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Prologue




THE LIGHT IN Room 214 was always soft at this time of day. Not golden, not quite gray—just enough to blur the edges of things. Dust floated lazily in the beam from the half-closed blinds, and the rest of the classroom was all shadow.

We weren’t supposed to be there. Technically, school had been out for almost an hour. But my English notes were spread across the desk in front of him, his pen tapping against the margin as I pretended to study. What we were actually doing was… something else.

His knee was pressed against mine under the table. Close enough that I could feel the heat from his leg even when he shifted. Close enough that if either of us leaned a fraction forward, we’d be tangled up in something we couldn’t take back.

I remember the sound first—the rapid click of a shutter—before I saw her.

The yearbook photographer had been making her rounds for weeks, catching “candid moments” for the back pages. She must have pushed the door open without us noticing, because there she was, grinning behind the camera, firing off two, three more shots before we could even blink.

He jerked back in his chair, the heat breaking like a snapped string. I turned toward the lens too late—whatever she’d caught was already burned into film.

The picture made it into the yearbook, tucked between club photos and random hallway snapshots. Cropped tight, just our faces. Two friends laughing over an open notebook. Innocent enough for everyone else.

But I knew.

He knew.

And in the strip of space the crop had cut away—the place where knees touched and the air between us held more than either of us could name—that was where the real story lived.

Twenty years later, that same picture would flicker onto a screen in a crowded room, and across the sea of faces, I’d see him again.

And I knew, from the moment our eyes met across the room, that we’d finish what we once started in the negative space.













CHAPTER ONE

The Invitation







BY THE TIME I turned onto Seventy-Fourth, my lungs were hot and tight, the last of the sun slipping between the brownstones like it was in a hurry to be somewhere else. My calves burned. Sweat stung the corners of my eyes. The air was thick in that late-August, New York way—like trying to breathe through a damp towel.

I slowed to a jog as I approached my block, the tree canopy overhead casting long, uneven shadows across the cracked pavement. Someone’s window was open, a faint hiss of jazz spilling out into the street. It smelled faintly like rain even though the sky hadn’t delivered on that promise all day.

When my brownstone came into view, I couldn’t help the flicker of relief in my chest. The place still made me pause sometimes—the brick worn in all the right ways, black wrought iron railings curling like something out of a different century. I’d worked a long time for this. Too long, some might say, but I didn’t care. Success looked different on everyone, and for me, it looked like three floors, crown molding, and a mortgage my twenty-year-old self wouldn’t have believed.

The cool hit me as soon as I stepped inside—that quiet, dense cool only old buildings have, the kind that smells faintly of polished wood and time. My sneakers squeaked faintly against the tile. I pulled my phone from my armband, ended the run on my tracker, and yanked out my earbuds.

Silence.

It’s always like that at first, right after a run. Your body’s still thrumming, but the world around you is dead still, like it’s waiting for you to catch up. I stood there for a beat, catching my breath, staring at the muted light filtering in through the narrow front windows.

And then my eyes landed on it.

The envelope sat on the entry table exactly where I’d left it two hours ago, when I’d come home from work and found it in the mail. White, heavy paper, my name written in looping cursive that looked better suited for a wedding invitation than my stack of bills.

I’d ignored it then—or tried to. Dropped it on the table, swapped my suit for running gear, and bolted before I could think about it too much. But now, with the run behind me and the house holding its breath around me, it was the only thing in the room.

I walked past the table without touching it, the way you might walk past a sleeping animal you weren’t sure was friendly. The kitchen was dim, the late light just skimming the tops of the cabinets. I reached for the fridge, letting the hum and cool air roll over me as I pulled out a bottle of water.

The first swallow was almost violent—cold hitting the back of my throat, sending a shiver down my spine. I drained half of it in one go, the burn in my lungs giving way to a slower, heavier pulse in my temples. My reflection in the black glass of the microwave caught my eye—flushed face, damp hair curling at the edges. I looked like I’d been running from something, not toward it.

I leaned against the counter, the water bottle cool in my hand, and stared out the narrow kitchen window. Down on the street, a delivery guy was locking up his bike, the kind of everyday nothing moment that made the city feel like a thousand lives happening at once. It was grounding, in a way. Safe.

