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Dedication
Dedicated to those who are brave enough to get out of difficult or abusive situations and find a way to stand on their own. 
No longer weighted down by others negativity will allow you to find your own path and persevere.
Everyone needs something to believe in, why not believe in yourself?






Song playlist


Deftones – Change 
You Me At Six – Beautiful Way
Lilith Czar – Anarchy
Five Finger Death Punch – Weight Beneath My Sin
Black Sabbath – Children of the Grave
Seether – Words as Weapons
Ice Nine Kills – Rainy Day
Slipknot - Vermilion
Asking Alexandria – Moving On
Memphis May Fire – Somebody
DED – Kill Beautiful Things
Halestorm – Back from the Dead
Nonpoint – When Doves Cry (Prince remake)
The Warning – Choke
I Prevail/Delaney Jane – Every time you Leave
Mastodon – Teardrinker
Demon Hunter – On My Side
Metallica – Fade to Black
The following songs were written and copyright by TL Travis:
You can’t lose what you never had
Rise Up
My Hero




Triggers



Self-loathing, thoughts of suicide, human sex trafficking, murder, and two borderline non-con sex scenes.
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Chapter One
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Shadow


I glanced between Stoli, Joey, and my date, Lucas. Venom poured from Stoli’s hostile glare as Lucas stood by my side, nervously shifting his weight from foot to foot. His face paled and he was shaking like a leaf. His eyes scanned our surroundings, most likely seeking the nearest exit, readying to bolt. My arm tightened protectively around his waist. Whether or not I liked the outcome of whatever this shitstorm turned into, he was my responsibility. I brought him here and I’d see to it he got home safely. After that, well, he’d no longer be my problem.  
“Lucas is with me. What’s your fucking problem?” The possessive growl in my voice surprised everyone, including myself. I hardly knew Lucas, we’d only hung out a couple of times, by which I mean we gave each other toe-curling orgasms then parted ways. No strings attached, no clingy “I miss you” calls. Still, protectiveness overcame me even though I knew Lucas and I were due for a serious, private conversation after this.
Stoli shook his head, but Joey was the one who spoke. “Lucas and I used to date, in high school and for a couple years afterward. It didn’t end on a high note. Ignore Stoli, he’s a jealous fuck even though my husband knows he has nothing to worry about.” The word husband, and the meaning behind it, wasn’t missed by any of us. That was Joey’s way of getting several points across by emphasizing a single word directed at Lucas. Having Joey handle the awkward situation was far better than having Stoli’s arrogant ass do it, though it sucked either way. I considered them both friends, extended family really—which, for me, were few and far between—but Stoli was more than full of himself, and his snide comments would only serve to piss me off even further and test the boundaries of our friendship. 
Stoli and I had never been tight, but we never bothered each other either. But this right here would stand to define the middle ground we’d skated along. 
And it hurt.
I wasn’t one to trust, never been one to let others in, especially after spending two years in prison for a crime I not only didn’t commit but had no clue was going down. Not gonna lie and try to deny the crowd I hung with at the time were model citizens, they clearly weren’t. But I had no inclination that they had planned to pull the trigger on one of our own that fateful night. My dumb ass was so freaked out when it went down that when the cops came I was the only one that hadn’t bolted. The image of Anthony’s blood-covered body lying on the asphalt will forever haunt me. I didn’t know what to do, I just froze. We’d been friends since grade school, and why they chose him and not me, I’ll never know. 
Guess I should be thankful. 
We’d both just celebrated our eighteenth birthdays. The whole thing made no sense. Neither of us had been in deep enough with this gang to know anything worth dying for. The only conclusion I could come to was it was some sort of initiation for one of their more enlightened members. Seriously fucked up. 
At the wrong place, at the wrong time. Fucking story of my life…
That was the first and the last time I ever broke my mother’s heart.
Years ago, I started and funded a program in Anthony’s name to get inner city youth away from gangs and give them a chance at live. Five graduating seniors a year are granted a full ride scholarship. There is a director who handles it all with my accountant, keeping my name private as I’m merely a silent donor. For years Anthony’s parents have tried and failed to find out who was behind it. No one needs to know it’s me. This isn’t a save-my-soul redemption gig, it’s a way to honor a friend’s memory.
My proverbial closet is overflowing with demons—and regrets.
And it looked like this fiasco was going to be added to the pile.
