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      Reed Belmont pressed the button to end the call, anger exploding through him. He thought about tossing his phone across the room. Instead, he pocketed the device and moved to the bar he had set up in his den, pouring up a bit of scotch. He looked at the glass and poured in more of the amber liquid. His heart ached as he realized there was no going back. He couldn't make it better. The only way to ease the pain was to drink it away. Tonight, he would allow himself to indulge. He looked at the clock on the mantle and shuddered. Fuck, he didn’t have time to indulge, not if he planned on making the flight to Texas.

      He moved to the window and stared out at the cityscape of Atlanta, wishing there was a way he could turn back time. He would have asked Trent to marry him that night, or maybe that first week. It was hopeless now since Trent was marrying Rusty, and nothing would break up that pair. He'd tried and hadn't succeeded. It was his most bitter failure.

      Reed took a sip of his scotch, the heat burning its way down to his gut. He sighed and dug out his phone again, pulling up an app to make a reservation on any flight out to West Texas because, for some strange reason, Trent wanted him by his side when he gave his life to another man.

      "Fuck," Reed whispered before he took another sip of his scotch. There was a flight out at six in the morning, which meant he had enough time to catch a few hours of sleep before getting up and heading to the airport.

      He thought about not going to the wedding, but that would be childish. Trent deserved more in a friend. For ten more minutes, he allowed himself to feel sorrow, wallowing in the pain of love lost. Trent had never been his in the first place, and now he never would be. It was over. There wasn't another chance. Fuck, he'd ruined it the last time he'd been in Texas. He never should have treated Trent like that, but he'd been so freaking angry that Rusty was getting his man, and there wasn't anything he could do to stop it.

      Reed took the last sip of his scotch, closed his eyes, and waited for the pain to stop, but it wouldn’t go away. He would live with this ache forever. Nothing would help. No matter how long he lived, how good he was, or how much he tried, Trent would never be his.

      After washing out his glass, he moved to his bedroom and packed a bag, wondering, not for the first time, if maybe he'd been living his life wrong all this time. He was wealthy, well-liked, not bad looking, and he had the best cars, and yet he didn't have a man to share it all with.

      Reed zipped his suitcase closed and plopped down on the end of the bed before dropping to lie on the mattress. He'd had someone long ago, but they were reckless, and now Jimmy was gone. It had been twenty-five years since Jimmy had died, and for some strange reason, though they'd fucked like monkeys, he’d never gotten sick, never caught the virus, never been in any danger other than from the mind-numbing grief that had sacked him.

      This grief over Trent felt similar. Maybe he’d fallen for Trent because he looked a little like Jimmy—actually a lot like Jimmy, or maybe that had nothing to do with his infatuation with Trent. He sighed and shook his head, disgusted with himself. He was in love, and it didn't matter because Trent, though still alive, was just as lost to him as Jimmy was.

      Reed sat up and pushed thoughts of Jimmy away. He'd gone down that road before, and it wasn't pretty. Mourning Jimmy was reserved for his week-long vacation in the mountains, where he locked himself away in a cabin and cried for four straight days. He couldn't do that now, because Trent needed him.

      Sleep took forever to claim him, and while he was under, he had dreams of Jimmy. No matter how hard he tried to keep that well of pain under the surface when he was conscious, in his dreams, Jimmy came and went of his own accord. By the time his alarm beeped, waking him from a twisted dream of him and Jimmy arguing, he was pissed and out of sorts.

      He caught a cab to the airport and made it past security with enough time to pick up coffee and a muffin. The anger and pain hadn’t disappeared by the time his plane landed in Abilene, nor had it cleared before he drove into Sweetwater. It took him almost all the way out to Trent’s place to have his anger under control enough, so he no longer wanted to kill Rusty. Once in the driveway, he wasn't sure if he could congratulate the pair. The past twisted with the present, and when he saw Rusty outside mowing Trent's yard, his shirt off, tight jeans covering his ass, Reed wanted to kill the guy all over again.

