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Chapter One

	 

	Weddings always had Hunter sweating like a whore in church. There was something about this particular wedding, that had Hunter soaking through his shirt. And his jacket.

	People turned to look at him. Their eyes narrowed. People he’d known most of his life wouldn’t meet his gaze today. He’d been out and out snubbed, twice.

	For the most part, he was, thankfully, ignored. But people were whispering. He caught snatches of conversation over the music but couldn’t make sense of it.

	The pastor walked in from the rectory, bringing a hush over the congregation. He looked around, but didn’t seem too happy with what he saw.

	Hunter couldn’t see what was going on in the lobby. The pastor raised his arm and tapped his watch before returning to the rectory.

	When he was gone people started whispering again. Hunter caught enough to know that neither the bride nor the groom had yet to arrive. And the glances his way that he’d thought he’d imagined, became glares.

	Hunter felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and ignored it. Poor Zack. Maybe he finally grew a set and came to his senses before he made the biggest mistake of his life.

	Or maybe the bride… Bile rose in his throat as bits and snatches of last night came back to haunt him.

	Zack’s bachelor party was last night. He remembered that much. He’d gone. But fuck if he remembered Zack being there.

	Troy was. That’s for damn sure. Looking tanned and toned and not a day over twenty. But that was Troy, All-American-Boy-Next-Door… if the people next door were filthy rich. Troy exuded youth, beauty, and wealth. Of course, he’d been there. With some hot piece of ass already crawling all over him.

	Something about that girl—

	The pastor came out again before Hunter could remember what it was about that girl that had him… shaking in his sweaty suit. 

	Every eye in the room seemed to follow the pastor’s gaze to the lobby and the commotion brewing just out of sight. 

	The double doors opened wide at that moment. Instead of a bridal party waiting to march down the aisle, there was only the groom. And the best man holding him up. Both Zack and Brian looked hungover. And as if the church was the last place either of them wanted to be.

	Brian?

	What was it about Brian that tickled the back of his mind? They’d been friends for years. Not like Brian and Zack were friends. But close enough that one day he expected to be a groomsman for Brian, of that he was certain. Not that he and Zack weren’t close.

	From what Hunter could tell the wedding party was small. Probably because Zack had no family. While Brian, Troy and himself seemed to be the only friends invited. And Troy hadn’t bothered to slow up.

	Brian hadn’t shaved this morning. Which, well, that was Brian most of the time. But if he was supposed to be the best man at his best friend’s wedding, the least he could do was to show up looking presentable. As it was, his resemblance to a certain British Prince during his scruffy stage was overwhelming. The red hair and freckles would be cute on some guys, but with that body, and the square jaw and smoldering eyes… The smolder that was all for Zack… Brian was—

	Gay!

	It hit him hard. The memory. Almost like a fist to the gut.

	Brian… is gay!

	Since the fuck when?

	The truth of it more than what he saw with his own eyes. There was something more. Something… Darker. The realization like something from a bad dream come back to haunt him.

	The whispering started again. Buzzing through the audience like a swarm of wasps with a juicy morsel.

	The bride wasn’t coming.

	Zack had been jilted. Poor guy.

	Sagging against his best friend, Zack seemed almost relieved as his life fell apart. Hunter couldn’t feel bad for him. Not really. He had Brian to lean on.

	And Brian was anything but oblivious. His eyes turning scary hard as he glanced over the sea of faces… Judging them. Judging Zack… As if they couldn’t see the love shining in his eyes a moment before.

	It had been years since Hunter had spent much time with Brian. He’d run off to California freshman year of college and never came back. Hunter hadn’t been around then and didn’t know he’d gone. But they’d gotten together a few times over the years. The four of them. Brian and Zack and Troy and Hunter… but not long enough to do more than catch up before they went back to their lives. Brian in California, the rest of them in Atlanta.

	And because Brian was gone, Zack got messed up with Brian’s bitch of a younger sister. 

	What the hell was her name? Hunter looked at the invitation in his hand. Veronica.

	Yeah, that was her. Hot. Seriously hot. And high maintenance. Too hot and too high maintenance for Zack.

	Not that he was judging his friend… Okay, yeah. Zack wasn’t exactly the type girls like Veronica went for, Zack was… well, more of a chunk than a hunk.

	Not that Hunter had a problem with fat guys. Or even thought that Zack was fat. Hell, Zack had a pretty face and kind eyes to go with an oversized body. He was a nice guy. Period. No ego. No artifice. With brains. And Hunter found that more attractive than… anything. 

	Zack was a super smart, sweet teddy bear of a guy. And quiet. Very quiet. In that nerd kind of way girls like Veronica O’Daly made fun of in school.

	But… Zack had inherited a small fortune when his parents died. And that was exactly why… Ronnie… They called her Ronnie—

	Oh, Jesus, Fucking, Christ.

	A face washed in his memory.

	The need to vomit hit him hard. 

	The girl on Troy last night—

	Troy was everything Zack wasn’t. Gorgeous, vain, richer than God. Of course, she’d go for Troy. And Troy always had a way of getting Hunter involved. Whether he wanted to have sex with… Troy— 

	Oh, fuck!

	Sitting right there in that church… In front of God and everyone… Hunter remembered every sordid little detail of last night.