“Will someone please tell me what the ever-loving fuck is going on here?” I shouted, drawing the attention of every wedding guest, not to mention our security. 
While the four guards’ stern gazes—including Fizzbo’s— were locked on our group, assessing the situation, they didn’t react. They would wait for me to alert them first before engaging. Holding my own was a chip on my shoulder and they’d allow me to attempt to de-escalate a situation before jumping in, especially one involving our friends. Tony had learned that lesson the hard way one time when we went to visit my older sister, Carmen. Her husband Tito and I were roughhousing, and Tony jumped in and yanked him off me. Damn near broke Tito’s arm. But the situation at hand wasn’t about to break into an all-out brawl, I’d not allow it to reach that level. What happened between Joey and Lucas was obviously more than a typical breakup, based upon Joey and Stoli’s reaction to Lucas, but honestly that was the past and that shit should stay there. Their behavior showed a serious lack of trust in me, not to mention this was neither the place nor time to air their dirty laundry.
“Wait,” Derek said. “Please tell me this isn’t the one that caused Joey’s—” he paused. I’m sure he was trying to avoid calling it a self-destructive bender, but there were no other words to describe the downward spiral Joey launched himself into after his relationship had ended with his long-time high school boyfriend. Walking in on him fucking someone else while we were out on tour with Social - during an after-party in the suite Maiden had rented out, no less - sent Joey careening over the edge and into a state of addiction. The Social guys had been ready to cut Joey from the band for his less-than-stellar behavior. They tried to help him but he refused. Seemed he needed to hit rock bottom before he’d realize he needed help with his addiction. He pulled his head out of his ass just in time, but had he not, he probably wouldn’t be standing here today.
“Yup,” Stoli said, “the one and only.”
“Aren’t you glad we eloped to Vegas?” Diamond asked Easton.
Easton rolled his eyes and whispered, “Now’s not the time, Ethan.”
Joey snagged a bottle of wine off a server’s tray as she passed by and was currently emptying it—solo and sans drinking glass. Yup, classy as fuck, swigging it straight from the bottle and shouting, “Drinks all around!” The outcome of this little melee wasn’t gonna end well for any of us. If Lucas’s presence started Joey back down that dark path, we needed to cut out after Max and Ryder said their vows. And this, folks, is why you don’t bring a non-committed plus-one to a wedding. You never know who fucked whom. Or who fucked over whom in this case. 
Fuck. My. Life.
Before anything else could go down, the minister took to the small stage set up at the front of the rows of chairs. A hushed silence filled the area as everyone took to their seats. Ryder and Max had decided on a single section of seating, twelve wide and ten deep, to keep the families united as they were going to be. Max entered from the left and Ryder from the right. They walked in from their respective sides to an acoustic version of Sins of the Flesh, the song Ryder wrote for Max, played by Stoli, who sat off to the side, between the recording studio and the guest seating. 
Derek stood beside Ryder, as Ryder’s best man, and Fizzbo did the same for Max. Fizzbo’s husband Kensey sat in the front row with Max’s family, who’d flown in from Kansas earlier this week. They were joined by Jaxson and Shep, and Derek’s son Colby, along with Lucas and me. Behind us sat Lorraine and Steven, Derek’s ex and her husband. They were a huge part of Derek’s life as well as ours. They, too, were part of our extended family, with Colby considering Jaxson, Ryder, and me his uncles since the band started. That kid was beyond awesome. Max’s family, along with Fizzbo and Kensey, were crashing at Max and Ryder’s place, which was a good thing given how late into the night this crowd was known to party.
“Welcome, friends and family,” the minister began. She was a woman in her mid-fifties, I’d guess. Her smile was real, reaching her eyes. Warm and welcoming, her presence filled you with a sense of ease, tamping the high-tempered beasts. “We are gathered here today to bear witness to the bond between Max and Ryder. I understand you two have written your own vows?” she asked the grooms. They nodded, both nervous as hell.
Ryder cleared his throat. “Um, yeah.”
“Would you like to begin?” she asked him.
“S-sure.” He cleared his throat again and slid a piece of paper from the breast pocket inside his penguin suit. They wore matching black-and-white tuxes with tails, but Max straight up eighty-sixed the top hats Ryder wanted. No way, no fucking how, were his exact words. I had to agree with him, they’d have looked like Mr. Peanut cosplayers. Somehow, they’d managed to find cummerbunds and bowties with musical notes on them. What money won’t buy? Ha.
