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3AM

Unable to sleep, Austin left the bed, slid on his new black-framed glasses, and
trudged downstairs. It was August, and that meant the AC was working around the
clock, but Austin still preferred the fresh air outside.

That could be considered ironic because Bakersfield topped many lists of cities where
it was too polluted and dirty. But after having spent five months in a basement against
hiswill, nothing was going to stop him from being outdoors.

Wearing only his slegp pants, he pushed open the patio door and slumped down in
one of the chairs. Immediately he regretted not grabbing a glass of bourbon first, but
he was too lazy to bother now. Instead he sat silently, absently massaging his
bandaged wrists, and stared out at the backyard, only illuminated by the lights in the
large swimming pool.

His wife's words were still wreaking havoc inside of him, and he suspected that was
one of the reasons he couldn’t sleep.

"We have to leave this behind us now, Austin. It'sin the past. | miss you, and | want
you back."

Jade, Austin's wife of fifteen years, wasn't a cruel woman; he wouldn’t have stayed
married to her if that were the case. But to say something like that... How did you
simply leave a five-month long kidnapping behind you? How did you move on? How



did you ignore a time in your life where you didn’'t know if you'd even live to see
tomorrow?

He often tried to talk to her about it, but she wouldn't hear him out. She kept
repeating her words about |eaving the past in the past.

Scrubbing a hand over his jaw, he groaned and then rubbed his shoulder—the one
that was still bothering him. It had been about a month now since he and another six
men had returned to freedom, and he'd been poked and prodded by too many doctors
to count.

His eyes were till sensitive to direct sunlight. His body was slowly healing after
being beaten and broken in captivity. He had constant headaches, which only got
worse with the new glasses he had to get used to. The dull ache in his ribs annoyed
him. Scars now decorated his body, and he'd lost too much weight too quickly, so
every meal now came with protein shake supplements along with the pain medication
he'd been prescribed. There was aso a physical therapist involved, as well as a
psychologist specializing in trauma.

Y eah, let'sjust move on.

Austin snorted quietly to himself and leaned his head back, struggling with his anger.

Anger was new. He'd always been a quiet man, content to be content, and had never
been demanding. But now? Christ, he was constantly on the verge of lashing out,
especially when one of his headaches began to pound. During a few questionings by
the police, and one particularly gruesome interview by a news reporter, Austin had
stormed out before he could either do serious damage to furniture or rearrange a few
faces.

Questions bothered him, because he didn't have concrete answers, so maybe his



wife's request was good. Perhaps he could just let this die; he'd move on and pretend
everything was all right.

| hear Santa's real, too.

"Daddy?"

Austin's head snapped around; he'd clearly been too deep into his thoughts to hear the
patio door opening. "What're you doing up, baby girl?' he asked, clearing his throat.
He waved her forward, his heart giving an extra thump at the sight of his ten-year-
old. In captivity, he had missed her so much. Her hazel eyes, light brown hair, and
heart-shaped face reminded him of what was worth fighting for.

"Can't deep." Riley shrugged and padded over to him, hopping up to sit on her
father's lap.

He was usually "Dad," but after coming back home, Riley had reverted to the little
girl she once was in need of comfort. But you wouldn’t find Austin complaining. He
held his girl close and kissed the top of her head.

"Do Ihaveto go to Nana and Pops' tomorrow?" she asked sullenly.
Austin cracked a small smile, although there really wasn't any humor in the situation.
Riley adored Austin's parents—secretly a lot more than Gramma and Gramps on

Jade's side—but nowadays, Riley was reluctant to leave his side.

It was a good thing it was summer break. Austin had a feeling it wouldn’t have been
easy to ship off Riley to school every morning.

"Y ou know | won't be home, anyway," he murmured. "Y ou'll have fun with Nana and
Pops. | heard they're taking you to the zoo." He stifled a yawn, too tired for words,



but knew his mind wouldn’t let him fall asleep.

Another reason Austin couldn’t sleep was his odd need to check in with Cam—the
man he'd been thrown into a cage-like cell with all those months ago. After spending
most of that time together, they'd formed a bond he didn’t understand, but it was there
nonetheless. In fact, it felt wrong not to see him every day now. Since they'd been
returned to freedom, they'd only seen each other in passing, and Cam had called him
yesterday and told him,"Get your ass to my house."

To an outsider, Cameron Nash was standoffish and almost appeared threatening. He
looked like a bad boy, talked like he didn’t give arat's ass, and walked like someone
you didn't want to meet in a dark alley. Not like he owned the world, but...more
like,"I fucking dare you to take one step closer."But Austin knew better. He knew it
was a shield Cam put up to defend himself.

"But you'll be home by dinner, right?' Riley's soft voice brought Austin back once
more.

"| promise." He gave her a squeeze.

Later, when he'd convinced Riley to go back to bed, Austin found himself dozing off
in the chair on the patio, and the flashbacks and bad dreams followed quickly.

After paying for the gas, Austin returned to his wife's Rover, eager to continue his
day off. It had only been interrupted because Jade was going shopping later, and she
hated having to stop for gas. Since Riley wanted ice cream, Austin had offered to step
out for abit to fill up the car and buy strawberry popsicles.
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It was Saturday, and with the thermometer showing 89 degrees, it was a record-
breaking day for early February. It meant Pool Day for the Huntleys. Well, at least for
Austin and Riley. Jade didn’t go near the pool until the weather had heated up the
water a bit more.

Before Austin could close the car door behind himself, there was suddenly a hand
shooting up. The stranger acted while Austin was in shock, and soon a cloth covered
his nose and mouth. During a brief struggle, he inhaled sickeningly sweet vapors of
something chemical through a gasp, which caused numbness to set in and his vision
to blur. Only afew seconds later, he was unconscious.

When he woke up, not for the first time, he was dazed, nauseated, cuffed, confused,
and he was enveloped in darkness.Thatwas a first. The few times he'd woken up
before, that meaty hand had reappeared and covered his mouth and nose again with
the same cloth, and Austin hadn't been strong enough to fight. And it hadn't been
dark. But now...

He looked around himself, panic creeping up his spine, but he saw nothing. Not even
his hands that he could feel cuffed together in front of him. It was pitch-black, and as

his senses slowly returned to him, he gagged at the smell of sweat, urine, and vomit.

"He-hello?' he croaked as a furious headache settled in. Judging by how his voice
carried, he guessed he was in a small space.

Then there was aresponse. "Not your lucky day, man."

Fear shot through Austin, and he automatically pulled his legs closer to his body and



raised his arms in case a fight was coming. He was definitely not alone in this
small...wherever he was.

"Where am |?* Austin demanded in arasp.

This time, the man spoke softer. "No idea."

After his shower, Cam paced in his living room, still only wearing the towel around
his narrow hips. He hadn't shaved yet, which he'd told himself to do today, but he had
more important things on his mind. Austin was late, and it made Cam annoyed
asfuck.

Sitting down on the edge of his bed, his knee started to bounce, and he tapped the pad
of his thumb along the fingertips on his right hand. Then he did the left twice. His
silvery gray eyes dlid to the clock above the flat screen, and he scowled.

I'm gonna punch him in the fucking face.

Cam grew impatient quickly, although he'd probably passed impatient the minute it
was noon. Reaching over to the low coffee table, he snatched up his pack of smokes
and a lighter, then lit one up and took a deep, calming drag. Meanwhile, he looked
down and touched his thumb to the remaining four fingers on his right hand. Just the
tips. Over and over. While he breathed deeply through his nose.

It helped him to handle stress—something to focus on.
As had become common now, every window in the entire house—not that it was big;

just a two-bedroom, one-story home—was open, and the lamps were timed to switch
on at sunset. Landon, his older brother, had bought him a bunch of those timers.



Another thing that had changed was that he now slept in the living room. His bed had
replaced the couch. It was more open and spacious than his bedroom down the hall.

He was lucky his family had pitched in to pay the bills—mortgage and
utilities—while Cam was...elsewhere. They said renting it out would be like not
believing Cam was still alive.

Tomorrow was his thirty-fourth birthday, and he dreaded having the house filled with
family and coworkers. He wouldn’'t call them friends, 'cause he shied away from
those. But there were four other guys working in his brother's garage, Cam not
included, and they'd be here, too.

He'd thought about inviting Austin, but then he'd changed his mind. Austin would
probably bring his wife and kid, and that meant more people crowding him. Plus, he'd
already met Jade once and that was enough.

So not going down that path.

He was adamant about seeing Austin today, though, ‘cause it had been too long.
Austin had shut down around the same time they started giving their statements to the
police, and now Cam was gonnaintervene.

Checking the time again, he pushed back his dark hair that was in serious need of a
cut, and he nodded to himself.Fifteen minutes. Austin was fifteen minutes late. That
motherfucker.

Thankfully, as Cam stubbed out his smoke in an ashtray, the doorbell rang, and he
was off the bed in aflash. He secured the towel around his hips and went to the door,

nearly ripping it open.

"Don’'t you own afucking watch?' he asked irritably.



Austin raised a brow over his glasses. Those were new, by the way. Cam hadn't seen
them before, and he...he liked them. They kinda made Austin look all authoritative—

"Want meto leave again?' There was adarein Austin'sdry tone.

Cam glared and left the small hallway, counting on Austin to follow. Crossing the
living room, he walked out the door that led to the small backyard. There was no
grass, Cam hated mowing the lawn. When he'd bought this house a few years ago, he
and his brother had taken a couple weekends to pave the area around the kidney-
shaped pool with flat stones and build a wooden patio. The pool took up most of the
space, and it brought back memories of some of the things he and Austin had talked
about missing when...

Cam shook his head, not wanting to think about it. Instead he sat down in a chair and
waited for Austin to join him. There was a cooler with beers between two chairs, and
depending on how long Austin stayed, there were two steaks in the fridge, soaking in
marinade.

There was also an umbrellato shield them from the worst of the sun.
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The steaks and the beer made it worth popping an endless amount of Pepto. Yeah, his
fucking nutritionist had told him to stick to "stomach-friendly" foods for now, but if
he wanted a fucking steak, he'd eat one.

Austin eventually walked out and sat down, too, and he was dressed appropriately for
this weather—cargo shorts and a T-shirt. It was fucking insane how much clothes had
come to matter to Cam and possibly the others who had been taken, as well. 'Cause
you took alot of shit for granted. Like wearing what you wanted.

During...that time...Cam had been stuck in the coverals he wore at the garage.
Which he'd never wear again. Landon had already assured him he could work in other
clothes—when he eventually returned to work, of course.

"Riley didn’'t want to leave earlier,” Austin sighed, explaining why he was late. "Took
awhile to convince her."

Cam nodded with a dip of his chin, having heard countless stories of Austin's little
girl. He'd even met Riley himself, but it had been a short moment with too many
family membersin asmall space. Cam didn’t like small spaces. Never had.

He liked them even less now.

"She doesn’t look like you," he stated for no reason at al. He was still trying to
simmer down from before, and maybe insignificant bullshit would help. "Just the
hair." He remembered light brown hair that matched Austin's, but that was about it.
Or maybe her eyes, too? Fuck it. He wasn't sure.



Austin didn’t reply to that. "Are you taking your meds?"

Cam rolled his eyes and grabbed a beer. "Who are you—my fucking father? Y eah,
I'm taking my meds. Christ." He was lying. He hated his meds.

Austin sighed again.

Still feeling agitated and antsy, Cam chugged down his first beer quickly and then
leaned back in his chair, reminding himself that Austin was here now. Nothing had
gone wrong. It was just Riley who'd been reluctant to leave her dad.

It sucked that they lived in completely different parts of the city. On opposite sides,
even.

"S0...big birthday tomorrow." Austin went for conversation again.

"Not really." Cam closed his eyes and breathed camly. "Thirty or forty would've
been big. Or even thirty-five. Not thirty-four."

If anyone had a big birthday coming up, it was Austin. In December, he'd turn forty.
Cam remembered that from one of the times he'd had an anxiety attack in that metal
cage. Austin had calmed his ass down with useless trivia about accounting, childhood
stories, and some other personal crap that had made Cam focus on something other
than his hyperventilating.

After a moment, he opened his eyes and lolled his head to the side, facing Austin,
who was silently watching him. With Austin around, Cam was both relaxed and
distressed. There was something about Austin's presence that Cam had grown to want
more of, yet there was something else that left him dissatisfied. Almost asif he'd been
teased mercilessly and then been left hanging.



It irritated Cam. A lot. And he refused to delve deeper into it, ‘cause he knew where it
would lead.

"You have weird fucking eyes," he muttered with a frown. Depending on how the
light hit Austin, they could be brown, green, and even bluish. Weird. Now they were
a mix between green and gold, but then again, the umbrella was yellow. Sighing,
Cam closed his eyes again and tapped the pad of his thumb to his fingertips. Index
finger, middle finger, ring finger, fuckin' pinky. Repeat.

"Areyou al right?' Austin asked quietly.

"Yeah. And | should be asking you that." Cam's reply was mumbled as he finally
reached a higher state of calm. His breathing slowed and his eyelids felt heavier.
"Have you been sleepin’ any?"

"Not much," Austin admitted, and Cam could hear the exhaustion in his tone.

"The shrink gave you sleeping pills, didn’t she?"

"Yep. But | don't like them."

Cam could relate. He didn’'t like them, either. They made him loopy, which in turn
made him feel less in control of himself. Control was fucking important. Vital. It was
something he'd struggled with since he was born, but he'd never been so robbed of it

than during those five months in a humid, basement hell.

Austin wasn't sure how much time had passed, but he figured he'd been at Cam's
house for quite a while when he noticed that Cam had fallen asleep in the deck chair.

Much like himself, Cam suffered from nightmares and flashbacks, so Austin thought
about waking him. He studied the younger man, who had lost weight, too. They were



still both fairly muscular, though Cam was a bit slighter with his narrow hips, but it
was clear several pounds of fat and muscle had been lost.

Cam's pale body was decorated both intentionally and not. Along his ribcage, inked
vines tangled in barbed wire and song lyrics snaked up to his shoulder. From there,
countless tattoos covered his right arm. An angel from behind with black wings, a
skeleton he recognized as a famous rock band's mascot, more lyrics, a vintage car, a
few darkly colored puzzle pieces, names, dates, an old-fashioned microphone, a pair
of drumsticks forming an "X," a snowflake, and two words that had stuck with Austin
from the moment he'd spotted them. Along the old-fashioned microphone's cord that
lingered down between several other tattoos, the words "wired differently” had been
inked on aloop. Over and over, those two words followed the mic's cord.

The good memories from their months in that cell could probably be counted on one
hand. The time Cam told Austin the stories behind his tattoos was one of them. Now,
his mind voluntarily drifted there.

In the meantime, Cam had no choice. Trapped by sleep, a nightmare pulled him back
to the very same cell; only, he wasn’t discussing ink.

The fucker, whomever he was, who had kidnapped Cam as he was getting off work
three days ago, usually left the faint florescent lights on, but there were times he left
his victims in the dark, too. Right now was one of those times. Without windows,
there was no sense of time and direction, but the man who'd been thrown into his
cage yesterday was sleeping fitfully, so maybe it was night.
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Austin, the man had said his hame was, was only wearing a pair of sweatpants with a
local construction company's logo on them and a T-shirt. So, Cam idly guessed
Austin worked in construction, which a couple other guys here did, too. There was
also a plumber, a bus driver, a bartender, two without jobs, and one mailman. All
males. All between thirty-two and forty-four years of age.

Since Cam had been locked up in here, he had spent his time fighting off anxiety
attacks, shouting for help, regulating his motherfucking breathing, and learning the
names of the other eight fuckers in here. He'd found out that they were all stuck in
small cellstwo by two—Victor and Chase, Lance and James, Tim and Sean, Pete and
Chris. And now Cam and Austin.

They were names he'd remember involuntarily, 'cause it was nothing he gave a flying
fuck about at this point. All he cared about was the fact that ten seemingly able-
bodied men had gotten themselves kidnapped. And as far as they all knew, only one
man was responsible. In other words, shit didn’t look good.

He'd read the papers, of course, so he knew that the first dude had been taken about a
week before Cam was kidnapped, too. It was big news in the entire state, and now the
number was up to ten kidnappings in less than two weeks.

Cam wished he could say he'd fought for his life when he'd been taken, but that
would be alie. After work, he'd stopped to pick up some food on his way home, and
the motherfucker had blindsided him. Maybe it was chloroform; it didn’t matter. Cam
had dropped in a few seconds, and before that, the shock had worked against him.
He'd already been immobile, making it embarrassingly easy for that son of a bitch.



He hoped his precious Camaro was okay. If anything, Landon would immediately
know something was wrong, 'cause Cam would never just leave that baby behind.

The sounds of muffled mumbling and muttering from a few others were cut off
abruptly when a heavy door slammed open—a noise that was now so familiar that
they all knew who it was.

Each time that door opened, Cam vowed to struggle if he got the opportunity. He
promised himself to fight, which wasn’t easy wearing cuffs, but fuck if he was gonna
surrender that easily. He had failed when Austin had been thrown in here, because the
kidnapper, who hid behind a black mask, had drawn a goddamn gun on him.

"Good morning!" Psycho sounded like he'd been drinking too much whiskey during
his days. "Now that I've filled every work position, | suppose it's only fair you know
who your employer is."

Stunned silence blanketed the entire basement. Based on the lack of windows and
how the men sometimes heard footsteps above them, they'd guessed they were being

held in a basement. That was all, though.

The crazy motherfucker continued. "You will refer to me as Sir or Mr. Stone. | am
your boss, and | will hand out your schedules shortly."

Across the small cage, Cam heard Austin suck in a breath.

"How about letting us outta hea, you sick son of a bitch?" a man farther away
shouted. He had athick New Y ork accent, and Cam hadn't heard him speak before.

"Silence!" Psycho boomed out.



Cam was in purgatory when someone woke him up. Disoriented and ready to fight
for his life, he flew out of his chair and pounced on the fucker touching his arm.
Vision blurry, he gripped Psycho by the throat and they ended up on the floor—

"Cam!"

What the fuck?

The sound of Austin's voice made Cam slow down his movements.

"Jesus Christ, Cam,"” Austin growled. And with a force Cam couldn’'t compete
against, he ended up on his back, his shoulder blades digging into the wooden boards
of the patio. Shit. Patio. He was back home. Not hell. Not that metal cage. Austin was
here. They were safe.

Cam released a choked breath and tried to relax under Austin's body.

Austin must have noticed. He loosened his grip on Cam but didn’t move away. Now
Austin wasn't holding him down to defend himself, it seemed. It was to comfort. He
leaned down and cupped Cam's cheek and rested their foreheads together. It was a
contact that had worked for them before.

The next time Austin spoke, it was gentler. "Talk to me, Cam. You're a mess." He
brushed his thumb over the shadows under Cam'’s eyes.

"I'm sorry," he muttered in a strangled voice. "Fuck. | don’t—"1 don’t know what's
wrong with me.

WEell, he had a guess, but he refused to go there. His shrink had told all of them about
PTSD, and Cam didn’t want to add another issue to his already-long list. PTSD was a
condition that felt so permanent—the last thing he needed in his life. But it had been



like this whenever someone startled him awake, so he knew he needed to address the
problem.

At the hospital, it had been his brother. Then, afew days after he'd been released, he'd
hooked up with one of the chicks who never stopped calling him. He had fallen
asleep at her apartment after a mediocre fuck, and when she'd woken him up, she had
been on the receiving end of afist.

He'd felt beyond shitty. Savannah had been understanding—had even tried to comfort
Cam while he took her to the emergency room for her split lip, and she'd offered to
drive him to his shrink's office afterward. Cam had passed on the offer, apologized a
hundred times, and then ended their casual relationship.

He wasn’'t gonna take a chance with Kim or Brian, the other two he'd hooked up with
from time to time. He'd ended things with them, too. Kim had cried, reminding Cam
of how women could get—so much for casual fucking—and Brian had been oddly
quiet.

There was also another reason Cam had already planned on never seeing Brian again,
and that reason was currently lying on top of him. Being with a guy would cause Cam
to think about things other than being friends with Austin, aman he needed in hislife.

"Have you spoken to Gale about this?' Austin asked as he slowly removed himself
from Cam. They went to the same psychologist—all the surviving guys did. "You
should. It could be PTSD."
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"Y eah, yeah," Cam grumbled and pulled himself up. Giving Austin a hand, he helped
him up, too. "Sorry | attacked." He adjusted the towel on his hips.

"] can takeit."

The two men stood before each other, close enough to touch, and maintained eye
contact. It made Cam wonder if Austin found their relationship odd. 'Cause closeness
was as easy as breathing to them. So was touching. Personal space was usually so
fucking important to Cam, but with Austin...

Austin broke the spell, clearing his throat, and plopped down in his chair again. Then
he pulled out a bottle of painkillers from a side pocket of his shorts, and Cam gave

him a cocked eyebrow.

"Headache," Austin answered. "These glasses are taking some getting used to. Plus,
the sun..." He shook his head and sighed. "Y ou know how it is."

"They look good on you," Cam commented before thinking.Fuck. He sat his ass back
down in the chair and rolled his eyes at himself. "Only thing missing is the suit, Mr.
MBA."