	Troy was drunk when Hunter got to the club. And drunker still when they’d ended up at that chick’s house, not that Hunter was sober. Sober enough to keep Troy from driving. But Troy insisted and… Hunter never could seem to resist Troy when he wanted to get laid.

	By the time his clothes come off, Hunter was drunk out of his mind. Not so drunk he cared about Troy and her going at it on the couch… As long as someone— Troy’s mouth on his cock clear as a bell now… And… Oh. God!

	He doubled over in the pew. The urge to vomit too strong to fight now. Oh, God. He’d invited Brian to join them. To fuck his sister.

	Zack’s bride.

	The one Brian threatened… the one who… Called him gay. While Troy sucked him off and made him— 

	Oh, God.

	“Excuse me.” He crawled out of the pew. Every eye following him as he escaped the packed church. His name drifting from whispered conversations as he ran.

	He pushed through the lobby, past the wedding party. Brian’s glare etched into Hunter’s retinas as he rushed out into the cool morning air.

	Hunter made it to the street and was passing the white limo, that would take the happy couple to the airport when he lost his battle with his stomach.

	Rumor had it that Zack had spent a fortune on a luxury cruise.

	Why that mattered to him, while he held onto a wrought-iron fence, surrounding a graveyard, was beyond Hunter. Why any of this mattered baffled the hell out him.

	He was still leaning over the fence when Brian helped Zack out of the church. He tried to lead him off in a different direction, but Zack headed straight for the limo. Leaving Brian behind… and… unhappy.

	Join the fucking club, buddy. 

	Hunter’s phone vibrated in his pocket. Again. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and wondered if the reception would still happen. He needed a little hair of the dog to get through this.

	At ten in the morning.

	He checked the time on his phone. Ten thirty. This whole fiasco should have been a done deal by now. Good old Zack would have been the first one of them to tie on the ball and chain. If Brian hadn’t walked in on Zack’s fiancée in a Devil’s Triangle… with Troy and…

	The phone buzzed again and this time he checked it. There were about a hundred notifications on Twitter. More than that on Facebook. And his text messages had blown sky-high. Troy called. Again. And oh, fucking hell. 

	While he checked his phone, people started spilling out of the church. Checking their phones… like everyone did after being trapped in hellfire and damnation central. He heard his name clear as a bell. And Troy’s. It was their fault the bride hadn’t shown.

	It was the hangover. That’s right. He could still taste the tequila. Hell, he could smell tequila oozing from his pores. 

	None of this had anything to do with him.

	Everything was completely normal. 

	Except—

	He’d had sex with the missing bride. And his best friend—

	And— 

	Where the hell was Troy, anyway?

	Brian climbed out of the limo and watched as the limo drove off. His head lowered; his shoulders drooping. A lavender portfolio clutched in one hand. His phone in the other.

	And just when Hunter had himself convinced that he wasn’t paranoid, Brian turned to face him. 

	Hunter’s guts dropped into his nut sack.

	Brian snatched him by the lapels, his phone, pressing into Hunter’s chin. He pulled Hunter close. Too close. Close enough to—

	“You fucking asshole. I seriously ought to put your head through that fence.”

	Why the fucking hell did Hunter have this sudden, intense desire to know what his good buddy Brian tasted like? 

	The furious gleam in Brian’s eyes telling him that was the furthest thing from Brian’s mind. 

	Murder seemed more likely. His. At Brian’s hands.

	“Bri? What the hell?” Hunter didn’t fight him off or push him away. He stood there, letting Brian breathe furiously in his face, and tried not to throw up on him. Because he deserved the ass beating that was coming to him.

	“You sent that video out? Are you insane?” Anger raced through his friend’s eyes and Hunter’s guts did a dance that had nothing to do with the hangover.

	“What video? What the hell are you talking about?” Panic clawed at every part of his body. He didn’t have to ask, he knew. “I didn’t send any video.”

	Brian released his lapels and held up his phone. He pressed play and there it was. In all its grainy horrifying glory. Twenty minutes of hard-core porn, starring Troy and him, with Brian’s sister. Complete with Ronnie outing Brian to the whole freaking world… While Troy sucked his dick.

	Sheer unadulterated terror washed over Hunter. At the look on his own face when Troy made him come. And the words that came out of his mouth. Begging Troy… for… Oh, god. Cold fear clawed at his guts, ripping him open. But he forced himself to meet Brian’s livid gaze. “I didn’t send this. Why would I send this?”

	“It came from your phone, Hunter.” Brian turned off his phone and stepped away. He turned his back on Hunter and stared down the street where the limo had disappeared. Hunter followed his gaze, only to see people milling around the churchyard. Watching them and gossiping.

	About them. 

	Jesus!

	“I swear to God, Brian. I didn’t send it. I would never send that. That was me begging my best friend to fuck me. Even drunk, I wouldn’t have wanted that out there. Fucking Troy! I’m ruined, Brian. Me. Not you. No one will believe her now. Not after what she did.”

	“And you were right there doing it with her.” Brian reminded him.

	Hunter leaned against the fence and closed his eyes. As if that would make this nightmare vanish. “Are you… What she said…” Maybe he was putting the last nail in the coffin holding their friendship together. But he had to know. “Are you gay, Brian?”