“Max, from the first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted to fuck you.” An audible gasp was heard in the otherwise silent crowd. “Oh shit. Sorry, Max’s mom,” he apologized. Max pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. Derek coughed to hide his laughter. “From the first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted to be with you. Something about you called to me, rocking me soul deep. Maybe it was the alcohol, who knows. Since then I’ve come to realize we’re compatible in and out of the bedroom. The fire between the…err…” He paused. I hoped like hell he wasn’t gonna say sheets but knowing Ryder like I did, he was. Max’s folks might walk out at that point if he actually said it. He finally settled on “pages.” 
“Good save,” Max whispered loudly, purposely ensuring we heard him.
“Thanks,” Ryder said. Whispering was not his forte so everyone beyond the front row heard his reply. “It was undeniable. The way you took care of me after the accident sealed the deal. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell I was letting you go after that.” Everyone laughed, even though Ryder’s near-death in the avalanche in Switzerland was no laughing matter. You had to know Ryder to realize the depth of his words and how the humor was his way of masking the pain. “I love you, Max. Now and forever.”
Max bent, kissing Ryder with such tenderness I felt a stab of envy at what they shared.
“Ry, you’re the first idiot to ever risk his life by Spidermanning the side of a hotel to my room and not only will you be the last, but you won’t do it again.” Although his words were stern, the crowd filled with a mixture of groans and chuckles. “I tried to hate you, trust me, I did. But you wouldn’t have it. Your relentless pursuit nearly killed you and got me fired.” Fizzbo cleared his throat behind Max. “Sorry, boss,” he apologized. “At that point, you were already under my skin and no surgical procedure would have been able to remove you.”
Groans.
“You have what no one else has ever gotten from me—my heart. It’s yours, Ry. Now, and always. I love you.”
Watching tears stream down Ryder’s face, Mr. Smartass himself, damn near broke me. 
While I’m not one to outwardly show my emotions, I was on the mountain that day in the Alps, right behind Ryder. When I saw him disappear, engulfed by the rolling wall of snow, I swear every last bubble of air left my body and I thought I would die right along with him. I had veered left, just in time, when I heard the rumble, hoping Ryder would do the same, but his dumb ass pushed on. If I never snowboard again, it’ll be too soon. 
The painful poke to my palm had me releasing the nervous crutch, the crucifix my mother gave me the day I was released from prison, from my deathly grip. I stared down at the imprint it left in my hand. I hadn’t removed it since she placed it around my neck that day, telling me it belonged to my father and his father before him. In times of need, it calmed me to rub it between my thumb and forefinger. Hell, now it seems that any high emotions leads me to grab it. I did it without thinking, like I was this very moment. Seeing my friends hurt or upset, hell, now it seems even in emotionally happy times, it was my go-to crutch.
“Ryder, repeat after me,” the minister began, jarring me back to my surroundings. “I, Ryder, take you, Max, to be my husband.”
“I, Ryder, take you, Max, to be my husband.”
“To love and cherish in times of happiness and sorrow.”
And queue in the emotional fireworks. Sniffle. “To love and cherish in times of happiness and sorrow.” Sniffle.
“Until I draw my last breath.”
Ryder was full on bawling at this point. “Until.” Sniffle. “I draw.” Sniffle. “My last.” Sniffle. “Breath.”
“You did good,” the minister whispered to him. Only those in the front two rows heard her, I’m sure. She was calmer than I was, I thought for sure Ryder was gonna pass the fuck out. Near the end he was hyperventilating.
“Max, repeat after me,” she directed. “I, Max, take you, Ryder, to be my husband.”
“I, Max, take you, Ryder, to be my husband,” Max repeated, releasing Ryder’s hand long enough to wipe away Ryder’s tears. His hands moved to cup Ryder’s face as he continued his vows.
“To love and cherish in times of happiness and sorrow,” she continued.
“To love and cherish in times of happiness and sorrow.”
“Until I draw my last breath.”
“Until—” Max’s voice cracked, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “Until I draw my last breath.” 
Fucking hell, seeing that big guy lose it had the crowd collectively sniffling like a bunch of emotional babies. I glanced over at Lucas, noticing he too was dabbing at his eyes. When I looked at Colby, he was rolling his eyes. Gotta love that kid.
“By the power vested in me by the state of Arizona, I now pronounce you husband and husband. You may kiss your husband.” She smiled. “Well, what are you waiting for?”
