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Prologue






Six Weeks Ago

Rain lashed at the car windows. Max
could almost hear the tires squealing on the wet road. He gripped
his seatbelt, except all he managed to grab were handfuls of his
torn shirt. Did they forget to put those on? What did it matter
now?

Curling his lip, he glared at the man
at the wheel, the bastard he’d sworn to honor and cherish for the
rest of his life.

They even wore matching gold rings to
prove how real that commitment was, yet resentment festered deep in
his gut like poison. Max fingered the ring, tempted to roll down
the window and toss the dratted band away just to see the
expression on Pete’s face.

I wish you were
dead.

Was I always this cruel,
or did you make me like this?

“Stop the car. You
shouldn’t be driving. We should have agreed to let Brock drive us.”
The words slipped out of Max’s lips before he could stop
himself.

Pete’s face twisted. Max swore Pete
even snarled, just like an animal. A headache started at the back
of his head, making it hard to think. Max should shut up, before he
worsened the situation, but it felt like they’d hit the critical
point, neared the end of their screwed-up relationship.

It didn’t help that the car stank, of
vomit, of Pete’s favorite lemon air freshener, and all the angry,
bitter words they kept inside them instead of letting them out. Max
ripped out the hanging freshener and tossed it away. That gave him
some measure of petty satisfaction. Pete didn’t even notice,
although the last time Max did that, it pissed Pete off. My car, my
rules, Pete always liked to say.

“Brock wanted to get into
your pants. Flirted right in front of me.” Pete shook as he said
those words, knuckles on the wheel turning white.

I hate you with every
breath.

You have no right to be
jealous.

Max must have uttered the words
instead of keeping them to himself because Pete let out a creative
stream of obscenities. This moment here, was a part of their
relationship they hid from all their friends. Perfect, some called
them, having no idea how hard they worked to maintain that image
and how much it cost.

When, Max wondered, did fractures
start to appear in their relationship? When did Max stop waking up
each morning, grateful for the warmth next to him after years of
being alone?

“There,” Max said, jerking
his finger to the side of the road. He didn’t recognize the
neighborhood, and his phone had died on him half an hour ago. Pete
had the keys to the apartment, too, but he didn’t care. “Let me off
there.”

“For Christ’s sake, you
want to walk home in the middle of a downpour?” Pete
demanded.

Usually, Max noticed Pete’s calm eyes
looked like the clear color of beer bottles. Tonight, Pete’s gaze
turned shades darker. Max suppressed a shudder. He didn’t know this
stranger. Maybe he never truly understood Pete at all.

The car swerved, but he grabbed the
wheel the same time Pete did. Electricity jolted up his arm from
where Pete brushed his fingers against his.

“What the hell are you
doing?” Max demanded. “Stop the car or we’ll get into an
accident.”

Max should have anticipated Pete doing
the exact opposite instead. Typical Pete, who never left his shoes
by the front door, who left crumbs every time he ate in front of
the TV and never cleaned up after himself. Max did the cleaning up.
He was sick of this. Pete sped up. Max swallowed, gripping the
dashboard, heart racing.

“Pete, stop
this.”

“Let’s get one thing
straight, Max. That ring on your finger? It should’ve been a
warning to Brock and any creep. You. Are. Mine.”

Too stunned to say anything, Max
stared at Pete. Any hurtful rebuttal, he kept to himself because he
knew they’d only serve to ignite the firestorm waiting to happen
between them. They’d had plenty of shouting matches over the past
few weeks. Sooner or later, one of them would mention
divorce.

Max took deep breaths. His head still
felt all fuzzy, but those three words tugged at him, sobering him
right up. He studied Pete carefully now.

Fury made all the veins in Pete’s face
stand out. Max should have been afraid, but some part of him knew
Pete would never direct that anger at him. During their marriage,
Pete sometimes broke things, but he’d hurt himself first, render
his knuckles bruised and bloody before harming another
person.

“Pete, slow down,” Max
said softly.