	Brian didn’t answer. He stood there staring after that limo. The way he’d looked after it was all the answer Hunter needed. “You are. And you’re in love with Zack— I guess that makes sense.”

	Brian shrugged as if none of it mattered anymore. 

	“Are you gay?” Brian tossed the words at him, reminding Hunter of the words he’d heard himself say. The look in his eyes when he finally met Hunter’s gaze… There was no accusation there. Only resignation and a touch of sadness.

	Hunter averted his eyes and shook his head, denying… Everything.

	“Last night… That was the alcohol. I’ve never been with a man.” Unless Troy counted. He and Troy had fucked together so many times he’d lost count. But they’d never fucked each other, or even touched each other. Until last night. But no way in hell was he about to unpack all that baggage, out here on the street, in front of a graveyard.

	“You keep telling yourself that.” Brian bent to retrieve the portfolio he’d dropped. “One day you might believe it.”

	Hunter ignored him. There was nothing to tell. To himself or anyone else. 

	“Are those Veronica’s tickets?” Maybe there was a god. And maybe sometimes things happened for a reason. Maybe this was one of those times. “If you love Zack. And I think you do. He will need someone after he sees that video. And if I know Troy, he made damn sure Zack got it. He’s a vindictive prick like that.”

	Brian clutched the portfolio to his chest, almost as if it was precious. “He gave me Ronnie’s tickets. In case she changed her mind. I can’t use them if that’s what you’re thinking. They’re not in my name.”

	Brian sounded so forlorn Hunter felt for him. “Let me see them.” He didn’t wait for Brian to hand over the leather portfolio. He took it and leafed through the contents until he found what he was looking for. “Huh. You wouldn’t happen to have your passport on you by any chance?”

	Looking confused, Brian shook his head. “It’s at home, in California. Why?”

	Hunter continued to flip through the documents and tickets. Zack was very organized, that was for damn sure. Airline boarding passes. Cruise line information and tickets. Itineraries for two weeks, beginning today. Veronica’s passport. Everything she’d need, right down to the name of the hotel in New Orleans they were supposed to stay in tonight.

	“True… you can’t use the plane tickets. But the cruise line might transfer those tickets to a different name. The ship doesn’t board until late tomorrow. If someone in California could FedEx you the passport you can get on that ship. You’ll have to book a different flight and pay a service charge to have the tickets changed. But I don’t see why you can’t be on that ship when it sails.”

	“How do you know all that?” Brian took the packet back, his gaze drifting down the street once again.

	“I’m a travel agent. It’s my business to know how all this works.”

	Brian shrugged. Still watching for the limo as if, at any moment, it would come back for him. Hunter felt bad for his old friend. He remembered when Zack had moved away all those years ago. And he knew without asking that Brian’s heart was breaking all over again. “If you love him… You should go be with him.”

	“He doesn’t love me.” He’d never heard his friend sound so desolate. Not Brian. Brian was always the happy-go-lucky one of their group.

	“Look, Brian, I don’t know Zack as well as you do. But, if you want my opinion… Knowing now, that you’re gay and all… The way you always looked at him… He… uh… Brian, Zack looks at you the same way. But… what the hell do I know about love? I got drunk and had a three-way with your sister and Troy Balfour.”

	Brian shot him a part confused, part murderous, look. “Then you might want to tell Troy that you lied to him last night… you know… if you don’t mind my opinion.” The lost little boy look gone from his eyes now, as the Brian O’Daly Hunter knew returned to form.

	“Fucking Troy,” he grumbled, trying to forget he’d said that. His declaration caught on video for everyone to hear. A moment, that never should have happened, frozen in time, and his memory… Forever. “Fucking love you, Troy,” he’d said… and judging by the look on his face at the time… Hunter hadn’t meant it. He couldn’t have meant it.

	“I was out of my mind, drunk. I don’t remember any of that.”

	“Uh, huh? Yeah, Hunter. You keep telling yourself that.” Brian raised an eyebrow in disbelief as he pulled out his phone again. When Hunter didn’t dignify that with an answer, he dialed. Hunter heaved a sigh of relief when those too observant eyes stopped drilling accusatory holes into his head. “Hey, Skip… Can you do me a huge favor?” Brian said to the person on the other end.

	“Have him send it to your hotel,” Hunter suggested, trying to be helpful.

	Brian held the phone away from his mouth. “I don’t have a hotel. I stayed with Zack. I was going to stay with Troy tonight and fly back in the morning.”

	“Jesus, Brian. In New Orleans. I’ll book you a room near the terminal. Tell him you’ll call him back. No, wait. Today is Saturday. FedEx doesn’t deliver on Sundays. Fuck, man, I forgot about that.”

	“It would almost be easier to fly back to California, then to New Orleans.” Brian ran a hand through his hair, frustration seeping from every pore. “Shit.”

	“Or!” Hunter heard someone shout from the phone to get Brian’s attention, “I can meet you in New Orleans. Just tell me what I need to bring.” The guy sounded amused, and a little exasperated.

	“That’ll work.” Hunter heaved himself off the fence and pulled out his own phone. “Give me an hour to find my work tablet and give me and I’ll help you get the tickets changed over. But, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go murder someone first.”

	“Yeah, sure, Hunter.” Brian held the phone to his chest beside the portfolio. “And for what it’s worth. Thanks.”