      Rusty didn’t notice him in the driveway, giving Reed enough time to blow out a breath and calm down before opening the door to his rental car. Rusty was fucking hot. Hell, if he had a chance and a clearer head around Trent, he would have tried to make Rusty his, too, so they could roll around in the sack together. He could easily do both Rusty and Trent, but it was Trent he wanted.

      The idea took root, twisting through his mind, but he shoved it away quickly. Rusty would never agree to a three-way relationship. Fuck, Trent would never do that either, not again. Long ago, before he knew who Trent was, Reed had attended a party where some freaking rich old dude had paraded Trent around on a leash, allowing other guys to fuck him.

      He’d seen the pain in Trent’s eyes that night, and he would never forget that haunted look for as long as he lived. Reed hadn’t taken Trent then because he’d fallen for the guy. His resemblance to Jimmy was haunting, and he'd wanted more than a quick fuck. The next morning, he’d created a position for Trent at the shelter. Fuck, Trent had no clue that Reed had paid his salary for the first three years. Looking back, he knew he should have asked Trent for a date, but that night had played through his mind over and over again. The pain he'd seen in Trent had kept him from pushing for more, and now he had lost his chance.

      Rusty waved and shut off the mower, moving from the grass to the driveway. "Hey Reed, thank you for coming out for Trent. He really does love you as a friend, and you being here, pushing past your hatred of me, means a lot to him." Rusty pulled out a blue cloth to wipe his face and hands.

      "Rusty, I don't hate you. I just wish I would have taken action before he found you. I’m sorry for any misunderstanding. He’s a better man than I deserve.”

      Rusty met his gaze and held it. If he couldn’t have Trent, at least he could be satisfied that Rusty was a good man. That didn’t ease the pain in his heart, but it did allow him to not deck Rusty right then and pound a rock into his skull.

      "You have to promise me one thing, though," Reed said.

      “What’s that?” Rusty cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes.

      “You’ll never treat him as less than special. He’s had a hard life, and…” Reed blew out a breath and shook his head. “Just don’t ever forget that he may be the best man in this country, hell, in the world. Don’t ever fuck it up. He’s better than any of us, and he deserves to be loved like a king every fucking day of his life.” Reed hated that he was crying in front of Rusty, but he felt so strongly about Trent that his emotions were on edge.

      Rusty reached out to touch him and then looked at his hand before wiping it down his jeans. Reed took Rusty’s hand, and they shook, both of them serious as they stared at each other.

      "You have my word," Rusty said. "I know he's better than me. He's better than I deserve. Every day, I'm going to make sure he knows he's loved."

      “Thank you,” Reed said.

      “Hey, what are you two still doing out here?” Trent called from the porch.

      Reed turned, his heart shattering all over again. Trent was the spitting image of Jimmy. If he didn’t know any better, he'd swear Trent was Jimmy's son, but Trent was too young, and Jimmy never touched a woman like that in his short life.

      “We’re coming in. I just have two more strips to mow,” Rusty called out. He turned and whispered, “Get it together. Trent doesn’t need to see you twisted up like this. He wants you to be happy for him. Like he said, you’re a father figure to him.”

      The words were a knife to his heart. Rusty reminded him that he wasn't lover material but a father to Trent, just plain and simply hurt. Reed gritted his teeth and forced the anger and hurt away. Trent may not be his, but at least he wasn't being treated like a dog by some rich bastard. He pulled his bag from the trunk of the car and headed straight for Trent. He may look like Jimmy, but this wasn’t his lover, and he would be fucking happy that Trent wasn't dead like Jimmy and he wasn't a sex slave in some freaky relationship where he would be forced to fuck total strangers. Trent was free and happy, and that mattered more than anything else.

      “Give me a hug, Trent.” Reed opened his arms and only saw a second’s hesitation from Trent. His actions had hurt the one man he never wanted to hurt, and he hated himself all over again for being such an idiot the last time he’d been here. He hugged Trent close, kissing the top of Trent’s head, forcing himself to think of Trent as his son, not anything else.