Nice save, jackass.

"And you're adick,” Austin said, removing his glassesto rub his eyes.

"Y ou wanna go inside instead?' Cam was aready standing up. While he'd had issues
adjusting to the sun, too, it wasn't as bad as the man next to him. "Come on—bet



there's a game on or something. Y ou hungry?'

“Not really, but a game sounds good." Austin followed him inside. "So, mind telling
me why there'sabed in here?' He waved a hand at the living room.

"My bedroom's fucking tiny," Cam lied. His bedroom was just fine, but he still felt
like he was locked in. "There's a chair over there if you prefer that. I'm just gonna get
some snacks." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the kitchen.
"Y ou want anything other than beer? Coke, water—think there's some decaf iced tea
that Jules | eft, too."

"Coke, thanks." Austin nodded and moved toward the entertainment center while
Cam headed to the kitchen. "Julesis your sister-in-law, right?"

"Yeah." Cam opened his fridge, having not gotten over his newfound greed for
choosing his own meal. Justlookingat food felt nice. "Annoying as fuck, but you gotta
love her, | guess. They're having twins in a few months.” He pulled out some fixings
to make afew sandwiches.

His brother Landon was pale with dark features, same gray eyes as Cam, and Jules
took after her Mexican mother. She was also fucking tiny, so it was a little amusing to
see her walking around with a big bump on her belly. And she wasn’'t even close to
term yet.

He'd been shocked to see the baby bump on Jules when he'd been reunited with his
family after the kidnapping. He knew about the IVF trials, obviously, but not that
Landon and Jules had gone through another round in...what, January? Anyway, that
shock had quickly morphed into excitement for his brother and sister-in-law.

Austin hummed, then went quiet for a beat before he chuckled. "Well, your porn
stash wasn't hard to find."



Cam laughed and figured Austin had taken a guess on the one cabinet in the
entertainment center that came with alock. "Wouldn't wanna freak out my mom. Dad
and Landon advised me to lock it up." His father's exact words had been,"Let's not
give your mother any ideas."

"You don't think Lily's ever seen porn?' Austin snorted.

Cam was impressed. After having only met his parents briefly at the hospital, Austin
had evidently formed afairly accurate view of Lily and Jonathan Nash. Well, at |east
Lily, who was very free-spirited and carefree. She'd been the Irish hippie from San
Francisco who'd fallen for a more conservative architect. Not that there was anything
conservative left in Cam's dad. Now he was the mellowed-out voice of reason who
kept Lily grounded. And in return, Lily made sure Jonathan never forgot how to spell

"fun.

Grinning to himself, Cam took the food and drinks and returned to the living room.
"Not porn with dudes doing each other." He set down Coke, beer, chips, and the
sandwiches. "All right. Let's see what's on." He sat on the edge of his bed and
grabbed the remote. The large flat screen flickered to life; meanwhile, Austin sat
down next to Cam, and he appeared to be confused.

"Dudes?’

Cam gave him a sideways glance. "Yeah." He left it at that, not wanting to elaborate,
and faced the TV, quickly finding one of the sports channels. "You mind if |...?" He
pointed to the smokes and the ashtray on the coffee table. All the windows and the
patio door were still open, but he didn’t know if Austin was okay with it.

"Go ahead." Austin shrugged.

It looked like he was somewhere else. Miles away, in fact. That worried Cam, 'cause



he knew firsthand where he involuntarily ended up when his mind wandered.

"What the fuck?' Cam scratched his scruffy chin and scowled at the paper. "It says
here that I'm a deadbeat punk hiding behind asmile.”

Thiswas just a nightmare, right?

“It's not a schedule.” Austin was scanning his own paper, absently spinning the
wedding band on his finger. Like in old prison movies, there was a hatch in the door.
That was where their kidnapper had slipped in the papers. "It's a script.”" In the faint
fluorescent light, they saw what were obviously instructions for characters. Nothing
"schedule" about it. There were traits, hobbies, and vague descriptions.

"He's gotta be certifiable." Cam looked around himself warily.
In the small cell, they were surrounded by metal. Only the back wall was different; it
was drywall strengthened with metal panels. Even the dirt floor was enhanced with a

metal net—to prevent digging, he supposed.

Nothing around them could be used as a weapon.
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Between the unyielding cots they'd never call beds was a bucket of water, a
washcloth, and a bar of soap. They each had a blanket. Next to the solid, steel door
there was a chrome-like toilet attached to the wall. The toilet paper was of the
cheapest industrial kind.

For utensils, they'd been given plastic spoons and atin cup.

That wasit. And now the scripts.

"Has anyone tried to overpower him?' Austin whispered.

Cam shrugged, craving a cigarette. "How? I've never even seen him. He doesn’t open
the doors, as far as | know. Only when someone new comes, and..." He swallowed,
glared, and averted his eyes. "He aimed a gun at me when you were thrown in here. |-
| froze." He chuckled without humor. "Thirty-three years old and | froze like a fuckin'’

kid."

Austin frowned and took in his surroundings for the umpteenth time. "What about
food delivery? Change of water?"

Cam jerked his chin, gesturing to the wall they shared with the neighboring cell.
"Those two guys next to us are refusing to send out or accept anything. So, Psycho
doesn’t bother to knock. At least that’s how it's been for the past two days."

"Psycho." Austin snorted. "Fitting. And original."

Cam scowled. "Y ou got a better name for him? 'Cause that’ s what we should focus on



here, right? His fucking name."

Austin quieted and looked down at his papers again.

Cam did the same, and what he could conclude was that they al had roles to play,
and for the sake of keeping his sanity, he chose to see the silver lining. With a task
assigned to him, it wasn't likely the kidnapper had plans to kill him, right? Yet. Or
whatever.

They needed to stall until they either found a way out or until the police tracked them
down.

After several days in captivity, it became clear just how unstable their kidnapper was.
Not only did he wish everyone a merry Christmas when he delivered their meals one
day, but he also told them to relax and take afew days off work to be with family.

For the record, it was February.

Another thing: Mr. Stone now wanted to be called Mr. Cold.

During the "holidays," he only came down to the basement to deliver food and
change the water in the buckets. Well, he did it for those who weren’'t on strike.
Those who poured the old water from the bucket down the toilet and then held it up
under the hatch so "Psycho" could stick in a garden hose and fill it up again were
treated dlightly better. They accepted the food and got the usual chicken soup, stale
bread, and a tin cup of lukewarm milk. The bowls for the soup were made of hard

paper.

The game Austin wasn't following had been on for amost thirty minutes when he
checked the time. He had to leave within the hour if he wanted to be home for dinner,
and it wasn't really an option. Riley would be upset if he broke his promise.



He wasn’t ready to drive home just yet, though. His mind kept going back to Cam's
casual words about his, uh, movie collection. Gay porn? Was that what he meant?
Austin had never really given it any thought, but he'd figured Cam was straight. He
knew there were a couple women Cam met up with now and then; he'd found out
about that at the hospital.

To go even further, Austin never really thought about sexual orientation at all. His
parents had raised him that way after a cousin of his on his dad's side had come out as
gay and Austin's aunt and uncle hadn't reacted well. Instead, Griffin and Maggie
Huntley had swooped in.

Austin's cousin, Derek, was afew years older, and he'd come out right before he took
off for college on the East Coast. So, it wasn't like Derek had moved in with Austin's
family, but his parents had still intervened. They'd become surrogate parents to
Derek, the ones who called and asked how everything was, sent care packages to his
dorm, and invited him home for all the holidays.

Maggie had said," They're not gay people. They're people. It's pretty darn ssmple.”

She had been so furious at Griffin's brother for basically shunning his own son, and
who could blame her? Austin didn’t understand why it was a big deal, period. But
now? He couldn’t help but wonder about Cam and his preferences.

The thought of Cam getting off to gay porn shot tingles of something unidentifiable
through Austin.

The closest Austin had gotten was the threesome he'd drunkenly had with a girl and
another guy when he was at USC. He didn't really remember a whole lot of that
night, though. It was one of the rare times his roommate had managed to pull the stick
out of Austin's ass and dragged him away from his studies to go out.



"The Bruinsare redlly killing it," he heard Cam say.

"Huh?" Austin snapped back to the present. "Oh, yeah. They're good."

"Wow, you're really out there." Cam studied him, a smile on his face but concern in
his eyes. "The hockey season hasn’'t even started yet. And unless you're secretly from
Boston, | can't allow Bruins fansin my home."

Austin frowned and zeroed in on the game—which was obviously a rerun, and it was
basketball. His frown morphed into a scowl, and he felt a flare of anger surging up.
Jesus, he had to get a grip. At any hour of the day, he could get irrationally angry for
No reason.

"This was actually one of the reasons | wanted you to come over today,” Cam said
and lit up a smoke. "Something's up. Do you notice that you shut down and space
out?

Austin knew, but this hadn't been one of those times. Now...Cam was worried about
him, but al he'd been thinking about was whether or not Cam liked cock.
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He made a face and adjusted in his seat. "l have it under control,” he lied. "I have a
session with Gale tomorrow. Wetalk...about it."

" About what?"

"About, you know." Austin's shoulder tensed up, and he got defensive, more anger
spiking. "What about your own damn issues, huh?' He shook his head and stood up.
"Never mind. | haveto go."

Austin didn’t give Cam a chance to react before he |eft.

He knew he was being a coward, running away like that, but he couldn’t deal with it
right now. In captivity, both men had tackled their problems whether they wanted to
or not. It had gotten to the point where nothing intimidated them—not even weapons.
They'd been desperate for freedom, for the chance of healing.

Four words had become their motto:"Gun or no gun."Regardliess of obstacles, they'd
fight for their lives. But now they were hiding. They couldn’t even be truthful with
each other.

Gale, a patient woman, was in her mid-forties, Austin guessed. Wavy, black hair,
brown eyes, kindness ever present, and red lipstick on her teeth. She could stare all
day long, never breaking the silence that stretched on. She had asked him about his
anger, and he didn’t want to answer. He didn’t knowhowto answer.



Austin felt like adamn fool for being here.

As much as he resented Jade for asking him to forget it all and leave the past in the
past, he wanted to do the same. He wanted to go back to normal where he knew what
he was doing. Things were simpler then. He'd wake up, get ready, eat breakfast, take
Riley to school if Jade had an early meeting, then head off to work, crunch numbers,
analyze dtatistics, hold meetings, report to the main office in LA, come home, eat
dinner, help Riley with her homework, watch some TV, go to bed, on occasion make
love to his wife... On weekends, they'd spend time as a family, go visit Riley's
grandparents—do normal stuff together. There were barbecues, day trips, vacations.

Yesterday after he had left Cam's house, he'd been passive and silent while Jade
prepared dinner. He'd pretended to listen to Riley's retelling of her day at the zoo with
Austin'sfolks. Then, that night, he'dfuckedJade for the first time. Ever.

He had always been an attentive lover, but he didn’t feel it anymore. He had so much
shit bottled up inside him; there was no patience, no tenderness, no foreplay. He had
fucked her, plain and ssimple, and Jade had moaned in al the right places, but he
wasn't stupid. She hadn't liked it at all.

Austin wasn’t himself anymore, and it unnerved him.

Jade certainly didn’t like the new version of him.

"Things aren’t easy anymore," he said, shifting in his seat. Today was the first day in
months he was wearing a suit. He didn't know why he'd put it on this morning.
Perhaps it was to feel more like his old self? Regardless, it wasn't working. "There's

no, uh..." He searched for the right word. " Stability."

"Understandable." Gale nodded. "It will take time to get back to what you're used
to—if it'll ever happen. You need to remember that what you've been through has



changed many things."

Austin didn’'t need that reminder.

"How have you spent your days since you were released from the hospital?' Gale
asked with atilt of her head.

He sighed and leaned back, thinking mainly about Riley. "I've done what you
suggested; I've spent time with my family. I've taken things slowly, readjusting and
so on." He ran a hand through his light brown hair. It wasn't as styled as it had been
in the past. No wax. It used to be a lot shorter than the three or so inches it was now,
and it was messy, to boot. There was also a night's worth of scruff, and he hadn't
bothered with cologne or anything. He didn’t fedl like it. "I've...relaxed?' He didn’t
know why that came out as a question.

"You don't like relaxing?' she guessed.

Austin shrugged. "It was easier when | had aroutine to follow."

When Gale asked him what a"normal" day entailed, Austin told her—in great detail.
From the breakfast he usually ate and how he got ready in the morning, to how they
worked together in the evenings with dinner, homework, clearing the table, and going
to bed.

"That’'s not only about liking routines,” she said gently. "It's also about being in
control. You know what's happening around you, and you know your tasks. You
prefer a well-oiled machine because nothing is strange or new. And, Austin—" she
leaned forward in her seat "—you weren’t in control when you were held against
your will. It's no wonder you're angry."

Austin said nothing, though her words did make sense. But it wasn't only about that.



He felt like...like a...damn, he didn’t even know. A failure? Maybe. Because in the
past, he hadn't failed when it really mattered. He was a decent husband, a good father,
and he could provide for his family. He made sure to take time aside with his girls,
too. A weekend here with Jade, a weekend there with Riley.

Now there was no routine. There was a bunch of new crap, and...there was Cam.

He frowned and |looked down.

Austin began to notice how fidgety and agitated Cam became the crazier their
kidnapper turned out to be. He was repeating things to himself, too. Over and over,
Cam would mumble about loss of control as he seemed to tap his fingers together.
No, Austin changed his mind; it was the pad of his thumb that he tapped to his other
fingers. Cam's...quirk...caused his cuffs to clink softly with each movement,
andthatannoyed Austin.

In turn, Austin's constant pacing and need to check the bolts and screws in the walls
seemed to irritate the ever-lovingfuckout of Cam.

"You're only making it worse," Austin snapped one day, referring to Cam's wrists.
They were a lot redder than Austin's, even bleeding in one spot. "Jesus Christ. Why
haven't the police found us yet?' He pulled at his hair, feeling like he was going
crazy. "There hasto be away out."

"Y eah. Psycho only forgot to tell us,” Cam said dryly.
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Austin shot him aglare.

"He kept talking about control." Austin stared out the massive window behind Gale.
"I didn't know I'm just as dependent on it." Only, Austin didn’t get anxiety attacks
like Cam did. He grew angry. Furious, even.

"Where are you now, Austin?' Gale asked softly. "Who are you talking about?"

Austin cleared his throat and straightened. "Cam. Back when...back then, Cam would
talk about losing control. We weren't in control. And he had anxiety attacks."
Thinking back on it only made him angrier. "He was a damn pain to help,” he
chuckled darkly. "I know the reason, obvioudly, but..." Being unable to help—that
was amajor trigger, he realized. And now, now he couldn’t even hel phimself.

When he faced Gale again, she was studying him curiously, and Austin didn’t blame
her. He was mumbling nonsense, everything out of context; of course she was
confused. At least, he figured she was confused. Hell, so was he.

"Austin, do you feel like Cam was or is your responsibility?"

In another part of Bakersfield, Cam was in the living room opening his gift from
Landon and Jules. Well, there wasn’'t alot to open; it was a box with alid, and it was
moving. He grinned and flipped up the lid, then hid the fact that he felt like shedding

tears of relief. Why he hadn't thought of this himself was beyond him.

He would feel safer now. Call it agut feeling.



"If you don't like him, Landon and | have already talked about getting a dog," Jules
said quickly, looking worried.

Cam squatted down and petted the head of the Husky pup. "Nah, this guy ain't going
anywhere."

Landon and he had had a Husky when they were kids. A damn good dog. This one
was definitely gonna keep Cam active, too. That was a good thing. Huskies weren't
put on this earth to mosey around and be lazy.

"How old is he?' He picked up the puppy. He chuckled as the dog licked his face,
and just like the one he'd had as a kid, this one had light blue eyes and a cream and
light brown-colored coat.

"Twelve weeks." Landon smiled at the puppy and his little brother. "Y ou're gonna
have to pick out two names."

Cam nodded and ignored the other party guests in the backyard. It was calmer here in
the living room. "Y ou think Mom will be pissed if | name this one after a drink, too?"

Landon smirked. "Y ou were seven the last time. Y ou weren't supposed to know about
booze yet."

Well, their dad had approved of Irish Coffee. Two names—a dog had to have two
names, it was arule. Irish for short.

Cam wasn't big on affection with just anyone; personal space was important, but his
brother and Jules weren't strangers. They'd earned his trust years ago. Walking over
to them, he kissed Jules on the cheek and hugged Landon, saying thanks more than
once. He doubted they knew how much he appreciated this kind of gift.



"Thank you," he said again, averting his gaze to the puppy. When shit got emotional,
he didn’t like direct eye contact. "What do you think about keeping it Irish?" After
al, their mother was Irish, even though she was born in Cali. Her maiden name was
Mulligan. "Or we could piss off Mom and say we're keeping it Irish, then we call him
Bourbon."

God forbid if Lily Nash was around to hear you call Irish whiskey bourbon, or even
worse, Scotch. The woman knew her booze.

"Harsh," Juleslaughed.

"How would she know your intention?" Landon countered.

Cam shrugged. "Bourbon Mulligan oughta do it." He nuzzled the soft patch of fur on
the top of the puppy's head. "Y eah, I'm sticking with it. Bourbon." Hey, it went well
with the dog's coloring, too. "Let's go introduce the Irish." He grinned and carried
Bourbon out on the patio where his parents were talking to some of the guys from
Landon's garage and a few cousins on Jonathan's side. "Mom." He came up behind
her and draped an arm around her shoulders. "l want you to meet Bourbon Mulligan.”
Lily stared up at her youngest son with a blank expression.

"Oh, boy." Jonathan snorted. "Here we go."

"You think that’s funny?* Lily asked flatly. "Y ou know, honey, I'm al for peace and
love, but perhaps you're not too old for a damn spanking—"

"Oh!" Cam cracked up. "You kiss your husband with that mouth?' He winked and
left his parentsto grab a beer.

Everyone knew Cam didn’t like to be crowded, so they didn’t get too close when he



sat down on one of the patio chairs next to Landon. He sipped his beer, mostly
staying quiet, and watched as his new dog played around with a tennis ball.

It was the only toy he had in his house, so he made a mental note to pick up some
more tomorrow. From the guys at work, he was given a gift card to a pet superstore, a
bag of puppy food, aleash, and a bowl set for food and water, all of which had Jules's
name written over them. That was how men worked. They handed their money to the
women, who went shopping.

"Y ou got the usual from Mom and Dad?' Landon asked.

Cam nodded. That meant five hundred bucks in a savings bond and a year's
subscription toHot RodandAutomobile.
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Bringing out his new phone—the old one was lost the day he was kidnapped—he
snapped off a shot of Bourbon and texted it to Austin with the caption,"My new
housemate."

"Who'd you send that to?"

"Austin,” Cam mumbled, eyeing the bandages on his wrists. They were coming off
soon, and he knew he'd always have to live with the scars. He had scars all over his
body, but these were the deepest. Five months of being cuffed almost constantly had
made sure of that.

"Y eah, he was here yesterday, wasn't he?' Landon asked and grabbed a handful of
peanuts from the table. "1'm surprised Ethan hasn’t spoken to you about that guy."

"Who?' Cam's head snapped in his brother's direction.
Landon frowned, confused, and nodded at the dudes by the grill. "Ethan? Jack's
partner. Said he thought it was a shame Austin was straight or whatever." He rolled

his eyes. "He read about the Huntleys in the papers—saw Austin's picture.”

"Right." Cam breathed in through clenched teeth, feeling stupid. He thought his
brother had saidEvan. Big difference. Jesus fucking Christ.

A week or so later, their "boss' came down and announced his name was now Mr.
Strong and that he wanted to speak to Evan.

There was no response.



"Insane motherfucker." Cam brought both hands up to push back some of his hair.

He reeked, despite washing off daily and using that fucking bar of soap, but it didn’t
matter. It was humid down here and smelled of mildew. On top of that, at least one
had vomited and missed the fucking toilet. It also smelled like piss, which almost
made Cam wish they had an impenetrable roof to their cell, too. Alas, it was a metal
cover with finger-width sized holes everywhere. Just enough for the light to seep
through when Psycho decided they'd had too much darkness.

And Christ, he needed a smoke. Bad. Hell, it would make the place smell better.

"Wait. The scripts." Austin kept his voice low. "It said another name on mine." He
picked up the papers off the floor and pointed to the top corner. *Sam."

"There's no Evan here!" someone shouted angrily.

Cam frowned as he spotted the name on his script, as Austin called it.

"It says Evan on mine," he whispered.

"I don't fucking get it," Landon was saying, but Cam wasn’t really following. He was
busy steadying his breathing. "Do they share dudes? | mean, if Jules said it was a
shame some other man was gay, | would pound his ass."

"He'd probably like that," Cam replied automatically.

It earned him a punch on his arm. "That’s not how | meant it, bro." Landon scowled
at how easily he'd fallen into that one. "But can you answer my question?"

"What question?"



Landon took on an impatient expression. "Do gay guys generally share each other?'

Cam couldn’t help but laugh. "Christ, you're stupid. Why the fuck would they?' He
thought back on Jack's partner's comment about Austin. "It was probably just a
compliment, idiot."