	“Thanks?” Hunter knew the man had finally lost his damn mind if he was thanking him for his part in that video. “What the hell for?”

	“Zack would have made the biggest mistake of his life if he’d married my sister. So… As bad as it sounds. Thanks for fucking her… or—” Brian winced. “You know what I mean.”

	“You won’t be thanking me once that video finishes making the rounds. The whole city will know you’re gay before the day is over, Brian.”

	“Yeah, well, I won’t be here when the shit hits the fan. I’ll be on Zack’s honeymoon!”

	Hunter wished like hell he was holding those tickets… or any tickets. Because… he was so beyond fucked. “Anyway… go get him, Brian. Go get your man.”

	“I’d say the same to you, but then I’d be an accomplice to murder,” Brian said with an evil grin. He waved as Hunter started to walk away and put the phone back to his ear. 

	“Oh, hey,” he called out before Hunter got too far. “For real… don’t murder Troy too badly. And Hunter… I hope everything works for you… and… you know… everything,” Brian said and with a final wave he set off down the street toward the parking lot.

	Alone now. Hunter looked around for his car. He’d been so hungover when he woke up, he couldn’t remember even getting here. Nor could he remember where he parked his car less than an hour ago.

	“Uber,” he remembered. He’d taken an Uber to the church. Hell, he didn’t even know where his keys were. His mom had let him into the house. Which explained why this suit didn’t fit. Last time he’d worn this suit had been to his high school graduation.

	“Fucking hell.” He’d awakened in his old bedroom and hadn’t even noticed. No wonder his mom hadn’t been all that thrilled to see him. He hadn’t planned to stay the night at home. Turning up drunk in the wee hours… Yeah. He would never hear the end of that transgression.

	Pulling up the Uber app on his phone, he called a car. Good thing he had an account with them because he sure as hell didn’t have his wallet… Wait? Since when did he have an Uber account, anyway?

	He looked down at the contacts on his phone. Troy called again. Wait, no… that wasn’t Troy calling. That was someone calling Troy. He’d just assumed… 

	Fuck, he had Troy’s phone.

	Which meant Troy had his phone. Which meant—

	“Motherfucker gonna die,” he growled as he climbed into the back of the car. The Uber driver looked at him funny. Maybe he’d heard worse. Who the hell knew? Hunter rattled off Troy’s address and hoped like hell his friend was there and not eloping with Brian’s sister… because—

	And that stopped him cold.

	What if Troy had run off with Ronnie? That would explain why he hadn’t shown up for the wedding. And Hunter didn’t remember leaving Brian’s house at all. Maybe Troy had put him in an Uber and sent him home to his mother so that Troy wouldn’t have to deal with Hunter’s confession… And he was off marrying Zack’s fiancée… When Hunter only realized—

	“I’m gay,” he said in surprise.

	“Congratulations?” The Uber guy replied. “But… I thought you guys dressed better than that.” He turned the rear-view mirror back to see Hunter. “Okay, yeah. I can see it now. Thanks for letting me know.”

	“Do I look gay?” Hunter didn’t know if he should be concerned for his safety… Or his sanity.

	“I think you look hungover. And if you blow chunks in my car, there will be an extra charge for the cleaning.’’ Uber guy answered.

	Hunter laughed. “It’s Troy’s account, charge him whatever you want. He’s rich. He won’t miss it. Besides, the asshole deserves whatever he gets.”

	“What did this Troy guy do to you?” Uber guy seemed fascinated now. He angled the mirror again to chat.

	He was cute. Hunter decided. If you didn’t mind the hipster type.

	Holy shit… He’d checked out another guy. What the hell was wrong with him? Get his dick sucked once… By a dude… and his closet bursts wide open.

	Hunter shrugged and leaned back in the seat. What the hell… why not? “Sucked my dick. Posted the video on the internet and ran off with our friend’s fiancée who left him at the altar. While everyone at the wedding was watching the video and talking about me. And I don’t even care that I might not have a job or a home to go home to.”

	Uber guy grinned at him in the mirror. “Oh, shit, dude! That was you? Oh, yeah. Fuck Troy! He deserves what he gets. After you told him you loved him and everything, he runs off with the skanky bride… Troy is a tool.”

	Hunter tried to sink lower in the seat. Even the Uber guy had seen… “Going to fucking murder him,” Hunter mumbled, anger almost blinding him.

	“That’s cool. I’ll alibi you,” Uber guy said as if it was no big thing. Any of it. 

	Turning the corner onto Troy’s street, he whistled. “Damn, man. You weren’t kidding, Troy can handle a little fucking over.”

	“He lives in the carriage house, not the big house.” Hunter had no idea why he made excuses for his friend. Troy was exactly what he appeared to be. A spoiled, rotten, rich kid who’d flunked out of every fancy private school in the south, before slumming with them in public school. And even though he had a master’s degree, he’d never worked a day in his life. And he still lived at home at twenty-seven. If you counted living in the old garage turned luxury apartment as living at home, yeah… Troy was a tool.

	Uber guy pulled into the driveway in front of Troy’s garage door entrance. He turned around while Hunter added a huge tip to the bill. “You want me to wait for you? In case Troy ran off with Ronnie.”

	The garage doors opened as he waited. Hunter’s missing car parked inside. “No. But thanks for listening. And… I’m not gay.”