      “I’m sorry if I ever caused you pain. You are very special, and I love you like a brother or a son." Reed had to stop talking or risk crying again. For Jimmy's sake, he would make sure Trent didn't stumble. No, Trent wasn't Jimmy's son, couldn't be, but Jimmy would hate it if Reed treated Trent like shit.

      “Hey, you okay?” Trent asked.

      “Yeah, just emotional. Marriage for us is so new. I know a bunch of people have fought hard for this right, and I didn’t agree with gay marriage for a long time, but seeing you this happy, it’s worth it. I’ll never get married, but I’m glad you and Rusty can.”

      “You might, one day.” Trent laughed and popped him on the shoulder.

      “I don’t know. I think my time has passed.”

      “Oh please, you’re not that old.”

      Trent pushed out of his arms, and the loss was painful. He watched for a few seconds as Trent took off to the house, then followed as he fought to keep his emotions under control.

      “I was thinking, if it’s okay with you, why don’t I stay over at Rusty’s old house tonight?” There wasn’t any way he could stay here, not with Rusty and Trent celebrating their nuptials. They’d be more than just obnoxious—well, they wouldn’t be, but he would be if he had to watch the pair kiss and hug all night long.

      “That’s not necessary,” Trent threw over his shoulder.

      “Please, I think it would be best.”

      Trent turned to look at him, his eyes narrowed, and the smile was gone from his face. Reed didn't want to hurt Trent any more than he already had, but he couldn't be here when Rusty made love to Trent for the first time as his husband. That would be more than he could take.

      “Okay. I’ll give you a key. After the reception, you can head over and stay at Rusty’s. We’re thinking about making Rusty’s old home a place for one of the workers to live if we decide to do the camp thing.”

      “That would be nice.”

      Trent opened the front door, and Reed followed him in, shivering at the memory of how much of an ass he'd been the last time he’d visited. Imagining a different future would only cause pain. He and Trent were alone, and he liked it that way, maybe a little too much. Would Rusty stay outside—and was that even safe? Maybe it would be better if Rusty came in. He wasn’t doing too good dealing with Trent, knowing that Rusty would be holding him in his arms every night from here on out.

      Trent had been going on about the wedding, the colors, and how excited he was when Rusty stepped in the back door and bent to remove his boots. "I'm really dirty, Trent. Could you and Reed step into the other room so I can strip here and then head to the shower? With the wedding today, I don't want to track this stuff through the house."

      “No problem.” Reed turned and walked out of the room. He heard Trent close behind, but didn’t turn to look. He needed to find an outlet for his needs. Not having sex wasn’t doing good things for him.

      “We’re doing the ceremony at five. Thank you for making it out here. I wasn’t sure you could get here in time, but I’m glad you did.”

      “Anything for you.” And Reed meant that. He wanted Trent to be happy.

      “Are you really okay being here? Rusty thought I was crazy for inviting you, but you’ve been my friend for longer than anyone else.”

      Reed drew in a slow breath, wishing Trent hadn't asked him a direct question. His emotions had been hammered, and he wasn't sure he could talk openly to Trent about everything.

      “I’m fine,” Reed said.

      “No, you’re not. I can see it in your eyes, but I won’t press right now.”

      “Thanks.” Relief filled him for that little reprieve.

      “Rusty should be in the bedroom. You can help me put together a few things for the reception.”

      “So you are having a reception? How many people are coming?”

      "Not many. Just you, Rusty's uncle, Devin, and his secretary. Devin's wife is too sick to come over. We wanted her to join us, but she's not doing well."

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s just a small group. It’s not like Atlanta here. We don’t have a community, more like a little pocket of…hmm, I wouldn’t say safety, but we are okay.”

      Reed nodded, watching as Trent picked up Rusty’s clothes and moved them to the laundry room. They were a great couple. He could see how much Trent cared for his man. They would probably make it if they didn't lose their way. He didn't want to cause problems, and wishing Trent was his would do them any good. When he got back to Atlanta, he'd need to find someone to do more than just warm his bed.

      He helped Trent make a cold pasta salad and put together some kind of dessert with fresh berries. They were having cake, but it was small and had been purchased at a bakery in town. Rusty came out of the bedroom dressed in crisp jeans and a button-down black shirt. He looked amazing, and Reed once again regretted not asking them to do a three-way.