"Well, how would | know? I'm not gay."

"You say that asif | am."

"Y ou do play for both teams," Landon pointed oui.

Cam shrugged. "So fucking what? Does that make me an expert?' Sometimes his
brother could be dumb. "I can't believe we're even talking about this. What are you, a
fucking woman?"

Landon didn’t miss a beat. " See the belly on that one?' He pointed at Jules, who was
laughing about something with their mother. "l think that proves what I'm equipped
with."

"Whatever." Cam sighed as his phone beeped with a text from Austin, or Mr. MBA,
as hewas labeled in his contact list.

If Riley sees that, shelll run away from home and welll find her at your place. I'm
deleting this photo now. Happy birthday, by the way.

Cam smiled to himself and pocketed the phone. At first he'd been a little worried
Austin's abrupt departure yesterday would cause a rift or something, but apparently
not. Then again, they'd fought before, and that hadn't changed anything.
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Later that night, when it was only Cam and Bourbon in the house, the wounds of
today's flashback were too fresh for him to relax.

All the windows remained open, screens in place to keep out the bugs, and the lights
were on. But it wasn't enough. Sitting on the bed in his living room, he struggled to
not think back, to not feel like he was suffocating.

"I'm not Evan," he mumbled to himself, tapping his thumb to his other fingers. "I'm
not Evan." Someone else was. "I'm not Evan." The profiler at the FBI had pieced
together a lot about the motherfucker who had kidnapped ten guys, but all they had
was an educated guess. "I'm not Evan."

His breathing wasn't slowing down, but he hated taking a pill for his goddamn
anxiety disorder. Before the kidnapping, he hadn't had an attack in so fucking long,
and now they were ruling his life. But there was one thing that had worked in
captivity. Or rather, someone.

He swiped up his phone and called Austin.

Riley had gone to deep, the dishwasher had been emptied, the house was spotless, a
movie was playing, and Austin couldn’'t sit still. He was supposed to watch the
romantic flick with hiswife, but it was impossible to relax.

After his session with Gale today, he had called his boss at the main officein LA, and
he'd been told not to come back yet. Take another month off, Mr. Sterling had



advised, though it was more of an order. Another month. A
whol efuckingmonth—with nothing to do.

"Christ, youre al twitchy!" Jade exclamed in frustration. "Please, just...just
calmdown." She was pleading with him now. "You promised you'd leave all that
behind you."

Austin's jaw ticked with tension and he nodded, then faced the TV again and adjusted
his glasses. Not that he watched. Now he had to physically make sure he didn’t move
amuscle.

He neededsomethingto do. As much as he adored spending time with his daughter
now that she was on summer break, he needed more than that. Something that was
just for him. He was even sick of seeing his parents constantly popping in to say
hello. God knew he loved them, but it was becoming frustrating to see his mother in
tears. All the what-ifs were getting tedious.

Gale was right; he did need to take it ow, and he knew if he was running the show
al on his own, he would soon be buried in work. Then, one day, he'd probably
explode. But walking around doing absolutely nothing wasn't good, either. Yes, it
gave him time to process and heal, but it was also giving him more grays.

"You're doing it again," Jade snapped. "My God, just forget it." She shot up and shut
off the TV. "I'm going to bed. Feel free to join me when you can act like a normal
person."

Austin sighed heavily, his head lolling against the back of the sofa, and closed his
eyes. Maybe he needed a release, he thought wryly. He could get his laptop and

stream some porn, because unlike Cam, he sure as hell didn’t have aDVD collection.

Porn. Relax.



He groaned and scrubbed a hand over his face. The other hand slid down his gray
sweats to grip his cock.

His mind went to the hard fuck he'd given Jade last night, how damn good that had
felt physically, and he pondered if that was something he needed in his life—a
physical outlet. Something that exhausted his body.

He gave his half-hard cock a slow but firm stroke.

And just as unbidden thoughts about Cam entered his mind, his phone rang.

Damniit al to hell.

Dragging his body off the couch, he adjusted himself and headed to the hallway
where his phone was charging next to the pile of unopened mail. The caller ID
saidCameron Nash.

Austin grinned and checked the time before answering. "You're still the birthday boy
for another hour. Thought you'd be out partying.”

Cam wasn’t amused. "Do—do you have a m-minute?"

"What's wrong?' Austin was quick to wipe away any trace of humor. Worry spiked
inside him, reminding him of Gal€e's question about whether or not he felt responsible
for Cam. He'd never answered, because he didn’'t know. "Are you having an anxiety
attack?' For the past couple weeks, he had started reading articles and online journals
about Asperger's on the internet, anything to understand more about Cam'’s disorder.
It had freaked Austin out a bit in that metal cage, and he didn’t want to feel that way
ever again.Control. "Tell me you've taken your pill." He knew Cam had medication
for his anxiety disorder, but he also knew the guy hated to take them.



"Fuck that," Cam growled, breathing heavily. "Just talk to me. Tell me some shit
about taxes or whatever."

Austin eyed the car keys in the bowl Riley had made out of clay when she was
younger. "Take your fucking pill, or I'm coming over."

"That's better." Cam forced a laugh. "Y ou get me all distracted when you drop the f-
bomb, Mr. MBA."

"Cameron," Austin warned and snatched up the keys to his black Mercedes. Next to
the little bowl was a notepad, so he scribbled a quick note to Jade in case she'd wake
up and wonder where he was. He wasn’t dressed to go out, but he didn’'t care. Gray
sweats, a black T-shirt, and his blue All Stars would have to do. Grabbing his wallet,
too, he unlocked the door and snuck oui.

"That's just wrong," Cam groaned. "Y ou don’'t ever use my full name. But at least it's
better than Evan.”

Austin cursed as he got into his car. He guessed Cam was having flashbacks because
he'd mentioned that name. While Austin hated to think back on those months as much
as any of the other guys did, at least he didn’t panic. Cam did.
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"Did something happen today?' Austin held his phone between his shoulder and
cheek as he backed out of the driveway and waited for the Bluetooth to kick in.
"Flashbacks?"

"One," Cam muttered, and something crackled softly in the background, as if he was
lighting up a cigarette. "No one noticed, though. I-1 managed to c-calm down."

But he wasn’'t calm now. Austin could hear his rapid breathing over the phone, and it
wouldn’t be easy to help Cam if the name Evan was involved. It was one of the worst
experiences during their time in that basement, and it had only been the beginning.

"How can you not react?' Austin whispered, agitated. He watched as Cam stood up,
no emotions on his face whatsoever, walked the few steps to the heavy door, and
announced his fake name. Evan.

Whereas Austin had spent his days looking for a way out, thinking about an escape,
and checking and double checking everything in their cell, Cam had sat on his cot.
Doing nothing.

Cam didn’t answer his question, instead asking one of his own. "Can you fight?"'

Austin's eyebrows shot up. "I can hold my own." When he wasn't drugged, he
amended internally. Drugged and cuffed. "Why do you ask?"

"It'd be fucking stupid to let this opportunity get away, wouldn’t it?' Cam fired back
with a cocked brow. "We gottatry to beat him."



That had Austin's immediate approval. He nodded once and stepped closer to the
door, then waited as the man outside padded closer to their cell.

Soon enough, the hatch was opened, and Cam and Austin came face-to-face with the
same black mask and dark brown eyes they'd seen every time food was delivered. A
creepy smile did into place as Mr. Whoever-the-hell tossed two small keys inside the
cell.

"Uncuff yourselves."

Confused and on edge, Cam and Austin obeyed, not about to let this opportunity get
away, either. Free hands meant leverage, for Christ's sake. There were two of them;
crazy kidnapper was only one. Done deal, right?

Or not.

Once they were free of their restraints, the man on the outside said, "Now you cuff
each other again. Behind your backs."

Austin gritted his teeth together, refusing to let his deflating hope show on his face.
"And if we don’'t?'

The man smirked and raised agun. "l shoot."

Austin shook his head, focusing on the road and Cam telling him about his new dog.
It seemed to work, though not enough. Cam's breaths still came out choppy, and he
stuttered here and there. If it went on like this for much longer, he'd get dizzy from
hyperventilation.

When Cam got quiet, Austin asked, "What else is new? How are Jules and the
babies?' Jules's pregnancy was big news in the Nash family.



"Fuck," Cam spat out. "I hate this shit, Austin. | f-feel like afucking idiot."

"Get over it!" Austin snapped. "Look, | know this isn't really you. Okay? You've
already told me you haven't had regular attacks in years before this, but come on,
man. What we've been through..." Obvioudly it was going to leave its marks. "Keep
talking."

Having broken all the speed limits across town, Austin soon drove on to Cam's quiet
street.

Right now, Austin didn't feel the same kind of anger he was getting used to
struggling with these days. He was frustrated with his friend, but it was different.
Austin didn’'t have to hide anything around Cam. They understood each other. They
were even alike in some ways, mostly when it came to downplaying their issues.

"There's nothing else to tell, asshole!" Okay, so Cam was getting pissed. Austin could
deal with that, though. Wouldn't be the first time. "My parents were here, my b-
brother and sister-in-law, couple c-cousins, a few guys from work and their women,
partners, what-the-fuck-ever, and we ate, and | stuck to m-myself, and then they left,
and that’s it! Jesus Christ!"

At that point, Austin rang the doorbell.
It was quiet for a beat before Cam groaned into the phone. "Don’t fucking tell me..."
Another silence, and then the door was ripped open. Cam scowled. "I thought | heard

you werein acar, but |—What're you doing here?'

Austin ended the call and pocketed his phone. A stab of envy hit his chest at the sight
of Cam's defined abs, but he told himself it wag ustenvy—not attraction.

"| wanted to check in on you. Make sure you were okay." He lifted a brow, taking in



Cam's disheveled state. He was only wearing a pair of black basketball shorts, and it
looked like he'd been to hell and back. Which he had. His hair was in complete
disarray, he was ghostly pale, and he had dark shadows under his eyes. "Areyou?’

That seemed to hit a nerve. "You can stop being a goddamn mother," Cam replied
with a glare as a puppy appeared at his feet. Oh yeah, Riley would go nuts over that
little thing. "1 know I'm not n-normal, but I'm not fucking stupid.”

Austin merely smirked, though it wasn't cocky or self-assured. It was wry and small.

"Define normal," he countered quietly, meeting Cam in the doorway. "And for not
being normal, you're the only person in the world who makes sense right now. What
does that say about me?' That said, he passed Cam and entered the house. He half-
regretted admitting those words, but they were still true.
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"It tells me you should be shipped off to the funny farm,” Cam said behind him, but
his voice had lost all its hostility. When they reached the living room, he asked,
"Dude, are you free-ballin' under there?' He jerked his chin at Austin's sweatpants.

"Why are your eyes anywhere near to notice?' Austin fired back and sat down on the
bed. "So, this is the little guy." He reached down to pet Bourbon, who hadn't been
trained to guard yet. He seemed to love any sign of life, and he soaked up the
attention Austin gave him. "He can't be very old, can he?’

"Twelve weeks." Cam sat down next to him. "Can't believe you actually drove al the
way over."

"I can leave," Austin chuckled.
Cam shook his head no, keeping his eyes on Bourbon.

For about half an hour, Cam tried to distract Austin with trivial bullshit, but then he
gave up. They didn’t only see Gale Peters one-on-one; they saw her in group therapy,
too—Cam and the other six who had survived. And he knew Austin wanted him to
get al this out. It was one of Gale's most repeated words of advice:"Tell someone
what you're feeling—someone who will listen and just let you talk."

"Come on, Cam," Austin groaned and fell back against the bed. His feet still touched
the light hardwood floor, but he was lying down, one of Cam's pillows under his
head. "Take your time—I'm here for you, but get started. Gun or no gun, remember?'

WEell, Cam needed a strong drink for this shit. Standing up, he padded over to the



entertainment center and opened one of the cabinets that held his small stash of
booze. "Drink?' He took a few glasses and a bottle of vodka for himself. He had to
buy more soon; it was barely half-full.

"Bourbon if you have it—and no dog jokes."

Cam smirked to himself and grabbed a bottle of Jim Beam. "lIce?' He started toward
the kitchen.

"No, thank you."

In the kitchen, he emptied an ice tray into a bowl, snatched up a bag of peanuts, then
returned to the living room. Austin got his glass of bourbon, and Cam downed one
shot of vodka before pouring another. In the meantime, Austin held his glass on his
stomach, only lifting his head every now and then to take slow sips.

"Okay. Talk to me."

"Fuck, you don’t waste time." Cam made a face and threw back the second shot. Next
he poured a bigger glass and topped it off with ice. Why didn’t he just keep the booze
in the freezer like normal people?"l don’t even know what 1'm supposed to say."

He just hated remembering it all.

Cam swallowed then exhaled shakily as he was led past wooden beams toward a
narrow staircase in the basement.

Psycho had checked his cuffs already, making sure they were on tight behind Cam's
back. Austin had been the recipient of a gun aimed at him, and Cam had been
promised that his cellmate would get abullet if either tried anything.



It was Austin's pointed look that left Cam confused. The two men didn’t know each
other for shit, but Cam had the distinct feeling that Austin wanted him to overpower
Psycho anyway, regardless of threats.

With a gun pressed to his lower spine, Cam climbed the concrete steps leading to the
ground floor, his mind spinning so fast it almost left him dizzy.

"Stop right there," Psycho said when Cam reached the top step. Keeping the barrel of
the gun pressed into Cam's body, he walked around him and unlocked the heavy,
reinforced-steel door. "No funny business." He aimed at Cam's head thistime.

"Or you'll shoot Austin, | know," Cam replied quietly, glaring at the motherfucker
who was now walking backward. As long as he didn’t take his eyes off Cam, it was
gonna be hard to surprise him.

This was the first time Cam saw the man in his entirety, not counting the black mask
hiding most of his face. What he did see was blond, graying hair, black clothes, thin
lips, and a body that probably hadn't seen the inside of a gym in decades. He was
short, half a foot shorter than Cam's six one, and he had a beer gut that rivaled the
exercise ball his sister-in-law used when she did yoga or Pilates or whatever it was.

So, this was the fucker who'd succeeded in kidnapping ten grown men.

"Or you." Psycho shrugged with asmile.

Awesome.

They ended up in atiny vestibule with cement-covered walls where there were three
doors, al with keypads instead of regular locks. It was a bad cover-up of what was

behind the cement. Perhaps more drywall, or maybe wood. Who knew? It looked like
Psycho had just slopped it up on the wall with a careless hand, leaving the surfaces



uneven.
But still solid.

It sent a wave of hopelessness through Cam, 'cause not only would it be close to
impossible to figure out the passwords to those keypads, but Psycho had obviously
put in alot of time to make it impossible to escape, and they didn’t even know which
one of the three doors led to freedom.

He was about to find out that the middle door led to purgatory.

"Breathe, Cam." Austin was murmuring to him, sitting up again, and he was rubbing
Cam's back in comfort. "Focus on your breathing."
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"Did—did you—" Cam gulped and clenched his teeth. "Did you want me to
try—back when—" Fucking hell, he couldn’t go on. He was too tense. Releasing a
shuddering breath, he tried anyway. "Y ou gave me a look right before Psycho t-took
me upstairs.”

He noticed it was easier when he focused on Austin instead, not his breathing. It felt
good—the hand slowly stroking the exposed skin of his back.

"Did that mean you wanted meto go for it even though he'd threatened to k-kill you?”
Austin was quiet for at least a whole minute—thinking back, Cam guessed—and he
was thankful Austin didn’t stop touching him. It was fucking insane how soothing it
was.

It was aso oddly sensual, though he was willing to bet that wasn't intentional.

Cam was gonna have to be even more careful. He trusted Austin unequivocally, felt
safe with him, and was undoubtedly attracted to him. Combined with the history they

shared, the attachment Cam felt was powerful.

"At the time, probably,” Austin admitted eventually. "l expected you to do whatever
you could to save yourself."

"Shitty fuckin' answer," Cam grunted. "I'm not that selfish.”

"I know. Come on, buddy." Austin gently pushed Cam back against the bed. Alcohol
forgotten. "Keep going. You lived through the next part; you can talk about it, too."



The small room was so different from everything in the basement. This reminded
Cam of a cabin. The walls consisted of thick, wooden boards, and they looked like
they'd been around for at least a goddamn century. He guessed there had been a
window once, too, judging by the wall across the room that had an area covered with
newer-looking boards, and even more patches of cement.

It would take hours to break free.

"Sit down," Psycho grunted.

Cam eyed the small wooden table in the middle of the room. Two chairs. In a corner,
there was a metal cabinet. In another, there was a hook in the ceiling and chains
hanging fromit.

"I don’'t have al day." Psycho pressed the gun to Cam's back, sending him forward.
"Let's get this over with, cousin.”

Cam looked at him strangely.CousinAWhat the fuck was wrong with this dude?

"I said sit down, Evan!" Psycho shouted, suddenly furious.

When there was a gun aimed at his head, Cam gritted his teeth and walked over to the
table and slumped down in one of the chairs. The room was hot, even hotter than the
basement, and he cursed the fucking coveralls he was in. The top had been pushed
down when he'd gotten here initially, and the arms of the durable fabric were now
tied around his waist, leaving only a smudgy white T-shirt on his upper body, but his
legs? Fucking hell, it was like no air reached him under the uniform.

"Okay, let's talk about how you've contributed to ruining my life," Psycho said,
coming up behind Cam. And without another word, he pistol-whipped Cam in the
back of his head.



Austin knew better than to turn off the lights in the living room; Cam had made it
perfectly clear that the lights were important. But he did get up to quickly adjust the
spotlights overhead, dimming the brightness so it was less likely he would get a
headache from them. Then he returned to the bed and listened as Cam told him how
the kidnapper had beaten him senseless.

In the meantime, Austin did whatever he could to make Cam comfortable. By now,
they were both on the bed, completely sprawled out along the length of the queen-
sized mattress, and Cam was using Austin's arm as a pillow.

"He k-kept shouting how | had ruined his I-life," Cam muttered with his eyes closed.
"I tried to resist, but | couldn’t f-fucking move."

Austin squeezed his eyes shut, remembering how he'd waited for Cam to be returned
to their cell.

"Come on." Austin's knee bounced. His eyes were fixed on the door. "Come on,
Cam."

It had to have been hours later Austin heard the door to the basement open again.
What followed was the sound of someone falling down the stairs, which alarmed him.
Clenching his fists behind his back, he flinched when the metal of the cuffs dug into
his wrists, but he was too furious to give a rat's ass. All he wanted was one round
with that madman, and then they'd see who was boss.

The door to their cage soon opened, and Austin found himself staring at Cam's
lifeless body on the floor just outside the cell. If it wasn’t for the shallow, rapid
breaths he heard, he'd think Cam was dead.



Austin's spine turned to ice.

"Take him,” Mr. Whoever-the-hell spat out, pointing his gun at Austin. In his free
hand, there was what looked like a medical kit. "Take him and clean him up. | have
no further use for him. Yet."

"A bit hard to help him if | can't use my hands," Austin bit out, sneering.

"Beat him!" someone down the hall screamed. Victor. "Beat him and take his keys!™
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Austin barely refrained from rolling his eyes. As desperate as he was for an escape,
he wasn't stupid. There was no way he could defeat a man while cuffed behind his
back, not to mention the madman had a gun.

Their kidnapper only chuckled. "l suggest you get creative, then."
There was no finesse or gentleness about it. Austin was forced to drag Cam back into
the cell by his feet, and he nearly dislocated his shoulder in the process. It took time,

and he couldn’t imagine the pain Cam was in.

The lamp in the ceiling above their cell didn’t provide much light, but Austin could
still make out darkening bruises, bloody cuts, and swelling on Cam's battered body.

The door was closed behind them, and the hatch slid open next. "Uncuff yourself then
him." The madman tossed the two keys on the floor, and Austin sguatted down to
pick them up. "Put the cuffs on again in front of you. Evan can be free of hiswhile he

sleeps the day off."

Austin dropped his cuffs on the cot next to him, then stood up and glared at the man
on the outside. "Why should | put them on again?"

"I'd think Evan would want sustenance soon. Wouldn't you?"
"Fuck," Cam rasped in awhisper from the floor, "f-fuck you."

"Very well." The psychotic creep nodded. "No food or water for either of you until
you're both cuffed." That said, he threw in the medical kit, shut the hatch, and left the



basement.

Austin released a breath and let his eyes travel down Cam's body. The scars and the
tattoos made him unique. The muscles that were slowly rebuilding made him look
strong. Good food made him look healthier. But he was still vulnerable, no matter
how Cam hated to admit that.

Austin was unable to deny that he actually found Cam beautiful.

Perfect with all hisimperfections.

As Cam sleepily mumbled about "Psycho" throwing him around in that torture room,
he turned onto his side, his front facing Austin, and Austin brushed his fingers over
Cam'sright wrist that was now wedged between them.

He hoped the scars from the handcuffs wouldn’t be too deep, but he had a feeling that
was a pipe dream. Austin was getting rid of his bandages the day after tomorrow, but
Cam had another few days to go.

In captivity, they had patched each other up as best they could. They'd been each
other's nurse, doctor, shoulder to cry on, and punching bag. Because it'd be a lie to
say Austin and Cam got along from the beginning. They still butted heads, especially
with Austin's newfound anger and Cam's short fuse, but they made it work somehow.