	Uber guy shrugged. “That’s too bad. If you change your mind. About the ride… Or the orientation. I’m Duncan. Hit me up.”

	Duncan handed him a business card and winked. He was cute. But Hunter wasn’t interested. He just smiled and got the hell out of the car before he chickened out on the murdering part or… Gave into curiosity on the other thing.

	The screaming cured him of any urge to know what Duncan meant by hitting him up.

	The sound of— Holy fuck, was that a gunshot?— Rent the air. And Hunter ran.

	Not away from, but toward the sound. Into the garage. Past his car. And up the stairs to Troy’s apartment. His heart pounding in his chest.

	All this talk about murder and… Oh, god, Troy. Please don’t be dead.

	Don’t be dead.

	He opened the door and hit the floor as the wall above his head splintered. 

	Hunter lay on the doorstep breathing heavy, fear paralyzing him… While Troy lay on the kitchen floor not that far away. He didn’t move. A pool of deepest red liquid spreading away from his body.

	Another blast of gunshot and all Hunter saw was darkness.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	“Answer your damn phone, Hunter!” Troy grumbled into the pillow. The stupid ringtone too annoying to sleep through. Troy didn’t even recognize the song. Seems like it was one of Hunter’s. “Hunter!” He shouted to be heard over the god-awful racket.

	But Hunter didn’t make a noise. And the phone went silent again. 

	Ah, a moment of respite. 

	He could sleep.

	Troy rolled over in bed. Expecting to find a warm body to cuddle. He fell out instead.

	Since when was the TV in the bedroom?

	He sat on the cold, hard floor wondering where the hell he was. Looked like his floor. But he wasn’t really sure. 

	The light was too bright for the bedroom, anyway. And… that was definitely not the view from his bed. 

	He stared out the wide-open French doors… over the courtyard to the balcony outside his parent’s suite. And straight into their private sitting room. He could see the sofa so very clearly. 

	Which meant they had a full view of everything that went on in his living room if he had the drapes open. 

	Like, now.

	The sweetest breeze blowing through his wide-open French doors. The buttery morning sunlight, like a sharp blade stabbing his eyes as he sat on the floor… looking into his parent’s bedroom. For some weird reason.

	While Hunter’s phone rang something obnoxious. 

	Hunter’s phone? He reached for the damn thing… ringing its head off… on his coffee table. 

	It sat right there… on the table… next to Hunter’s wallet and keys… on the coffee table. 

	And if Troy was sleeping off a drunk on the couch… there should be a hungover, pissed off man, somewhere nearby.

	“Hunter!” He bellowed, regretting that decision immediately. Troy clutched his head in both hands because the sound of his own voice made his teeth hurt.

	Still no answer.

	Troy sighed and released his head. “Dammit, Hunter, you better not be sleeping in my bed. I swear I’ll kick your ass.” He crawled to his feet. Which… was no mean feat with his pants around his ankles. 

	Tripping, he tried to shake the heavy thing off his… shoe? What the hell?

	He still wore one shoe… Staggering, he looked around. But fuck, if he knew where the other one had landed. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d passed out before he finished stripping.

	God, he needed something… “Ugh.” He swallowed, his mouth dry and foul-tasting. Like too much booze and… Spunk.

	There shouldn’t be any spunk aftertaste from last night’s escapades. He distinctly remembered pussy… And Hunter and… The trilling started again. “Hunter! I swear to god I’m going to take a hammer to your phone if you don’t wake the fuck up and answer it!”

	Hunter still didn’t answer. And his phone did not stop ringing. At. All.

	Pissed now, Troy kicked off the remaining shoe and untangled his legs from his pants. He stumbled the two steps to the coffee table and grabbed the damned thing. “First, we silence the beast. Second… we find the beast master and shove it where the sun don’t shine,” he mumbled, hearing his words slur… and snorted. “Beast Master… Hunter… that’s funny.”

	He turned the phone over in his shaky hand and punched in Hunter’s code to unlock it.

	Forty missed calls. Huh!

	What was so important someone needed to call forty times on a Saturday morning?

	There were twice that many missed texts. And his social media was blown all to hell and back.

	“Hunter! The hell did you do?” He shouted again, wincing at the sound of his voice echoing through his empty apartment.

	Empty?

	He went to his bedroom. Not that he expected to find Hunter there. But if his shit was here, then where else would Hunter be?

	Saturday morning?

	Wait. There was something about Saturday morning he needed to remember.

	“Wedding?” The word popped into his head. “Zack’s wedding.” He grabbed Hunter’s phone again to check the time. “Fuck!”

	Too late now. Zack and what’s-her-name would already be hitched. It would be bad manners to show up at the reception… Late. Again. And empty-handed.

	He had to remember to pick up a gift. Something expensive for missing everything.

	A text popped up while he was checking the time. The word Boss in all caps. The message: You’re fired!

	“Holy fuck balls, Batman.” What the hell did Hunter do to get fired… On a Saturday… By text message?

	Hunter was such a goody-goody ass kisser. Always eager to please… everyone. Do anything anyone wanted… like—

	Follow Troy to some blonde’s house and help him get it up enough to fuck… Brian’s sister… the younger one. The one marrying Zack… This morning. After Troy had… “Oh… Fucking… God.”