Max drew Ryder to him in a bone-crushing embrace, kissing him with such ferocity Ryder gasped. I’m sure the force of it all winded him. 
“Alright, guys,” Jaxson shouted, “we’re not shooting porn here.” The crowd was a mixture of laughter and groans. “Or are we?” he asked his partner, Shep, and waggled his brows suggestively. Shep groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head in disbelief. You would think Shep would be immune to the antics of this group after spending weeks on the road with us.
When Max and Ryder came up for air, the crowd rose as one. “I’d like to present to you Mr. and Mr. Hightower-Hampton,” the minister announced. Applause and whistles broke out as we followed them over to the linen-clad tables surrounding the makeshift dance floor underneath the massive tents set up by the events team. There was no assigned seating outside of the table at the front for Ryder and Max, next to the DJ. Everyone took their turns congratulating and hugging the newlyweds before making their way into the reception area. 
“Congrats, Ry,” I told him as we hugged. 
“Gah, I can’t believe it’s finally over. I was nervous as fuck up there,” Ryder said.
I laughed. “Yeah, man, I would be too.” 
I turned to Max, not sure if hugging was his thing or—“Get over here,” he said, embracing me.
“Congrats, take good care of him,” I said. “Ryder’s special.”
“Oh, yeah, that much I already know.” We both laughed.
“Hey, not fair,” Ryder pouted.
“Come ‘ere, babe,” Max said to assuage him. They shared a soft kiss so intimate, so full of love, my breath hitched. Is this something I could want someday? I’d certainly never entertained the notion of being tied to one other being for the rest of my life, but damn, I can’t deny that expression of love hit me right in the solar plexus. 
I didn’t know what had been coming over me lately, but all this melancholy bullshit was overwhelming. Must be wedding-related crap because feelings were not my thing. For obvious reasons, I avoid drama like the plague. Been there, done that, want a fucking refund on the dumbass t-shirt I got in the process. Whatever the powers that be have in store for me will present itself when the time is right, that much I know. In the meantime, I’ll live my life my way. Fuck the haters is what I always say. Actually, I don’t say much. I’m a sit-back-and-listen kind of guy, get a feel for the room and the situation. People tend to forget I’m in the room, which is how I earned the nickname Shadow, and I like it that way. Keeps me out of trouble. I’ll be damned if I’ll be caught unaware when shit goes down again.
“Congratulations,” I heard Lucas say beside me in line, interrupting my wayward thoughts. Hell, I’d forgot he was even there, that we’d walked up to the procession line together. Damn, this was getting awkward. Part of me was saying it was all no big deal. We had our fun, time to move on before I cause a rift between Maiden and Social with this bullshit. The other half was interested in hearing Lucas’s side of the story. What the fuck for, I had no idea.
“Where do you want to sit?” Lucas asked.
I bobbed my head to the left, toward an empty table near the back, out of the way of prying eyes and ears. I never want to be the center in the best of circumstances. I like being the drummer, behind the showmen up front. Let them take center stage and draw the crowd in. I’m just fine in the back. I sit there, banging away on my skins, releasing whatever pent-up aggression I felt inside. Lost in the music was the name of my game, forgetting everyone and everything around you. For now, though, I needed to be in the present. This was the one time where I may not want to get lost in my own head, and I definitely don’t want people noticing what’s going on. As bodies filled the seats, the wait staff served our dinners. 
“Steak or salmon?” A petite redhead asked, a plate in each hand. She glanced at me, full on blushing and cute as hell. 
The corner of my mouth drew up in a flirty grin. Hell, she was so tiny I’d probably break the poor thing in half. “Steak, please.” She slid the plate in front of me.
I winked, “Thanks, darlin’.”
“Salmon,” Lucas said, harsher than needed. She sat the plate in front of him, stole a glance back at me, and walked away. “I get that you’re pissed at me, even though you haven’t heard my side of it. But openly flirting with the waitress when I’m supposed to be your date is seriously fucked up,” he said, stabbing the fork into his potato with more strength than was necessary.
I grunted, a typical response for me. More than once I’d heard people ask the guys if I ever spoke. Listen first, speak last. My mother’s words bounced around in my skull. Not to mention the fact there were very few humans I’d encountered that I cared enough about to carry on a conversation with. Humaning was not high on my to-do list. Not a fan. 