Austin hoped they'd be able to patch up each other's emotiona wounds, too, even if it
was going to take years.

Austin sat down next to him on the cot, worried as hell that Cam would have a full-
blown panic attack. Slowly, he pulled off Cam's shirt to inspect the damage.Jesus
Christ.Oh, there was damage, all right. There were aso countless tattoos.



"Lie down," he murmured, gently pushing Cam back. The younger man obeyed
silently, his breathing still irregular, and his eyes wide open. "Can you tell me where
it hurts the most?"

He rummaged through the medical kit, locating some antiseptic cream and a couple
sterile pads.

When Cam failed to answer and began hyperventilating, Austin scooted closer and
automatically cupped the other man's cheek, but the gesture felt too intimate. It was
something he'd do to comfort his wife or baby girl, not a grown man.

As he moved his hand to Cam's shoulder instead, he started to speak quietly, words of
no importance, but hopefully they'd be enough to distract Cam from whatever hell he
was suffering internally.

At the same time, he cautiously ran the washcloth over Cam's wounds. Luckily, the
water in their bucket was still relatively clean, and Austin wanted to get rid of as
much blood as possible before starting with the pads and the cream.

He'd already scooped out two tin cups of water for later use; he figured Cam would
need to drink soon. They both would, trapped in this humid hell, but Austin could
probably go without for longer than Cam could.

He continued to speak about trivial things as he cleaned Cam's upper body. He
absently spoke about his daughter when he noticed the violent wince Cam gave the
second Austin came in contact with his ribs, and he murmured a low curse. Was
anything broken? Because they were shit out of luck in that case. There was nothing
Austin could do if there was a fracture. Antiseptic cream, pads, bandages, and a small
suture kit would only help with superficial wounds.

Truth be told, Austin didn’t know for whose benefit he kept talking. Maybe it was for



himself—to keep memories and his own identity alive and real—and perhaps it was
to give Cam something else to focus on. Regardless, when he registered a dlight
change in Cam's posture and his breathing, the reason didn’t matter. Cam was starting
to relax;thatwas important.

By the time Austin had done his best to wipe away blood and sweat, the water in the
bucket was tinted dark pink in the florescent light from above them.

"Who the fuck," Cam coughed, "names their d-daughter Riley?"

So, that’ s what he's found to focus on, Austin thought wryly. "Glad to hear you're still
the polite ol' you," he drawled with a shake of his head. "Andlinamed my baby girl."

After hislittle brother who had died of leukemia as a child.

"I didn't say it was ugly, did 1?* Cam got defensive. "Just, you know..." He
shrugged, which hurt. "It's a boy's name."
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"I like you better when you're hyperventilating and can't talk," Austin snapped. "What
the hell is wrong with you, anyway?' He swiped a sterile pad with antiseptic cream
over Cam's jaw, and it ticked with tension. "Do you have a breathing problem or
something? Oh, andwhatisupwith the damn finger tapping?' He shook his head again,
annoyed, and tried to refocus on cleaning the cuts. He also made a mental note to
apply some antiseptic to their wrists. Might as well enjoy their uncuffed freedom
while it lasted.

"None of your fuckin' business,” Cam gritted out.

It had become Austin's business soon enough. Cam had told him, and because Austin
hated being helpless, he now researched Cam's disorders in his spare time, which he
had plenty of.

"It's too late for you to drive home now," Cam said tiredly, not opening his eyes.
"Y ou got plans tomorrow?"

Austin stifled a yawn and fished out his phone to set the dlarm. If he was home before
Jade left for work, there shouldn’'t be any problems. "Not really. | have Riley, and
when Jade gets home from work, | have an appointment with Angelo." He was their
physical therapist and had his own practice near the hospital.

"What does your wife do?"
Austin reached behind him to put his phone and glasses on the coffee table. "She's a

medical social worker. She assesses whether or not a patient needs help after leaving
the hospital." He rolled over to face Cam again and automatically draped an arm



around his middle. "God, I'm exhausted.” While he snatched a pillow for them to use,
Cam blindly searched for something behind him and found a soft blanket to pull over
them. "Thisisawhole lot better than the floor."

"What do you mean—oh. Right."

Yeah, the last time they'd dept this close together, it hadn't been nearly as
comfortable.

"Don’t fucking remind me." Cam scooted closer so their foreheads touched on the
pillow. "Night."

Cam fell asleep first, and Austin found himself gazing at the man he was beginning to
see in a new light. Or maybe it wasn't very new at all. The way they often hovered
near each other couldn’t possibly be because of simple friendship. Y ouwantedto be
with a friend, but that didn’t explain Austin'sneedfor always taking that extra step to
be within reach. One of them always made that little move that brought them closer.

When Austin roused a couple hours later, his alarm hadn't gone off yet. He was
drowsy, only half-awake, and he wondered idly why he'd woken.

It wasn't Bourbon. That little thing was sleeping in a corner on what looked like a
couch cushion. But Austin got his answer as soon as he felt Cam in front of him.
Having shifted during the night, he was now spooning Cam, and Austin bit back a
groan when he felt his morning wood pressing against Cam's ass.

Cam was deeply asleep, but he wasn't still. Austin guessed he'd been woken up by
Cam pushing his body more firmly to his, and now Austin was beyond conflicted. At
the same time, he was half-asleep. Not a good mix...depending on how you looked at
it.



Asleep enough to remain where he was. Asleep enough to take physical pleasure
from the position they werein.

Awake enough to wonder if it was just comfort, or if he really was attracted. Awake
enough to know he shouldn’t be here.

Asdleep enough to not give a shit.

He let Sleep get him again, but an ounce of consciousness lingered. Wading through
blurry dreams and the knowledge of having Cam's body against him, he shifted
forward just an inch or so as he dlid his hand up Cam's chest. There was a dlight
dusting of dark chest hair, lighter than Austin's. What drew him in the most was the
faint scent of detergent and Cam's aftershave. It was warm, but comfortably so, and
the last thing he wanted to do was leave.

Cam began to wake up when he sensed Austin. He froze for a split second, ready to
pounce, but since he'd already acknowledged it was Austin, someone he trusted with
hislife, it was easy to relax again.

He wasn’t completely relaxed, though. His cock had noticed how Austin's hard body
was pressing against Cam's back, and he cursed under his breath. He wished he could
blame this on Austin, but considering how Cam was pressing back just as much, he
couldn’t.

Fucking hell. This wasn’t the time for this shit. He was thirty-four years old; did he
really need to remind himself not to react like a teenager? Austin was not only
married, but he was straight. These days, he was also Cam's closest friend.

"Christ, Austin,” Cam bitched in a voice thick with sleep. "If you don’t wake up and
join the living, I'm gonna break one of my rules." He never brought a conquest home.
His house was a sanctuary, not a place for hookups and reminders of drunken



mistakes. "Y ou won't likeit, trust me. Back off." He didn’t bottom for just anybody.

"What..." Austin mumbled, not yet awake.

Irritated and turned on, Cam pushed back against Austin's impressive morning wood
and grumbled, "That. Get it away from me."

He would've moved away himself if it wasn't for the fact that he was aready
crammed up against the waist-high wall that was used as a partition between the
seating area and the patio door. Austin Huntley was evidently a bed-hog.

Austin hummed sleepily and gave a slow thrust of his hips, the thin layers of cotton
between them betraying just how hard he was against Cam's ass.

"Jesus Christ," Cam murmured, a bit out of breath. Arousal flared up, but he needed
to get over that quickly. Which wasn’t easy when he felt warm lips pressing a kiss to
his neck. "Wake the fuck up, man."

Thank God Austin's alarm went off a couple seconds | ater.

Cam knew exactly when Austin woke up fully, ‘cause he went completely rigid. Then
he moved away and cursed, leaving Cam wondering if Austin had known they were

both awake.

"Sorry." Okay, Austin knew.
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"No worries." Cam looked over his shoulder to see Austin adjusting his dick in his
sweats. Squinting, he was fairly positive Austin's cheeks looked a little flushed, but
he couldn’'t be sure. Sleep and scruff were in the way. "I'm usually in your position
though, so thiswas new." Not completely new, but whatever.

At that, Austin turned and faced him, confusion written across his features. "What?"

Cam waved it off. "Never mind. Y ou gonna head out right now or do you wanna take
a shower first?' He scratched his jaw. "Therere leftovers from yesterday, but that’s
about it." Fuck, he really needed to get out today. Lots of shit he had to buy.

"Um." Austin rubbed his shoulder, then stretched his arms over his head. "Damn, I'm
getting old." The stretching caused his T-shirt to ride up, exposing his toned stomach
and the trail of hair that led down to—goddammit. Cam rolled his eyes at his own
reaction and pulled the blanket over his head. This was why he'd banished all
thoughts about Austin in the past. "1 don’t fucking know. Probably best | head home."

"I think I'm a bad influence on you, Mr. MBA." Cam spoke into his pillow as he
willed his dick to stand down. "Even in that basement, you used proper language.”
Mostly, anyway. Damn and shit were one thing, but the man never said fuck. Now,
though?Fuck.

Cam honestly only had one memory of appreciating the view when they were in hell.
Cam and Austin surrendered after a day and a half. They put on their cuffs and

returned the keys and the medical kit to Psycho. Defeat hurt their egos, but they were
too thirsty and hungry to wallow init.



Once they'd devoured their food and chugged down half the bucket of fresh water,
they made a pact. Strength—they needed it. They had to remain both mentally strong
as well as physically. 'Cause if the authorities never found them...they'd have to rely
solely on each other. Fuck, they already were.

Since Cam's bruised ribs hurt like a son of a bitch, there wasn't much he did at first,
but Austin began to spend his hours of nothingness working out.

Getting rid of hisfilthy T-shirt, he dropped to the floor and did push-ups. Supporting
himself on his knuckles, Cam noticed, which stunned him just a bit. For some reason,
Austin came off as a wholesome family man. But when he worked out, he looked like
nothing that would be described as wholesome.

The muscles in his back rippled with each shove off the ground, his skin glistening
with sweat. His biceps bulged, his neck strained, his breathing was harsh, and he
didn’t fucking stop. The first pause came when Cam had counted forty push-ups, and
it only lasted for ten minutes or so. Then Austin started all over again, but with
crunches. Maybe his abs weren't as defined as Cam's were, but the man was still buff
and strong. Broad shouldered. He was also afew inches taller than Cam.

He was fucking hot.

"Don’t forget to drink," he muttered, tearing his gaze away from Austin on the floor.
He was irritated for some reason. Frustrated and tense. He wanted to work out, too,
but his ribs were fucking killing him.

Not for the first time since they'd been taken, Cam could kill for a goddamn smoke.
Shaking that off before worse memories could come to mind, Cam moved over to the

edge of the bed and reached for his cigarettes. A glass of watered down vodka on the
table reminded him of last night and how Austin had calmed him down.



"Bourbon pissed on the floor," Austin noted.

Cam shrugged and lit up a smoke. "Piss happens.”

Perhaps he could install a doggy door to the fenced backyard; he would just need to
replace the whole fucking patio door, seeing as it was glass. But he wanted Bourbon
to be able to run in and out whenever he wanted.

"C'mere, buddy." He leaned down and ruffled the soft fur of the pup. "I think we
should go for arun before those fuckin' errands." Cam didnotlook forward to this day.
He hated being around too many people.

"What're you gonna do today?' Austin sat down on the coffee table and started lacing
up his shoes.

"Grocery shopping, get my cars from the garage..." Landon had taken care of Cam's
two beauties—one black Dodge Demon 340 from ‘71, and one indigo blue Chevrolet
Camaro SS from '69—while he had been away. "Need to call Gale... Thought I'd
drive over to the cemetery, too." He frowned, thinking about the guys they'd lost.
Unlike Austin, Cam hadn't been to the memorial, ‘cause he couldn’t handle that shit.

A few days later, Mr. Stone—yeah, the motherfucker was back to that name
now—tossed a disposable razor in each cell as he delivered breakfast. He also
announced that he had a meeting planned with "Thomas' later that afternoon. Then
he left, leaving the men tense and wary.

As Cam and Austin took turns shaving off their growing beards, severa other guys
began talking about their so-called schedules, and a man named Chris revealed that it

said Thomas on his.

"You never told me what he did to you,” Austin said quietly, watching as Cam



shaved hisjaw.

“Isn't it obvious?' Cam retorted bitterly. "He beat the shit outta me, and there was
nothing | could do about it."

"He didn’t say anything at al? Nothing to explain his, uh, behavior?"

Cam blew out a breath and ran a washcloth over his freshly shaved face. It would itch
without any kind of shaving cream or aftershave, but they couldn’t exactly afford to
be picky. "He called me his cousin. Evan—it's his cousin, | guess. He said I'd

contributed to ruining hislife."

"What the fuck?" the guy with a New Y ork accent shouted. Cam was fairly sure by
now the dude's name was Lance. "Y o, | need some help in hea!"

"“I'll be right there!" another man yelled sarcastically.

It was quiet for awhile, aside from someone shuffling around in his cell.
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"Christ, James." That was Lance again. "l can't—I can't fucking stop it. | can't stop
the bleeding."

James had only been the first guy to leave in a body bag. He had taken out the sharp
razor blades from the plastic handle and dragged them along the insides of his
forearms and then swallowed the blades.

"Do you want me to go with you?' Austin's question brought Cam back to the
present.

Cam shook his head no and swallowed hard. He needed to get rid of Austin before he
embarrassed himself some more. Last night had been more than enough. "Look, I'm
gonna get ready—"

"Y eah, no, of course." Austin stood up. "Well talk later?"
"Sure thing."

When they were standing by the door, they said goodbye and Austin walked toward
his Mercedes. "Wait—just one thing," Austin said, opening the door to his car. He
tapped the top as if he was hesitant to speak. "Did you say something earlier about,
uh, about arule you'd break?"

Cam blinked slowly as he tried to catch up with Austin's thoughts. It hit him, and he
bit back a laugh. Leaning against the doorframe, he folded his arms across his chest,
feeling a smirk tug at the corners of his mouth.



"Y ou really wanna bring that up, buddy?' He reached up and scratched his neck. This
was fun. No, fuck that. This was fucking hilarious. Austin was uncomfortable, and he
wasn't even looking Cam in the eye. Eye contact was usually Cam's problem.
"Maybe it's best you run on home to the wifey. All right?*

"Or maybe you should answer my fucking question, Cam," Austin snapped irritably.

"Oh-ho!" Cam laughed. Christ, he wished he could read Austin's mind right now.
Closing the door behind himself, he walked down the two steps and approached.
"What do youreallywanna know?' Standing on the other side of the open car door,
Cam flashed awicked grin.

"I want to know what you meant,” Austin replied imploringly. "Same goes for what
you said about the position you're usually in."

This was getting good. Almost too good. "It means I'm usually on top, Austin." Cam
rested his forearms on the door. "And the rule?' He chuckled. "I was just fucking
with you. Giveit arest."

Austin arched a brow behind his glasses. His confidence was back. "And who are you
usually on top of ?*

"What the fuck, man?' Cam cracked up again, took a step backward, and widened his
arms. "Are you seriously asking me that? What do you want from me, huh?"

"An answer."

Cam was starting to wonder if he'd missed something. What had been on Austin's
mind lately? 'Cause this was new. "I'm usually on top of whoever I'm banging—that
what you wanted to hear?' He decided to lay it al out there. "Men, women, whatever.
There. Y ou got your answer." With a shake of his head, he turned around and walked



inside.

He didn’t give a shit what people thought about his sexuality—usually. He couldn’t
imagine Austin having any issues, but if he did? Fuck, Camwouldcare.

Son of a bitch, thiswasn't gonna be a good day. He could fed! it.

"Come on, Huntley!" Maybe Angelo looked like a Brazilian underwear model, but he
was thedevil. "Give me ten more!" He grabbed on to Austin's knees. "Come on!"

"Fuck you," Austin grunted and did another sit-up. His T-shirt and shorts were
soaked in sweat, and it had only been haf an hour. It was fucking embarrassing.
When he got home, maybe he'd even go into Jade's secret ice cream stash at the back
of the freezer.

"Not while you're my client." Angelo winked.

Austin collapsed down on the floor and stared up at Angelo with wide eyes.

Serioudly?

Perhaps there was a damn sign on Austin's forehead that read,”l| may or may not have
thought about a cock today that wasn't my own."

"Jesus,” he panted, sweat burning in his eyes. He grabbed the towel near his head and
wiped it down hisface. "I think I'm done."” And not just for today.

Austin was a damn mess, inside and out. His body was aching from the brief
workout, and his mind...there were no words. Instead of thinking about what Cam



had said this morning, he was just pissed. He grew angry for nothing. Angry for not
being able to do twenty-five sit-ups without gasping for air, angry for his physical
reaction to Cam earlier, angry at Jade for not understanding him, angry at himself for
the same reason, angry at his boss for telling him not to come back yet, and angry
for...basically everything and everyone—not counting his daughter.

That was probably the only aspect of hislife that hadn't changed. Being afather came
naturally to him, and he had dipped right back into the daddy role when returning
home. Maybe because Riley was easygoing and didn’t demand much. She loved to
swim, loved to watch movies, loved to draw, and loved to eat.

Today they'd just hung out by the pool, Austin throwing her around or doing laps, and
when Riley had wanted to paint, they'd gone up and settled on the terrace. Austin had
read some more about Asperger's on his laptop; he'd also started four books, none of
which had captured his attention. Meanwhile, Riley had been happily drawing and
coloring at the table, and then they'd gone out for Mexican for lunch. Easy. So
damneasy. But the rest of hislife? No.
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The newest thing was his odd fixation on Cam, but he was aware now that it was only
his realization that was new. After all, they'd leaned on each other for months, and
Austin had no problem admitting that he wanted to be close to Cam. It still felt weird
not to wake up in the same room with him. Perhaps they argued heatedly—sometimes
over nothing—but given the circumstances, it would be weird if they'd become all
buddy-buddy right away in that metal cage. They'd had more important things to
worry about—Iike staying alive.

Nevertheless, the thrill that had shot through Austin when he'd originally thought
about Cam getting off to gay porn had now been identified.

It was excitement. Pure fucking excitement. Something that made him feel alive.

He should probably worry about that.

"Are your shoulders okay?' Angelo asked, yanking Austin back to now. "Any pain?'
"Everything'sapain,” he grumbled and sat up. "When's our next session?"

"Oh, thisisn't over yet, Huntley." Angelo smirked. "Y ou say you're done; | say you're
not." He pointed to the four exercise bikes by the mirrored wall. "Twenty minutes to

work those thighs. Come on."

Austin bitched under his breath, grabbed his towel and water bottle, and followed the
devil over to the bikes.

It al came down to control—again. Not being able to reach the goals set for him



made him feel weak.

It had happened before.

"Damn it!" Austin yelled, pushing himself off the floor. The fatigue was getting to
him, and it made him furious. No matter how much he worked out or how many
times he pushed his own limits, he was getting weaker. Not stronger.

"Easy," Cam cautioned, still on the floor doing his sit-ups. "Take five then get back to
it."

Before Austin could reply, the familiar sound of Psycho's arrival halted them. As he
announced it was dinner time, Cam and Austin were quick to get rid of their clothes,
Since the water was about to be changed and refilled, they used these brief moments
to soak their underwear and T-shirts in the bucket, roughly scrubbing them with the
bar of soap.

The days had long since started to blur together, and the men began to feel more like
cattle than humans. Or wild animals. Unkempt, aways hungry, restless, on edge,
scared, caged, and weaker with each day that passed. Like moths, they were drawn to
the poor light, and when the light was out, they moved around silently in the
darkness.

There was little to no pride left, and there was no room for embarrassment or privacy.
Everything happened with one man watching. Whether it was taking a shit or keeping
emotions bottled up as they all missed their families, it all happened in front of a
cellmate.

It was a psychological breakdown. Bit by bit, the madman in charge of their lives was
stripping the guys of dignity, strength, and willpower.



It had been a while now since James had killed himself. Cam'’s bruises had yellowed
and faded, and Chris, who'd been the last man to see the inside of the tiled
interrogation room, was slowly recovering from his own battle wounds.

To Mr. Whoever-the-hell, Chris was named Thomas, and he'd apparently been their
kidnapper's old boss. In comparison, Cam had been treated nicely. Pete, who shared a
cell with Chris, had told the others that Chris was completely bruised. From head to
toe. He'd also cracked a few ribs, dislocated his shoulder, and broken a finger. It had
taken days before Chris could even stand up.

Boredom and fear were a dangerous combination, and it was exactly what their captor
pushed on to them. He left the ten—nine...the nine men to their own devices for
days, only appearing to deliver food. Then he'd shake them up with torture and mind
games. Sometimes he came down to announce a new name or wish them a happy
Easter or "remember that it's Memorial Day," and he loved to play with the light
switch. He said good morning when some men were sure it was closer to evening,
and he said goodnight when afew others had just woken up.

The food remained the same. Chicken soup, stale bread, lukewarm milk, and new
water for their buckets. Approximately once a week, a new roll of that sandpapery
toilet paper was also tossed inside each cell.