	He sat down on the floor. Hard. The marble tile so cold his nut sack shriveled back into his body.

	He’d hooked up with Ronnie at Zack’s bachelor party. Or maybe it was before the party. He couldn’t remember seeing Zack or even Brian there yet. He’d been early. Or they were late. He was alone when she came on to him. And yeah, he remembered that much. She’d done the picking up. And when Hunter arrived… Well, the more the merrier, she’d said.

	So… How’d he get back home? And where the fuck was Hunter? And what the hell happened after they’d left the club? Too many questions… He looked for his phone but couldn’t find it, or his keys… or his shirt.

	Maybe if he had Hunter’s phone… then maybe… 

	He found his name in Hunter’s contacts and pressed the call button… And got his voicemail. Damn, he needed to change that message. Hell, he recorded that way back in high school when he got his first phone.

	Maybe the ceremony wasn’t over yet.

	Or Hunter was dead in the street somewhere.

	No. They’d made it back here. He remembered that much… After Ronnie had thrown them out.

	He still tasted spunk.

	And… He’d gotten off at some point last night. In more ways than one… but not with Zack’s fiancée?

	Not possible… Unless she’d grown a new appendage.

	Oh! Fuck!

	With… 

	Hunter’s phone kept ringing. Messages kept coming in. The message boxes displaying outrage and dissent. Someone called him a faggot.

	Hunter wasn’t… The memory of dick in his mouth came flooding back.

	Hunter’s dick. His fingers brushing Troy’s hair as he sucked Hunter off.

	“Fuck!” He sat there, on the cold floor remembering enough to make him sick to his stomach. Not that the booze wasn’t doing a decent job of that on its own.

	Hunter’s spunk. He’d sucked Hunter off while Ronnie was yelling at… Brian. For interrupting. No… For threatening to tell Zack.

	And she’d kicked them out after—

	Try as he might, Troy couldn’t remember a damn thing after Ronnie kicked them out.

	Besides the fact that he hadn’t gotten off with her. And neither had Hunter. That much he remembered.

	So… If he was with Hunter… why did certain body parts… Oh, God… Coffee would be great right now.

	He stumbled to his feet and the half-filled pot in the kitchen. Pouring a cup into one of the empty mugs by the maker, he drank… black, and… spit it out… “Fuck… Cold.”

	Grabbing a towel, he wiped his mouth. No coffee. He spotted the next best thing. The bottle of wine, he’d opened at some point last night, sat on the counter by the coffee maker.

	An expensive red he’d filched from his father’s wine cellar. He’d intended to give it to Zack last night but must have forgotten to take it. Anyway… No point wasting it.

	“I see you’re still among the living.” His dad’s voice broke into his hangover. Why did the man have to shout? “I had some doubts until you started bellowing.”

	He waved the bottle at his father… Shushing him.

	“Don’t tell me to be quiet in my own home.” His father’s voice only got louder… and angrier as he spoke.

	And if that wasn’t enough… The pumping sound of a shotgun being readied for business joined the conversation.

	Troy sobered up real fast.

	Looking up, he found his father, dressed for golf, but that wasn’t a nine iron he was packing. The pissed off look on the man’s face scared the rest of booze right out of his system.

	“Dad! What the fuck?” Stepping away from the counter, Troy held out his hands. His balls shriveled to the size of raisins. “Put the gun down, Dad. Tell me what’s going on.”

	“Nothing much to talk about. I have a twenty-seven-year-old deadbeat son, who thinks I owe him a living.” His father walked past the billowing curtains and pointed the gun. Oh-so casually. At Troy’s head.

	“My fault, I guess. I turned a blind eye to his wild ways. I said, boys will be boys, when you fucked half the country club. I paid your bills. And sent you to the finest schools. And college. Grad school. Hoping, like a fool, that you’d get it out of your system, and make something of yourself. But what do you do, Troy? How do you repay me? You star in a fuck video with that prissy little friend of yours.”

	“What video?” Troy tried not to show fear. Or confusion. But he was shaking so much he couldn’t think. “You mean Ronnie?”

	“Is that his name? Seems like it might have been. How long have you been a faggot, Troy?” He steadied the gun. Aiming it right at Troy’s stomach. Maybe a touch lower.

	Troy reached for the nearest weapon. The wine bottle he was about to drain. Holding it like a club… as if that was enough to protect him from a gut full of pellets.

	“Dad.” Trying to stay in control and not throw himself onto the floor like a coward, Troy swallowed hard and stood tall. His father had a temper. A bad one. Troy had the scars to prove it. But he’d never gotten so angry he’d tried to kill him. “Put the gun down, Dad.”

	“I’m only going to ask you one time, Troy. Are you a goddamn faggot?” Something crazed flashed in his father’s eyes and Troy shook his head in denial. He raised the bottle higher, hearing the liquid slosh inside as he shook. Where the hell was… had his father done something to… Hunter? 

	Hunter should be here. Somewhere.

	He didn’t dare ask. For fear of setting his father off.

	He shook and held onto that damn bottle trying not to show… 

	Fear… that tasted like Hunter’s spunk… and bile… and smelled of wine… running cold down his arm… where the hell was Hunter… while something warm ran down his leg

	“Jesus, did you piss yourself? You pussy. I have a faggot pussy for a son. And now everyone in Buckhead knows my shame.” His father advanced on him. The gun still pointed at Troy’s midsection.

