find him hanging in his closet and dead for the better part of a day.
He’d take this alternative any day. There was no universe in which he wanted Gavin dead. Even if things weren’t reparable between them, the world was absolutely a better place with Gavin in it.
 
* * * *
 
Porter’s last day at Lakeland Wings Aviation, everyone threw him a going away party, with cake and everything. Mike was probably going to get his job, at least on a trial basis to see how he handled the additional responsibilities.
Porter managed to hold back his tears until he returned to the house that evening. He was mostly packed and had filled the garage with boxes in preparation for moving on Sunday.
The previous Saturday, he’d texted Ron, who’d surprisingly called him back shortly after, and they’d had a nice talk.
While they did, Porter confided in him, alluding to his current situation and the limbo he found himself in relationship-wise, along with his change in jobs and location.
The man had once again been very nice, friendly. Had even invited him to attend a munch with them the next evening.
And Porter went, after spending the afternoon in Sarasota scouting out apartments.
Porter hadn’t met anyone at the munch who’d be a potential relationship match, but as far as future friendship, everyone had seemed wonderful. Like an extended family welcoming him home to the fold.
He’d never felt like that before.
Ever.
Already, he felt like he was forming new roots, stronger ones. Like maybe this would eventually be okay and for the best. He’d had some friends in Lakeland, but most of them were in some way affiliated with the airport or with work, and most of them didn’t even know he was gay. All their kinky friends had been in Orlando or Tampa or St. Pete.
Now? It looked like he might be able to make kinky friends right there in Sarasota. That was pretty typical in Florida, too. A lot of the coastal areas were more liberal—or, at least, more accepting—than many of the inland areas. Orlando notwithstanding, since it was such a huge tourist region.
It’d be nice to feel like he could go out and be himself. Not that he had plans to march down the middle of downtown Sarasota in assless chaps and a chest harness or anything, but it’d be nice to be able to go out on a date and not worry about every little innocent PDA between him and another guy.
Who am I kidding? Like I’ll be dating anytime soon.
Gavin still hadn’t called him back. Porter knew better than to hold on to hope. He’d need to figure out how to move on, somehow.
Gavin wasn’t posting anything on social media, though. At least he hadn’t blocked Porter, or even unfriended him. Porter suspected it wasn’t a case of Gavin posting stuff on Facebook set so he couldn’t see it, because none of his friends had mentioned anything to him about it. They had dozens of friends in common. Certainly one of them would have said something.
 
* * * *
 
The next Sunday evening, Porter sat on his couch in his new efficiency apartment and stared at the boxes lining the walls of the living room.
Eh, dining room. Or…kitchen?
Correction—bedroom.
Answer D—all of the above.
This sucks.
Not that he could go back and undo any of this, but he’d long had it in his mind if he moved anytime soon, it’d be because he and Gavin bought a house together and were moving into it.
Together.
Not…this.
Not this loneliness and pain.
He still didn’t know what the hell he did wrong, but it was obvious from Gavin’s last words to him that he damn sure thought Porter did something wrong.
He’d thought about e-mailing him, but wasn’t that just pushing and forcing himself onto the guy after telling him he’d go away?
At least he’d confirmed the bad feeling in his gut had been dead-on.
Again.
Unfortunately.
Hopefully this time it wouldn’t mean something as tragic as a death.
Well, the death of their relationship, but not a literal death the way it’d been with Dane.
It wasn’t even a point of pride, of wanting to “clear his rep” with Gav.
He just wanted to know what he’d done that’d been so horrible Gavin would cut him off like this after ten fricking years. He’d wondered if it had something to do with Jayce, but that’d be stupid. Gavin had been the one to ask him for Jayce about playing. And it wasn’t like he’d fucked the guy.
Gavin wouldn’t be so petty as to hold playing with Jayce against him…would he?
No, he couldn’t believe that. That’d be completely unlike Gavin.
Tomorrow would be his first official day at his new job. He could’ve taken a week off to get settled, but…why?
It was just him now. He had his clothes and what little kitchen stuff he’d need to get by.
He had a storage unit nearby holding what wouldn’t fit in this unit. It was an older apartment complex, and his building was in a one-story section, nothing but studios. Only fifteen minutes from work.
More than enough for what he needed, for now. A bed, a dry roof over his head, a kitchen, and a working bathroom. He was saving over four hundred a month on rent, even with the extra cost of the storage unit.
That was money going straight into his savings account right now. Plus he was saving on the power bill, maintenance, and the water bill was included in his rent.
He didn’t want to take time off from work right now. Not a whole fricking week. He wanted to dig in, keep his mind and hands busy, and earn a living.
Ron had invited him to come over to their home one evening this week, Porter’s choice when, and meet a few friends of theirs from the matchmaking squad. Porter was still contemplating taking him up on that.
It’d be a nice little bit of synergy if losing Gavin and Ivan led him to being introduced to someone who finally ended up becoming his forever guy.
Dammit, Dane. Why didn’t you let me help you? Why didn’t you let me love you?
At least Porter felt exhausted when he collapsed for the night.
The only problem then was his dreams…
 




Chapter Eight
 
Twelve years ago…
 
“I’m sick of this place.”
Porter looked over to where Dane stood to see him staring out the back window of their apartment. Water sluiced down the overhangs from the afternoon thunderstorm that had shut them down for the day at work. With more storms forecast, they’d all come home.
They’d moved in together two years ago to save money, just weeks after Porter first arrived in Puerto Rico and started working for the same aviation company where Dane already worked. Porter thought it was one of his better life choices.
“I thought you loved it here?” Porter asked.
“I do.” Dane wore a playful smile as he glanced over his shoulder at Porter. “I hate the storms.” His blue eyes always bore more than a hint of sadness Porter never could completely expunge, no matter how hard he tried over the past couple of years.
And oh, how he’d tried.
Porter walked over and slipped his arms around Dane’s waist from behind, waiting until Dane leaned back against him to tighten his embrace and nuzzle the back of his neck.
So much of what they did together was a delicate dance. They were friends first, even though Porter had felt attracted to him from the first moment he laid eyes on Dane, even before he knew for sure Dane was gay.
But…
Where Porter was six-three and beefy, Dane was only five-six and slender, far stronger than he looked, though. Physically.
Emotionally, however…
Porter suspected another reason Dane brought up moving in together, once they’d gone out a couple of times, was his nightmares.
The first night Porter awakened to find Dane trembling and curled in a tight ball next to him in his bed, covered in sweat despite the AC and fans keeping the place comfortably cool, he instinctively realized that it probably had something to do with the scars he’d seen on Dane’s legs and arms.
That’d happened on day four of them living together.
So he’d rolled over, wrapped his arms around Dane, tucked him against his chest, closed his eyes, and tried to go back to sleep despite the hot, sweet, vulnerable guy now curled up in his arms.
When he awoke the next morning, he’d found himself alone in bed, and Dane had been in the kitchen getting their coffee ready, happily humming to himself.
And Porter spotted the fresh cuts on shirtless Dane’s upper left arm.
 
* * * *
 
Over the next three weeks, Dane ended up in Porter’s bed more often than not in the middle of the night, but they still weren’t talking about it. Porter had opted to wait and see where this led rather than confronting him. Wasn’t like it was a hardship for him, even if it wasn’t sexual between them. Porter always made sure to wear boxers or sleep shorts to bed because he didn’t want to freak Dane out.
He grew to learn to listen for Dane, the sound of his thrashing in bed, the way his cheap-ass bedframe creaked. By the time Dane made it to his bed, Porter would have scooted far to the side to make room, and was facing toward the open space, his arms open to him.
Week four, when Dane came to him, Porter buried his face in Dane’s hair and told him it was okay to start out in his bed at night instead of waiting. So they could both sleep better.
It was another two weeks before Dane did just that.
And another week after that when Dane skimmed off his shorts before climbing in bed with him, this time not wanting to sleep.
 
* * * *
 
Rain like they had today always triggered Dane in deep and bad ways, making him want Porter to distract him by spanking him and fucking him hard. Tying him up.
But always only after he asked for it.
If Porter ever tried to offer or suggest, it sent Dane scurrying, so he quickly learned never to ask Dane.
He soon realized he never had to.
Porter also quickly learned that when Dane asked for it, the cutting…didn’t stop totally, but it rarely happened then.
They’d been living together for almost eight months and doing this dance with each other when, after a rainy, stormy night spent fucking each other until their balls were empty, Dane got drunk on tequila and told Porter about his four years of hell, and one of his older half-brothers, who was almost thirteen years older than him and lived with them—their father and Dane’s mom, the man’s fourth wife.
The first time it’d happened, Dane had only been six.
How everyone in his family, including his five grown half-brothers, grandparents, and his own mother and father, blamed him for his brother going to jail. Why Dane had left Arkansas as soon as he’d graduated from tech school.
And why Dane was now a cutter and had the nightmares, especially on the stormy nights.
 
* * * *
 
Ten years ago…
 
“I’m going to miss this place.” Dane stood at the back window and stared out at the misting rain.
Porter walked up behind him and waited for Dane to lean back.
Not only did he do that, he pulled Porter’s arms around him and tightly held on to him like that.
Porter gently rested his chin on top of Dane’s head. So would he. “We don’t need to go. They said they’d extend our contracts, if we wanted.” He’d actually extended his past the two years he’d first planned on working here so he could stay with Dane.
Dane sighed. “No, it’s time for us to move on. We’re going to make better money in Lakeland, anyway. Before, this was the better bet.”
“I’ll have plenty of room in my place.” Porter was renting a mobile home not far from the airport they’d both found mechanic jobs at in Lakeland. Not the fanciest place, but a three-two, and cheap rent because it belonged to a cousin of a future coworker.
More than big enough for two people
They weren’t “dating.”
They weren’t “boyfriends.”
They weren’t “lovers” or “Dominant and submissive” in label, because any of those labels, and their potential for making it back to anyone Dane still had living in his family, especially his mother, terrified him.
They were absolutely friends.
But since they’d been living together, Porter didn’t even try to go out with anyone else except as friends.
Didn’t want to.
Dane never went out with anyone, either, even though he said Porter could and should.
There was also Dane’s drinking.
Porter didn’t scold Dane over it, because it never interfered with his work. He usually only did it on Friday and Saturday nights, and not every weekend.
Only on the stormy ones.
“My mom wants to be able to come visit me,” Dane softly said.
Who’s going to hold you when you have nightmares?
But Porter didn’t ask.
He didn’t push. Not like that, anyway. He came the closest he ever got to pushing with Dane. “I’ll have an extra bedroom. It can be her guest room.”
Dane finally turned in his arms and looked up at him. “She can’t know,” he quietly said. “She’s the only family I really have left. I know she would disown me, especially after what happened. When he divorced her, Dad still blamed me for my brother going to jail. My relationship with her already hangs by a thread.”
And so Porter didn’t push, because Dane never spoke about what happened like that in the daylight and stone-cold sober.
Porter refused to push.
Because he desperately didn’t want to push Dane away.
 