Those who refused to carry out his commands, such as returning medical kits or
putting on the cuffs again, had to go without food and water. In other words, it never
took long for the men to admit defeat.

One day, the kidnapper was feeling nice. He gave the men toothbrushes and
toothpaste.

It was arelief for the guys to clean their teeth with something other than soaped-up
fingers or the sleeves of their shirts, but it hurt, too. Thelr gums were sore, some



inflamed, and a couple men cursed about cracked fillings and cavities.

Not knowing exactly how long they'd been here made Austin go nuts. He was
thinking about how quickly they were all deteriorating and wondered, redisticaly,
how fast it could happen. The only thing each man was in agreement on was that it'd
been more than two months now. Cam and Austin believed it had been more than
three, too, but they couldn’t be sure. Lance and Victor thought they were approaching
four months, but no others could imagine that to be true.

Fueled by anger, Austin pushed himself to the limits on the bike. He needed routine
back in his life, but that was pretty fucking hard to achieve when you didn’t know
what you wanted. Going back to work would be easy, but he reluctantly admitted to
himself he wasn't ready to put in al those hours. So, what else was there? Because
when he thought about it, there wasn’'t a whole lot more. Sure, there were the laps in
the pool he did on weekends and a few weeknights, maybe he could make that a daily
thing. Same went for waking up at the same hour every day and getting back to his
morning routine—shower, shave, etcetera.

Then what?

There were afew things he did with Jade, but those felt stifling these days. He had no
patience to sit down and watch a movie with her, because unlike Riley, who didn’t
realy care if he was watching—as long as he sat next to her—Jade wanted his full
attention on the movie so they could discuss it afterward. Dinner parties with their
neighbors didn’t appeal to him either, nor did he fedl like taking his wife to plays and
musicals. Actually, Austin hadneverenjoyed those things, but he'd never spoken up
about it. They hadn't bothered him that much in the past. Content to be content—that
was Austin. Until it wasn’t anymore.

What was so wrong with just going to a bar to grab a beer? No, it had to be
restaurants, wine, and afuckingshow. Peanuts weren’'t enough; it had to be tiny



appetizers with French names. God forbid if he wanted to stay home and catch a
game. And he didn’t have his old buddies |eft. Well, they were there, but there was no
such thing as a guys' night. Everyone was paired up, and those who didn’t live behind
a picket fence had gates. Y ou couldn’t call up afriend and do something spontaneous,
because the wife had to have a say, and babysitters had to be brought in.

He was bitter, but he didn’t know if he had the right to be. There had been at least a
hundred opportunities for him to speak up, yet he hadn't. Okay, he had suggested
severa things he'd wanted to do, and Jade had shut him down, but if he wanted it
enough, perhaps he shouldn’t have caved.

How had he allowed himsdlf to become a doormat?
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He had been that crazy bastard's torture toy, so maybe that was why he couldn’t deal
with not having the option to decide for himself anymore.

That was alot of maybes. A lot to think about.

But right now, he wanted to get wasted. He wanted to go to a bar and just fucking
drink.

Could he cancel dinner with the family just this once? He was expected to be home at
seven—as aways—»but if he called Jade and said he just needed one night to himself,
surely she'd understandthat. He never denied Jade when she wanted to go to LA with
her girlfriends for aday of shopping and spa treatments.

"Okay, Huntley. Let'swalk it off on the treadmill.”

Austin got off the bike, panting, and chugged down half a bottle of water.

He wondered if Angelo pushed Cam this hard. Or harder?

"Do you know any good bars in the area?' Austin stepped onto the treadmill, hislegs
feeling like jelly, but at least the hard part was over. Now he just had to walk for abit,

and then he had a half-hour massage.

"In Bakersfield?' Angelo gave him a dubious look and walked on the treadmill next
to Austin's. "I suggest you go to LA for the weekend instead."

It had been a long time since Austin had gone to a bar, but come on. There were



obviously plenty of placesto go.

"There are a couple, but..." Angelo shrugged. "I don't know. | can text you the
addresses."”

"Huh." Austin decided to check more online once he was done here.

Across town, Cam squatted down and brushed his fingers over James's gravestone.

He had nothing to say. It wasn’t a man he'd known; hell, he had never even seen the
man's face, unless you counted the news articles with his photo. But it didn’t really
matter. There was a sense of camaraderie.

Pete's grave was also somewhere around here.

"Mail call!"

Cam and Austin exchanged a look in the faint light and slowly stood up to see what
the crazy motherfucker was up to thistime.

It had been a quiet few days, and it felt like the calm before the storm.

When the hatch dlid open, two envelopes were thrown inside before it closed again.
The sound of more hatches opening echoed in the basement, and then silence.
But...the douchebag hadn't left yet. They hadn't heard the footsteps on the stairs or
the heavy door opening and closing.

Cam picked up his goddamn envelope and tried to keep his fingers from trembling. If
weakness showed, he became angry. It caused his breathing to pick up, his mood to
sour, and his thoughts to take a turn for the worse. First, his own reassurances would
morph into worst-case scenarios, and then panic would settle.



Austin had seen it afew times now.

"What does it say in yours?' Austin asked, scanning his |etter.

Cam scowled and read the three lines on the piece of paper. Three lines that told him
the "company" was keeping him on board. "'Evan is a hard worker, but it's only a
matter of time before he cracks,™ Cam muttered. "'For now, though, we're happy to

have him with us.

Austin shook his head and dragged a hand over his scruffy jaw. It was itchy and
irritating his skin. "Mine says almost the same." He sighed, then read a line to Cam.
"'Sam has yet to show his potential, but we think he will. His position is safe for

now.

They were quiet for awhile before Psycho broke the silence.

"Dad!" he bellowed. "Read your letter for me!”

No answer.

"He's fuckin' crazy," Cam whispered, then took a deep breath to remain calm. If he
lost it now, it wouldn’t be pretty.

"Bill Stahl! Answer!"
Cam frowned, thinking about their characters. He had been referred to as their

captor's cousin. Chris was his old boss. Now he was calling someone Dad...Bill
Stahl.
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"I'm—I'm Bill." Someone spoke up, his voice cracking. Cam was fairly positive it
was Pete. He shared a cell with Chris.

"What does it say in your review?"' Psycho asked impatiently.

Pete cleared his throat, the sound muffled by the layers of steel between them. "It
says...it says, 'You are fired."

"That's right." Crazy laughed. "You're useless! And I'm sick—damn sick!—of how
you've treated me, Dad! No goddamn respect!" A door was pushed open. "Ever since
| was ateenager, you've favored Fred! Even Remy, that little queer!"

A shot rang out, blasting through the entire basement, and the ear-shattering sound
stole Cam's and Austin's breaths.

"Fuck,” Cam breathed out. He pressed his index finger and thumb to his eyes, as
always struggling to remain calm. "Why the hell did | come here?' He was sure as
shit starting to regret it. He should just head home to Bourbon instead. The pup
shouldn’t be left alone for long anyway.

He wanted to call Austin, but he refrained. He couldn’t rely on him forever. Plus, he'd
been thinking about that man too much today already.

Austin was probably at home with his family. It was dinnertime, and Cam could
picture it. The all-American family. They probably had a nice house, perfect dinners
together, movie nights, and played board games with Riley. Cam could definitely see
that. Mr. MBA, the flawless father and husband. Jade certainly fit the role of a perfect



wife with her statuesque figure, brilliant smile, blond hair, and blue eyes.

Lighting up a smoke, Cam sat down on the marble bench that looked new and just
stared at the grave. If he wasn't so lazy, he'd look up Pete's spot. His death had hit
him harder, mainly ‘cause Pete hadn’t chosen it.

"Motherfucker,” he groaned as his heart began to race. No, he shouldn’t have fucking
come here.

Cam sat on his cot, arms wrapped around his drawn-up legs, and rocked back and
forth. To keep sane, he tapped his thumb to his other fingers rapidly. Index, middle,
ring, pinky. Pinky, ring, middle, index. Repeat. Pete was dead. Index, middle, ring,
pinky. Repeat. That insane motherfucker had shot Pete in the head. Repeat. Repeat.
Repeat.

No words were spoken in the basement, but it was far from quiet. Someone was
vomiting, another one was crying without shame, Chris was banging on the walls of
the cell he now shared with a dead man, Cam's fucking cuffs clanked together each
time the pad of his thumb tapped a finger, and someone else was kicking things
around.

"Breathe," Cam whispered to himsdlf, close to hyperventilating. "Steady. Calm." He
squeezed his eyes shut, angry at himself and his weakness—his flaws, his damaged
brain. "Can't lose control. Can't lose control."

If his brother's wife heard him say shit like that, she would kick his ass. In truth, Cam
knew his brain wasn't damaged, but goddamn...whatever. It sure as fuck felt like

damage now.

"Cam."



Cam ignored his cellmate's voice and presence.

Austin sat down next to him. "Anything | can do?’

Fuck. He didn’'t even ask if something was wrong, ‘cause a blind person would see
thateverythingwas wrong with Cam.

"We—we're outta c-control,” Cam said between shallow breaths. "No control, no
control. Fuck." His chest felt fucking tight. Another attack was on its way. "Nothing
we can—nothing we can do. Nothing." Deserting his finger tapping, he fisted his hair
and kept rocking.

Unbeknownst to him, Austin was worried sick. This kind of behavior
wasn't...normal. "Hey, stop that." He tried to loosen Cam's hold on his dark, nearly
black, hair. "Tak to me."

Cam responded as if Austin's request had been a command he had to obey, and he
spoke words without really knowing what he was talking about. "My sister-in-law
used to tell me that any disorder on the spectrum gives a person character. It's the shit
that usually comes with Asperger's or whatever that makes it a challenge." Cam
nodded. "Naive. My sister-in-law was naive. Still is, | guess. 'Cause she still says it
sometimes. But | haven't seen her in...um, | don’t know. | don’t fucking know." He
groaned.

Austin was speechless after Cam's verbal vomit, but eventually he found his words.
“I'm sure there are more fitting words for your sister-in-law. But this disorder...
Asperg—uh, what was it?"

Cam sucked in a breath, slowly releasing his hair. "Asperger syndrome.” He nodded
again. "l used to say it was a lesser stupid than autism, but my mom whacked me on
the head for saying that. She—she—" he swallowed dryly and tried to gather his



jumbled thoughts "—she said | was stupid if | spoke stupid. She told me it made me
come off asanidiot if | said shit that wasn't true."

"Uh." Austin cleared his throat, and it looked like he felt the need to tread carefully.
"I've heard of Autism, but..." He released some air. "Does this Asperger syndrome
cause your breathing problem?"

"No." Cam shook his head, slowing his rocking. "No. That's my anxiety disorder. It's
what fucks me up." He tapped his temple. "l gotta be in control of my life. If | lose
control, | panic. | don’t fucking likeit."

Austin didn’t reply, appearing stunned.

"I'm not a fucking retard,” Cam spat out defensively. "Before this, | hadn't had an
attack in years. | don't like small spaces, | can't handle many people at the same time,
I'm antisocial, | gotta have routines...but | ain't dumb." Cam's glare dared Austin to
defy hiswords.

"Did | say you were dumb?" Austin arched a brow.

"I'm highly functioning." Cam went on as if Austin hadn't said aword. "l was behind
when | was a kid, but that’s fucking it. So what if | didn't speak 'til | was four?' He

scowled at the floor. "And so what if | don’t like people?’

Again, Austin failed to respond.
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"Don’t treat me any different just ‘cause you know now," Cam finished in a mutter.
"l won't,"” Austin murmured.

When Cam began to hyperventilate, he called Landon instead. He was sick of Austin
seeing him this way.

On Friday, Austin found himself watching the clock asthey ate an early dinner.

Jade hadn't liked the idea of Austin going to a bar after his session with Angelo afew
days ago, and she had flat out refused to let him skip dinner. So, they'd come to a
compromise. He could go out today when Jade had plans to take Riley to visit her

parents in Delano. They were spending the weekend, too, so that was that.

"All done!" Riley declared and pushed the plate away from her. "Can | watch some
TV before we go?"

"Of course," Austin said as Jade said, "No."
Riley scrunched her nose and watched her parents as they stared at each other.
"We eat together,” Jade insisted. "It's how it's always been."

Austin refused to cave, though. While keeping his gaze fixed on Jade, he told Riley,
"Y ou're excused, baby girl. Just put your plate in the dishwasher first."



Riley quietly thanked them for dinner and put the plate in the dishwasher before she
quickly escaped the tension building in the kitchen.

"What the hell, Austin?' Jade gritted out. "It's like you're not you anymore."

"I'm not!" he whisper-shouted. "How many times do | have to tell you that?' He had
tried. God, had he tried. Mostly after his sessions with Gale, he had come home
wanting to talk about them, but Jade didn’t want to hear it. She reluctantly listened
until she could find some emergency to deal with. "I've told you | feel different, that |
need time—"

"I want my husband back," Jade said as her eyes welled up. "You were taken from
me, and now that you're home again, you're still not you."

Austin felt like he was talking to a brick wall. "You're not listening to me, Jade." He
lowered his voice and tried to be patient, but it wasn’t easy with all that anger bottled
up inside. "l can'thelpit.” He placed a hand on his chest. "I need time to readjust, and
thingswillbe different—"

"But | don’t want it to be different!" she cried. "I want us to have what we used to
have. | want us to go back to normal. But you won't do that." She wiped away some
tears. "You're aways on edge, you can't sit still—it feels like I'm walking on
eggshells around you!"

Austin shook his head, at a loss. Yeah, he was on edge—constantly—but he had
never done anything to make Jade fedl frightened, or as she said, walk on eggshells.
He tried to do her bidding as much as he could in order to "go back to normal,” but it
wasn’'t working.

“I'm not a magician," he said quietly. "I can't snap my fingers and forget what |'ve
been through. What you're asking is too much."



"Then we have a problem," Jade choked out.

"Are you serious?' Austin couldn’t believe how cold she was being. "After fifteen
years together, you can't even support me on this?"

It made him question why he was even sitting here having this discussion. He needed
time to gather his thoughts, to find out what it was he wanted for himself, but it
clearly wouldn’t be his own wife if she was hell-bent on having the old Austin back.
To her, it seemed like it was al or nothing.

"I'm sorry," she whimpered, looking guilty for some reason. "But I'm struggling, too,
Austin. And | can't handle this."

"You haven't even tried!" he replied furioudly. "We haven't talked aboutshit, Jade."
He was getting riled up. "Y ou've been offered counseling, just like the other family
members, and you turned that down.lhave tried to talk to you about what I've been
through, and whatyou'vebeen through, but you shut that down, too." Shaking his
head, he stood up and threw the napkin on the table. "I'll go talk to Riley, then I'm
leaving."

Maybe a weekend alone was just what he needed.

Saying goodbye to Riley wasn't easy. She tried to convince him to come with them to
Gramma and Grampa, but he couldn’t. The more he thought about it, the more he
realized time on his own might help. He did promise to call her though, and they
made plans to go to LA together next week. "WEe'l head out early in the morning,
spend the day on the beach, and then we'll come home late," he told her, which made
her smile again.

When Austin arrived at the bar Angelo had suggested, he knew what he was getting
into. It was clear now that Angelo thought he was gay, because after checking online,



Austin found out this bar was one of the very few gay-friendly places to go in
Bakersfield.

It was adive bar, and a small live band was playing when Austin sat down at the end
of the bar and ordered a beer. It didn’t...look...like agay bar. The floor was sticky, a
few older guys were occupying the pool table, a couple younger girls were squealing
at...something...and the crowd seemed to be into the bluesy rock the band was
playing. But what the hell did he know? Austin had never been to a gay bar before,
but he wanted to come here tonight.

He wondered if Cam had been here.

Yeah, he couldn’t stop thinking about that man. They hadn't spoken in days, and
Austin was afraid Cam was avoiding him. To escape the risk of regjection, Austin
hadn't reached out. Which ultimately made him wonder if he was in high school. An
amost forty-year-old man should probably call Cam up and clear the air—if that was
necessary.
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Subtly glancing around him, Austin sipped his beer and thought about the stupidest
shit: who was gay and who wasn’'t. When others looked at him, did they wonder the
same? Probably not. He felt ridiculous. And self-conscious. He was dressed in a pair
of dark jeans and a gray button-down; nothing weird with that, right?

"This seat taken?"

Tilting his head, Austin saw a man watching him. "No. Go ahead."

The man was younger, probably by ten years or so, and he was...fine, he was
attractive. Austin could admit that. Maybe a bit too boyish, though. Blond, blue-eyed,
slender, and more cute than sexy—

What the fuck was going on with him? Austin found himself questioning everything,
but at the same time, he was fairly accepting of anything new. He just wished he
could understand it. He wanted something concrete to stick to.

“I'm Brian." The man stuck out his hand and smiled.

Austin nodded with adip of his chin and shook his hand. "Austin."

Brian's smile brightened. "Nice to see a new face around here. But...you do look
familiar. Have | seen you somewhere before?' His eyes raked over Austin's body,
making him dlightly uncomfortable. "Hmm. Married, are we?' He eyed the ring on

Austin's finger.

"Yes"



Brian hummed and took a sip from his own beer. "Love is a bitch. I'm trying to get
over mine."

"Redlly." It wasn't a question. Austin was in way over his head, and he wondered if
maybe he'd been out of the bar scene for too long. Not that it had ever really been his
scene, but in his college years, he did go out occasionally—when his roommate had
managed to drag him out.

"Yeah, so | should probably stop texting him." Brian sighed wistfully. "He's this
broody kind of guy, bad-boyish with a leather jacket to match—the one you'll
hopelessly fall for, all while knowing he just sees you as a casual fuck-buddy." Well,
if there was any question about Brian's sexua preferences, Austin just received the
confirmation. "l knew it wasn't gonna last, and we weren’t exclusive or anything,
but..." He waved a hand. " So, anyway, what brings you here? M eeting someone?"

Austin shook his head no. "Just wanted to go out for abeer." Or fourteen.

"Y ou've come to the right place, then!" Brian's bright smile was back. "I'm actually a
bartender here, but it's my day off." Facing the bar, he yelled to someone named
Christina, and she appeared right away. "Honey, how about some shots for us?' He
turned to Austin again. "What's your poison, handsome?"

Fuck beer, Austin decided. "Jéger, thanks." He'd go for bourbon, but that was meant
to be savored. Not downed.

"A man's man." Brian winked. "I loveit. I'll have tequila. Christina honey, you know
what | like."

Soon, both men had shots lined up, and Christina had left the bottles with them. Not
very wise, but whatever.



"Okay, | think | have you figured out now," Brian slurred and pointed a wobbly
finger in Austin's face.

Austin chuckled and threw back another shot. His new friend could not handle his
liquor, that was for certain. Granted, Austin was definitely drunk, but he could still
stand straight. Brian was three sheets to the wind.

"You're married to a woman," Brian stated, and Austin nodded. "But you're not here
for the cheap drinks. And | think—yes, | think you're bi-curious. Am | close?!

Austin smiled and shrugged, as if to say,"Maybe. Maybe not."

He honestly didn’t know, because there had never been anyone to tell him that a man
couldn’'t appreciate another man's good looks. He hadn't known that meant gay to
some.

Over the years, he had found many men attractive, but that didn’t mean he wanted to
fuck them. With the booze flowing, however, it was easier to confess to himself that
sometimes he wanted to get so close to Cam that he'd be under the man's skin. The
morning he'd woken up wrapped around Cam...that had felt so fuckingright. It had
been thrilling as well as comforting.

“It's too bad you're married, honey." Brian leaned close and put a hand on Austin's
thigh. "l would'velovedto show you some stuff."

Austin laughed and was about to say something, but a man bumped into Brian from
behind and spat out, "Get a fucking room, cocksuckers."

"Oh!" Some of the guys around the bar erupted.

Austin saw red, but before he could even react, a flashback nearly knocked him over.



"Finish the damn food, Cam," Austin said impatiently. "Y ou're never going to be able
to keep up your strength if you don’t eat.”

" Shut the fuck up, cocksucker."

Austin gritted his teeth and chugged the last of his soup straight out of the bowl. It'd
been like this for the past few days—ever since Cam had revealed his disorder, that
Asperger whatever-it-was. Cam had been defensive, hostile, and cursing more than he
usually did. He'd also returned to sitting on his cot doing nothing. No more working
out, no eating properly; it was like Cam had shut down.
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It infuriated Austin as much as it worried him. If he was ever going to see his
daughter again, he needed Cam to be alert. They needed strength—it always came
down to that. If they dissolved into nothing, they wouldn’t be able to fight. They had
to keep hoping that an opportunity would arise, and if...whenit did, they had to be
ready.

More often than not, their sleep was disrupted by cries and shouts. Nightmares had
become a given as soon as they shut their eyes. Chris, especially, who was still
sharing his cell with a corpse.

"Nothing to say, huh?' Cam chuckled darkly. "Maybe that means it's true. You're a
cocksucker."

Austin flew up from his cot, crossed the small cell, and yanked Cam up by the collar
of hisfilthy T-shirt. With afurious glare, he stared down the younger man who was a
few inches shorter than his six four.