      “Reed, thank you again for coming out. I know it was last minute,” Rusty said.

      "I'm happy to be here. Really, I am. I have a special place in my heart for Trent. I know…I'm very happy for you both." The words weren't a lie. At least he didn't think it was a lie anymore, but he wasn't positive. Maybe he was just lying to everyone, even himself.

      “Reed, thank you.” Trent’s smile made him feel like a million bucks. He could pretend for a few minutes that smile was for him, but he knew it was just the day and nothing special directed at him.

      "Devin will be here in a bit. He called and said he's excited," Rusty said.

      Reed moved to wash his hands. “Rusty, did your uncle know about you two?”

      “No, not that we were a couple. He just thought we were friends.”

      "I guess he knows now. Is he supportive?" Reed dried his hands and then moved to place wine glasses near a bucket for ice.

      "He is. Devin is a good man. He's helped me a lot, as well as other people in the family. It's sad to see his wife, Rose, so sick. She's always been kind to me. I wish she could be here, but I don't think she'll last much longer. I haven't been over to see her, mainly because her immune system is bad, and Devin asked me to stay away. I'll probably go this week to say goodbye."

      "That's sad." Memories of Jimmy's last days flashed through his mind. They'd lied up until the end, telling the hospital that he had no one. Eventually, the nurses learned about his parents, and after that, Reed hadn't been allowed in again. But Jimmy had only lived another forty hours after his parents arrived. It had been rough not being there in the end, but he'd been there when it mattered most. Jimmy wouldn't want him to be miserable like this.

      Trent cut an apple and handed a slice to Rusty. Rusty took a bite, and they shared a sweet smile, their gazes staying on each other for a long moment.

      “We talked, and I think it best if Reed stays at your old place tonight,” Trent said to Rusty.

      Rusty glanced at him, his eyes narrowed. “Sure, that sounds good.”

      “Could you give him a key?” Trent asked.

      “Yes.” Rusty left the room and came back quickly. “Here you go. Just come over in the morning when you’re ready. We’ll be up.”

      “Even if it’s early?” Reed asked.

      “Trust me, city boy, we don’t sleep late. Even tomorrow, it’s doubtful that we’ll stay in bed past seven.”

      Reed nodded and looked down at the key before meeting Rusty’s gaze. Heat flashed through him as thoughts of Rusty and Trent together played through his mind. “Okay. How about I go over now, and I'll store my bag? I brought it in, but I don't really need it here."

      “Sure. I guess I can go with you,” Trent said.

      “No need. I know where it is, and you need to get dressed."

      Reed gave both Trent and Rusty a quick hug before escaping the house. He blew out a breath, trying to keep from going back to that ugly place in his head and his heart that hurt like a bitch. The drive over to Rusty's house passed way too quickly, and he was done storing his suitcase much quicker than he'd anticipated.

      He used the restroom, took a quick shower, and went ahead and changed into a clean shirt. The wedding would start in two hours, and he could always borrow a shirt from Rusty if he needed to help Trent with more food. He paused in the yard and turned to face the house, unlocking the door and heading in. He couldn't wear Rusty's shirt. That would be too much. Reed grabbed the shirt he'd just taken off and raced out of the house on his way to Trent's place.

      By the time he stepped into the big house, Trent and Rusty had all the food prepared. They were joking and talking to someone else. He stepped into the kitchen and saw an older man dressed in a very nice suit. He turned and smiled, holding out his hand.

      “Hello, I’m Devin, Rusty’s great-uncle. We’re pleased to have you out, Reed.”

      He shook the older man’s hand, surprised by the firm grip. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m excited about these two getting together. Honestly, I had no idea Rusty was gay. I’m glad he’s found someone. It’s tough spending your life alone.”

      Reed was reminded once again that he was utterly alone. First, Jimmy had died on him, and now Trent was gone, not that Trent was even his, but before Rusty, there had been a small sliver of hope. Rusty and Devin chatted for a while, and Trent spoke up when he wasn't busy doing some task that took him to another room. About twenty minutes before the man performing the ceremony was supposed to arrive, Trent headed to the bedroom to get dressed.