	“Put the gun down, Dad. Please.” God, he was going to beg. He raised the bottle over his head. The rest of the expensive wine ran down his arm to puddle on the floor around his feet with… Oh god, he had pissed himself.

	“I’m not… Gay. Dad. I’m not. I swear. We were drunk.” He had no idea what video his dad was talking about. Or why anyone in Buckhead would have seen it. But god, he’d had sex with someone last night, definitely not a female the way his ass hurt. But fuck if he remembered a thing about it.

	“You think I’m a fool, don’t you boy?” The gun went off. Something hot and sharp sliced into his hip. His father didn’t look the slightest bit startled. He looked… Determined. “You should learn to close your curtains. And turn your damn lights out. When you allow a cocksucker to fuck you on the floor… in my house.”

	“Okay, okay.” Troy tried placating. He swiped his hand over the stinging pain. The odd, warm, wet, stickiness there felt weird. He held out his hand. The wine had turned so dark… Not wine. Blood. Why was there blood? “Fuck. You shot me!”

	“Birdshot. And that’s just a graze. You won’t die.” His father cocked the gun again. “Unless I aim at your head.”

	“You fucking shot me, Dad,” Troy shouted. Disbelief warring with terror.

	“You’ll live. But not here. I want you out. Today. Take only what you bought with money you earned. Do I make myself clear?” His dad sneered at the bleeding wound.

	Asshole!

	“Can I put on clothes or do I have to leave naked?” He should have kept his damn mouth closed. His dad would have left. And once he calmed down, he would forget everything. If he’d nodded along like a good little soldier, his dad would have walked out. Everything would have been fine. 

	Troy would make himself scarce for a couple of days. His mom would make his father see reason. And everything would have gone back to normal. One big dysfunctional fucking mess… But normal.

	“That bottle of wine cost ten thousand dollars,” his father shouted. Troy dropped to his knees in the puddle of wine and urine… as the gun went off again. This time blowing chunks out of the cupboard over his head.

	He threw his arms over his face to deflect the worst of the wooden shards, but took a hit to the temple.

	“Dad! Have you lost your mind?” Troy shouted over the pumping sound as his father loaded another shell. His dad didn’t answer.

	Troy threw himself face down on the floor and curled in on himself. It might only be birdshot, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt. Or leave a scar. He had no idea how many shots he could take if his father decided to actually shoot him.

	“Goddamn, Dad,” he screamed as the next shot whizzed past him to hit the door to the garage.

	Troy looked up as that door opened, the knob blown off.

	That wasn’t fucking birdshot.

	The bastard had buckshot.

	And he’d lost his fucking mind.

	The door opened further and Troy looked on in horror as Hunter fell over the threshold. Troy screamed as his father fired one more time. Blowing the hell out of the door frame. Where Hunter’s head had been.

	Hunter didn’t move. He didn’t make a sound. He lay there. Still… as death. Drywall dust covering his hair and shoulders.

	“Hunter!” He finally found his voice. Screaming his friend’s name, “Oh, God. Hunter!”

	“That the lover, then?” His father said, sounding like he was out on the golf course and had hit one into a sand trap. “Such a damn shame.”

	“You motherfucker. You killed him.” Troy scrambled to his feet, slipping in the puddle, to get to his friend. His own safety forgotten.

	“Didn’t touch him. The little fruit passed out in terror.” His father sneered at the prone body of his friend.

	Troy glanced over at his father as he crept toward Hunter. The cold bastard checked the gun for shells, swearing when it came up empty. 

	“It will take me five minutes to go reload. That’s how long you have. Five minutes. Get your ass and your faggot lover out of my house.” His father gazed impassively at Hunter before directing a glare Troy’s direction. One that chilled him to the bone. “And Troy. If you’re here when I get back… I won’t miss.”

	His father left, whistling cheerfully. Troy slid to his knees beside Hunter in the garage door, slivers of wood and drywall tearing into his legs.

	“Hunter?” He rolled his friend over to look for blood. He had a gash on the top of his head, but no holes from the shot pellets. “Hunter?” He patted Hunter’s face, hoping to wake him up. “Come on. Please don’t be dead.”

	Hunter grunted and swatted his hand away. “Stop it. Fucking… What the hell? Troy?” His eyes flew open, and he bolted out of Troy’s arms and almost went tumbling down the stairs. Troy caught his arm before he broke his neck.

	Turning terrified eyes on Troy, his nostrils flared as he came to his senses. “Troy?” He grabbed Troy’s arm and looked him over as if he’d never seen him before. “You’re alive?”

	“I’m okay. But… I gotta leave. He might kill me if he comes back.” Troy didn’t feel a damn thing now that he was sure Hunter was alive. Not one damn thing. 

	Numb. 

	The blood seeping from small wounds all over his body didn’t even register. Hunter was okay and that’s all that mattered. “Stay here, okay. I’ll be right back. And if my father comes back… Get the hell out and call the cops.” He left Hunter sitting on the threshold and raced to his room.

	He didn’t have much time if his dad was serious. He hauled out a suitcase and threw everything he could get his hands onto inside. The fucker didn’t know what Troy owned. Clothes, shoes, some random stuff. His glasses. And the box containing his jewelry. All went in.