I stayed there longer than I needed to, letting the air settle around me, the quiet pressing in until I could almost forget about the envelope in the other room. Almost.

Eventually, the sweat on my back started to chill, and I pushed away from the counter, heading upstairs. The shower was quick—hot water pounding over my shoulders, steam fogging the mirror, the kind of heat that stripped away the ache in my legs but did nothing for the knot in my chest.

By the time I came back down, barefoot, hair damp, wearing a soft cotton T-shirt and old joggers, the envelope was still there. Exactly where I’d left it.

And now I was out of excuses.

I picked up my phone from the console table, thumb hovering over the envelope for a second before deciding to tap the Grindr icon instead.

The familiar grid of torsos and headless selfies bloomed across the screen, a mosaic of possibilities I wasn’t particularly invested in but couldn’t quite quit.

First notification—Eli, 32. A photo of his abs, the tan lines faint but deliberate. We’d met twice, both times at my place. He had a tight, athletic build and the kind of ass that made you want to keep your hands there the whole time. I remembered the way he gripped the headboard when I slid into him, the heat of his breath in my ear.

Second—Chris, 41. Silver at the temples, dark eyes that always seemed to be laughing at something. The first night we met, he dropped to his knees like he’d been planning it all week. Generous mouth, thick fingers, and a cock that felt even bigger in my hand than it looked in the pic.

Third—Diego, 29. Tattoo down his ribs, quiet until you got him naked. The last time, he’d pushed me back on the couch, straddled me, and rode slow like he had nowhere else to be. I’d been sore the next day in a way I didn’t mind at all.

Fourth—Mason, 34. Clean-cut, accountant type. Sweet in messages, filthy in bed. He liked to be told what to do—where to put his mouth, how to touch me. And he always obeyed, eyes glassy with it.

Fifth—Troy, 27. Younger than I usually went for, but bold. Showed up in a jockstrap, grinning like he’d already won something. I’d bent him over my desk, his voice catching when I slid two fingers in and told him to hold still.

I set the phone down, screen dark. The room felt quieter than before.

The sex was good—sometimes great—but scrolling through them didn’t make the knot in my chest loosen. It wasn’t what I was avoiding, not really.

My eyes drifted back to the envelope

I picked it up like it might burn me. The paper was thick, the kind you had to order special, the flap sealed with a little gold sticker stamped with the school crest. Someone on the committee had gone all in.

The edge tore with a muted rip, and I slid the card free. Heavy cardstock, navy border, the words printed in a serif font that tried too hard to feel important.

The James Madison High School Class of 2005 Alumni Committee formally requests your attendance at our 20-Year Reunion Celebration.

There it was, in black and white.

The rest was predictable—the date, the time, the venue, some Charleston hotel ballroom I could picture exactly without ever stepping inside. RSVP by the end of the month. Dinner, dancing, cash bar.

I set the card down on the table, staring at the school crest embossed at the top. The same one that used to glare down from every banner in the gym.

My stomach gave a slow, reluctant twist. I could already picture the faces—the ones who’d laughed in the hallway, the ones who’d whispered when they thought I couldn’t hear.

And then there was Maddox.

I hadn’t seen him in twenty years, but I could still picture the exact shade of his eyes. Not quite brown, not quite hazel—the kind that shifted with the light, always catching more than they gave away.

We’d met in ninth grade, aright away I realized Maddox was the kind of boy people noticed without him having to try—tall, lean, a quick smile that made you feel like you were in on something. He never joined in when the others made their cracks about me, even after junior year when I came out and the whispers got louder.

He’d sit with me at lunch when no one else would, toss me his hoodie when I looked cold on the bleachers, show up at my locker with a pack of Twizzlers and some story about how his morning was worse than mine.

The last week of senior year, he’d given me a ride home after finals. We’d parked in front of my house, talking about nothing and everything, and there’d been this pause—just long enough for me to wonder what would happen if I leaned in. I didn’t. Neither did he. And then he was gone.