* * * *
 
Porter and Dane met Gavin when they started working in Lakeland. The helicopter company Gavin worked for sat three buildings down from Lakeland Wings Aviation, where they now worked. Gavin didn’t share a lot of info, but Porter got the impression Gavin was on the last chapters of a rocky relationship with a guy.
Upon moving to Florida from Puerto Rico, Dane became a different person almost immediately, Porter noticed.
In public.
In the evenings, and on weekends, Porter frequently ended up spending them with Dane, because Dane would come over to Porter’s. Or Porter would wake up on a weeknight to find Dane had silently let himself in with the key Porter gave him and was now curled against him in bed.
The marks came back worse than they’d been since Porter first got to see that side of Dane, always on his thighs where no one else could see them because of his clothes.
Porter only saw them because they were together.
And he worried.
But while Porter knew Dane would never publicly acknowledge he was gay, much less that there was anything between them that would make people think the two of them were a romantic item, even miles away from Dane’s family in Arkansas, Dane welcomed Gavin’s presence as a friend and made no secret about that. When it became obvious Gavin had more than a few interests in common with them, kinky interests, Dane relaxed even more around him, which relaxed Porter.
He’d hoped, if nothing else, that maybe Dane would come to at least confide in Gavin, too. Not feel as lonely. Porter and Gavin became closer, close friends, good friends, although Porter didn’t pursue the attraction he felt for Gavin despite Dane’s urging.
Gavin finally confided some of what was going on in his life with his relationship with Geoff, and Porter and Dane both supported him, consoled him when Gavin found the strength to make the break and end it with the guy. Especially when other friends, who’d become mutual friends with all three men, started telling Gavin that the guy was screwing around and lying to him about it. That night the three of them had sat around doing shots of tequila, toasting and ending each with salud.
They settled into a comfortable routine, the three of them. Dane and Porter’s relationship was the unspoken factor, even though Gavin knew about it. They trusted him not to say anything, and there was a safety for Dane with Gavin being publicly known as their friend.
It made it less likely someone might pin Dane to Porter as his “boyfriend.” They were three good friends and coworkers. Well, related industry, in Gavin’s case.
Then Dane’s mother came to visit for two weeks around Christmas. That mostly left Porter and Gavin to hang out without him, except for Christmas Day, when Dane’s mother had them both over for dinner when she learned neither of them had family in Florida, and that they were good friends of Dane’s.
Not that they were gay good friends, either. Just single buddies of his with no close family to speak of.
Porter felt the wall return that day for the first time in years, the thick, impenetrable fortress around Dane’s soul. He could tell Dane felt borderline terrified.
So Porter kept it chill and Gavin followed his lead.
Just friends.
Bros.
He could tell the more he and Gavin did that, the more Dane was able to relax.
Because Porter loved Dane, he didn’t want him to stress.
He didn’t push.
He would really regret that later.
 
* * * *
 
Porter and Dane had been in Florida just over a year when Dane’s mother told him she wanted to move to Florida from Arkansas and live with him permanently when she retired in two months. Dane showed up at Porter’s house that evening, a Thursday night, right after the phone call and close to hysterics.
“What can I do for you?” Porter had asked.
Porter had long ago come to accept he was never going to have an “official” relationship with Dane. In fact, he and Gavin had started hanging out a lot more and were discussing maybe playing together as Dom and sub. Dane had even suggested Porter find a boyfriend, if not Gavin. He’d wanted the two of them to date. Porter was attracted to Gavin—Dane and Gavin had nearly the identical color gorgeous blue eyes.
But Porter didn’t want to find another boyfriend. He always worried about Dane, wanted him to know he could come over anytime he needed to. Besides, Gavin was in no condition to date, considering the emotionally abusive relationship he’d just escaped.
The next night, Friday night, Dane showed up almost immediately after work and begged Porter to make love to him, no play, this time. They made love half the night before collapsing, exhausted.
Dane left just after dawn the next morning. Porter was still half-asleep or he never would have let Dane out of his bed.
Dane leaned in and kissed him. “I love you, Porter. I love you so much. I’m sorry I never told you before.”
The first and only time he’d ever said those words to Porter.
Porter was barely awake enough to remember catching Dane’s wrist and pulling him back for one more kiss. “Love you, too, buddy. So damn much. Please stay with me.” Porter had never said those words to him before, either, never wanting to freak him out. He’d chosen to show him his love, never pushing him about it.
“I have to go to work now.” And Dane had smiled. That sad, Dane smile. That blue-eyed grief-tinged smile Porter had seen too many times to count.
And then Porter promptly fell asleep again.
Something he never forgave himself for.
It wasn’t until later that afternoon it finally struck Porter what Dane said, and he tried calling him.
Because he knew Dane wasn’t at work. He checked. He tried Gavin, who hadn’t seen him since lunch yesterday, when they all ate together.
Porter didn’t have a key to Dane’s apartment, had never pushed for one. When he drove there, Dane’s car wasn’t parked in his usual spot in front of his first-floor unit.
When Porter knocked on the front door, Dane didn’t answer. It was locked, of course.
He couldn’t see inside the apartment because all the blinds were drawn, but he heard Dane’s cell phone ringing inside when he tried calling again, which was unusual.
Dane never left his phone behind.
When Porter started to leave, he spotted Dane’s car parked on the other side of the complex in guest parking, in a place he never parked and had no reason to, because both assigned spots in front of his own unit were unoccupied.
He didn’t remember the breaking in process, just that he was on the phone with 911 when he kicked in the sliding glass door in the living room, and they caught that on the call tape.
The 911 tapes also recorded his agonized wails as he dropped his phone when he found Dane hanging in the closet in the master bedroom and desperately tried to get him down and revive him with CPR despite him being cold and blue, his body rigid.
 
* * * *
 
Porter always awoke when he had that nightmare, usually—thankfully—just before he opened the closet door.
When the nightmare happened when Gavin was with him, he’d pull Gavin into his arms and cry. Because, somehow, on that bleak and black afternoon, he’d managed to call Gavin after the cops had arrived and forced Porter to go back outside.
It’d been Gavin who’d held him, held him back, as he’d sobbed and wanted to be inside with Dane.
He hadn’t wanted to leave Dane alone.
How he’d begged them to let him hold Dane one more time.
And it’d been Gavin who held him all those darkest nights while he cried, and who was a pallbearer with him at the funeral in Arkansas, both of them trying to pretend Porter had been nothing more than a good friend, coworker, and former roommate who was so obviously distraught because he’d been the one who found Dane.
It’d been Gavin who stayed sober and let him get sloppy drunk on tequila that night in the hotel after the funeral, and sob himself to sleep in Gavin’s arms. And as they grew closer, when Porter and Gavin spent nights together as friends, at first, it was Gavin who walked into his bedroom and joined him in bed to console him whenever he heard Porter having the nightmare.
Porter had to move four months later, into a house a little closer to work, because he couldn’t stop seeing Dane everywhere in the place, everywhere they’d made love, all of it.
Fortunately, as Porter and Gavin grew closer, from best friends and playmates into friends with bennies, and then into more, the nightmares grew less frequent.
After Gavin left for Costa Rica, Porter had an immediate resurgence of the nightmares for the first couple of weeks, sometimes with the additional “fun” of Gavin meeting with some sort of accident that permanently took him from Porter.
Tonight, he awakened to find himself drenched in sweat and lying on his side and holding a pillow the way he used to hold Dane.
And Gavin.
No, even if Gavin didn’t want to be in his life, Porter could adult and deal with that.
A world without Gavin in it at all—that was a world he didn’t want to live in. Because there were definitely worse things than someone ghosting him and not telling him why they were angry with him.
Far worse.
 




Chapter Nine
 
That Monday morning, Gavin awakened with and struggled against a headache that felt hell-bent on squeezing his damn eyeballs right out of his head.
Still, after chugging a Mountain Dew and three ibuprofen before he even had his coffee, he went to work.
He refused to admit it had anything to do with him waking up crying in the middle of the night after more dreams about Porter, and Dane.
About that afternoon.
He definitely didn’t want to admit he felt guilty about doing this to Porter, because fuck him, that’s why.
He damn sure wouldn’t call off sick today. This was the start of week four working there. Unless he was running a high temperature, or crapping or puking his guts out, he wasn’t going to call off work that soon into his employment.
It was a hot, muggy Sarasota morning, even that early in the morning. At least it was cooler than Costa Rica. As he wiped sweat out of his eyes he tried not to think about Lakeland and how he could look down the apron if he was standing out back to work on a bird and see Porter’s building.
Tried not to think about the mornings they rode into work together.
Tried not to think about that oppressively hot afternoon outside Dane’s apartment.
But as he worked all that morning, Porter was never far from his mind, and he was still struggling not to break down and call him again.
I can’t.
He couldn’t get dragged into an emotional tug-of-war. He wasn’t strong enough, and he’d been on the losing end of this before.
I need to get my head on straight, is what I need to do.
It was close to lunch time. He was about to take a break, but he wanted to do this one damn thing first. He was trying to loosen a nut on a cable bracket in the engine compartment when the wrench slipped and he skinned the knuckles on his first three fingers because he’d taken his glove off to try to get a better feel for the damn thing and his glove kept catching.
As he sucked the raw, wounded digits, he took a deep breath and held it for a moment.
Jet fuel. Aviation fuel. Exhaust from the planes large and small taking off from SRQ. The tangy, sweet scent of Sarasota Bay not far away from their current locale and blowing to him on a western breeze that kept the feels-like temperature down by at least ten degrees.
Not his dad’s cigarettes as he’d lied one more time about where he’d been and what he’d been doing despite Gavin having seen his car in the motel parking lot earlier that afternoon after following him and the woman—who wasn’t his mom—there from the restaurant he’d seen them at earlier.
Not the first woman he’d caught his dad fucking over the years.
Not the sickly-sweet cloud of Geoff’s vape juice as the man looked him in the eyes and flat-out lied about where he’d been and who he’d been with, yet again, and told Gavin he was simply imagining things.
He closed his eyes and forced back the stinging tears as he held his wounded hand cradled against his chest.
I’ll be okay.
He’d survived everything else he’d gone through in his forty-one years of life.
I’ll get through this, too.
It would hurt like a motherfucker, but life would go on. He kicked himself in the ass he didn’t spend the whole weekend at Kent’s a couple of weekends ago and fuck someone, or at least let himself get fucked. Had he done that, it likely would have allowed him to force Porter out of his mind for a little while and maybe find someone else for the night to help him start the process of letting his emotional wounds scab over.
He’d even looked up the website for the local BDSM club in Sarasota, and spotted there was a munch the previous weekend.
He almost attended that until he chickened out. And he didn’t attend any events there this weekend, either.
No, he wasn’t quite ready for prime-time yet.
Maybe I should hit Grindr and line up someone to meet me at the Toucan this weekend. The two of them can fucking go to hell. I can be an extra bitch, walk up to them with a new guy, and burn that motherfucker down.
Or, better, he could show up, and if they weren’t there he could march his mystery new guy around and pretend to all his friends there wasn’t a damn thing wrong.
Porter? Porter who? Fuck that asshole, and the asshole he’s fucking, too.
Jayce had tried calling Gavin last weekend and after sending it to voicemail, Gavin blocked his number.
Porter didn’t call again, though.
Fortunately, Jayce didn’t have Gavin’s e-mail address, and Gavin hoped Porter wouldn’t give it to him. He’d already blocked Jayce on all his other social media accounts.
He finally got the nut loose, then headed inside to go wash his skinned hand and bandage it, because his middle knuckle was still bleeding a little.
While he was doctoring his hand in the break room, he heard the door chime for the front door go off, and Morris speaking to someone out in the lobby.
When he emerged from the breakroom, he walked down to the lobby. “Are those my parts?”
“No—hey, wait,” Morris called to the FedEx driver.
The guy turned. It wasn’t their usual driver, either.
Morris held up a package. “This is for Addleson, not us.”
The driver took it and looked at it. “Oh, dang it.” He punched something into his electronic scanner and scanned it. “Thanks.” He headed out.
Morris walked over and handed Gavin one of the small boxes. “That’s probably yours.”
“Thanks.” He looked around. “Where’s Della?”
“Lunch, and errands. Always check the packages while the driver’s here, if you can.”
“Why?”
Morris hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the front door. “Our street number’s nearly identical to Sunbay Aviation’s address. We get each other’s stuff all the time. You’d think the drivers would learn by now.”
“Oh.”
Gavin headed back out and realized he should just grab lunch, too. He turned around and told Morris he was heading out and climbed in his truck.
He was still learning his way around the area. Unfortunately, if he went over to 41, he’d hit horrible freaking traffic. It was still snowbird season, but worse, they had the dang highway all torn up with construction. It could take twenty minutes just to go less than a mile.
So he headed out the back way, drove east along Tallevast, and hit a sandwich shop over on 301. There, he sat in the air-conditioned restaurant and went through his e-mail on his phone. His headache was still throbbing but not as bad as it’d been earlier.
While he sat there, he checked Facebook despite his better instincts.
Porter had posted no updates.
At all.
Which wasn’t totally unusual, but when he skimmed through some of their mutual friends’ posts, which Porter would frequently like, he saw none from him.
Odd.
His finger hovered over the unfriend option and he still couldn’t make himself do it.
Shouldn’t I be more angry at him than at Jayce?
Except…he couldn’t. How fucked up was that?
Which is more proof that the last thing I need right now is a relationship.
 