	He had no idea where his phone, wallet or keys were. He dressed in a pair of dirty jeans and a button-down shirt and shoved his feet into a pair of flip-flops.

	Wallet, phone, and keys lay on the coffee table. Not his. Hunter’s. He’d forgotten. “Crap.” He grabbed them anyway.

	“Where’s your car?” He called out to Hunter, who still sat dazed on the doorstep where Troy had left him.

	Hunter didn’t answer. He leaned against the busted door frame, way too still. “Hunter?”

	He was two steps from the door when he spotted Hunter’s car at the base of the stairs.

	“That’ll work,” he said, pushing his case down the stairs just as we heard his dad shout…

	“Time’s Up!”

	“Come on, buddy. Time to go.” He hauled Hunter off the top step and carried him down the stairs. Where he stuffed his friend into the passenger seat of the car. Throwing his bag in the back seat he jumped in and was burning rubber out of the garage as his dad stepped on the top step. 

	Jesus… He’d traded the shotgun for a rifle.

	“Troy?” Hunter looked at him with vacant eyes.

	“Yeah, Hunter?” They sped down the street as fast as the car could go. He had no idea where he was going.

	“I think your dad shot me.” Hunter held up a bloody hand… And passed out cold.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	“Where are we?” Hunter gazed dazedly into the darkness. A blinding light coming straight at him made him wince.

	“Florida. Somewhere. I don’t know. The boonies,” Troy’s disembodied voice answered from the all-encompassing dark. He sounded strange.

	Staring out the window, Hunter hoped to clear his head and get his bearings. Everything was a blur. “Are we moving?”

	“Yeah. What was in that shit they gave you at the clinic?’’ Troy’s answer didn’t make the slightest freaking sense.

	“What clinic?” Now that Hunter thought about it, his words sounded slurred. Tasted slurred too. “Why are we in Florida?”

	“Spring break. Remember? We’re going on spring break. You wanted Daytona. I wanted Panama City. We fought about it after we got your head stitched up.”

	“Did I win?” Hunter lifted numb fingers to scratch the itchy spot on his scalp. “Oh, my god. I’m bald. Why am I bald?”

	“You’re not bald. It’s just a small patch. They had to shave it to close the wound. They gave you pain meds and antibiotics and all kinds of shit. Don’t you remember?”

	Hunter shook his head. Another blinding light flashed before his eyes bringing another flash of… He remembered something. Hazy. About— “Concussion?”

	“Maybe… a little bit of one,” Troy answered hesitantly. Almost sounding… Guilty.

	A little concussion. How did he get a little concussion? And… Hunter fingered the bald spot… Stitches?

	“You were dead.” He remembered, with a jolt. “In a puddle of blood. I remember.”

	“Not blood. Wine. A ten-thousand-dollar bottle of wine.” Troy answered before cursing at the car in front of them for pulling out and not speeding up.

	“Is that what I smell?” He wrinkled his nose as the stench in the car registered in his brain. “Like you bathed in a distillery.”

	“Well, I didn’t exactly have time for a shower before we left.” 

	Okay. Now Troy sounded really guilty.

	“I have to be at work Monday morning, Troy. I can’t just pick up and run off to the beach whenever I feel like it. We’re not kids anymore, Troy,” Hunter said, a strange panicky, oily kind of feeling in his guts. As if something bad— his gut roiled with that oily panic as one more blinding light slashed through his brain like a knife. Hunter gagged. “Oh… God. Pull over. Going to be sick.”

	“Again?” Troy sounded impatient. But the car swerved off the road and came to a stop.

	Hunter opened the door and tried to get out but couldn’t. “I’m trapped. Why am I trapped?”

	“Seat belt, Hunter,” Troy said, reaching over, his hand grazing Hunter’s arm. And suddenly Hunter was free. So free he nearly fell out of the car, into the warm, heavy, air that wrapped around him like wet fur. Hoping the nausea would subside, Hunter dragged in huge lung fulls of the stuff.

	The loud, obnoxious, noises of what Hunter assumed to be frogs (or maybe crickets) were not the slightest bit comforting in the almost total darkness.

	Pretending he wasn’t terrified of a little cricket, he got back into the car and slammed the door. “Where are we?”

	“Somewhere between Tallahassee and Panama City on Blountstown Highway. That’s all I can tell you right now,” Troy answered, his voice sounding tired now.

	Hunter sat quietly, willing his stomach to settle, as he listened to the deep southern spring night from the safety of the car. “So… You won the argument?”

	“No, you did. But you passed out and we’re closer to PC. And I have a friend who said we can stay at his beach house for a week as long as we don’t trash it. Seemed like the best plan at the time.” The guilt was back in his voice.

	One thing about Troy, he wasn’t a convincing liar. But that didn’t stop him from trying, though.

	“And staying home wasn’t an option? What aren’t you telling me?” Hunter was done with this argument. He was about ready to take his chances with whatever might be in those woods just past the ditch he’d just thrown up in. “Just… tell me the truth, Troy. You owe me that much.”

	“My dad threw me out,” Troy stated, his voice faint in the dark.

	A blast of memory, sounding strangely like gunfire, streaked through Hunter’s brain. “Your dad shot me.” Troy’s dad had
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