The gap year in Europe, the west coast for school, the east coast for med. My life went one way, his another. And somewhere along the line, we’d stopped checking in.

I blinked back into the present, the reunion card still on the table like it was daring me to RSVP. My chest felt tight, not from the run, but from the idea of walking into that ballroom.

What I needed was something simpler. Physical. A release that didn’t involve nostalgia or risk.

I picked up my phone and scrolled back through the names, thumb hesitating before tapping Mason. Sweet in messages, filthy in bed—and always game to follow my lead.

Hey. You free tonight?

The three dots appeared almost instantly.

For you? Always.

It didn’t take long for Mason to get here. Twenty minutes, maybe less. Just enough time for me to pour a whiskey, stand under the kitchen pendant light, and pretend I wasn’t watching the clock.

When the buzzer rang, I pressed the door release and waited at the top of the stairs. Mason’s footsteps echoed up the old wooden risers, steady and unhurried. When he stepped into view, he was exactly as I remembered—dark jeans, fitted T-shirt that hinted at the frame beneath, clean-shaven, eyes already warm with mischief.

“Hey,” he said, like we’d just seen each other yesterday.

I leaned against the doorframe, letting my gaze travel—slow, deliberate. “Come in.”

He brushed past me, the faint scent of cedar and soap trailing in his wake. By the time I closed the door, he’d set his bag down by the console and turned, that hint of deference already in his posture. Mason liked direction. Liked to be told what I wanted.

“Upstairs,” I said, and he went without hesitation.

The bedroom light was low, shadows stretching across the walls. I stepped in behind him, closing the distance until I could feel the heat radiating off his body. My hand slid under his shirt, fingers tracing the smooth plane of his stomach, the faint line of hair leading down.

He exhaled, almost a sigh. “Missed this.”

“Yeah?” My other hand found his belt, unfastening it in one practiced motion. The sound of the zipper was sharp in the quiet room. I let my palm press against him through the denim, felt him start to harden under the touch.

Mason turned his head just enough to glance at me, his voice low. “Tell me what you want.”

I guided him toward the bed, giving his belt a light tug until he sank down onto the mattress. “Stand up,” I said. He obeyed, and I stepped in close, pushing his jeans down to his thighs.

He was already hard, the fabric of his briefs doing nothing to hide it. I ran my fingers along the length of his dick, slow, feeling the twitch of response. Then I hooked my thumbs into the waistband and slid them down, watching his cock spring free—thick, flushed, the kind of sight that never failed to make me want to take my time.

I pushed him gently back onto the bed, my hands on his knees, parting them just enough to step between. “Lie back.”

He did, looking up at me with that mix of anticipation and surrender I knew so well. I leaned over him, one hand braced on the mattress, the other curling around his cock, stroking slow, deliberate, just enough to make his hips lift.

“Good,” I murmured, and he smiled—a quick, breathless thing.

Mason’s breath hitched as I tightened my grip around him, stroking him slow, dragging my thumb over the head just enough to smear the precum. His thighs shifted under my hands, muscles twitching like he was already fighting the urge to thrust.

I dropped to my knees without another word. His cock stood thick and ready in front of me, the flushed head catching the low light. I wrapped one hand around the base and leaned in, running my tongue up the underside from base to tip, tasting the salt already there.

“Fuck,” he breathed, his fingers sliding into my hair.

I took him into my mouth, slow at first—letting him feel the heat, the wet, the way my lips sealed tight around him. My tongue worked in slow circles under the ridge before I sank lower, letting him hit the back of my throat. He groaned, hips jerking just a little, and I tightened my grip on his thigh to keep him still.

“Don’t move,” I said, pulling back just enough for my breath to ghost over him. He nodded, chest rising and falling faster now.

I went back down on him, this time faster, bobbing my head in a steady rhythm, twisting my wrist in counterpoint. The sounds he made—low, desperate—sent a pulse straight through me. His cock twitched against my tongue, and I pulled off with a wet pop, grinning up at him.

“On your stomach.”