* * * *
 
By the time he headed home that afternoon, his headache was still there, but with more applications of ibuprofen, and a two-liter’s worth of Mountain Dew, it had eased back enough he could mostly ignore it.
He stood under his shower with the water turned cool and beating on his head, and that helped, too.
I miss him.
His eyes popped open. He’d done a pretty good job not thinking about Porter for most of that afternoon while he’d been working. He’d finished the job he was working on and would start the next one in the morning, when the parts for it should arrive.
I need to work this weekend.
That was part of his problem. He’d allowed himself too much downtime. His brain did bad things to him then. He could work, get himself into a routine, and eventually reach a point where he wouldn’t be thinking about Porter-fricking-Hutchinson every damn time he turned around.
When he climbed out of the shower he dried off and didn’t bother getting dressed. All his blinds were closed, so it wasn’t like anyone could peep in on him. He was heading for the kitchen to make himself dinner when his phone rang.
He groaned as “It’s Raining Men” blared.
Fuck.
He answered it, knowing he couldn’t put it off. He’d sent her an e-mail last week telling her he was living in Sarasota and giving her his new address, but she wasn’t on Facebook, so he wasn’t too worried about her spreading the news there.
“Hey, Mom.” He propped the phone between his cheek and shoulder and opened the fridge. “What’s up?”
“Your grandmother was asking me about you this morning. Wants to know if you’re dating any girls. You could try calling her every once in a while. I don’t know what to tell her.”
He silently groaned. “Oh, I’m fine, thanks. How are you? Yes, the new job’s going great, thanks for asking.”
He heard her tsk through the line. “Don’t be a smart-ass, Gavin.”
“I’d rather be a smart-ass than a dumb-ass, Mom. What do you want? I’m standing here buck-ass naked in my kitchen and about to make myself dinner.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“Why? I just had a shower. I’m clean. And you know damn well I’m gay. Tell her that.”
“I’m not telling her that.”
“She knows I’m gay. Just because most everyone else in our family wants to ignore that fact doesn’t change it.”
“Then you have that conversation with her. I told her you’re back in the States. She’s upset you didn’t come visit her.”
“I’m not going all the way to Vermont to visit a woman who told me I should go to church and pray for forgiveness when I came out, Mom. Just like her suggestion you go pray for Dad to stop being a narcissistic asshole wasn’t going to change him, either.”
“She’s your grandmother.”
“She’s also sitting on a pile of cash she more than made clear to me she was never leaving me a cent of since I’m gay. She wants to see me so badly, she can fly her wrinkled damn ass down here to Florida. She paid for all her other grandkids’ college educations, and I had to work two jobs along with landing a scholarship to go to tech school. She can go fuck herself.”
“Watch your language.”
He fought the urge to slam his fridge shut. “If this is the only reason you called, Mom, I’m hanging up.”
“Steve’s getting married in three weeks.”
That was his younger step-brother by her latest husband, John. “Is that an invite? I thought John told me fags weren’t welcome in his house?”
“Gavin!”
“Hey, Mom, newsflash—I am one, so I can use the word. How’s that pre-nup treating you, anyway?”
She hung up on him.
He chuckled and set his phone on the counter. That was a record, even for him. When he hit thirty-one, he finally realized his family, while not slit-his-throat violent, were never going to embrace him for who he was.
That’s when he hit his fuck-it point and decided to lob incoming fire at them head-on instead of playing nice. That had happened in no small coincidence about the same time he’d met Dane and Porter.
The result of that change in approach with his family resulted in a much quieter and simpler life for him.
John was his mom’s fourth husband. His dad had been her first. When he’d made the mistake of going to a distant cousin’s wedding three years ago, for one of the few relatives he actually liked and got along with, that’d been the first time he’d met John.
The man had made it perfectly clear Gavin wasn’t welcomed in his home if he was gay.
Gavin had grinned, told him it was good thing he was staying in a hotel then, and walked off, leaving the guy with his jaw dropped and his mother red-faced and mortified with embarrassment over how Gavin had spoken to John.
That’d been the last in-person contact Gavin had with any of his family. He’d been spending most holidays with Porter or other friends, anyway.
That had been the worst part of being in Costa Rica, all the holidays he celebrated alone because he couldn’t bring himself to accept invites to his coworkers’ celebrations.
Especially Christmas. Instead, he’d spent two hours that evening on a video Skype call with Porter, talking and even video sexting before finally saying good night.
Then he’d cried himself to sleep.
He blinked back tears now as he stood there, his appetite vanished.
Dammit, I fucking miss him.
When would it stop hurting so bad?
 




Chapter Ten
 
Something about the move triggered dreams—nightmares—in a way Porter hadn’t had them in a while.
Or maybe it was because of his last conversation with Gavin.
He didn’t know. His first day at his new job was great, but he was still…struggling in private.
But following another restless night plagued by dreams of Gavin and of Dane, Porter started Tuesday morning, only his second day working there, having to also juggle the office phones and dealing with customers because their administrative assistant, Emily, was out with a kid sick with strep, and Kevin was out of the office because his sister was in a car accident over in Miami yesterday and was in the hospital. She’d make it, but she’d be in for at least a week, and she and her husband had three young kids. So Kevin and his wife drove over to help out.
What a pain in the ass. Emily being out, not Kevin.
But it wasn’t like they wanted Emily in the office passing that shit around, even if she’d had someone else who could take care of her daughter for her today. Apparently, the disease was making its way around her daughter’s school, because quite a few kids were either out with it, or being sent home early. It also meant Porter wasn’t getting nearly as much done as he’d hoped today, he was still struggling to orient himself to the place, and he was having to people far more than was safe with his already strained patience.
A little before eleven, Jim, one of the mechanics, walked in. “Any idea where my part is? The sensor for the Skyhawk? FedEx was supposed to deliver it first thing this morning. Customer just called my cell and climbed up my ass, wanting to know why his plane’s not done yet. Flying up to a conference in Tennessee this afternoon or something. When we ordered it yesterday, they said they’d overnight it.”
Porter arched an eyebrow at him. “Why’d you give the customer your personal cell number?”
Jim laughed. “Because apparently I’m a dumbass. I’ve been working on the guy’s planes for years, though, even before I worked here.”
“Let me find out where it’s at.” He logged into Emily’s computer, where the business’ main e-mail account was checked, to get the tracking number. Plugging that into the browser meant…
“Dammit.” It showed it’d been delivered nearly an hour ago, but not to their address.
Jim was looking over his shoulder. “Oh, those stupid jerks. They did it again.”
“Did what?”
“I bet they delivered it to Addleson. You know, the helicopter place.” He waved his hand toward the north-east. “Over on the other fricking side of the property. Over in one of those buildings fronting Tallevast. What a pain in the ass. You’d think those jerks would at least fucking call us. When we have a substitute driver, it never fails they end up with our stuff, or we end up with their stuff. Their street number is nearly the same as ours, last two digits are reversed. Happens all the time, but they usually call us right away, if we don’t catch the driver before they leave. We call them when we get their stuff.”
Except they hadn’t received anything from FedEx yet today.
Porter glanced out the front window, where he could see US41. Between all the construction and snowbird traffic, it was at a standstill right now. It’d literally take him an hour to circle the damn airport property. “Dammit.”
The mechanic shook his head. “Take the Beast and use the service road. You won’t have to go out in traffic. It’s registered with the airport.” He reached over and snagged a set of keys from a hook under one of the shelves on Emily’s desk for the old, battered Ford company pickup they used to run errands. “Here.”
“Good idea.”
After Jim showed him on a map of the airport where he could drive, Porter grabbed a radio and headed out, making sure his name badge was facing out and visible.
With the driver’s window rolled down, he drove onto the service road and slowly made his way around to the other side of the sprawling property. At least with the company’s logo on the truck he didn’t have to worry about hassles from security. Just one quick checkpoint, where the guard verified his security badge before waving him through.
Not even five minutes from when he’d left, he was pulling up outside the building that housed Addleson Aviation. He took a deep breath at spotting two helicopters chocked and tied down out back by the hangar area.
Any time he saw or heard a chopper now, he automatically thought of Gavin. He couldn’t help it.
It’ll take a long time to get him out of my heart.
If ever.
Even if things weren’t fixable between them, okay, fine. At the very least he’d like to know what the hell it was Gavin thought he did wrong so he’d be aware of it and could apologize, or try to make amends.
Yes, Gavin had issues. Who the hell didn’t? Gavin had been through a shitstorm with his father, then his ex, and Porter understood Gavin had triggers and trust issues.
That’s why he’d done his level best, the closer they’d grown over the years, especially once they’d moved from friends to lovers, to not do anything that’d trigger Gavin.
Or so he’d thought.
Fuck.
He shut off the truck and got out, scanning the area. Not immediately spotting anyone outside, he headed inside through their front door, into the lobby.
On the floor inside the small lobby sat a huge stack of what looked like freshly delivered boxes. The elderly woman manning the front desk looked up from her magazine and smiled. “Hello.”
Porter immediately tempered and toned back his irritation. He pasted a smile on his face as he walked over to the counter and held up his ID badge, where it hung from a lanyard. “Hi. I’m Porter Hutchinson, from over at Sunbay Aviation, and—”
“Where?” She squinted up at his badge.
“Sunbay Aviation. We’re—”
“I’m sorry, hon. I don’t know any of the companies around here. My daughter had to take her son to the doctor this morning. He woke up with a bad sore throat. They think probably strep, because several kids in his class have it. She asked me to come in and answer the phones for her this morning.”
Porter fixed his smile firmly in place as he took another deep breath and tried again. “I’m the head mechanic over at Sunbay Aviation. We’re located over on the other side of the airport, off 41. And—”
“Oh, I absolutely hate driving on 41 this time of year, don’t you?”
“Yes, ma’am. But I—”
“All these snowbirds. It’s worse this year than ever. You’d think they would’ve waited until summer to do that construction. Like I told my daughter—”
“Ma’am.” He smiled and pointed at the pile of boxes. “I’m pretty sure FedEx accidentally delivered a part to you that should’ve been delivered to us, and we really need it. We have a very cranky customer who needs their plane ready today.”
“Oh, they did?” She finally pushed her chair back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even look at the boxes. I just signed that little electronic thingy where the driver told me to.” She moved slowly, stiffly, like she might fall over if she leaned too far to one side or the other.
He stepped out of her way as she walked over to the boxes. “Now, let’s see.” She picked up a box off the top of the pile and studied it.
It took every ounce of self-control he possessed not to snatch it from her hand and look at it himself.
This would be funny if he wasn’t in a hurry.
Or if it wasn’t a helicopter company.
Why’d it have to be fucking helicopters?
Couldn’t be an avionics company, or a flight school, or any-fucking-thing else, could it?
As he started looking, however, he realized all these boxes bore UPS labels and stickers.
“Ma’am,” he said nearly five minutes later while she was still on the third package. “These are all UPS. Where did your FedEx shipment end up?”
“What?”
“FedEx. Guy in a big brown truck brought you these. Where are the others?”
“Oh, maybe one of the mechanics grabbed those. Come to think of it, there were some smaller ones out here before, and one of the mechanics came out and took all of them out back.”
Fake smile. Faaaaake smile. “Okay, ma’am. Could you please go ask them for me? We really need to track down that part.”
She pointed at a door over her shoulder. “They’re out that way. You can go ask them.” She smiled. “You can probably make it out there faster than I can, anyway. I’m sorry.” She pointed at his badge. “They all have badges like that. I’m sure it’s okay if you go out there. They won’t mind.”
Normally, unless he knew the people at a place, or was escorted by someone, he wouldn’t do that.
Today, however, he’d make an exception.
“Thanks. I appreciate it.” He scooted past her and through the door, which led to a short hallway. The last door was the magic one and opened into their hangar bay. An older guy was working on something on a workbench, and Porter aimed for him, holding out his hand as he walked up.
“Hi, I’m Porter Hutchinson from Sunbay Aviation. FedEx apparently delivered something of ours to you by accident, and we really need it. The very nice lady out in the lobby showed me the UPS boxes and said she thought someone brought the FedEx shipment out here.”
The older man looked up, chuckling as he shook with him. “Morris Travis. Nice to meet you. You new? Haven’t met you before.”
Porter didn’t want to be rude. “It’s only my second day. I’m their new head mechanic.”
“Ah, and you still drew the short straw?” He smiled.
“Well, both our administrative assistant and our GM are out of the office with family emergencies today, so yeah, I drew the short straw.”
“We’ll be seeing a lot of each other, then.” Morris scratched his head. “I didn’t snag the pile, and I think all our guys are at lunch right now.” Morris glanced around then turned toward the open hangar door where, out on the apron, a guy’s legs were visible outside what looked like a Bell 412. He had a small work cart next to the helicopter, and on it, Porter spotted some small boxes and padded mailers.
Bingo.
Morris pointed. “Maybe Gavin grabbed it by mistake.” He laughed. “He’s new around here, too.”
Porter had already taken a step toward the open doorway when he nearly stumbled.
That has to be a coincidence, right?
“Um, thanks.”
“No problem.”
Porter felt his pulse race as he tried to talk himself down the closer he drew to the helicopter.
It’s not him. It will not be him.
In fact, Porter tried to come up on the guy’s blind side, hoping to simply snag the package and turn and run without even saying anything to him.
Unfortunately, from the sun’s angle Porter cast a shadow into the cabin as he approached, and the guy stood and turned.
He wasn’t sure who was more shocked, him or Gav, when they stared into each other’s eyes.
 