Lucas and I finished our meals in silence, watching the crowd and avoiding eye contact. When situations became uncomfortable, I usually bailed. Unfortunately, I was stuck in this one, and cutting out on Ryder would be a total dick move, one I wouldn’t do to a brother. Acquaintances, I had many. Friends, I could count on both hands with fingers remaining. 
As quickly as the plates emptied the staff cleared them away, replacing them with flutes of champagne. Derek took the stage—well, center of the dance floor—and tapped his glass to gain the crowd’s attention. 
“Thank you for being here,” he addressed everyone. “Not sure if you know the story of how Ryder and I first met, but it was something.” He shot the crowd his million-gigawatt smile. He’d melted more panties than I could count with that thing. “The gangly teen, strumming a guitar behind the cash register at a hole-in-the-wall record shop.”
“Hey, I resemble that remark!” Ryder shouted and everyone laughed. 
“He had something, besides an old-ass guitar in dire need of tuning,” Derek continued. The man could work a crowd like there was no tomorrow, no matter where he was. “No one knew, especially not me, that our rock ‘n’ roll meet-cute would explode into a lifelong friendship. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for that man right there,” Derek said, pointing directly at Ryder. “What is it our good friends in Social Sinners say? Oh, yeah. Family doesn’t need blood to form a bond, it only needs to have a heart.”
“Hear, hear!” Our SS family cheered, holding their champagne flutes high in the air.
“Hear, hear!” Derek added. “Ryder, you’re my best friend and my brother. I love you. Max, do him proud. Don’t make me sic Shadow on you.” Smiling faces turned my direction, I saluted in response. Max would be one formidable opponent I didn’t care to go any rounds with. “To Ryder and Max. May the goddess of love bless your union and only strengthen your love.”
“To Ryder and Max!” The crowd toasted in unison before taking a celebratory sip.
Fizzbo was next up, and Derek smiled and patted him on the shoulder as he passed, taking his seat beside his partner, Logan. I could tell it probably wouldn’t be much longer before Derek popped the question. He’d been jonesing to do so, just waiting it out until he felt Logan wouldn’t turn him down. Personally, I didn’t think there was a snowball’s chance in Arizona he’d say no.
“Max,” Fizzbo began. Couldn’t say I’d ever seen this man show one iota of emotion, let alone be downright nervous, but he sure as hell was. “To say I was shocked when I found out you were seeing Ryder would be putting it mildly. The two of you couldn’t be more opposite if you tried, yet you offset each other perfectly.” Fizzbo seemed to be speaking more to his husband Kensey than to Max and Ryder. Or maybe he just saw in them what he already had. Opposites attract and all. Hmm. I wondered for a bit what their story was. “Thank you for allowing me to be a part of this. Love each other every day like it’s your last day on earth. You can never tell the ones you love ‘I love you’ enough. To Max and Ryder,” Fizzbo announced, raising his flute.
“To Max and Ryder!” The crowd chanted a second time.
The staff rolled a small round table with the cake on top of it to the middle of the floor. While I’d never been one to look at a cake as anything more than a sweet treat, I couldn’t deny how stunning this one was. It was five tiers in total, white with black and gold musical notes swirling around each layer. At the top sat two grooms in matching black and white tuxes. Max rose, extending his hand to Ryder in a gentlemanly fashion. Ryder blushed as he placed his hand in Max’s. Hand in hand they walked over to the cake. Ryder looked at the cake, then at Max, then back to the cake, that familiar I’m gonna fuck shit up gleam in his eyes.
“Don’t even think about it, Ryder,” Max warned. Ryder’s shoulders slumped. The little boy inside got his mischievous bubble popped. I’m sure that jackass had been gunning to shove an entire piece of cake in Max’s face. That would be one ass-whipping I wouldn’t care to take part in. But who knows, maybe that’s their kink and I, for one, am no kink-shamer.
Together they cut the first piece, each breaking off a bite and feeding it to the other before sharing a frosting-filled kiss. As they walked back to their seats, the staff began dispersing pieces to the guests. 
“Ooohhh, red velvet cake with buttercream frosting,” Lucas said, shoving a bite into his mouth and releasing a porn-worthy moan. I watched him, lost to the shift in his mood, sullen one moment then filled with childlike wonder as he inhaled sugary goodness the next. 
“Watch out, you don’t want to smile too big and kill that bad-boy persona you’ve been going for,” Lucas said to me, killing the mood and shooting me right back into grouch mode.