"Y ou think acting like a high school bully makes you cool?* He tightened his grip on
Cam's shirt. "You think it makes you look strong?’

"Get your fucking hands off me," Cam seethed and grabbed at Austin's forearms.
"Y ou don’t know who the fuck you're dealin' with."

Austin laughed and shoved him away—roughly. "l know a pathetic jerk when | see
one. You want to be adick? Fine." He looked down at Cam, who'd ended up on the
floor, in disgust. "If you're so strong and smart—" leaning down, he stabbed a finger
at Cam's forehead "—use that anger to do something useful instead."



Cam said nothing; he just glared up at Austin.

Austin shook his head quickly, feeling dizzy from both the flashback and the alcohal,
and got up on his feet. He faced the bastard who needed to learn some goddamn
manners and seethed. "What the fuck did you just say?' Grabbing onto the bartop, he
steadied himself.

"Just calm down now," Brian cautioned. "There's always one bad egg—come on,
Austin. Christina's already called the bouncer.”

"I think you heard me the first time, fag," the man said with a smirk.

Austin Huntley had finally found a physical outlet for all his anger.

Cam knew how important discipline was for dogs, so if he allowed Bourbon in the
bed one time, he'd have to struggle all the more later when he weighed seventy
pounds. It wouldn’'t be so precious to have Bourbon up there then. Also, what if he
was jostled awake one night by a puppy but automatically thought it was Psycho?

So...Cam sat on the floor right now, leaning back against the bed, and had his little
puppy goofing around on his lap with a new chew toy while Cam watched a movie on
the flat screen.

The past few days had been exhausting for Cam, so this was all he wanted this
Friday. Peace and quiet. Okay, that was a fucking lie; there was something else he
wanted, but that would only lead to trouble. He needed to distance himself from
Austin before...before what?Before Cam craved him more? He doubted he could
want Austin more than he already did.



It wasn't purely physical, although the man had become the biggest star in his
morning showers, but it was the companionship that he wanted the most. Even if they
bickered like old women sometimes.

Sighing, he glanced at his phone on the low coffee table in front of him, and he
debated...one text wouldn’t hurt—just to check in, to see how he was doing...but the
dude could be asleep. A family man like him probably went to bed around nine. He
snorted to himself and looked down at Bourbon who was chewing the shit out of that
toy.

"Christ!" He nearly jumped out of his own skin when the phone rang. Bourbon
barked, which was cute, not threatening, and Cam picked up his phone and made a
face when he recognized the number. *"Dammit."

He had erased Brian from his contact list, but he still remembered parts of the
number. Mainly 'cause he'd been screwing the guy on and off for a year before he was
kidnapped, but aso 'cause Brian had texted him a few times in the past couple days.

Cam hadn't replied, but now he had to. "Y eah?"' he muttered and reached for his beer.

"Cam!" That was Brian, al right. "Is there any way you could pick me up? Phil won't
give me my keys." Now there was a pout in his voice, which just annoyed Cam. He'd
never really liked guys who acted like women, but it hadn't bothered him when
Brian's mouth was full of his cock. "I really wouldn’'t have called you if there was
anyone else."

"Fuck,” Cam groaned in defeat. "It's midnight. You don’t think | got better shit to
do?'

"I can make it up to you!"



Cam rolled his eyes and moved Bourbon off his lap. "I'm sure you can. Why won't
Phil give you your keys?' He had met up with Brian where he worked afew times, so
he knew the bouncer a little. Enough to know that Phil usually didn’'t give a flying
fuck about who was too drunk to drive.

"There may have been a fight,” Brian said pitifully. "I'm finel But Phil says |
shouldn’t drive."

Cam sighed and got off the floor. "I'll be therein ten, idiot."

Cam pulled up outside the bar in his Dodge and grabbed the beanie from the
dashboard. He looked like a fucking bum in baggy cargo pants, a long-sleeved T-
shirt, and the surfer-dude hair that he hid under the beanie, but he was only here to
play designated driver. Lighting up a smoke, he left the car and fired off a text to
Brian that said he was here now.

"Cam?'
He spun around, only to see Austin ten feet away, leaning back against the building

with his phone in hand. They frowned at each other, both surprised, and then Cam
noticed the cut on Austin's eyebrow and approached.
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"What the fuck happened?' He didn’t stop until he was right in front of Austin. "Why
are you here?'Of all places, he wanted to add.

Reaching up, he adjusted Austin's glasses then touched the bruise forming on his jaw.
The man had obviously been in a fight, but he still looked good. Damn good. Sexy,
even.

Fuuuck.

"Angelo thinks I'm gay," Austin answered dumbly. It caused Cam's eyebrows to
shoot up. "I wanted to go out—he said | should go to LA instead. But he mentioned
this place, so..."

"And that gave you bruises,"” Cam said sarcastically. He took a step back and inhaled
from his smoke. Being close to this man was easy, but it wasn't right. It made Cam
want more. He felt so fucking drawn to him.

"No, just..." Austin muttered something under his breath. "Some asshole wanted
trouble. | let him know what | thought about it." He took a seemingly unconscious
step toward Cam.

"Does he look worse?' Cam's mouth quirked up. Not for one second did he doubt
Austin's strength. Yeah, he came off as a straitlaced family man, but Cam knew

better.

"Damn right," Austin chuckled and touched his bottom lip. "He left awhile ago."



Cam followed the movement before he looked away and cleared his throat. " So, you
ended up at a gay bar by mistake, huh?' He took another pull and flicked away some
ash.

Austin's eyes were intense, and there was something hidden in that gaze. Almost as if
Cam was supposed to read between the lines. Then that intensity morphed into an
obvious nervousness, and Austin took yet another step closer. "No." They looked
down on the few inches that separated them as Austin reached for the hem of Cam's
shirt. He just fidgeted with it loosely, brushing his thumb over the soft fabric. "I
looked it up before | came here."

"Oh." Cam swallowed and briefly closed his eyes. He was close enough now to smell
Austin, and he fought a shiver. "So, uh..." He wet his lips, his eyes flicking up to

Austin'sface. So close. "Why—"

He wanted to finish his fucking question about why Austin had gone to a gay bar, but
Brian chose that moment to interrupt.

"My savior!" Brian dramatically clung to Cam's arm, as he reluctantly stepped away
from Austin. "I'm ready to go home—oh, Austin!" He grinned, then frowned, then

frowned deeper. "Do you two know each other?'

"Yeah," Cam replied, uncomfortable and irritated. He moved away from Brian. "He
and | were...l mean, Austin was also one of the guys who was kidnapped.”

"Oh!" Brian gasped. "That's why you looked so familiar." He nodded sadly and
touched Austin's exposed forearm. "I read about you in the papers.”

"Right." Austin was uncomfortable, too. "Well, uh, | should call a cab—"

"Fuck that." Cam had a chance to see Austin; he would make the most of it. He just



had to get rid of Brian first. "I'll drive you." He jerked his chin toward his car. "Welll
drop off Brian first, then | can take you home."

"But..." Brian looked a bit put out. "Maybe we should take Austin home first, and
then—"

Cam didn’'t catch Austin's scowl that he directed at the ground.

"You live five minutes away from here." Cam grew impatient and started walking to
his car. "Come on." As he threw away his cigarette, he noticed that Austin wasn’'t
putting alot of pressure on his left leg, and that worried him. "Y ou okay?' He cupped
Austin's elbow to support him, remembering how Psycho had injured him in the first
place. If someone had made it worse inside that bar, Cam wanted to hunt that
motherfucker down and rearrange his face.

"It's nothing." Austin grimaced, swallowed his pride, and allowed Cam to help him.

The ride to Brian's apartment building was pretty quiet. He didn’'t look happy about
sitting in the back while Austin sat in the front next to Cam, but what-the-fuck-ever.
Cam had been honest from the beginning; it was just sex. Now it was over. End of
story. But Cam wasn't stupid. He could see that Austin had gotten in the way of
Brian's plans. Asif Cam wouldn’t say no if they'd been alone. Fucking ridiculous.

"Thanks for picking me up." Brian sighed softly as they arrived at his place. "Maybe
we can meet up sometime, Cam?"

Cam just gave him alook in the rearview mirror. He didn’t wanna be a dick, but he
had more important shit going onin hislife.

"Fine. Be that way." Brian offered a bitchface in return, then got out of the car. "It
was nice meeting you, Austin."



"You too." Austin nodded curtly. And once Cam pulled away from the sidewalk
again, he shifted in his seat. " So, you're the guy who got away."

Cam side-eyed him. "What?'

"Brian came up to me in that bar—said he was trying to get over the guy he loved or
something. And coupled with his description, I'm guessing it's you."

Oh,thisCam wanted to hear. "What description would that be? By the way, tell me
where to drive." He didn’'t know exactly where Austin lived.

"Areyou tired?" Austin asked. "Jade and Riley are in Delano over the weekend, and |
really don’'t feel like going home."
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"My placeitis." Cam made a sharp turn. "Now, that description?’

Austin had an odd look, as if something wasn’'t quite right. "I think he used the words
broody, bad-boyish—" Cam grunted, to which Austin laughed quietly "—and
apparently there's aleather jacket to go with your attitude.”

Camrolled his eyes, and it got quiet for a beat or two.
Then Austin asked hesitantly, "Is he an ex?'

"I wouldn't go that far." He shook his head. "We met up occasionally at his place. It
was casual."

Austin hummed, now appearing guarded. "Yeah, he mentioned that. But to him it
wasn't."

There wasn't awhole lot Cam could say in response to that, so he said nothing. For a
while. Then he wanted to retract something he'd said days ago. "That’s why | have
my rule. | don’'t bring people home to fuck. If | did, I'd have memories to haunt me
forever." He shuddered at the truth of that.

Cam could feel Austin's eyes on him for a while, though he pretended not to notice.
Instead he pressed on the gas a little and sighed in contentment when he drove on to
his street.

Bourbon greeted them in the hallway, and Cam groaned at the sight of more piss on
the floor.



"Not coodl, little guy." He bent down to scratch Bourbon behind his ears. "I took you
for an hour-long walk after dinner." Plus, there was a doggy door now that led to the
patio, and the pool had been covered. Straightening, he told Austin, "You know
where the bathroom is if you wanna shower." He gestured at the stains of alcohol on
his button-down and—shit. "Is that blood?' He closed the distance and touched
Austin's ribcage.

"Not my own," he replied quickly. "But I'll take that shower. | smell like the damn

bar.

Cam nodded, frowning, and stepped back. He hated seeing his friend injured.
"Therere towels in there, new toothbrushes under the sink, and I'll find you
something to wear." Austin thanked him and headed toward the hallway where Cam's
bedroom, workout room, and bathroom were. He still wasn’t putting pressure on his
left leg. "Do you need any help, man?"

"No, it'sokay. Thanks." Austin disappeared down the hall.

While he showered, Cam cleaned up the mess Bourbon had left him, then went to the
kitchen and stood by the window and smoked a cigarette. He had promised himself
no more smoking in the living room—for Bourbon's sake—and only by the kitchen
window when it was dark out. Eventually, when he got over his embarrassing fear of
darkness, he'd go out on the patio even at night.

After using the half-bath in the hallway to freshen up, he ended up in his bedroom
where he grabbed a pair of swesats that were a size too large for Cam. He also picked
out boxers, which felt odd, and a T-shirt. He didn’t know what Austin slept in, but
he'd dept in sweats the last time he was here. He'd also gone commando—something
Cam should probably forget.

Lastly, he changed into a pair of black basketball shorts to sleep in, and then he



knocked on the bathroom door in the hall, told Austin his change of clothes was right
outside, and returned to the living room.

By the time Austin appeared, Cam was idly playing with his cell phone and there was
abad movie playing in the background.

"Mind if | dim the lights?' Austin stopped in the doorway, one hand on the switch.

Cam waved a hand ingo aheadthen looked away, wondering about Austin's aversion
to clothes. He was only wearing the sweatpants, not the shirt, and not the fucking
boxers. It was way too easy to tell.

With the lights dimmed low, Austin joined Cam on the bed, but instead of sitting
down next to him, Austin scooted farther in and lay down on the pillow.

"Tired?' Cam twisted his upper body and looked behind him. Austin really did look
exhausted, and he wondered if the last days had been as taxing for him as they had for
Cam.

"Like you wouldn’t believe." Austin reached up on the partition wall above him and
placed his glasses there. Cam noticed that the bandages around Austin's wrists had
been removed. There was scarring, but it wasn’t too bad. "I'll be glad when this week
isover."

"Did something happen?' Cam shut off the TV and pulled the soft blanket over them,
lying on his side next to Austin.

This time there were two pillows, and he didn’'t know if that was a good thing or bad.
Ending up close happened so naturally, so the lines blurred easily. There was no
thought about offering the couch in his bedroom to Austin, 'cause they slept together.
It was how it had been for several nights in captivity.



"Mostly today," Austin sighed as they shifted closer to one another. In the end, as had
become common for the two men, they were close enough so their foreheads touched.
"I'm pretty sure | see divorce on the horizon."

"What the fuck?' Cam's eyes widened. "I didn’t even know you had problems.” He
was genuinely shocked, and as the news settled, he pushed away any thoughts of
what this could mean—for him.

"Neither did I," Austin chuckled mirthlessly. "Well..." He hesitated. "That was a lie.
We've had problems, but | didn’t know they were this big. | don’t know." He heaved
a sigh and looked down between them. "In the past few years, we've just been going
through the motions. Then all this shit happened, and now she's...it's like she's
looking for a way out." He faced Cam again. "She said she can't deal with the
aftermath of what I've been through, but | think it's more than that."

Cam frowned, at a loss. He didn’t know enough about Austin's marriage to say a
single thing. It was something they didn’t talk about, not even in captivity. Cam had
never asked in that cell, 'cause he'd sensed it had been a topic that made Austin feel
worse. And when Austin offered to share stories, they were mainly about Riley, his
parents, stuff from his childhood...one time he even told Cam who Riley was named
after.

As the silence stretched on, the subject died, and Austin looked content where he
was. That comforted Cam a little, and he hoped the dude was all right. Perhaps he
should ask him about it, but he honestly didn’t want to. He wasn’t very good with
words, and he had no desire to listen to Austin go on about the woman he presumably
loved.

"I wasn't lying when | said you're the only one who makes sense to me,” Austin
murmured after a while. He cleared his throat and averted his eyes once more. "I
mean, Gale helps, but...it's not the same thing."
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Cam nodded slowly and instinctively moved his hand up Austin's arm, wanting to
comfort. And to be closer. And to touch. And to fuckinghave. "I know." He did
know. Since he last saw Austin days ago, he'd had two sessions with Gale, and
shewasgood, but like Austin said, it wasn’t the same. She hadn't been in that cell with
him.

As Austin tilted up his face again, their noses touched. Cam sucked in a breath, his
heart suddenly pounding in his ribcage. He held that breath while Austin closed the
distance between their bodies and wrapped an arm around his middle.

"Austin..." What the fuck was he doing?

Cam got his answer the second Austin brushed his lips over Cam's. Shallow breaths
were exchanged while their mouths stayed connected in a ghosting touch. It was
light, barely there, but fucking electrifying. When Austin applied pressure, Cam
groaned in surrender and deepened the kiss further. He parted his lips and swiped the
tip of his tongue over Austin's bottom lip. In return, Austin let out a quiet moan and
pushed his tongue into Cam's mouth.

Their kiss grew greedier and greedier, as did their hands. No longer shying away
from the blurry line of what was appropriate and not, Cam dlid his hands down to
Austin's firm ass and pulled him closer and closer until he could grind their hardening
cocks together.

"Jesus," Austin panted. He broke away from the kiss to catch his breath, but he was
back soon, only more eager in his movements. Hitching a leg over Cam's hip, he
pushed himself up and ended on top. "Should | stop?' He nipped at Cam's scruffy



jaw, then claimed him in another deep kiss.

"Only if you're a fucking idiot." Cam grunted and stuck his hands down Austin's
sweatpants.

His blunt fingernails dug into the flesh of Austin's ass, causing him to groan and
thrust his hips forward.Fuck, that felt good. He wasn’t about to get sentimenta like
some pussy, but there was no denying how satisfying this was on every damn level
known to man. Not only was Austin sexy, but he was a good man—and an
intoxicating Kisser.

They kissed hard, deeply, tongues mingling, teeth nipping, and warm lips fusing. The
scuff rasped tantalizingly, and it only made Cam's dick harder.

He needed to take the lead, though. Cam had no idea what was going on in Austin's
head—and what had gone in there for the past few days, maybe even longer. But
while the man seemed perfectly at ease with the kissing and teenage-style dry
humping, Cam could sense Austin's hesitation about taking it further.

"Let me get you off." Cam's voice was gritty with lust as he rolled them over. In that
metal cage they'd shared, they had seen each other naked countless times, but it
hadn’t been like this. "Lose the pants, Austin." Cam dipped down and kissed him
sensually, slowly, still deeply, while Austin pushed down his sweats. Then Cam let
his right hand slide down to Austin's thick cock. They both shuddered. "Fuck,” he
breathed out. His fingers wrapped around the smooth, heavy, and steel-hard dick.

"Cam," Austin moaned. Cam stroked him teasingly, wishing he had lube nearby.
Unlike him, Austin was circumcised. "Oh Christ, so good."

Cam hummed and captured Austin's mouth in a kiss, then moved his own mouth
farther down. He took his time, kissing the hard planes of Austin's chest. He smelled



fucking amazing, and Cam wanted to worship this body. It was a new feeling.

Settling between Austin's legs, Cam nudged them farther apart and spent some time
kissing his abs, muscular thighs, and the trimmed area around his cock. His own dick
was pressing against the mattress, needing friction, which made him curious as to
how far Austin was willing to take this.

Burying his nose at the root of Austin's cock, he breathed in deeply, groaning at the
musky scent of bodywash and arousal. His mouth watered. He moaned, and he fisted
the cock harder and licked his way up the underside of it. Then he closed his mouth
over the head, suckling and gently grazing it with his teeth.

"Oh, fuck." Austin let out a whimpered breath and threaded his fingers through Cam's
hair. Not really guiding him—just wanting him down there. As Cam wet his lips and
started sucking, he looked up to find Austin watching him with hunger and deep-
rooted desire in his eyes.

Wanting to take the next step, Cam paused for a second—never breaking their
gaze—and coated the tip of his thumb in saliva, then took Austin's entire length into
his mouth again. The head touched the back of Cam's throat, and a small spurt of pre-
come spread its flavor in his mouth. He closed his eyes and moaned around Austin's
cock; at the same time, he dlid his thumb down to Austin's ass. The last thing he
wanted was to take it too far, but he had afeeling Austin would enjoy this.

"Jesus Christ, don’'t stop, Cam." Austin threw his head back on the pillow, his body
tense with pleasure. He even pulled his knees up and farther apart, exposing himself
to Cam. "So fucking good,” he groaned as Cam circled his hole with the pad of his
thumb.

He brushed over it softly, drawing out the experience. In the meantime, he tightened
his lips around Austin's dick and sucked harder, took him deeper, and sped up.



Every now and then, in small pulses, Cam tasted Austin's arousal. It drove him
fucking mad with lust. He breathed through his nose, intent on giving Austin al he
had—focus, attention, a good fucking orgasm. He took all of Austin's cock and
sucked 'til his jaw ached. One hand teased his ass, going from stroking and rubbing to
pushing and slowly pressing inside. His other hand cupped Austin's tight sac,

massaging and tugging.

"Close," Austin eventually choked out. "Fuck—I'm coming."

If his body was tense before, it had nothing on this.

Cam watched the defined muscles of Austin's torso as his orgasm took over. The first
release hit the back of histhroat just as the last inch of Cam's thumb disappeared into
Austin's ass. Austin moaned and grunted, fisting Cam's hair to keep him where he
was. Not that Cam had plans to leave yet. He swallowed everything, gently fucking
him with his thumb, and didn’'t stop until Austin shuddered and unclenched his
muscles.

Both were panting as Cam kissed his way up Austin's body again, one in need, onein
obvious exertion.

Cam wasn’'t gonna lie and say some kissing and cuddling would do; he fucking
needed to get off. How was the only question.

But Austin didn’'t appear to have plans to leave him hanging. When they were face-
to-face again, Austin took control of the kiss. Their tongues met, and Cam was almost
caught off guard by the possessiveness with which Austin kissed him.

He surrendered willingly, ending up on his back with Austin half on top of him and
running the show. His left hand explored Cam's chest, and it was almost tender. So
fucking sensual.



"I didn’t like seeing Brian so close to you," Austin admitted out of nowhere. "l have
no right to fed that, but..." He didn’t allow Cam to answer right away, kissing him
hard.

Cam flushed with heat and pulled Austin closer, reveling in the feeling of being
claimed.God-fucking-dammit, he's sexy. He felt like he was being seduced, which
Cam considered a form of foreplay he rarely engaged in. He'd had his hookups, and
al he'd ever needed was a phone cal to confirm. There hadn't been a man or a
woman in Cam's life for along time where he hadn't gone the fuck-and-duck route.