Chapter Eleven
 
Gavin’s first instinct had been to want to throw himself into Porter’s arms and kiss him. The guy looked like hell, dark circles under his eyes and wearing a grief-stricken expression that appeared even worse than the day they’d said good-bye at TIA.
He’d even taken a step toward Porter when he pulled himself up short and his brain struggled to make sense of this.
How the fuck did he find me? “What the hell are you doing here?” Gavin demanded.
Then Porter looked down, at the cart, at the FedEx packages there, parts Gavin had been waiting on for this job.
Porter rooted through them, coming up with one and holding it up. “This is ours,” he hoarsely said. “Delivered by mistake.” Gavin realized he was turning to leave.
“Wait!” Grief that Porter wasn’t pulling him into his arms for a hello kiss swirled with confusion and anger that he just showed up out of nowhere, and—
Oh. He spotted the SRQ security badge on the lanyard around Porter’s neck.
Porter stopped, but had stepped back.
This just wasn’t computing. Gavin wasn’t able to formulate a coherent thought. “Why are you…here?”
“Old friend offered me a new job,” Porter quietly said. He didn’t even sound right, sad, like he was close to tears. “Making twenty grand more a year. It’s my second day.” He eased back another step.
Gavin took a step toward him, unable to help it, hating himself for how much he wanted to throw himself into Porter’s arms. “Why did you do it?” he asked. “Why?” He sniffled back the tears that were bound and determined to escape. “That’s all I want to know. Why?”
Confusion filled Porter’s face. “I just told you—it was twenty grand more a year. It’s what I was going to talk to you about that afternoon when you called me. I was on my way out the door to meet Kevin Axelrod and the owner for dinner here in Sarasota to discuss salary and other terms.”
Anger struggled for dominance once more. “That’s not what I’m talking about! You lied to me!”
“What? When?”
“You were at the fucking Toucan that weekend, and you told me you were home when I called you. Don’t bullshit me, Porter!”
More confusion filled Porter’s expression, triggering fear in Gavin. “I spent Friday night at the Toucan, yeah. But I left early Saturday, after breakfast, and drove home.”
Gavin blinked. “What?”
“I was in a shitty frame of mind and wasn’t in the mood to be there. It worked out for the best, because Kevin called me to come talk to them to discuss this job. I didn’t lie to you. I wish you’d tell me what happened, Gav, I—”
“You fucked Jayce, okay? That’s what happened. Then he messaged me and said you were there that weekend, so stop fucking lying to me. Worse, you didn’t even have the fucking balls to tell me you were fucking him!”
He watched Porter’s gaze narrow, his brow furrowing even deeper in confusion. “What?”
One of those tingles, intuition, tried to settle in Gavin’s brain and put the brakes on his tirade, but he wasn’t having it. He shoved it aside, ignoring it, wanting his moment of outrage—finally. “Don’t fucking what me, Porter. Jayce told me everything.”
“Jayce? You mean Jayce Dugger?”
“Well, who the fuck else would I mean, Porter? You didn’t think he’d tell me? We’re friends. At least someone’s honest with me,” he added in a mutter.
Gavin wasn’t sure he liked the deeper gear Porter’s voice dropped into.
Dom-tone.
Because when Porter started hitting those deeper registers, that was one of the easiest ways for the Dom to short-circuit every last cell of common sense in Gavin’s body. He could never resist Porter in full-on Dom mode, and had never wanted to, either.
“Jayce told you what, exactly?”
Gavin screwed up his courage. “You and I had a deal, Porter. If we got into something long-term and serious with someone, we’d tell the other.”
“Yeah? And?”
Gavin no longer felt as certain of his outrage as he did before. “You don’t think you should’ve told me about Jayce?”
“I’m still waiting for you to tell me about Jayce. I only played with the guy one damn time, because you asked me to. I wish I hadn’t even done that. But you asked me to, so I did despite my better instincts. Then, it was every time I turned around, he was like a goddamned cockroach stuck to the bottom of my boots. I couldn’t get rid of him. Only reason I didn’t tell him to go fuck himself sooner was because he is your friend and I promised you I’d be nice to him.
“I dodged him at the Toucan that weekend on Friday. On Saturday morning he tracked me down at breakfast and asked me to play, again, and I told him no, I was never playing with him again. That’s why I left the Toucan early—I didn’t want to deal with him on top of how much I was missing you. I was checked out and heading home before ten that morning.”
The tingle was rapidly turning into a full-on earthquake as horror washed through Gavin. “What?”
The furrows in Porter’s brow deepened. “What?”
“You…you haven’t been fucking Jayce?”
One good thing about ten years of friendship was that Gavin knew Porter had no poker face.
Absolutely none.
The man’s brow was so furrowed now it looked like fifty acres of freshly-plowed field. “Fuck Jayce? Jayce Dugger?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
Ooooh, Gavin was starting to wish he was. “No,” he whispered, now feeling nearly sick.
Porter’s expression transformed to disgust. “I wouldn’t fuck Jayce Dugger while wearing a full HAZMAT suit and a borrowed strap-on wrapped in a Hefty bag. Are you crazy? There’s not enough Lysol, bleach, and hand sanitizer in the world for me to even want to scene with him again. I’m damn sure not sticking my dick in the dude. I’ve never fucked him. I didn’t even touch his dick when we played that one time, and I damn sure didn’t let him blow me.”
Oh…shit.
Except, Porter wasn’t done. He propped his hands on his hips, glanced around, dropped his voice even lower, and leaned in. “Had I known what a fricking douchebag the guy was, I wouldn’t have even scened with him, friend of yours or not. You know me. I have a type, and Typhus Tommy is not my type. Why the hell would you think I’d ever in my life fuck the dude?”
Gavin swallowed hard, the words now dried up in his throat and his lungs aching. It felt like the world was closing in on him.
I…fucked up. Big time.
He stared into Porter’s brown gaze, which, right now, looked like deep, dark chocolate shot through with wisps of interstellar dark matter.
“Well?” Porter demanded.
Gavin tried to answer him, but the heat of the Florida morning sun beating down on him, oppressively hot, baked into the pavement and radiating up at them, had dried all his spit and stuck his tongue to the roof of his mouth. Arching over them, a clear, gorgeous blue sky witnessed everything.
I’ve lost him.
In that moment, framed with perfection and aching beauty all around them, he knew Porter was going to walk away as soon as he heard the next thing from him.
Because he’d have every right to.
Worse—Gavin knew he deserved it.
Gavin had to swallow again, and this time it was to keep from puking. “Jayce told me you and him were fucking on the regular,” he finally managed to force out of his throat.
Aaaaaannnnd here comes the eyebrow.
It was always Porter’s right one, something Gavin used to tease Porter about all the time. He was a lefty, and it was always his right eyebrow that went up.
“Let me get this straight,” Porter slowly said in an ominous tone. “You thought I was sleeping with Jayce…because Jayce told you I was? And you never bothered to ask me if that was true or not?”
 
* * * *
 
Gavin nodded.
Porter felt a lot of shit click into place.
Including a metric fuckton of anger.
Scratch that—rage.
He struggled to rein in that rage and kept his voice low and even. “You thought I was pulling a Geoff and wasn’t being honest with you, so instead of, oh, I don’t know, calling me and discussing this like a functional adult, you decided to blow me off and ghost me?”
“I—”
“Ten years,” Porter whispered, rage seething within him, and not all of it directed at Gavin. “Ten fucking years we’ve been friends, Gav. Good friends. You were my best fucking friend. How many times in all those years have I ever lied to you about something?”
“I—”
“How many times have you ever seen me lie to anyone?” He steamrolled him now. “Jesusfuckingchrist, Gav. We were lovers for over six years. You’re telling me now you don’t trust me? After all the times we played? After all we’ve been through as friends?”
Part of him wanted to grab Gavin and pull him into his arms. His gorgeous blue eyes looked full of pain.
He doesn’t trust me.
Sweat trickled between Porter’s shoulder blades, running down his spine.
There were a lot of things he could forgive and forget.
A lot.
But if someone didn’t trust him…
A cold, hard ball congealed in the pit of his stomach, pain and anger and guilt and no telling how much else garbage.
It finally hit him they were standing out in the middle of the apron. They hadn’t attracted any attention—yet—but it was only a matter of time.
“I can’t do this,” Porter said, struggling to keep himself in check. “Especially not here and now.”
What he wanted to do was fucking scream.
And pound the shit out of that little bastard, Jayce, but that could get him arrested. Because the kind of pounding he wanted to do to Jayce wasn’t the kind of pounding Jayce so obviously wanted.
He turned on his heel and stalked away from Gavin before he said or did something that could effectively end his career in the Western world and get his FAA licenses pulled.
Since he had no desire to work somewhere like Mogadishu, or Jacksonville, it was time to walk away.
He ignored Gavin’s pleas to stop and headed around the outside of the building, almost at a dead run by the time he reached the Beast where it was parked.
He did punch the side of the truck as he ripped the door open, though.
Motherfucker.
He’d cranked the truck and was starting to drive away when Gavin headed toward him.
Didn’t he even get brownie points for not flipping Gav off, or peeling out and leaving a skid mark?
He headed across the complex to his building, his mind surging with this revelation.
I can’t even change my fucking cell number.
He’d had it for years, used it for work, not just personal.
But the thought of blocking Gav’s number also filled him with a different kind of dark pain.
This wasn’t how he’d planned things.
Gav was supposed to come back from Costa Rica, they were going to talk, move in together, and Porter would finally admit to the guy he wanted to make what they had a permanent situation.
A lifetime kind of permanence. If Gavin would let him.
Would finally be able to admit to Gavin how much he loved him.
Finally.
It wasn’t something he’d wanted to dump on the guy while he was trying to decide what career path to take, because had he done that and Gav stayed and things went south between them, that would’ve been double the guilt heaped on Porter.
Had Gavin decided to stay, yeah, then he would have talked to him about moving in together. To save them both money and see where things might go between them.
To give being more than just good friends an honest shot.
To maybe trying things forever.
Guess I can lay that dream to rest now.
 