      Reed felt a little unnerved being in the room with Rusty and his uncle. This was the end of his hope for anything with Trent. Every opportunity for any chance had died off a while ago when Trent had left Atlanta, but this was the true end of it. Trent would forever be tied to Rusty, taking away any hope Reed had.

      “So, Reed, what do you do in Atlanta?” Devin asked.

      He didn’t want to be rude, so he pushed away his desperation about Trent and smiled at Rusty’s uncle before answering. “I started in the real-estate business, and now I own a couple of buildings in Atlanta, and I’m on the board for a few companies.”

      “That’s good. You know, once Trent and Rusty actually take control of Ben’s estate, they’ll need some advice.”

      Reed nodded, but wondered how much Rusty wanted him in their business. He would give Trent as much advice as he could take. If that was the only way he could stay connected to Trent, he would take it.

      Trent’s voice behind him startled Reed. “It’s true. We’ll need help.”

      Reed turned around, his mouth hung open as he stared at the man who had held him entranced for years. Trent lifted his brows, and his eyes went wide. He needed to say something, but the man looked so good he wasn't sure if he had the brains to speak.

      "We will," Rusty said as he placed his arm around Trent's shoulders. "That is, if you're willing to help."

      Reed cleared his throat. “Um, sure, of course.”

      The sound of a car pulling up to the house interrupted the conversation. Reed blew out a breath in relief. They needed this ceremony to start and then end because he sure as hell could only last a few more hours here without going crazy. Trent looked too good, his suit fitting just right. Trent was amazing, and Reed hated himself for losing his chance to be with the man.

      Devin was at the door, holding it open as he welcomed a man around Reed's age and a woman of about the same age. Devin shook the man's hand but hugged the woman close. He turned and found Reed's gaze, giving him a quick smile.

      “Reed, this is Suzanne, my secretary. Her husband, Jackson, will be performing the ceremony.”

      Reed stepped forward and shook both of their hands. “It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for doing this for Trent and Rusty. I know they’ll be very happy.”

      “I’m sure they will,” Suzanne said. She turned to Trent and held out her hands. “It’s good to see you found happiness. Jackson loves doing these things.”

      Jackson kissed his wife on the cheek. "Sure am. Though this is the first same-sex one I've done. I'm excited. I think you two are the perfect men to be my first. And really, I've performed hundreds of these things, but this is the most exciting one I've ever done."

      "Really? Thank you for being here. We appreciate it." Trent shook Jackson's hand and then hugged Suzanne.

      Reed watched as Trent went from Suzanne to Devin, then back to Rusty's arms. They were an incredible-looking couple, and he couldn't lie about being jealous because anyone would. Somehow, he would get past his love for Trent. He may never find anyone, but at least the one man he loved was happy, and that should count for something, even if it meant he didn't have him. Maybe Trent and Rusty were right in calling him out for wanting a relationship with a younger man. He needed to look for someone older, but Trent had been his focus for too long, and he'd missed too many chances he had with other guys.

      The ceremony was held on the patio and was beyond beautiful in its simplicity. Trent and Rusty were the main attraction and though there were some flowers, the area wasn't overly decorated. Suzanne cried, and Devin did, too. He held it together, but only by some crazy luck.

      After Jackson declared Rusty and Trent husband and husband, wed in the eyes of God and the state of Texas, everyone clapped. Rusty cupped the back of Trent’s head and brushed his lips gently over Trent’s. Reed never in his life wanted to be someone else as much as he wanted to be Rusty. Pain lanced deep as Trent stared into Rusty’s eyes, his cheeks pink with excitement as he said I love you.

      The words were the final nails in the coffin, pounding home the fact that he’d never had a chance at a relationship with Trent. Thankfully, dinner was over quickly, and he left at the same time as Devin, Suzanne, and Jackson. There wasn't any reason to hang out with Trent and Rusty when he knew all they wanted to do was head into their bedroom and fuck like monkeys.
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