"He's outta the picture,” Cam muttered breathlessly as Austin dragged his short
fingernails over Cam's chest. "And you're killing me here." His nipples were fucking
sensitive, making the skin around his cock tighten each time Austin touched him.
And the kisses didn't stop, either. Whether it was on the lips or down his neck,
Austin's mouth didn’t leave his body. "Shit." He exhaled and shivered as Austin's
hand trailed down to Cam's abs.
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"No patience?' Austin smiled into the kiss he dropped on Cam's sternum. By now,
Austin's fingers were dipping under the waistband of Cam's basketball shorts.

"Overrated,” Cam grunted. He lifted his head and kissed the side of Austin's neck.
The smell of sex was heavy in the air, and it was as addictive as Austin himself. "Oh
fuck, yeah." Cam collapsed down onto the pillow again as Austin finaly fisted his
hard cock. "Keep going." He reached down and squirmed his way out of his shorts
and boxer briefs.

Once Cam was completely naked, Austin positioned himself on top of him, lining up
his half-hard cock with Cam'’s throbbing one. They moaned. Austin stroked them both
at a steady pace, all while he returned to kiss whatever spot on Cam's body he could
reach. The man seemed to have athing for Cam'sink, as he often lingered there.

There were words left unsaid between the men—Cam could feel it. But maybe they
weren't ready for that shit. Words sometimes complicated things.

"Don’t you use anything when you jerk off?" Austin asked, looking down between
them. "Lotion or whatever."

Cam pushed his hips forward, dliding his cock deeper into Austin's hold. "Does it
look like | need it?' That was for men who were cut. Grasping Austin's chin, Cam
pulled him in for a hard kiss. They moved together, two cocks rubbing against one
another in Austin's hand. "Y eah, that’sit." Cam moaned.

Austin was spreading a bead of pre-come over them, making the friction slicker and
hotter. Next he let go completely, but before Cam could protest, Austin licked his



palm and resumed jerking them.

Austin smirked and kissed Cam's jaw. "Better?"

"Yeah." Cam nodded, feeling his balls tightening. His abs tensed. A slow burn spread
throughout his body, and he started to pant. "Fuck, Austin." That name went on a
loop in his head as he got closer and closer to his climax. Goddamn, he was desperate
to get off now.

Without warning, Cam went rigid. Heat shot down his spine toward his groin, and it
felt like his balls were gonna explode. He came with a groan, soaking them in three,
four streams. Austin gathered what he caught and used it as lube, prolonging Cam's
orgasm by squeezing them together harder. Cam was nearly blinded by the white-hot
fire that flashed before his eyes. Austin's passionate kisses and moans only made it
better.

"Fuck!" Cam gasped as his body finally relaxed. He melted into the mattress, feeling
like he was made out of jelly. "God..." He swallowed, his kisses lazy and messy.
"Y ou ready for more?' He could feel that Austin was hard again.

"No," Austin chuckled drowsily, collapsing next to him. "I'm not twenty anymore."
He hummed and pulled Cam close, obviously not giving a shit about the cooling
release between them. "Damn, I'm tired."

"Me too." And maybe Austin didn’t care about the mess, but Cam did. "I'll be right
back."

He disappeared for a minute, then returned with a washcloth. He'd already wiped
himself clean, and now he zeroed in on Austin's naked body. Shit, he really was a
sight. He was more tan than Cam, and in the dim light of the living room, Austin's
skin looked almost golden.



"Good service," Austin murmured, his smile more evident in his eyes than on hislips,

"Don’t get used to it." Cam laughed through his nose and shook his head. He finished
and threw the washcloth in the laundry before getting back into bed. "By the way—"
he stifled a yawn and did under the blanket, into Austin's waiting arms "—if you
wake up tomorrow regretting this, you know where the fucking door is."

He'd said it as ajoke, but he felt the truth of the statement.

"Y ou have nothing to worry about." Austin kissed him chastely, as if it was the most
natural thing in the world, and wrapped an arm around Cam'swaist. "I promise.”

Unfortunately, Cam wasn’t so sure. His mind was already spinning. While he knew
Austin was still intoxicated, he wasn't drunk off his ass. Austin had wanted this. But
maybe he was under the influence enough to ignore the obvious consequences that
were about to follow. Too many things had to be taken into consideration—or rather,
people. Not things. Austin's wife. Riley. Then his and Cam's friendship.

Now, Cam wasn’'t some nagging woman who had to overanalyze everything, but he
did need to have his facts straight. Whatever had happened tonight couldn’t be taken
lightly. It would change shit.

Cam fucking hated changes.

10

When Austin woke up the morning after, he'd expected to find Cam next to him. He'd
also been ready to calm him down in case he attacked Austin like he had on the patio
last week. But Cam wasn't there. He was in the kitchen; Austin could hear pots and
pans clanking together with unnecessary force. Cupboards, too. And there was the
fridge door. Or freezer.



With a sigh, Austin rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. He didn’t know
what to think—what to feel—about last night, this week...hell, his life. It would be
damn easy to push it all down and ignore it—for a while—but it couldn’t go on
forever. Eventually, he'd have to figure out what he wanted.

Thinking about Jade didn’'t help with his anger, although he didn’t really have a
choice. Austin loathed the fact that he'd technically cheated on his own wife, but...
He'd felt betrayed by her words; she'd basically given him an ultimatum. Then on the
other hand, he didn't know if he redly cared anymore. About their marriage,
abouther.

Because what had started out as craving comfort from Cam had morphed into an
indescribable attraction.

Y esterday he hadn't been able to control himself. He'd thought about Cam too much,
and then when he'd connected the dots between Brian and Cam...it had turned him
into ajealous bastard who needed to mark histerritory. He'd felt threatened.

He had no regrets whatsoever about last night, but he probably could've gone about it
differently. Like when he had his shit together. Not when he was drunk, probably-or-
maybe getting divorced, tired, confused, and weak.

Austin felt weak now, too. In fact, he felt like he could break down. It was all
becoming too much. While half his mind was ready to shut down and become a
robot, the other half of him was screaming. His breathing sped up. His head was
swimming. He was slightly hungover. A headache began to settle in. He didn’t know
what was going to happen today. He didn’t know what he had |eft.

There was no control.
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If day-by-day doesn’t work, take it hour-by-hour. What do you want, Austin?
Gale's question went on repeat, and he asked himself the same. What did he want?

It was too soon to say exactly what it was with Cam that Austin wanted, and he
wanted to break it down to just a one-word answer: Cam. He wanted
Cam—neededCam—yperiod, but he had no clue what that meant. Comfort,
closeness...intimacy? He groaned quietly and rolled over onto his stomach again,
burying his face in the pillow that smelled like Cam.

Austin was too damn old to go through this crap.

Perhaps being on his own for a while was the answer. Support was good—that was
one thing—»but growing dependent on someone wasn't healthy. He couldn’t count on
Cam to save him, though he did want the man close. He had come to like this place,
despite not having spent a lot of time here. But it was homey, not too big, and
comfortable. Not as flashy as his own house across town. A house Jade had picked
out and decorated.

Fucking Jade.
He had to talk to her. The more he thought about it, the more he suspected his wife of
using Austin's current state as an excuse to get out. Had he missed something in the

past? It wasn't that unlikely. They had, after all, had their issues.

Hour-by-hour, he reminded himself. Right. Hour-by-hour. He would deal with
everything; he had to.Gun or no gun. No matter the consequences, obstacles, or



reactions from others, he'd do it. Starting with breakfast with Cam.

Dragging himself out of bed, he reached for his borrowed sweatpants, went to the
bathroom, took a leak and freshened up, then padded out to the kitchen. He winced a
little at the lingering pain in hisleg from last night's bar fight.

That was another thing...Austin had never been a fighter. But he'd seen red. He had
punched that bastard over and over, getting a few in return, until the bouncer had
broken it up.

Yeah, I'm amess, all right.

Cam was standing by the stove, his back to Austin, and his shoulders looked tense.

"Good morning," Austin said carefully. He was suddenly worried that Cam was the
one who'd ended up regretting last night.

Cam nodded curtly. He didn’t turn around.

Gun or no gun. Austin steeled himself and did what hewanted; he walked up to him,
gently placing his hands on Cam's hips, and dropped a soft kiss on his shoulder.

Cam stopped what he was doing and hung his head. His shoulders slumped. In defeat
or relief, Austin couldn’t tell. He hoped for the latter, though.

"No fucking regrets?’

Austin shook his head slowly and kissed Cam's shoulder again, this time lingering. "I
told you." Damn, it felt good to be this close to Cam. It was liberating. Giving Cam a
nudge, he silently told him to turn around. Cam complied, and as soon as they faced
each other, Austin tilted his head and got Cam's lips. "You thought I'd regret it," he



murmured between brushing kisses.

"I thought you'd fuck this up,” Cam corrected and slid his arms around Austin's
midsection. "I thought shit would get weird, and then..." He trailed off, burying his
face in the crook of Austin's neck, and kissed the spot behind his ear. "We know you
can be an idiot sometimes."

Austin smirked. "An idiot whoyoubroke that rule with."

"Oh, for fuck's sake." Cam groaned and shoved Austin away. "l knew that was gonna
come back and bite me in the ass." He shook his head. "Now, get outta my sight. I'm
making scrambled eggs. Bastard."

Austin laughed, relieved, and headed out to the patio where Bourbon was playing
with a chew toy. Curious, he walked over to the pool and toed the plastic cover,
appeased when he found it fairly solid. In other words, Bourbon could run all over it
and not fall through any cracks.

A while later, Austin and Cam sat on the patio and drank coffee and ate scrambled
eggs. Both of which tasted alittle burnt.

"Never claimed | was good at cooking," Cam said offhandedly.

“I'm not very picky." Austin took a sip of his coffee and looked out over the pool.
"Any plans this weekend?"

"Nope. You?
"Not really." Austin frowned to himself, thinking he should probably dosomething.

He couldn’t really handle sitting around doing nothing anymore. "I suppose | have
some thinking to do."



Cam nodded pensively, eyes on his plate. "I'd be your shoulder to cry on, but that's
usually your job." He sent Austin aforced smile.

"Y eah, because you've never comforted me," Austin said dryly. Chrigt, it felt like
they were both in need of their mommas.

Gale kept commenting on how unorthodox it would be if Austin and Camdidn’theed
comfort, but it did little to change Austin's mind. Crying like a baby was for the
weak. Not that anyone had ever told him that; it was just how he felt. Although, it
only applied to himself, in his opinion. He didn’'t find Cam odd for being depressed
or anxious. He understood it, and whenever Cam was down, Austin wanted to be
there.
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Once again, it reminded him of Gale's question about whether or not he felt like Cam
was his responsibility, and he had finally come up with his answer. No, he didn’t see
Cam as aresponsibility. Not at all. He was only protective.

Austin cared about him. A lot.

"Remember when | got sick?' Austin murmured after a while. Cam nodded with a
dip of hischin. "You made sure| ate."

A week later, at least they guessed it had been a week, the entire basement reeked
more than it ever had. Pete's body was rotting in Chris's cell, and severa of the guys
were taking turns puking their guts out in the toilets.

Austin's stomach churned as he dropped to the floor next to the toilet. He was
completely empty, weak, and on the verge of breaking down. Slick with cold sweat,
he tried to regain his breath.

At this point, he could barely lift hisarm to grab the cup of water next to him.

Mr. Cruel, as he now wanted to be called, was as unaffected as ever when he
delivered meals and water. Too weak to get it himself, Austin let Cam grab their

food. At least Cam had become a bit nicer since their fight last week.

"Eat." Cam sat down on the floor next to Austin and held up a bowl of soup and a
Spoon.

While Cam flushed the toilet, Austin forced himself up to a sitting position, rinsed his



mouth with water and some toothpaste, then accepted the bowl. The chicken broth
made him want to gag, but he needed the sustenance. Even more, he needed water.
The only thing that held back his tears was that he needed to contain whatever fluids
he had left in his system. Extreme survival instincts had kicked in, but that didn’t
mean his mind was strong enough to fend off the feeling of hopel essness.

No matter how long they waited, none of the men ever saw an opportunity to
overpower their kidnapper and get back to freedom. Not even a couple days ago
when another man—Victor—had been "called to an interview" upstairs.

Victor, named Fred by the madman, had the character of an older brother, and he had
been pushed down the stairs after a beating. Cuffed behind his back. Gagged. Shot in
the thigh. Numerous fractures. The man was in agony, but there was nothing anybody
could do.

"Jesus." Cam leaned toward the toilet, not sure if he was about to throw up or not. But
the man look nauseated, Austin could tell. "I could kill for fresh air and a couple

cheeseburgers.”

Austin groaned, his gut tightening. "Prime rib, man. Cold beer, some damn sunshine,
baked potatoes, and a dip in the pool."

"Oh, yeah. Pizza."

"Fried chicken..."

"A fuckin' burrito."

IITmOS."

"We're masochists, Austin."



"Clearly.”

The melancholy that fell over them was heavier than usual.

Austin had always been one of those who suffered in silence, but he didn’t really see
it as suffering. He never had high demands. As long as he had a roof over his head,
some comfort, food on the table, and was able to keep his daughter happy, everything
was all right. Sure, he'd been stuck in a rut with his wife for a few years now, but he
didn’t complain. Y ou couldn’t have everything in life. But in this moment, there were
things Austin would actualy take a life to have. Basic stuff, like fresh air, safety,
good food, a shower—oh God, he wanted a shower. He wanted to soak in water for
days. For the first time in his life, he wanted something so badly that it physically
hurt.

Another thing that physically hurt was how much he missed his baby girl. No one
could comfort Austin the way Riley could. And he craved that to the point of
desperation—comfort. Closeness. The thought of a simple hug from Riley made him

ache.

"Listen up!" boomed a voice from outside. "After you're done eating, it'stime | have
alittle chat with Sam."

Austin's head snapped up, his wide eyes meeting Cam's equally wide ones.

Sam was the name of Austin's character.

"Now we can eat whatever we want, and we're suffering through this bullshit." Cam
pushed away his plate. "I'm ordering a fucking pizza. Y ou want?"'

Austin was leaning his elbows on the table, his fingers massaging his temples. He
shook his head no in answer, but that was al he could muster. It wasn't often



flashbacks sucked him in like this one had; he could remember without feeling the
need to vomit afterward. There were no anxiety attacks, just hatred toward that
fucking bastard who had kidnapped them. But now...fuck. He felt raw and
vulnerable.

Before he knew it, another flashback pulled him under.

"Wait," Cam rushed in a whisper. He put his cuffed hands on Austin's shoulder and
pulled him back from the door. "We should try."

"Try?' Austin arched a brow. "What are you talking about?"'
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Cam gave him an impatient look. "WEe'l try to defeat him. The two of us. Right now.
Gun or no gun—we haveto giveit ago."

"Even if we're cuffed behind our backs?"

"Yes." Cam stepped closer and lowered his voice. "Ram into him. Shoulder him in
the gut or something. | don’t fucking know—rpretend you're a football player. Tackle
him. I'll follow right behind and try to take his gun."

It was too tempting to pass up, even if Austin was in serious pain and had just spent
the past two days being sick. Perhaps they'd been here so long that they'd lost a pinch
of fear for something that could end their lives in a heartbeat. The gun their kidnapper
liked to wave around—and use, for that matter—wasn’t as dangerous anymore.

"Okay." Austin took a breath and nodded. "Okay."

The two men steeled themselves and stood shoulder to shoulder, waiting as the
unsuspecting devil outside opened the hatch.

"Uncuff yourselves."
Austin and Cam knew the procedure. They got rid of their restraints only to put them
back on, this time behind their backs, and lastly threw out the keys again. Then the

door started to slide open, and Austin exchanged a quick look with Cam.

*Gun or no gun,” Cam mouthed.



It would be their motto in the future.

Austin nodded minutely—gun or no gun—and flexed his muscles. With afinal, deep
breath, he faced the opening and charged forward just as the man raised his gun.

Forcefully slamming into their kidnapper, Austin caught him totally off guard, and he
almost dropped his gun. Almost. They tumbled to the dirty floor, Austin landing on
top. Despite his arms burning and his inability to use them, Austin struggled like a
savage. He spat out a curse and brought his knee up to the other man's chest. But just
as he heard Cam scrambling over to them, a shot was fired.

"Motherfucker!" Cam screamed.

Without thinking, Austin turned his head in Cam's direction, and his face paled when
he saw that he'd been shot. Cam—damn it, Cam had been hit. In the shoulder.
Shoulder; quick thinking. You could survive a bullet in the shoulder, and with that
conclusion, Austin turned back to wrestle his way to victory. But it was too late. That
tiny second Austin had spent checking on Cam was all the madman needed to regain
leverage.

Instead of glaring into brown, beady eyes, Austin was staring into the barrel of a gun.

"Get. Off. Me," the crazy man growled.

"Cam," Austin choked out and doubled over in his seat. He gasped repeatedly, trying
to get air into his lungs. In the background, he could hear Cam speaking urgently to
him, but he couldn’t for the life of him hear what he was saying. All he could see,
hear, and feel belonged in that metal cage. The smell of death and despair, every ache

and sorrow, all that anger and desperation...

If a man was shot, you reacted. You called 911, you tried to help, you prioritized that



person. But Austin and Cam had been driven to the point where perfect health didn’t
matter. Broken bones, bruises, and bloodshed...it was alnothing—as long as they
could get out alive. And it sounded plausible in theory, but to actually sink that low,
where that way of thinking became natural, where men became savages...was it
welird that only Cam could understand Austin? Was it so damn weird that he couldn’t
connect with Jade?

He was still part savage. He was still struggling to get back to being human.Treat a
person like an animal, and hell become one. But like Cam, Austin was decent at
faking. Not great, but decent. When in reality, he just wanted to crawl into a hole and
fall apart.

"Austin!"

He could feel Cam's hands on him, his cheeks, his forehead, yet focus remained out
of reach. He was dizzy, nauseated, and out of breath. His lungs burned.

"Snap out of it. Talk to me, baby." Someone was shaking him, holding him. "Austin!
Come on!"

Sooner rather than later, Austin ended up in the room on the first floor that Cam had
described to him. But he wasn’t directed to sit at the table like Cam had been. Instead
he found himself attached to a chain that was fastened to a hook in the ceiling. Both
feet were still firmly on the ground and his cuffed hands remained behind his back,
but Austin had no room to move whatsoever.

The two-inch thick chain was like a choking snake around his body. It circled his
legs, his midsection, his chest, his arms, and his damn neck. His skin got pinched
between the links if he eventriedto move, and if he so much as tilted his head, it was
like breathing through a straw.



"Y ou used to be my friend, Sam."

Austin groaned in pain, trying to focus. "My—my nameis Austin," he panted. Christ,
the links were really digging in everywhere, and his arms were twisted, the chain
pulling too tightly. "It's Austin Huntley. Not Sam."

"Silence!" The scream was piercing. "Now—" a deep breath "—as | was saying. Y ou
used to be my friend, Sam." The man approached slowly, and there was aknifein his
hand. "Then you became the king of baseball and forgot about me. Y ou made my
senior year hell, and you have no idea how hard | fought to make sure my family
believed | was still astar.” He spat in Austin's face. "Y ou ignored me in the hals, you
laughed when Kirk and the others pulled pranks on me, and you—"

"I'm not Sam, you sick bastard!"
For that, Austin earned himself a fist in the gut, and it was only the beginning. He
was beaten over every inch of his body. The knife dliced through his skin in several

places—deeply, but superficially enough to keep him alive.

It was torture. Literally.
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Blood trickled down Austin's arms, jaw, legs, and hairline.

He screamed out, white-hot pain spreading through him in radiating waves, when his
arms were twisted and yanked up farther, dislocating his left shoulder.

Next, his other shoulder was pulled out of its socket, too.

"Y ou—you—" Austin coughed and spluttered; he'd bitten his tongue, so blood slowly
filled his mouth with a coppery flavor "—goddamn c-coward!" He glared at the
shorter man. "Y ou won't fight fair; you w-won't even show your face."

Austin really needed to stop goading him.

Then again, if you thought you were about to die, you wanted some pride restored
before you went, right? And Austin did believe thiswas it for him. His thoughts were
filled with memories, the moments in his life he cherished the most. The day his
daughter was born, the day he graduated from graduate school and his parents were
beaming with pride, the moment Jade announced she was pregnant...

"I will kill you last, Sam. Y ou know why? Because | want to draw it out. Betrayal is
the biggest crime, in my opinion."

11
To Cam, it felt like forever before Austin came around. And if this was how Cam

acted during an anxiety attack, he couldn’t understand how his family—Austin
included—handled it. '‘Cause seeing Austin so distressed and completely out of it was



fucking painful.

He wondered how aware Austin was of his surroundings—if he knew they were on
the patio floor. It was when Austin had nearly fallen over that Cam had guided them
both down here. Now he was leaning against the back wall of the house, and he had
Austin half-lying in front of him, his head on Cam's naked chest. Over and over, Cam
murmured words of no significance to Austin, hoping he was listening. They weren't
back in hell. They were here. Safe. Together. No one was gonna torture them.

Cam wasn't sure if he admired Austin or if he was frustrated with him. Even in the
middle of panic and anxiety, the man broke down in silence. He was crying, but he
didn’t make a sound. His breaths were shallow and rapid, but there was no plea for
help.