Chapter Twelve
 
Gavin knew he couldn’t drive on the interior service road with his private vehicle. He ran back inside. “I gotta run an errand,” he told Morris. “Where is Sunbay Aviation?”
Morris stared at him. “What happened? Didn’t that guy get his part? Or did they get one of ours?”
“It’s a long story. I need to go talk to him. Where’s Sunbay Aviation?”
He turned and pointed to the southwest, across the open field and runway, to some distant buildings over on US41. “This time of day, you’ll need to go down to University and head west, then north on 41. You’ll never be able to make a left turn across traffic on northbound 41 right now. Especially with the construction.”
“Thanks.” He grabbed his keys from his toolbox and bolted through the office. “I’m taking lunch,” he told Celia’s mom as he jogged out to the parking lot to his truck.
Then, as Gavin finally reached University fifteen minutes later, he realized how damn long this drive would really take. On a map it should be a five-minute trip, if that. Hell, it was less than a five-minute walk straight across the damn fields and runway.
In reality, however, it was nearly forty minutes later when he finally turned into the parking lot at Sunbay Aviation. He didn’t see Porter’s truck anywhere, although he did spot the old company truck he’d been driving.
Taking a deep breath, Gavin walked inside the lobby, but there was no one in there.
A moment later, just as Gavin was going to head through the office to find the hangar door, a guy walked in, a mechanic. “Hey. Can I help you?”
Gavin needed to swallow and heard how shaky his voice sounded. “Hey. I’m from Addleson Aviation, over on the other side of the complex. I need to speak to Porter, please.”
“He left for lunch a little while ago. Did we get some of your packages, too?”
Gavin shook his head. “No, this is about something else. We’re…old friends. I didn’t realize he was working here, and he left before I really had a chance to talk to him. I was hoping to grab lunch with him. Any idea where he went?”
“Sorry, he didn’t say. You’re welcome to wait for him, if you want.”
Shit. “Thanks. I’ll try calling him.” He pulled his cell from his back pocket and walked outside to his truck like he was trying to call him.
Instead, he got into his truck and sat there with it running and the AC on high to wait for Porter.
 
* * * *
 
Porter sat in his truck in the parking lot of Addleson Aviation and waited for Gavin to return from lunch. He could text him, but he was afraid if he did that he’d end up in another fight with him.
He wanted to sit and discuss this like adults.
Unfortunately, his lunch break was almost over, and he still hadn’t eaten lunch.
And it was going to take him for-fucking-ever to get back to work.
That was one good thing about Lakeland—even rush hour there wasn’t a fraction as bad as this traffic.
After waiting thirty minutes and with no sign of Gavin, Porter finally gave up and headed back to work, grabbing a sandwich on the way to eat there. He couldn’t wait any longer. When he returned and walked out to the hangar to let Jim know, the man looked up from the plane he was working on.
“Did that guy catch up with you?”
Porter stopped. “What guy?”
“That guy from Addleson Aviation. He came by looking for you. Said he’s a friend of yours.”
Porter closed his eyes and mentally counted to five. Motherfucker.
Of course, leave it to Gavin to complicate the absolute fuck out of an already epically fubared situation. “Thanks. I’ll call him. I’m sure we’ll catch up soon.” He returned to the office, sat at the front desk, and unwrapped his sandwich.
Oh, we’re going to catch up, all right. And he’s going to catch a shit-load of hell from me.
But he wasn’t going to call him. Not right now. Fuck that, if Gavin was going to act like a passive-aggressive teenaged girl, Porter would treat him like one.
He had a hard time getting his mind back on his work though. After turning off the ringer on his cell phone, he threw himself into trying to learn his way around the office, fielding phone calls, familiarizing himself with their computer system, and getting up-to-speed on all the current and pending repair and maintenance, inspection, and repair jobs on the schedule.
Mostly, he managed to keep Gavin off his mind.
It was close to dusk when he finally walked outside a little before seven and locked the front door. A truck had been parked next to his, but they shared a lot with the business next door, which was still open.
Then he heard a car door open and realized…
Shit. Here we go.
 
* * * *
 
Gavin knew he should have called Porter, but he’d fucked this up enough. He didn’t want to do this on the phone.
He wanted this handled in person, where he could watch Porter’s face, see the man.
Convince himself Porter wasn’t lying to him. Because Porter was right—other than the occasional little white lie everyone told to spare someone’s feelings, he could not ever remember a single time Porter had ever outright lied to someone.
Even when it meant telling an uncomfortable truth.
Especially so then.
Porter walked over and unlocked his truck without a word. Gavin thought maybe he was going to get in and drive off without even speaking to him, but all he did was put his stuff inside and then close the door again. He turned, leaning against the side of it, and crossed his arms over his chest.
Waiting.
Except…he stared at the ground, not at Gavin.
Gavin took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”
Porter slowly nodded.
“Did they tell you I came by at lunch?”
He slowly nodded again, still without looking at him.
Oooh, Porter was going to make him do the heavy-lifting here.
But he also knew he deserved that.
“I-I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you. You’re right, I should’ve trusted you. You’ve never done anything to make me not trust you.”
Porter finally looked up at him, but he didn’t uncross his arms and suspicion now layered his brown gaze, which in this dim evening light resembled deep mahogany.
He didn’t reply for…a while. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded soft, pained, and that knifed guilt deep into Gavin’s soul.
“I don’t understand what I did so wrong in what we had together that would allow you to default to trusting that piece of shit over me, a man you’ve been in an actual relationship with for over six years. What was missing?”
“Me, Porter,” Gavin said before really thinking it through.
“What?”
“Once I left for Costa Rica, it felt like you gave a shit about everyone but me, okay?” Gavin turned away from him, running a hand through his brown hair.
“That’s not true!”
He spun toward him again. “Well that’s what it felt like from my end, all right? You meet that one guy, Ivan? Like a month after I’m gone. He reminded you of Dane, and all of a sudden you’re off to the fucking races to swoop in and save him like we hadn’t been friends for ten years, and more for five, at that point.”
“That’s—”
“Don’t say it’s not true, because then you and I both know that’s a goddamned fucking lie!”
Porter stared at him.
“Because I heard it in your voice when you told me about him,” Gavin continued. “Yeah, bonus points for you because you were honest with me about him. But you know what? None of the other guys over the years ever bothered me, Porter. Seriously, they didn’t. Ivan did. Because I heard it in your voice that you thought he was another Dane. That was the day I guess I realized everyone else was always going to come first in your life except me. That you were never going to sound like that when you talked about me.”
 
* * * *
 
It felt like Gavin slapped him. “That’s not true.”
Gavin snorted. “Really? From when you met Ivan, until you realized he wasn’t going to call you back, I knew you had him on your mind. You talked about him several times. I don’t mind the fucks who left your mind about the same time they left your bed. But Ivan got under your skin after one fucking night in a way that apparently I never could in several damn years. I guess I believed Jayce because I figured you’d made him your emotional DIY project in place of Ivan.”
Anger washed through Porter. “Why are you upset about Ivan? You hooked up with a guy after that. You don’t hear me going off on you about it.”
“No, I didn’t. We went out a couple of times, I blew him once, and I realized I couldn’t fuck him. I haven’t fucked anyone but you, Porter. Since I left. No one but you.”
“What?”
“Yeah.”
Porter stared at him as he tried to process that. “But…but when we talked—”
“When you talked, Porter.” Gav stared up at him with those gorgeous blue eyes, which were currently full of anguish that ripped at Porter’s soul. “I let you talk and realized that yeah, you asked me about work and things I was doing, the country, all that. But when it came to you playing around, my absence wasn’t slowing you down at all, was it?”
“You’re the one who left me,” Porter screamed. “You’re the one who went to Costa-fucking-Rica!”
“You’re the one who let me!” Gavin screamed back. “I even asked you before I went if there was a reason for me to stay, and you basically said not to let the door hit me where the good lord split me!”
“I thought you wanted to go! I didn’t want to stand in your way! I didn’t want to manipulate you into staying, and I damn sure didn’t want to push you into staying if you wanted to go.”
“I wanted you to push me to stay, Porter.” He blinked back tears. “For one goddamned time, I wanted you to push me. I wanted you to want me. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, was for you to want me.”
“I do want you, Gav! You were supposed to move in with me and—”
“And then what, Porter? You keep fucking other guys because I wasn’t good enough for you?”
Stunned, Porter stared at him. “Of course you’re good enough for me.”
“Then why wasn’t I ever good enough for you to give up fucking other guys?”
“Why the hell didn’t you say you wanted to be exclusive? Fuck, for over six months before you left, we were exclusive!”
“Sure, by circumstances, not by your choice.”
“Yes, by my choice! I had offers, and I turned them down. Because they weren’t you. Because I fucking love you.”
Gavin’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Yeah. You never thought to fucking ask me any of that, though, did you? Just like I didn’t fuck anyone but Ivan while you were gone. Blowjobs, yeah, I got a couple from guys I played with. I’ll own that. I never lied to you about that, either. But if you’ll recall, you’re the one who brought up not being exclusive while you were gone. I thought that’s what you wanted. It wasn’t what I wanted. I even offered to stay exclusive while you were gone, and you said no, that was okay. So don’t give me that fucking revisionist bullshit!”
Porter turned away from him and ran his hands through his hair. Hell, he felt like ripping his goddamned hair out. Had he really done such a shitty job of showing Gavin how he felt about him?
Apparently so.
It sounded like Gavin was near tears but Porter resisted the urge to turn back to him and pull him into his arms. This had to be resolved first, and he wasn’t sure a half-screaming “chat” in the parking lot after work could be considered resolving the matter.
“I wanted you to want me, Porter,” he said. “I wanted you to take the damn initiative and show me you wanted me. I wanted you to show up at my place, walk right in like you owned it, and take me in hand. I wanted you to shove me onto the bed, pin me by my fucking throat, look me in the eyes, and tell me I wasn’t going anywhere. That I belonged to you and you belonged to me. I wanted you to own me, not let me go. And then fuck me to claim me and seal the deal. I wanted you to push me to stay, lay official claim to me, and show me you loved me.”
“I don’t push,” he softly said. “And I don’t play games. You know that, and you damn well know why.”
Gavin now stood almost right behind Porter, between the two trucks. Porter could see him in the reflection in his driver’s window. “I’m not Dane! I’m—”
Porter spun around, slammed him against the side of Gavin’s truck, and crushed his lips over Gavin’s.
Meanwhile, his cock woke up, screamed yaaaaas, bitches! and nearly punched a hole through the front of his briefs and shorts.
Gavin tasted like sweat and fear and desperate, shaky need. Porter pressed his body against Gavin’s, their cocks both hard and rubbing together through their clothes. A sweet, low moan rolled from Gavin as Porter kissed him, and then he started grinding back against Porter, tried to drape his arms around his neck, and—
Porter’s common sense finally caught up with him and he released Gavin, stepping back, horrified he’d done that. Hard and heavy in a scene? Absolutely.
Laying hands on someone in real-life?
Fuck, no.
Shit.
With his hands shaking and his emotions a confused, swampy mess, Porter climbed into his truck, started it, and peeled out of the parking lot while a stunned-looking Gavin stood there watching.
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
Gavin stood there watching Porter drive away, still whimpering from echoes of that kiss ricocheting through his body, his cock aching and his soul singing.
This.
That man.
That’s the man he wanted to claim him.
That’s the man who owned his heart and soul and submission.
He’d never called another man Master before, but that tantalizing glimpse he’d just had of that side of Porter drove home something Gavin had desperately, and futilely, tried to erase from his own soul—Porter was his Master, his love.
His only.
He didn’t even realize he was crying until he walked around his truck to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel.
He’d fucked this up all the way around. His fear and being locked into old patterns.
One of the things that had made him so fucking angry about Dane’s suicide, besides the man having to know it’d be Porter who’d find him, was yes, Dane went through a lot of shit as a kid. But he’d let himself get stuck in such a tight, regimented cycle of old, useless pain.
In all those years, Dane had never managed to get past it enough to move forward.
And Porter—and Gavin, too—ended up paying a life-long price, as a result.
But wasn’t that exactly what he’d done, too, to a lesser extent. Chosen to remain stuck where he’d ended up instead of moving forward? Looking back and tripping all over himself instead of focusing forward and on Porter?
As he drove home, he got stuck at a red light and stared at his phone. Before he could stop himself, he texted his address to Porter.
Nothing else, just that.
Tomorrow morning, he’d go by Porter’s work and ask him to come over tomorrow night for dinner. He’d beg forgiveness and for another chance, if Porter would give it to him.
If not, he wouldn’t blame him.
When he got home he headed straight for the shower and stood there, dreaming about the feel of Porter’s lips over his. It hardened his cock again, and for the first time in a while he grabbed lube and started stroking because he needed to come.
He was halfway there when he heard something, but before he could investigate, a hand ripped the shower curtain open and he let out a scream.
 