He turned without hesitation, lying flat, the curve of his ass perfect in the dim light. I slid my hands over him, kneading the firm muscle, spreading his cheeks open to expose the tight, waiting hole. I bent down and licked a slow stripe from the base up, circling him with my tongue until he was squirming under me.

“You ready for me?” I asked.

“Yes daddy,” he said, voice rough.

Daddy? I liked that. I grabbed the condom from the nightstand, rolling it on with one hand, slicking myself with lube. My cock was hard enough to ache as I lined up with him, pressing just the head against his hole. 

“You want it?” I teased.

He pushed back, and I eased in, inch by inch, feeling the tight stretch give way to heat.

“God, you feel good,” I muttered, gripping his hips.

Once I was buried to the hilt, I held there for a beat, letting him adjust, before pulling back and driving in harder. His knuckles gripped the sheets, his breath coming in sharp bursts.

His voice caught, “ahhh—fuck…”

That only turned me on more. I set a steady pace—deep, deliberate thrusts that made his body rock forward on the bed. 

“God—yes…”

The sound of our skin meeting was sharp in the quiet room, the heat between us building fast. I reached around and wrapped my hand around his cock, stroking him in time with my thrusts.

“Rhys—” he gasped, and I could feel him getting close, his body tensing around me.

“Cum with me,” I said, my voice low in his ear. I sped up, pounding into him now, every stroke hitting deep, my hand working him hard and fast.

His moans broke into something raw as his body jerked, his cock pulsing in my hand. The tightening in my own gut hit at the same time—that rush of heat pulling me over the edge.

“Mmm…fuck!” he moaned, “Just…like that!”

I slammed into him once, twice more, and came hard, spilling into the condom as his cum shot over my fingers. We stayed like that, locked together, every muscle taut, the world narrowed to the heat and pulse of it.

When it broke, it broke all at once—both of us collapsing forward, breathless and spent, the sheets twisted beneath us.










Mason was pulling his T-shirt back over his head when I came out of the bathroom, toweling my hair. He glanced at me in the mirror and grinned.

“God, that was—” He shook his head, sliding his belt through the loops. “Exactly what I needed. You’re the best, Rhys. Can’t wait for next time.”

I gave him a small smile, leaning against the doorway while he slipped on his sneakers. “Yeah. Me too.”

He stepped close, pressed a quick kiss to my jaw, and was gone—the sound of his footsteps fading down the stairs, the front door clicking shut.

The silence rushed back in like it had been waiting outside the whole time. My pulse was still slowing, my skin still damp with the sweat of it, but underneath… the knot was right there again. The same tight coil I’d been trying to outrun since I saw the envelope.

I walked back to the entry table, staring at it like maybe the cardstock had been watching me the whole night. My hand closed around it before I could think twice.

“Alright, Class of 2005,” I muttered under my breath, the words rough, almost a challenge. “Let’s see how far you’ve come.”








CHAPTER TWO

Ghosts on the Battery





THE CHARLESTON HUMIDITY hit me the second the sliding doors parted—warm, dense, carrying that faint salt tang from the harbor. It wrapped around me like an old, unwelcome memory.

I adjusted the strap on my carry-on and scanned the pickup lane until I spotted the rideshare sign. The air smelled faintly of jet fuel and magnolia, and somewhere beyond the terminal, a cicada’s high-pitched whine carried in from the trees.

It had been a month since the invitation showed up in my mailbox. The panic it sparked had simmered down after a few days—enough for me to RSVP, book the flights, and tell myself it was fine. But the closer I got to today, the more that knot had started twisting again.

Now, standing on the curb with the heat pressing into my skin, I could feel it tightening all over again.

I thumbed open my phone, mostly to distract myself, and tapped the Grindr icon. The familiar grid appeared—torsos, smirks, suggestive glances—all within a few miles. Different city, same game.





The profiles loaded fast—a mix of college kids from the peninsula, older guys with boat tans, and more than a few married men whose photos were cropped just below the chin.

First thumbnail—Hunter, 33. Blond, sunburnt shoulders, a smirk that said he’d had a few too many beach beers before taking the pic. The bio was short: “Top. Hung. Hosting.” I pictured him in some Mount Pleasant condo with ceiling fans spinning
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