Damn, though, he was right. This cake was unbelievably, dare I say, moist? So rich, so decadent. It was like the flavors were encapsulated just long enough to hit your tongue before they exploded.
“Holy shit!” I exclaimed, a little louder than I meant to.
“Holy shit is right, son,” Jaxson’s dad, Tom, agreed.
“Remind me to get the information for the baker,” Jaxson’s mom, Kitty, stated. “We may need this for Jaxson and Shep’s wedding.” Shep started choking while Jaxson patted his back.
“Way to scare him off, Ma,” Jaxson complained. Kitty shrugged, her attention returning to the baked treat. “Besides, the entire night was catered by Ely, so just ask him.”
Jaxson’s parents were our unofficial band parents. Ryder had no blood relatives that he was aware of, besides the mother who’d left him as a teen. Derek’s folks didn’t talk to him. His ex-wife Lorraine and their son Colby were the only family he had outside of the band. I got my mom to go to a concert once when we played in Los Angeles. She was supportive and happy I found my way, although she’ll likely never see another show, ha-ha. She was proud, but the metal scene wasn’t for her. My sisters and brother-in-law had been to a few, though, and always had a blast at our shows.
With the band growing and adding significant others, Colby’s collection of uncles was increasing as well with adding Max and Shep to the lineup. We all loved that kid and would lay down our lives for him. He’d been around the madness since birth, yet managed to stay grounded. Lorraine had a lot to do with that, not taking any bullshit from him or the rest of us. She was a hands-on mom one hundred percent, which was awesome. Lorraine would never entertain the idea of shipping Colby off to boarding school or leave him with nannies, even though Derek wouldn’t bat a lash at paying for top-of-the-line anything where Colby was concerned. That boy was their world, as it should be. 
“Time to move the tables out of the way,” the flirty waitress said to us. “The DJ will be starting soon and you don’t want to miss their first dance.”
Lucas groaned beside me, but I was eating this shit up. A hot little thing like that flirting with me was a great boost to my ego. Although, admittedly, I couldn’t remember the last time a female did it for me, and cute as she was, she wasn’t succeeding at getting a rise either.




Chapter Two
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Lucas

Wow. Just, wow.  
Why in the hell did Shadow bring me if he intended to flirt with everyone but me? 
I shouldn’t have been thrown off by this. I knew he was bi and more than enjoyed his single playboy status. We talked about it after the first time we hooked up, how it was nothing more than that, yet my dumb ass had still blurted out, “The internet is filled with pictures of you with women on your arm but never any men? Was this your first time with a guy?” He had burst into loud, maniacal laughter and I bolted into the restroom, which was where I stayed until I heard the front door shut. Humiliation at its finest, or so I had thought. I was surprised when he showed up at the club a couple weeks later seeking a repeat. I never learn, forever drawn to the quiet, stoic, bad boys. Tonight may have topped that initial humiliation, though, by slamming us face-first into my past. And likely it pushed Shadow away for good.
Never in a million years did I think I’d run into Joey here. In hindsight, I should have foreseen it, but when Shadow asked if I wanted to go to a wedding in Arizona with him, all my lonely ass thought was hell yeah, a weekend away with him. Sun, fucking, hotels, orgasms, hanging out poolside, room service. I thought I’d won the rockstar weekend lottery, and my tired ass needed the break. Then come Monday, I’d take off Cinderella’s slippers and return to my mundane life of servitude. 
Nope, not the case. We are staying at his bandmate Jaxson’s house. No plush hotel. No room service. Things I shouldn’t have allowed myself to think because I knew better than to wish for that lavish lifestyle again. Hell, it wasn’t good to me the first time around. If I didn’t deserve it then, what in the world led me to believe I deserved it now? I’m nothing more than a booty call for the gay male population now, having progressed past rockstars. Or so I thought.
Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me a second time and I need to kick my own ass.
I turned and asked Shadow, “Are you gonna dance with me?”
“Nope,” he said, taking a swig of the beer he’d grabbed from the open bar and leaning back in his chair without a care in the world. He held all the cards in this situation, and the fucker knew it and was eating that shit up. Would there ever be a man who truly cared for me beyond a fuck-buddy scenario?
I huffed. No way was I leaving his side. He was being cold as ice to me, but he had played the role of my protector in front of his friends. For whatever reason I’d probably never know, but at least he didn’t toss me to the wolves and leave me to fend for myself. As long as I was in his presence, I was safe, or at least I held out hope that I was. 