* * * *
 
Porter had just pulled into his apartment complex when his phone buzzed.
His heart raced when he saw it was from Gavin…then he realized it was only an address.
Nothing more.
No message, no apology.
He headed inside and for shits and giggles tapped the address, which automatically opened his map program.
Oh…shit.
Gavin literally lived five minutes away. Not even that.
Are you shitting me?
Before he could talk himself out of it, he grabbed clean clothes, shoved them into his gym bag, and headed out again, barely remembering to lock the door behind him.
When he arrived, Gavin’s truck was parked in front of one of the units. He started to knock but something told him not to.
He slowly reached out and tried the knob and found it unlocked.
When he opened the door, he peeked inside and heard a shower running, but this was definitely Gavin’s apartment. He spotted the framed picture of them, identical to the one he had, sitting on the entertainment center next to his TV. It wasn’t the only familiar thing, either. The couch was new, as were a couple of other pieces, but there were knickknacks and books, pictures he recognized.
He stepped inside, dropped his bag, closed and locked the door behind him, and stripped on his way to the bathroom. There, he grabbed the shower curtain and jerked it open, grinning to see a very startled Gavin standing there, and—
“Oh, someone wasn’t given permission to fucking do that.” Porter climbed in, grabbing Gavin by the throat and slamming him against the wall, pinning him there. Porter reached behind him and pulled the shower curtain closed again. At five-seven, Gavin was eight inches shorter than Porter, with a slender build, but their bodies had always felt perfect pressed against each other.
The fear in Gavin’s eyes flared and flashed over to pure passion and hunger. “Sorry, Sir. I-I didn’t know if you were coming.”
Porter’s fingers closed around Gavin’s throat, not enough to cut off his air but enough to make him remember who was in charge. He leaned in and slanted his lips over Gavin’s, devoured him with hungry, demanding kisses that hardened his own cock.
“Oh, I’m going to be coming all right, boy,” he rasped. “You’ll be lucky if I let you come for a fucking month.”
More desire blossomed in Gavin’s gorgeous blue eyes, and Porter realized how much he’d fucking missed this with him.
“Yes, Sir. I deserve it.”
Porter slammed him against the wall again. “Damn right you do.” More kisses. Porter reached down and slapped Gavin’s hand away from his cock, wrapping his own fingers around it and squeezing hard, until Gavin’s moan turned from needy to pained and he eased up just a little. “Remind me who that belongs to?”
“You, Sir!” Gavin said.
Porter sucked on Gavin’s lower lip and slowly stroked his cock for him. “Damn right it fucking does.” He released Gavin, and Porter almost thought he was going to have to grab Gavin again to keep him from hitting the floor, he’d dived into subspace so hard and fast. “Knees,” he barked.
Gavin sank to his knees, his mouth already open. Porter grabbed his head and started face-fucking him with all ten inches of thick cock that he had, unable to hold back this time. He needed it, needed Gavin too damn much.
Needed to stake his claim in a way his boy would have absolutely zero fucking doubts about.
“Take it,” he growled. “Every goddamned drop of it. I’ll decide after that if I’m going to reward you or not.”
Gavin moaned around his cock. Porter knew that hungry moan, too. Had missed it soooo fucking much. His perfect tongue stroked and licked Porter’s cock with every thrust, his blue eyes watering but still looking up at him.
Even while Porter slid his prick all the way into Gavin’s mouth, Gavin stayed with him.
No pussy ever felt as good as this man’s mouth. Ever.
And he’d fucked two pussies in his life, so he had a valid goddamned comparison.
His thumbs stroked Gavin’s cheeks as Porter’s gaze burned hot into his boy’s. “You missed this, hmmm?”
“Mmm-hmm!”
He pushed deep, choking him on it, his balls against Gavin’s chin. “Take it, boy. Remember how to swallow ten inches? You’d better.” He smiled as he felt Gavin struggling not to gag on it, eased out just enough to let him regroup before slamming deep again. “Remember that night I tied you up on the bed with your head hanging over the edge and fed you three loads deep down your throat just like that?”
A long, needy moan rolled from Gavin, straight through Porter’s balls and triggering his release. He pulled back and started fucking, hard and fast, letting Gavin concentrate on the head and glans with his tongue and the roof of his mouth. Then his balls tensed and he felt his orgasm hit him. As it spiraled through him, he jammed his prick deep into Gavin’s mouth again and reveled in the feel of his boy’s throat around him as he swallowed his first load of cum from Porter in over a year.
It damn sure wouldn’t be the last one he swallowed, either.
 
* * * *
 
Ohhhh, fuuuuuck yes!
Could it really be this easy?
Part of Gavin’s brain, the part usually in charge of common sense and paying bills, tapped his wristwatch and said no, it’s not, but enjoy it while you can.
The rest of Gavin’s brain locked that annoying little fucker in the basement and delighted in trying to remember how to swallow that gorgeous hunk of meat without gagging on it.
It’d always been a point of pride for Gavin that he could usually take Porter all the way on the first try. Plenty of times they’d played with guys, and when one would choke or gag, Gavin would grin, open wide, and show off, proudly displaying his oral talents and loving the good-boys that Porter would shower him with before pulling out and gagging the bottom with his cock again.
It’d been a game.
Once Gavin drained Porter’s balls, Porter grabbed him by the arm, jerked him to his feet, spun him around, and planted a hand between his shoulder blades to shove him over. Gavin felt Porter drizzle lube down the crack of his ass. Then a finger probed Gavin’s hole, and he moaned when it easily slid in.
“Yeeeaah, that’s what a boy needs, isn’t it?” Porter fisted Gavin’s hair with his free hand and held him in place as he slowly finger-fucked him. “Going to need to stretch you out right, aren’t I? This what you wanted?”
“Yes, Sir!”
Porter pulled his finger out and slapped Gavin’s ass, spanking him and then finger-fucking him again, back and forth and completely shoving in the clutch, hard, on Gavin’s brain.
Gavin rested his forehead against his arms, which were braced against the shower wall. He’d forgotten how sweet this form of subspace felt, sharp and pure and all the better because it was nothing but their bodies making all those delicious brain chemicals now pouring into his skull.
“Who’s this belong to?” Porter asked as he twisted two fingers deep inside Gavin’s rim.
“You, Sir!”
Gavin’s ass quickly grew hot and stinging from the treatment, even as Porter worked him up to three fingers between spanking rounds. Before Gavin knew it, he felt the head of Porter’s cock pressing against his rim, stretching him, then slamming home and making him cry out.
Not because it hurt, but because it felt fucking fantastic. Of course Porter had lubed himself. But as Gavin stood there, gasping, his cock hard and leaking pre-cum all over the place, he closed his eyes and realized if he was being given a second chance then he was the luckiest fucking guy on the face of the planet.
Porter’s hands settled on Gavin’s hips as he paused to give Gavin a moment to shift how he was bracing himself. “What was that someone said about being pushed?” He took a long, slow stroke out before driving deep again.
Gavin giggled. When was the last time he’d fucking done that? “Yes, Sir, that would be you pushing me.”
Porter fucked him for a few minutes before pausing and reaching around him. “First one’s free, boy. Go.” His fingers closed around Gavin’s cock and started pumping him.
It only took three strokes before he was coming, his ass squeezing the perfect cock planted deep inside him and spurts of cum splashing all over the walls.
Porter only gave him a few before grabbing his hips and fucking him again. “Lucky boy gets it at both ends tonight,” he grunted before he came, falling still as his cock throbbed and spilled inside Gavin.
They stood there for a moment, silent, breathing…evaluating.
Porter finally pulled out and turned Gavin around, holding him in his arms. When the water started going turning lukewarm, Porter released him so they could quickly scrub down with soap and get out before it went totally cold. There in the bathroom, they dried each other off while kissing, and Gavin realized what had been missing in his life was right here.
He thought Porter would take him to the bedroom and make love to him again, but when he followed him out of the bathroom, he realized Porter was going to the front door and grabbed his gym bag.
Then he started pulling on clothes.
“Wh-what are you doing, Sir?”
There was old, ancient grief in Porter’s gaze as he pulled on a T-shirt. Then he walked over to him and put his hands on Gavin’s shoulders. “I can’t stay tonight.”
“Why not?”
Porter stared down into his eyes for a long moment. “I came to you,” he quietly said. “Like you told me you wanted.” Then he leaned in and nuzzled a tender, gentle kiss against his lips. “I love you, and I only want you. No more games, no more mistrust, no more hesitation. Take tonight—hell, take a couple of days, if you need it. There’s a fork in the road, baby. Either we’re together, or we’re just friends. I know what I want.
“When you can look me in the eyes and tell me, for sure, which one you want, you come to me and tell me. If it’s just friends, then no hard feelings, and let’s try to get back to something close to what we had in terms of being friends, because I fucking miss you.”
He sniffled, and it nearly broke Gavin’s heart, but he didn’t interrupt.
“If you decide you want to be with me, then great, I’ll take it from there. But it has to be your choice. You’re an adult. I can’t make this choice for you, baby.”
Then Gavin couldn’t believe what he did next. Porter kissed him on the forehead, grabbed his bag, dirty clothes, and keys…and left.
Gavin ran to the front door and peered through the viewfinder.
Sure enough…
He drove off.
If it wasn’t for the way his ass was deliciously stretched and stinging, he’d almost believe he’d imagined the whole thing.
And as he lay there later that night and failed to fall asleep, one thing kept pulsing through his mind—I can’t lose him again.
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
Porter honestly didn’t know what choice Gavin would make and did his level best not to obsess about it too much overnight.
Still, he slept, but restlessly, and with nightmares sprinkled through what little he did get.
The next morning…
Gavin was waiting in the parking lot when Porter arrived at work almost an hour early. He saw Gavin climb out of his truck as soon as he spotted Porter’s approaching. Then he stood there, ready, when Porter parked.
Porter’s pulse pounded as his soul soared, hopeful.
I need a fucking win. Please?
Porter got out of his truck, stood there, and studied Gavin for a long moment. “Did you decide?” Porter asked.
“Yes, Sir,” Gavin said, sending Porter’s hopes soaring.
“And?”
Gavin took a deep breath. For a second, Porter felt certain he was about to have his heart gutted.
“Together, Sir.” Gavin blinked back tears. “Please,” he whispered, begging. “Together. I need you, Sir. I’ve missed you, and I love you, and I want you. Please?”
Relief swept through him, so sharp and sweet that it triggered tears in Porter’s eyes. “Marry me,” Porter said.
Gavin’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Marry me, dammit. You want proof I love you? Marry me. No other guys. Won’t even play with other guys. Just you and me.”
He watched Gavin’s throat work as he nervously swallowed.
Porter took a step closer. “Want me to drop down onto one knee right here? Because I will.”
“Wh-what’s the catch?” Gavin softly asked.
Porter shook his head. “No catch. You and me and no one else. I can’t do vanilla, but you already know that, so that’s not a shocker. Marry me and be mine. My husband, my slave, my everything. You set the date.”
He watched as Gavin glanced around, but there was no one in the parking lot with them right now.
“Time for you to put up or shut up, buddy,” Porter added. “If you mean it about how you feel for me, then say yes. If you don’t, then stop crucifying me over this, let’s shake hands, and at least try to figure out how to become friends again, because I fucking miss you. Should I have sat you down before you accepted the job in Costa Rica? Yes. I’ll own that. I was a dumbass. Have I had my head up my ass about my grief for Dane? Yes. I’ll own that, too.
“But you have to admit you’ve had issues of your own. And we wouldn’t be here right now had you simply looked at me and said, ‘I love you, and I won’t take this job if you love me, too, because I don’t want to be away from you for that long.’ Or had you simply said, ‘Hey, funny story. Jayce is trying to tell me you’re fucking him, but he’s full of shit, right?’ And I would have told you, ‘Absolutely he’s full of shit. When is your ass coming home from Costa Rica, so I can marry you and keep you here, with me, where you belong?’
“If you marry me, Gav, I promise I’ll work on all of that, if you promise to work on your family stuff and your trust issues. You’ll be first and only in my life. I can’t give you more than that, because there isn’t anything above that to give. If that’s not enough for you, I don’t know what else I can do to convince you how serious I am or how much I love you.”
 