Pete blew out a breath, keeping one
hand on the wheel, but the other, he used to reach out, gripping
Max’s chin. Max widened his eyes, unaccustomed to the feel of
Pete’s fingers stroking the day-old stubble on his jaw. Paralyzed,
breaths quickening, he didn’t stop Pete from snaking his hand on
the nape of his neck and bringing him close.

“Stop. It’s too dangerous
to do this here and now. We’re both drunk, angry, and—” Max began,
except even to his own ears, his tone lacked conviction.

“I should have done this a
long time ago,” Pete said, taking his gaze from the road for a
second.

Pete sealed his mouth over his,
nipping and sucking on his lower lip, disabling Max’s ability to
think. It suddenly felt fever hot in the car. Need surged down his
throat, chest, going right to his dick. Teeth broke skin. Max
tasted a mix of copper, beer, and some kind of tart dessert Pete
ate. It occurred to Max he’d never been kissed like this, with a
hunger that sparked his own, one he’d buried away so long ago. He
was definitely drunk, but this was intoxication of a different
kind. This one kiss was a taste, the promise of you.

I’ve always wanted what I
can’t have. I never thought you would want me this way.

A horn blared, effectively separating
them, ruining one startling moment of clarity. Epiphany. Bright
lights made Max grimace. He put his hands on his head, squinting in
the distance. That horrible and defeating screech came again—an
ominous warning. Max squinted only to see a monster of a container
truck coming right at them.

“Pete!” He reached for the
wheel, twisting the wheel left. The car swerved violently, spinning
out of control as they missed the truck by a couple of inches only
to crash into a tree.

 



Chapter One

 


One hand shoved in the front pocket of
his hoodie, Max waited for one of the nurses to grant him entry
into the hospital's ICU. Tonight, there was only him and elderly
Mrs. Smith.

They nodded to each other, like allies
met on the same battlefield. No first names were needed. They both
existed in limbo, between reality and suspended time. It felt like
a different world here, one where rules ceased to
matter.

Seconds turned to minutes. Max could
wait all day. He didn’t have anywhere else to go. The doors
eventually swung outwards. Both Mrs. Smith and he shuffled in.
Tugging his hood over his head, Max avoided eye contact and made
his way down the long corridor. The same evening shift nurses stood
by the nurses' station, always in constant movement.

Max knew all of them by now. There was
twenty-one-year-old Annie, who's expecting, middle-aged Georgia,
who's trying to quit chain smoking, and so on.

Nurse Lauren flashed him a smile so
wide it must've hurt her face. Smiles were supposed to make people
feel better, except to Max it looked like a cruel dash turned
upwards, a quick brush of charcoal on paper.

Max used to sketch and paint once, but
these days all his fingers could do was cramp and tremble—a result
of the accident, poetic justice he had to lose the only thing he
was good at.

Unlike Pete, Max wasn't a man of many
talents. Reaching Pete's room, he gazed at his husband through the
glass window. He wasn't allowed in, not until Pete woke up. At this
rate, it would take a bloody miracle. Even Pete’s surgeon, Dr.
Franks, said so.

Tonight, Pete looked better though,
despite the wires and tubes stuck inside of him.

Thank God for small favors. Max
preferred to keep his distance, no touching involved, just like his
pretend marriage.

“Max,” Annie
said.

Days, perhaps weeks ago—Max could no
longer tell, he'd still been Mr. Reed to them. Now he was “Max”,
familiar, like the friend they always knew.

Max asked the customary question.
“How's he doing?”

He told no one his secret. To the
nurses and staff, he painted a pretty and perfect picture. Devoted
husband, loyal to a fault, tragic artist. No one needed to know the
truth, that it was all a ruse. Despite Pete’s and his business, if
sometimes cordial, relationship, Pete was all Max had. It said
plenty about a man if all he could cling to was his fake
husband.

Annie touched his shoulder. Max
thought he already knew what she would say even before she opened
her mouth, except he was wrong this time around.

“We're moving him out of
the ICU to the high dependency ward. His vitals are strong, and we
anticipate he'll regain consciousness within the next few
days.”

His stomach flopped, and his insides
twisted with dread. Max fumbled for words. Annie looked at him. Why
hadn't she left?

It
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