My life had been nothing but one disappointment after another. You know how, when you get invited to attend an event like a wedding, your mind runs amuck with all the possibilities? Food, cake, dancing, dressing up. Shit, I missed getting dolled up. I was so excited to come, feeling that spark once again alive inside me that had died so long ago. I packed the best of everything I owned. Shadow and I drove over alone in his red Lamborghini Diablo with his guard, Tony, following behind us in the blacked-out SUV. We had a great time talking about music, work. Nothing of real substance, yet the conversation was everything to me hoping we were moving past the fuck-buddy status.
Friends and other people he knew stopped by the table throughout the night, looking right past me as though I wasn’t there, and chatted him up. Hi, hello, I’m here. You know, a human with thoughts and feelings who’d like to at least be asked how he was doing. Reminded he was still alive. At least they weren’t calling me names or harassing me, but it made for one long, lonely ass night. It was well after midnight when we loaded back up into the SUVs we’d driven over from Jaxson’s house. I went straight up to our room while he stayed downstairs with the others. 
I wasn’t sure where he slept since he never made it up to our shared bed. The mutual blow jobs from the night before were long since forgotten. I didn’t sleep much anyway, this whole turn of events forcing an onrush of emotions and past transgressions I’d long since buried to resurface. I had enough closeted regrets to employ a full-time therapist. Too bad my broke ass couldn’t afford one.
I’d just finished showering and packing my things when someone knocked on the door. I fully anticipated opening it and finding Shadow standing on the other side, but instead was greeted by Shep carrying a tray full of wonderfully smelling treats and a steaming cup of coffee.
“Good morning,” Shep said. “I didn’t see you downstairs for breakfast, so I thought I’d bring it to you. You must be famished?”
My stomach chose that moment to rumble. “Yes, thank you, but you don’t need to feed me.”
“Your stomach says otherwise. Can I come in?” Shep asked.
I moved to the side so he could enter. “Of course, it’s your house.”
He sat the tray on the desk near the window that overlooked their yard, it was such a peaceful view. The blue of the pool water was so inviting. I could picture myself poolside, sipping a Mai Tai and soaking up the sun’s rays. “Technically, it’s Jaxson’s house. Look, I don’t know what happened between you and the guys in Social Sinners and to be honest, I don’t want to know. I avoid drama like the plaque.” Shep smiled to soften his words. “But you are a guest in our world right now and I take care of our visitors, so please, eat.”
“Thank you, I really appreciate that.”
Shep walked toward the door, pausing when his hand gripped the handle. “Not a problem. You can either bring the tray downstairs when you’re finished or leave it up here and I’ll get it later. I hate that you feel the need to stay cooped up in your room, but I do understand the desire to avoid the hot box.”
I nodded, uttering nothing. Shep seemed like a nice guy, and had the circumstances been different I’m sure we could’ve built a longstanding friendship. I’ll add it to the mental list of doors that have slammed in my face courtesy of my past. I have no one but dear old Dad to thank for those. Too bad children can’t choose their parents or see the future so we can find a way to say no prior to things going haywire. Just because someone was your parental figure doesn’t mean what they say or do is always right. In my experience, they’ve never been right. 
It was around noon when Shadow finally came into our room. After tossing his shit in his duffle bag, he announced, “Let’s roll.” 
Nothing was said during the drive home, only the radio played to break up the silence. No happy chatter like we had on the ride up, no humming or singing along with whatever song was playing. Nothing. I knew this was goodbye. Shadow pulled up in front of my building, speaking not a single word as I got out, and neither did I. I mustered what pride I had left, grabbed my stuff out of the trunk, and walked straight up the stairs to my apartment. I didn’t dare look back as he drove away—he wasn’t worthy of the inevitable tears threatening to fall. As soon as the door shut, I dropped my bag and slid to the floor, releasing the torrential flood I’d barely held at bay. I had wanted Shadow to be different than the others had been. Hell, my heart and psyche needed him to be. If I could erase my past, I would do it in a heartbeat. 
Every. Last. Bit.
Unfortunately, life doesn’t come with a giant eraser. 
Sometimes I think Earth is a channel on an alien reality show. They’re up there shoving their version of popcorn into their mouths and taking bets on what the stupid humans will do next. We supply them with a vast array of fodder to choose from.
I lost everything courtesy of my father. My
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