* * * *
 
Gavin stared at him, stunned into silence.
Wasn’t this what he’d wanted?
Hadn’t he just spent months mourning what he’d had with Porter?
Hadn’t he spent nights crying himself to sleep because he ached not just for his lover and Top and partner in crime, but his best goddamned friend?
He had.
All of that, and more.
Every damn bit of it.
How shocked he’d been to see Porter appear there at work yesterday.
How he’d spent every day since moving back to Florida trying to resist the Siren’s call to go to Porter and beg him to not fuck Jayce.
And now…he didn’t even felt worthy of the man after his colossal fuckup of not trusting him.
Porter was a play slut. Gavin never begrudged that, because he loved watching Porter play. Hell, he loved helping him play with guys. The man was fricking hawt in Dom mode.
It was one of the things he’d fallen in love with.
“I’m still the same man I was, Gav,” Porter added. “I haven’t changed, except to realize I shouldn’t have held back with you. It wasn’t because I don’t love you. It was because I love you. You know what I went through with Dane. After what you went through, I didn’t want you to make a decision based on me and regret it later. I wanted it to be because you wanted it. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you, buddy, is for you to be happy.”
His vision blurred as tears filled his eyes. There were suddenly double, triple Porters standing there.
Was he really getting a second chance?
More importantly…was he seriously going to squander that second chance?
He found himself nodding. “Yes.”
Porter’s smile outshone even the Sarasota sun as he stepped in and engulfed Gavin in a long, strong hug. He realized he was crying, sobbing as he clung to Porter and pressed his face against the man’s shoulder.
Porter turned and leaned against the truck, his face buried in Gavin’s hair.
“It’s okay, buddy. We’ll take this as slow as you need. I’ll marry you tomorrow or in five years, your call. But I meant it—only you. You’re the only guy I want. I’ve missed you so fucking much.”
That only made it that much worse, that Gavin knew his isolation had totally been self-inflicted.
Worse, he’d hurt Porter in the process and damaged the man’s trust in him.
Yes, he could’ve simply told Porter he wanted to discuss taking things to the next level with him instead of the passive-aggressive way he’d handled it.
Yes, he could’ve simply asked Porter if he’d fucked Jayce.
Yes, he should’ve confronted Porter and cleared the air instead of sneaking back and taking another job and not even talking to him.
What if I’d taken a job somewhere else and never knew how badly I’d fucked up?
The shakes hit him then. Porter held him tighter as Gavin pressed his face into the man’s shoulder and sobbed with relief.
“Shhh,” Porter whispered as he leaned against the side of his truck with Gavin cradled against him. “It’s okay, boy. I’ve got you. I’m never letting you go again, either.”
Gavin didn’t care who saw them together. He didn’t give a shit they were at work.
He didn’t care about anything except whose arms he was in.
A man he wasn’t even sure if he deserved now after the shitty way he’d treated him.
Gavin had no clue how long they stood there. Porter made no move to rush him or make him step back. “At lunch,” he said.
“What was that, baby?” Porter asked.
“At lunch. I want to get married at lunch. Today.”
Porter gently grabbed his chin and made him look him in the eyes. “Are you sure?”
He nodded. “I mean, I don’t know if we can actually get married at lunch, but let’s at least go get the damn license so we can get married as soon as we can.”
The lines around the outsides of Porter’s brown eyes softened and slowly crinkled into a smile. “Gavin Hutchinson,” he said. “I like the sound of that.”
“So do I, Sir.”
Porter tucked him against him again, his chin rubbing along the top of Gavin’s head. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way over at lunchtime.”
 
* * * *
 
It turned out they couldn’t get married because of both the three-day waiting period, and Gavin either needed his passport and birth certificate, in addition to his driver’s license, or he needed to renew his license early and present those papers, too, so they could certify his ID thanks to new laws.
But they had the form and a plan.
They spent Wednesday and Thursday nights fucking each other to exhaustion and sleeping at Gavin’s.
Friday, on his lunch break, Gavin was able to get to the county tax collector’s office, where they also issued driver’s licenses, and got that handled.
Friday night they locked themselves in Gavin’s apartment.
Porter’s lunchtime assignment had been going to his storage unit and digging his implement bag out. When he opened it that evening at Gavin’s, Gavin’s cock hardened and he dropped to his knees in front of it.
“Dammit, I missed this evil thing,” Gavin teased.
“My bag, or my cock?”
Gavin laughed. “Yes, Sir.”
Porter, also standing there naked, smiled down at him. His cock had hardened and the only reason Gavin didn’t have it down his throat right now was because Porter had told him no earlier. To wait.
“We can’t scare your neighbors,” Porter warned, his tone light. “Pick three less noisy things out of there that I can use on you before I fuck your brains out.”
Oh, it was no contest. Gavin immediately burrowed into the bag and dug through its contents. He selected his favorite riding crop, a narrow oak paddle, and a very stingy flogger.
He loved the playful smile Porter wore. “Reeeeallly? Not exactly soft and fuzzy.”
“You didn’t say soft and fuzzy, Sir. You said less noisy. I know the paddle’s a little noisy, but I love it.”
Porter took the implements from him. “Ass over. Now.”
Gavin jumped up, raced to the bed, and bent over the edge with his ass stuck out.
“Mmm. Yes, exactly.” He stroked his hands down Gavin’s back, shoulders to ass and back again. “I have missed this sooo much.” He leaned in and Gavin felt Porter’s warm breath against the nape of his neck.
Porter started with gentle nips that soon became hard bites, all the way down his spine.
It was amazing how fast he could drop Gavin into subspace, as if they hadn’t spent any time apart. All the old things still worked just as well.
The stingy flogger made Gavin arch his back and put him on his toes, but he loved every second of it, relished it.
Needed it. The pain and the warm, gorgeous rush that flowed in after every impact. By the time Porter started using the paddle on him, Gavin was down deep and sticking his ass out for every strike.
When Porter reached around him and started stroking his cock for him as he spanked him with the paddle, it nearly sent him over the edge.
Then the riding crop. That devilishly mean beast. Every stripe Porter laid in his flesh over the marks he knew he sported now singed long-dormant passion into fiery life. Upon setting that aside, Porter rolled him onto his back and draped Gavin’s legs over his shoulders as he went down on Gavin.
It rolled his eyes back in his head, the pleasure mixed with the feel of his tender ass rubbing against the bed.
He reached down and stroked Porter’s hair, loving the evil gleam in the man’s eyes.
Yes, by this time next week, he’d be Mr. Gavin Hutchinson, because he honestly didn’t want to keep his name. Well, he’d hyphenate it because of his certifications, but he’d use Hutchinson.
On that thought he exploded, Porter staying with him and sucking down every drop before standing and lubing his cock and Gavin’s ass and sliding home.
Porter leaned in and kissed him. “Mine, mine, mine,” he whispered as he slowly fucked him, nibbling along the side of Gavin’s neck.
Gavin tried to coax him into fucking him harder. “Yours, Sir. All yours.”
“Damn right you’re all mine.” He lifted his head and stared into Gavin’s eyes. “In case it wasn’t clear, you don’t take any other jobs in Costa Rica or Outer Mongolia, or wherever. Nothing happens that I don’t sign off on or can’t be with you for. Understand?”
Gavin grinned. “Absolutely, Sir.”
Porter started moving, long-stroking him before slamming home deep and hard. It didn’t take him long to build up a good one before he exploded and fell still inside Gavin, kissing him, nibbling his lips, whispering to him how much he loved him.
“Never letting you go, baby,” Porter whispered. “Never again.”
Gavin buried his hands in Porter’s hair and held him in place for another kiss. “Good, because you’re never getting rid of me.”
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
Friday afternoon, after the men were officially proclaimed husbands, Gavin filed the name change form and then the next part of their newly-wedded bliss could commence. From Sarasota, they headed north to St. Pete and checked in at the Toucan. They were in a second-floor room on the north side of the pool courtyard. It’d give them a perfect view of the party this weekend.
Gavin was damn sure looking forward to it.
Porter flopped onto his back on the king-sized bed and unbuttoned his shirt as he lay there. “This freaking place, man. I’m so glad we got our shit together. I always love coming here with you.”
Now shirtless, Gavin climbed on top of him on the bed, straddling him. “You do, huh?”
“Yeah.” Porter stared up at him with those gorgeous brown eyes. “I never had a fraction of the fun as I did when you were with me.”
“Except for Ivan.” Gavin smirked.
Porter’s smile evaporated. “Are you really upset about him?”
Gavin leaned in and kissed him. “Not as long as I finally get to meet him and his hubby, no.”
“Ron texted me they’re coming up tomorrow morning. Ivan got stuck in surgery today with an emergency that didn’t go well, and he’s a wreck. Ron apologized and said he wants to keep him home tonight because being with the babies always makes him feel better.” His hands settled on Gavin’s hips but he stared up into Gavin’s eyes. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I saw so much of Dane in him that I wasn’t thinking straight.”
Gavin arched an eyebrow at him. “Gee, ya think?”
Porter pinched his right hip.
“Sir,” Gavin added, leaning in to kiss him again.
“Brat.”
Gavin reached down, smiling, and tweaked Porter’s nipples. “Your brat, Sir.”
He felt Porter’s cock harden under him, even between their clothes. “Damn well better be a brat only for me.”
“That’s the deal.” He scooted down just a little so he could lie on top of Porter, his head on Porter’s chest. “You’re only mine, and I’m only yours.”
Porter’s arms closed around him and Gavin felt Porter’s breath warmly brushing against his scalp. “I only want to be yours,” Porter quietly said. “I’ll spend the rest of our lives together showing you that, as long as it takes to convince you.”
In Gavin’s ear, Porter’s heartbeat softly throbbed even as the man’s hands stroked his back, gently pressing into the muscles along his vertebrae, soothing Gavin, relaxing him.
“Me, too, Sir,” he quietly said without a hint of snark this time. “Still can’t believe you bagged yourself a fricking surgeon. Damn.” He loved the way Porter’s hands felt warm against his back, how he slowly stroked up and down his flesh.
Porter snorted. “Wait until you meet him. You’ll swear he’s barely old enough to drink, much less operate on people.”
Gavin looked up, into his eyes. “I swear I won’t obsess about this all weekend.”
“I damn well hope not.” He smiled. “This is our honeymoon, after all.”
“I can’t believe you finally talked me into marrying you.”
The eyebrow went up. “I can be persuasive and even downright pushy when I want to be.”
“I see that, Sir.”
“You saying you mind?” Porter asked.
Gavin grinned. “Not what I’m saying at all. I love your pushy, persuasive ass.”
“But what about my other pushy, persuasive parts?” Porter playfully waggled his eyebrows at him.
“I love all your pushy, persuasive parts, Sir.” Gavin kissed him, taking his time and savoring it. “Master,” he whispered, cutting free those last few tendrils of doubt tenaciously clinging to his soul.
Doubt had no place in their marriage. None whatsoever. He’d seen this man at his worst and at his best, and Porter had seen him at his, too.
He was never letting him go again.
Porter’s hands stilled as he stared up at him, his gaze deep brown, black coffee with hints of amber dimly winking like stars in distant galaxies. In this moment Gavin sensed all Porter’s defenses had dropped, his soul stripped bare. “If you really are giving me that,” Porter softly said, “be advised I’m never letting go of it, or you. It means no more limits, in some ways.”
Gavin nodded. “I know.”
He still stared up at him. “I’m going to mark what’s mine,” he softly said in that deep Dom-tone that made a delicious shiver ripple throughout Gavin’s body.
Gavin’s soul felt lighter than it had in…ever. “I know, Master.”
There went the eyebrow. “I’m sure I can find someplace around here who can pierce your nipples for us tomorrow.” That’d always been Porter’s favorite thing to tease him with, and Gavin’s rejoinder had always been if he was the Master, it’d be his property to do with as he pleased, but until then, they were off-limits.
So this wasn’t exactly unexpected.
Another nervous swallow. “That’s up to Master.”
Porter sat up, his arms around Gavin. “Anything you want to negotiate first?”
“Play with others only if we’re both there, but no sex with them, not even oral. Veto rights for both of us on play.” He stared into Porter’s eyes. “Everything else belongs to Master, and it’s your call.”
Porter fisted Gavin’s hair and slanted his lips over Gavin’s for a sweetly searing kiss that made Gavin moan. “Agreed. Anything else before I fuck a load inside you, baby?”
“Yeah,” Gavin softly said. “There’s a quick trip I want to make next weekend.”
 
* * * *
 
Porter blinked back tears as Gavin told him what he wanted to do…and why.
“Yeah,” Porter hoarsely said. “Book the flights when we get home Sunday night.”
Gavin smiled. “Would you like me to get naked, Master?”
“Fuckin’ A, you should be naked already.”
Gavin quickly stripped and grabbed the lube while Porter shimmied out of his shorts and briefs. Thirty seconds later, Gavin was happily impaling himself on his hubby’s cock.
“Mmm,” he said as he settled in. “Nothing like a freshly minted hubby cock to make a guy feel loved.”
Porter had to process that for a second before he burst out laughing, which made Gavin smile. It was the first deep, untainted laughter he’d remembered having in…
Well, a long damn time.
Since before losing Dane.
And with the sweetly tight ass of his hubby now riding his cock, he was ready to unplug his own brain for a while. It’d taken them no time to reacquaint themselves with each other’s bodies. He slowly stroked Gavin’s cock with one hand while reaching up to pinch his nipples with the other.
He couldn’t wait until there were rings in both of them he could tug on and play with.
When he came he quickly stroked Gavin, getting him over and loving the feel of his ass squeezing Porter’s cock. They lay there for a moment, then Porter patted him on the ass. “Shower, then downstairs for dinner.”
 
* * * *
 
“Yes, Master.” He couldn’t wait for this part, either. They were going to be telling everyone the good news…and flashing their shiny new wedding bands around.
After dinner, they headed into the courtyard where the party was just getting started and a live DJ was spinning tracks.
Porter left Gavin standing there after squeezing his hand. “Stay.”
Gavin wanted to know what he was doing, but then Porter walked over to the DJ. While Porter’s back was turned to Gavin, from the way he pulled his wallet out and handed the DJ something, Gavin was pretty sure he had a suspicion what was going on.
Not to mention, Porter wore a sneaky damn smile as he turned and slipped his wallet back into his jeans. But instead of walking all the way back to him, he stopped dead center of what was supposed to be the dance floor area, except it was still early in the evening and no one was dancing yet.
Then he held his hand out to Gavin.
The song playing faded out, and the DJ’s voice came over the speakers.
“We’ve got a special request, folks, and since it’s a first dance for two newly-wedded hubbies who just got married this afternoon, I’m not about to refuse it. This one’s for Porter and his boy, Gavin, Master and Mister Hutchinson. Give it up for them!”
The courtyard erupted into applause and raucous cheers. Everyone stepped back from the dance floor, or gathered closer to see, if they hadn’t been near there already, as the opening strains of “Bad Liar” by Imagine Dragons started playing.
Unable to contain his own smile, Gavin laughed and walked over to Porter. Gavin took Porter’s hand, grinning as Porter swept him into his arms and started swaying with him.
“I thought you didn’t like to make a public scene, Sir.”
Porter laughed. “This time, I’ll make an exception. I want everyone to know I’m proud that you’re my hubby and my boy.” He turned them so Gavin was facing the south building. “And look up on the second floor, two rooms down from the stairs.”
Gavin did, snorting as he spotted Jayce standing there and glaring at them.
“On three,” Porter said.
“Huh?”
“One, two, three.” Porter reached up and flipped a bird at Jayce with his left hand, showing off his new wedding band nicely, and Gavin joined him.
A couple of guys who knew the men turned, and spotted Jayce standing there and now wearing an epic stink-face. They all started laughing, everyone joining Porter and Gavin in shooting Jayce a middle-finger salute. The little shit turned, fumbled his key card trying to get into his room, then slammed the door shut behind him, prompting even more laughter.
Porter stared into Gavin’s eyes as they focused on each other again. “Mine for life, baby. You know that, right?”
“I never want to be anywhere else, Sir,” Gavin told him. “Ever.”
“Good. Because I’m never letting you go.”
Gavin rested his head on Porter’s shoulder as they danced, closing his eyes and letting Porter lead, trusting him not to let him trip as they moved to the music. “Thank god, Sir.”
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
The next weekend, it was Gavin driving their rental car as they headed to the cemetery that Saturday afternoon. Their flight back to Tampa would depart Little Rock tomorrow morning at eight, and they were staying at a hotel by the airport tonight.
The same hotel they’d stayed in that weekend.
Gavin didn’t need a map to get them there. He remembered nearly every detail of that horrible day, including how it nearly destroyed Porter. He pulled into two different stores on the way.
Once they reached the cemetery they parked and walked, picking their way through the stones until they reached Dane’s. Gavin carefully watched Porter, but he was doing better than Gavin thought he would.
So far, at least.
Gavin carried the flowers and a plastic grocery bag, and Porter carried the paper bag from the liquor store. Then they sat in front of the gravestone, and Porter leaned in, kissing Dane’s name before pressing his forehead against the granite.
“Hey, baby. Sorry it’s been so long. Been pretty fucked up.” Quiet tears rolled down his cheeks. “Miss you every fucking day.”
Gavin brushed his own tears away and unwrapped the flowers, tucking them into the vase built into the base of the marker. This was actually the first time they’d seen the marker in person. The memorial company had sent them pictures, but it’d been installed several weeks after the funeral. He and Porter had actually been the ones to pay for the gravestone when they found out his family wasn’t even going to have one put up. Which had sucked all the way around, because Dane had wanted to be cremated, and he and Porter both knew it.
But it was Dane’s family who got the final say, and his mom wanted him buried.
Gavin took one of the bottles of water from the grocery bag and poured it into the vase for the flowers. Then he leaned in and kissed the gravestone, too. “You fucking asshole. Why did you do that? Why didn’t you lean on us? You were my best friend, next to Porter.” He tearfully laughed. “I would’ve gladly had a threesome with you two.”
That, at least, got a laugh out of Porter. He sat up and pulled Gavin in for a hug. After he kissed him, he sat back and removed the bottle of tequila and three shot glasses from the paper bag. He handed one to Gavin, opened the bottle, and filled all three shot glasses. He sat the bottle on the base of the gravestone so it wouldn’t fall over and he wouldn’t have to recap it.
Then he held the glass in his left hand up, Gavin joining him. “Dane,” Porter softly said, “I loved you. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, but I didn’t want to push you. I’m sorry I didn’t push you. Maybe if I had pushed you, maybe you’d be here with us right now and we’d have some sort of kinky little triad going or something. But I’m never going to forget you, baby. Neither of us will. Salud.”
He and Gavin clinked all three glasses. Porter tossed his back while Gavin sipped a little from his and Porter carefully poured the third one into the grass by the headstone.
He refilled his and Dane’s shot glasses and held them up while Gavin held his up.
Gavin sniffled back tears but managed to get it out. “I know he was yours first, Dane. He’s still yours, in some ways. But I love him, and he loves me, and it sucks that you’re not here with us. You’re always going to be in our hearts, buddy. I swear we’ll work our asses off to be happy and celebrate life. We’ll always look up at the clouds and say your name and love you and miss you. I know you were in pain, and I’m so sorry you didn’t feel you could lean on us more.”
Porter softly sobbed while Gavin continued. “I actively choose to release my anger at you for doing what you did. We know you didn’t mean to hurt Porter, or me. In your mind, it was your only choice after a lifetime of incredible pain and blame you never should have been forced to carry in the first place. Salud.”
“Salud,” Porter hoarsely said. They gently clinked the three glasses and Gavin sipped while Porter tossed his back, and this time it was Gavin who took the third glass and poured it into the grass.
Gavin filled the two shot glasses again. Porter wanted to kill the bottle, so that’s what they’d do. He handed one to Porter and kept the second one, then held his glass and Dane’s up while Porter took a deep, ragged breath.
“Fuck those fuckers,” Porter said. “Fuck all those fuckers, Dane, because none of them were fucking good enough for you. None of them. At least the one guy will never see freedom again. I wish you’d opted for living well being the best revenge. If there’s a hereafter, wait for us, huh? We’ll be a while, but we want to be with you again.” Another sob broke through, shattering Gavin’s heart as he watched him.
Porter had never really had this. Not really. They’d had to be so careful because they were both in shock and didn’t want to do anything that they knew Dane would have freaked out over.
This was a wake ten years in the making, and long overdue.
“I hope your nightmares are gone, buddy,” Porter said, more tears rolling down his cheeks. “If you still have them, cuddle right up with both of us.” He smiled at Gavin. “Gav doesn’t mind if you do.”
Gavin smiled. “I don’t mind at all.”
“See?” Porter said. “He doesn’t mind.”
They killed the bottle while Gavin barely sipped half his shot glass. While Porter stretched out in the grass, his face pressed against it and sobbing, Gavin poured the rest of his drink out and set the glass on the marker before tracing Dane’s name etched in granite with his fingers.
Then he stretched out next to Porter and held him while his husband finally got to fully mourn the man he’d loved so hard and fiercely, and whose death had ripped his soul to complete shreds.
 
* * * *
 
Porter awoke disoriented and with his head hammering. He realized he was now in a bed, but how he got there was a blank.
Gavin shifted, tightening his grip around him where his face was tucked against Gavin’s chest, his arms around Porter. “I’m right here, Master. I’ve got you.”
“Where are we?” He felt like he should know this.
“Little Rock.”
It all slammed back into his brain, making him groan. “What time is it?”
“Only three in the morning, Master.”
The good kind of shiver washed through his soul. As much as he knew he’d be regretting the tequila, he knew he’d needed this as soon as they parked the car at the cemetery.
He’d needed this good-bye with Dane, and he needed it with Gavin at his side.
God bless his boy for wanting to do this, because even he hadn’t realized how badly he’d needed this. “Did we get pictures?”
“Yes, Master. We took selfies, and I got several good pictures of the marker.
“Okay.” He sniffled but didn’t move. “I know he’s not really there. It’s just a box, and dirt, but…thank you.”
Gavin kissed his forehead. “I needed it, too. You needed to mourn him, and I needed to forgive him for hurting you like that. For leaving you when you’d tried so damn hard to help him and love him.”
“He really liked you,” Porter said. “He kept trying to get me to date you. I think if we’d started dating sooner, he would have killed himself sooner. He said about two months before we met in Puerto Rico he almost did it there, but he lost his nerve.”
“You couldn’t have stopped him,” Gavin gently said.
“I know. I just haven’t figured out how to forgive myself for that yet.”
They lay there for several long minutes before Porter spoke again. “Please don’t ever do that to me. I…I can’t go through that again.”
Gavin’s arms tightened around him. “You’re stuck with me forever, Master.” He nuzzled the top of Porter’s head.
From the way they were entwined, the back of Porter’s right hand had ended up pressed against Gavin’s right nipple and the ring piercing it. Porter had both of Gavin’s nipples pierced Sunday evening, at a place in St. Pete. “At least I have a way to chain you down now so you can’t go to goddamned Costa Rica.”
Gavin burst out laughing in the dark and the musical sound lightened the load in Porter’s soul by about three tons’ worth. “Yes, Master. You certainly do.”
Porter got up, used the bathroom, drank several glasses of water and took some ibuprofen, then climbed back into bed with Gavin. “I hope he’s at peace,” he softly said. “That’s all I ever wanted for him was peace, even if I couldn’t be the one to help him find it.”
“I know, Master.”
“Love you, Gav.”
In the dark, Gavin’s lips found his and pressed a long, sweet kiss there. “Love you, too, Porter. Forever.”
 
THE END
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