"You're safe," he whispered and kissed the top of Austin's head. Reaching down, he
threaded their fingers together. "If you hear me, can you please give my hand a
squeeze or something?' He needed Austin to be all right, for fuck's sake.Now. He had
no patience.

It aso infuriated him to think that Austin's wife was a goddamn bitch who wouldn’t
help. Not that Cam was sure he wanted that, but technically...she should. Yeah, Cam
liked the feeling of being helpful—especially with this man—and there was an odd
sense of satisfaction from being the one to whom Austin turned. But he hated that
Austin didn’t have any other options.

"Thank Christ,” Cam mumbled when Austin gave his hand a weak squeeze. Tears
continued to soak Cam's chest, but at this point, he was just relieved. Austin evidently
needed this, and Cam was determined to be the strong one this time. "I'm here," he
murmured, slightly uncomfortable. Not with Austin, per se, but displays of affection
weren't Cam's forte. He wanted strict directions on how to help; now he was doing
this blindly, not knowing what worked.



"S-sorry," Austin croaked minutes later.

Cam rolled his eyes, as he didn’t see the big deal. There was no reason to apologize.
"Shut the fuck up and cry or whatever." He winced, regretting his wording. "I meant
what | said." He cleared his throat. "I'm here—for you. And, um, you don’t have to be
so fucking strong all the time." Okay. He exhaled. That was a little better. He hoped.
Then he remembered the shrink's words about letting it all out—it was healthy and
shit. And Austin had made Cam do that, too. "Y ou're supposed to talk about it," he
said quietly. "What were you remembering?' Austin let out a shuddering breath and
began to sit up, but Cam didn’t let go. "Fuck that. Stay here." He wrapped his arms
around Austin's shoulders. "If not for you, then for me."

Austin seemed relieved as he melted into Cam's arms. He was clearly not used to
leaning on others—physically or metaphorically. He didn’t ask for help—goddamn
masochist. Then again, was Cam any better? Hell, no.

What a fucking pair they made.

"You got shot..." Austin mumbled, which was all he needed to say for Cam to be
clued in on what period of time in captivity he was stuck in. "We were so damn
helpless.”

Cam pressed down his own anxiety and focused on Austin. That time in the cell had
been one of the worst, and Austin was right: they'd been helpless. There had been
nothing to do to prevent torture and death. All because of one raging lunatic.

Cam hissed in pain as he finally managed to reach his cot. It had taken a solid hour
for him to drag himself a few feet and then pull himself up to the cot. His shoulder
was burning, a warm trickle of blood steadily oozing out of the front. Only one
trickle, which meant there was no exit wound. The bullet was still lodged inside him.



His eyes stung with sweat and silent tears, and he wished he could at least get rid of
the motherfucking handcuffs. But his misery aside, he was also worried about Austin.
After the shit they had pulled, he had a feeling Psycho wasn't gonna go easy on
Austin.

"Y ou okay, man?' Chase asked.

"Fuckin' peachy," Cam groaned. Everyone already knew what had happened, but a
failed attempt at escaping was quickly becoming old news.

Before long, it was Austin's turn to tumble down the uneven stairs, and Cam held his
breath, for unknown reasons visibly upset at the thought of his cellmate being
tortured. Annoyed, Cam tried to blink back his tears, but they kept rolling down his
cheeks. Fucking pussy. He hated showing weakness.

First, the hatch opened, and Psycho peered inside, spotting Cam on the cot. Then the
door was pushed open, and Psycho himself dragged Austin's body inside. He dropped
two keys and a larger medical kit on the floor, said, "Patch each other up. I'm not
ready for either of you to quit the company yet," and then left.

Aniron fist squeezed Cam's heart as he remembered Austin's lifeless body.

He guessed it was the fact that a single man had caused so much pain to ten strong
men that made them angry these days. It wasn’t necessarily pride that got wounded; it
was disbelief that made him rage. Regardless of the prison-like setting, the handcuffs,
the guns, the mind games, and the torture, it was difficult to believe that one man
could have so much control.

It seemed to have hit Austin the hardest. The man always needed to be useful, and for
some reason he couldn’t see that without him, Cam would definitely be dead. Austin
failed to realize just how much he'd helped Cam.



He let out a labored breath and nuzzled Austin's hair. "Y ou always patched me up.
Don’t forget that." Not to mention the countless times he'd helped Cam with his
anxiety attacks.
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"Y ou kept me alive," Austin rasped. "l was too weak."

"Y ou—Christ, Austin. You weren’'t weak." Cam pushed down his temper. "Do you
even remember how bruised you were?"

Cam sure as fuck did.

Taking off the cuffs was priority number one. Then Cam had woken Austin by
splashing water in his face, and Austin had been conscious long enough to croak out
where it hurt the most. And, uh, well, it had taken Cam seven tries to put Austin's
shoulders back in their sockets. He felt bad, but he wasn't afucking doctor.

Anyway, Austin had passed out from the pain, and that brought them to now. Cam
was tending to the knife wounds after having stripped Austin of clothes—one pair of
shredded sweatpants and one filthy T-shirt. And when he was done with Austin's
face, he had to cut up both their T-shirts, ‘cause there weren't enough bandages in the
medical kit for both of them.

Four wounds needed stitches, so Cam was glad Austin was still passed out on the
floor. Without anesthesia or even the weakest painkiller, it was bound to hurt like a
bitch. But the most important thing was to close the cuts and make sure everything
was as clean as possible. The alcohol he poured probably stung like hell, too.

He made sure to save some for himself, ‘cause when Austin was ready, he was gonna
have to dig out the bullet in Cam's shoulder.

"What the fuck did he do to you?' Cam whispered, not expecting an answer. He



gently swiped a cotton ball soaked in alcohol over the four-inch long cut aong
Austin'stemple, right at his hairline. Butterfly bandages should suffice there.

He noticed that Austin was coming around when he whimpered and a stray tear dlid
down his temple.

"Y ou're gonna be okay."

"Hurts," Austin choked out, eyes closed.

"I know," Cam murmured thickly. "Can you tell meif anything is broken?"

"l...um. | d-don’'t know..."

Cam nodded to himself and resumed his work. With Austin wearing only his black
boxer briefs, Cam could see every bit of damage, and Jesus fucking Christ, there was
a lot. For the wounds along the man's thighs and calves, he pressed sterile pads
directly onto the cuts, and then he tore cotton strips off of the T-shirts to create
bandagesto tie around Austin's legs.

While Cam tended to Austin's arms, Psycho returned, but before panic could settlein,
the men found out he was only down there to "fetch the dead guy." Pete. A rotting
corpse. Pete, an innocent man. Whom Psycho had called Dad. Fucking lunatic.

"I need you to wake the fuck up now, Austin,” Cam stated. He didn’'t understand it,
but seeing Austin this way was just wrong. This was the man who'd helped him when
Cam was nothing but an asshole. Y eah, so he needed to wake up and be good again.
"There's nothing more | can do." He surveyed Austin's body. "I cleaned up the blood,
| stitched you up, |-l don’'t think, um...I mean, | don’'t think there's a big risk of
infection. How're your fucking shoulders?'



Austin let out aquiet, pained moan, but that was about it.

"Well, at least you're breathing,” Cam muttered, then winced when he accidently
moved his bad shoulder. "Goddamn, | could use adrink."

Eyes stinging with unshed tears, Cam tightened his hold on Austin. He shuddered.
His hands dlid over Austin's exposed skin, encountering too many scars. Some were
fading. Some were too deep to ever go away.

In the pocket of his shorts, his phone vibrated, but he ignored it. Before Austin had
woken up this morning, someone had been calling Cam's phone multiple times from
an unknown number, and he didn’t respond to that shit.

"Are you with me, Austin?' Cam murmured. He hoped he wouldn’t get freaked out
whenever Austin grew quiet now.

Cam let out a soft breath. "Come on. Let's go inside instead." The sun was at its
highest. Even Bourbon had retreated to the shadows on the other side of the pool
where he was gnawing on a bone. The high, wooden fence that surrounded the
backyard provided seclusion, but unless you were in that pooal, it was like a broiling
pan in the middle of the day. "Well talk and rest for a bit, and then we're ordering
that pizza." He was gonna make sure Austin pulled through this.

To do that, he swallowed his aversion to his medicine and took a damn pill that made
it easier to prevent anxiety attacks.

Austin wasn't tired; he was utterly drained. It felt like he'd been crying for days and
not a couple hours. His voice was hoarse and shook when he spoke. His eyes felt
heavy. But Cam kept pushing. Gently. Persistently. He made sure Austin talked about



what he was remembering.

"No—open your eyes." Cam kissed him between his eyebrows. "If anything, | need to
hear what came next, ‘cause | don’t fucking remember."

"You were pretty out of it,” Austin mumbled sleepily and pulled the blanket up
higher. Before, when they'd made it to bed, Cam had switched on the ceiling fan as
well as a table fan that stood on the low wall behind Cam's back. So, the living room
was now comfortably cool even though the sun was scorching right outside.

"Keep talking," Cam said, just ahint of irritation in his voice.

Austin's eyes remained closed, but he managed a smile. Cam wouldn’t be Cam if he
didn’t get annoyed.

"Nothing much to tell," Austin lied as the memories flooded back.
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"Bite down on this." Austin placed a few strips of fabric that he'd twisted together
between Cam's teeth. They were both on the floor, Cam's head in Austin's lap, and it
was time to take out that damn bullet. Well, Cam insisted it was. Austin was torn.

Austin couldn’t describe his own pain; it was too great, too consuming. He was dizzy
with it, and he was fighting against infection. Nevertheless, it had been amost a day
now, and Cam was getting worse.

A fever meant that your body was struggling—working to beat a virus...or some
foreign object that simply didn’t belong in a man's shoulder. It meant your immune
system was functioning. But there was no way of knowing whether you'd be able to
win or lose. In Cam's case, Austin was worried. Not because he had a fever, but
because he complained over the cold—when in redlity, it was still humid and hot
down here. Cam's teeth were chattering, which meant there was along way to go.

Austin remembered one time Riley had been down with the flu. After a couple days,
she'd begun to sweat profusely, and she hadhatedit—said it was icky and gross. But
Austin's mother had explained to her it was a good thing: Riley's little body had beat
the infection, and she'd be back to normal in no time.

Unless Cam's fever went down soon, there was a big risk his body would cave from
fatigue and shut down. Though, this was only if there was, in fact, an infection. For
al Austin knew, Cam's fever could be caused by the bullet wound itself.

"Y ou sure about this?" Austin asked for the hundredth time as he pulled out a pair of
pad-tipped tweezers. "If there's nerve damage or an artery's been hit, there's nothing |
can do once the bullet is out." He'd watched enough TV to know that much. "Cam—"



he cupped his cheek, forcing him to look Austin in the eye "—do you understand
what I'm saying? Y ou can bleed to death."

"My fucking choice," Cam gritted out, the sound muffled by the strip of rope between
his teeth. "Get that damn bullet outta me."

Sighing heavily, Austin removed the temporary dressing Cam had applied yesterday.
It didn’'t bleed too much, and he was glad to see there was neither discoloration nor
too much swelling.

"On the count of threg," he mumbled, but as he said "one" and listened as Cam
released a breath, he gently did the tweezers inside the wound.

Cam cried out through clenched teeth that clamped down harshly on the fabric in his
mouth. Every muscle in his body tensed up. But Austin kept going. Holding Cam
still, he continued until the rounded tips of the tool came in contact with something
metallic. It was asilent littlesnickthat Austin merely felt through the tweezers.

"Almost, buddy." Austin's brow furrowed in concentration, and he managed to pinch
the bullet on his second try. A few beads of sweat trickled down his temples,
meanwhile, Cam was shaking and his face was pale.

It was a miracle Cam hadn't gone into shock yesterday, but now Austin feared it was
happening right this moment. Smoothly removing the bullet, Austin dropped it on the
floor and immediately started to clean up. He spared no acohol, and he used plenty
of antiseptic cream before he sealed the wound with sterile pads and medical tape.

"It's done, Cam," he whispered and removed the makeshift rope from Cam's mouth.
"It's al done." The only response he got was a weak nod as Cam's eyes fluttered
closed. "No, stay with me." Austin carefully pulled him over to the blanket he'd rolled
together earlier to form a long pillow. Because he'd feared this. Austin had feared



Cam would either go into shock or bleed out. And if any of that was going to happen,
Austin needed to stay close. "Can you open your eyes?' He made sure Cam didn’t put
any pressure on his shoulder.

They both lay down on the hard floor, but it was at least warmer than the cots, and
Cam needed heat. It was survival instinct that kicked in again, so Austin
unceremoniously drew the second blanket over them and scooted close enough for
their bodies to touch.

"Look at me." Austin palmed Cam's cheek and gently brushed away some moisture
under his eyes. And at last, Cam forced his eyes to open, causing Austin to breathe
out in relief. "You're going to be okay. You're not bleeding alot at all, okay? That's
good news."

"F-fuc-ckin' c-cold," Cam exhaled, his teeth still chattering.

Austin nodded and moved even closer. "We'l get that temperature up in no time, |
promise." Truth be told, he knew little to nothing about this. He'd gone hiking a lot
with his dad when he was younger, so he knew a thing or two about patching up a
wound, but nothing serious. Treating a shock victim...that was for doctors, for
Christ's sake.

Wanting Cam to get warmer as quickly as possible, Austin tucked Cam's head under
his chin and held him close to his body. In turn, Cam burrowed into Austin's heat and
tried to get his muscles to relax. Maybe it was shock; maybe it wasn't. It could be the
fever, but it didn’t really matter when both things required warmth.

Both men were in an indescribable amount of pain, but exhaustion won in the end,
and they fell asleep.

"Y ou were so goddamn stubborn about that bullet," Austin croaked.



He blinked back tears, thinking about what-ifs, which was never a good thing. It was
the main reason he couldn’t be honest with his parents. Maggie had already lost one
son, and every time she saw Austin now, she drove herself to tears with what could've
happened. Therefore, he acted asiif life was good—or at |east better. Good enough.

"] didn’t bleed out," Cam reminded him. "It worked."

"But what if—"

"Stop." Cam grabbed Austin's jaw and planted a firm kiss on his lips. "Don’t think
like that." His voice softened, and there was a small smirk in place. "You'l give
yourself more grays.”

"Piss off." Austin's head dropped to the pillow again, and he ran a hand over his
hair—with very few grays in it. "You could let me sleep instead. I'm so fucking
tired."

Cam tsked. "Such language for Mr. MBA." His smile touched Austin's forehead. "I
distinctly remember atime where you wouldn’t letmesleep.”

Oh, Austin remembered, too. He'd never forget. But at least this memory was on the
lighter side.

"Drink some more, but do it slowly." Austin held up the tin cup of water to Cam's
mouth.

Perhaps a few would think it was an act of kindness when their captor—no, screw
that; he was a damn torturer—delivered food to them without demanding they put on
their cuffs first. But Austin and Cam didn’t think he had a kind bone in him. He
wanted his victims to suffer, which they definitely were, and Austin supposed the
asshole also knew what the men could handle. Right now, for instance, it would be



nearly impossible to get around if they couldn’'t use their hands. So, this was the
second day Austin and Cam had received food and water, yet they were allowed to
keep what was left of the medical kit, and they didn’t have to restrain themselves.

Cam was recovering at a snail's pace, but at least he could sit up—with help. He was
weak, and the fever was still there, though he was more alert.
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"I wanna sleep," Cam grumbled.
"Not yet." Austin, who was leaning back against the wall near the
toilet—convenience and all—had Cam in front of him, seated on the floor between
his legs. It offered Cam more heat, and his back to Austin's chest was a hell of alot

more comfortable than the floor. It had been months of slegping on hard surfaces;
their bodies ached in protest whenever they moved.

"I fedl bad for your wife" Cam was bitching again. "You're a fuckin' doctor
nazi—lemme sleep.”

"She doesn’t act like a child when she's sick," Austin said, but instead of getting
annoyed at Cam, there was a small smile in his voice. He was getting used to Cam's
behavior. "Come on." He peered over Cam's shoulder and brought the cup closer to
hislips. "Drink, buddy."

"And then you'll shut up and let me slegp?"

Austin chuckled. "Yes. I'll shut up and let you sleep.”

"Jesus Christ. Fine," Cam muttered. Between a couple slow sips of water, he said, "A
good nurse would at least offer a sponge bath."

"Y ou called me a doctor nazi first. Doctors don’'t give sponge baths."

Cam huffed and took another sip of water. "Nazi Nurse—that’ s your new name."



"You'd use me like that, huh?' Austin cracked a grin as he gently dragged the
washcloth over Cam's neck and good shoulder. "While I'd be working my skills,
you'd fantasize about supermodels.”

Cam hummed quietly, neither confirming nor denying.

"Y ou were afucking hard-ass,” Cam chuckled. "Consider this payback."

"I eventually did let you sleep," Austin pointed out.

"Y ou never gave me a sponge bath."

Austin couldn’t help but laugh. "At least now | know you probably wouldn’'t
fantasize about supermodels.” It felt good to laugh, even if he was tired. While he
hated to depend on somebody else, it left him more refreshed. Maybe he'd needed

this. It was just so damn liberating.

"Hmmm. No. | can think of something better than skinny women." Cam ran his hand
down Austin's back. "Ever thought about wearing heels?"

Austin huffed. "That’s not even alittle funny." He opened his eyes to see Cam failing
at hiding his amusement. "Come here," he murmured, leaning in for akiss.

It started light, but Cam had a way of evoking feelings Austin had only thought he
was familiar with.

His entire body buzzed with a harsh need to claim.

Ending up on top of Cam, he pushed aside his tiredness for something much more
satisfactory. He kissed Cam deeply, the two exploring each other's mouths.



Austin wasn't sure if he was supposed to be wary of anything. All he knew was that it
felt freeing to be with Cam. They grabbed at each other roughly, both fairly
dominant, but that didn’t mean Austin was shunning the idea of submitting. He hoped
that applied to Cam, too. Because the closer they were, the better it felt. There was no
thought about semantics or detaills—as long as he could ravish and be ravished in
return.

"Christ, you're sexy," he muttered as the thought hit him. But it was true. Cam was a
fucking vision. So different from what he was used to, yet appealing all the same.
Austin was drawn to Cam's masculinity—his swimmer's body, his strength, his damn
voice, and his rough-around-the-edges personality.

Austin could let himself be comforted by al that hardness. But at the same time, he
was equally attracted to Cam'’s softer sides. The vulnerability he tried so hard to hide,
the insecurities, and the sometimes-awkward fumblings with words. Those were the
traits that brought out Austin's inner caveman, for reasons unknown to him.

Feeling Cam's hard cock grinding against his own, he pushed his hips forward and
moaned into their sloppy kiss. "I want you." Understatement. He'd wanted more last
night, too, but he was dlightly self-conscious about the fact that he'd never been with
aguy before. He wanted it to be good for Cam, so he'd chickened out when it came to
oral sex. But now... "Stand up." Breathing heavily, he rolled away and pointed to the
space between the bed and the coffee table.

"I thought you were tired." Cam's voice was thick with lust as he gave Austin afinal
kiss before complying. In answer, Austin just shook his head—half a lie. He was
tired, but not enough to shake off the desire to taste Cam. "Now what?' Cam cocked
a brow once he was standing, his hands on his hips, and he was watching Austin with
asmall darein his eyes.

Austin just smirked to himself and scooted to the edge of the bed. His feet hit the



hardwood floor, one on either side of Cam, and he leaned forward to kiss his thigh.
As Cam sucked in a breath, Austin hooked his fingers underneath the waistbands of
shorts and boxers, tugged both down Cam's legs, and exposed him fully.

"You don’'t have to—" Cam started to say in arush, but he stopped himself and ran a
hand through his hair. "Fuck that. Only an idiot would say no, and I've pictured this
too many times. Keep going."

Austin chuckled under his breath and nuzzled the soft skin of Cam's hip. Slowly, he
dlid his hands up Cam's thighs, refusing to get nervous. A guy didn’t find a blow job
bad. There were good ones, great ones, and goddamn glorious ones. Austin knew
what he wanted for himself. Not too much teasing—that was just irritating. A lot of
suction, wetness, and his balls massaged. He could do that.

Right?

Austin hummed, turned on by the musky scent of Cam's arousal. He was hard, uncut,
long, not too thick, and the area around was smoother than he expected. Austin
trimmed sometimes, but it wasn't a habit.
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Kissing the root of Cam's cock, he gripped the length of it and stroked slowly but
firmly. At the same time, he licked his lips and began to kiss his way to the
head.Jesus Christ. He got into it. More than he thought he would. With his lips
wrapped around Cam, he took him as deep as he could.

"Fuckin'...oh,fuck." Cam trembled with a shudder and wove his fingers through
Austin's hair. "That’ s it—oh, yeah."

Austin closed his eyes and swirled his tongue around the swollen tip, and when he
suckled it, he got the first taste of Cam's pre-come. It was salty and smooth on his
tongue.

He wasn't crazy about the taste, but it did excite him more than he could've imagined.

He groaned and took another inch, a bit more than he could really handle, but that
didn’t stop him. He sucked hard and made sure to use histongue a lot. In return, Cam
moaned and cursed.

After afew minutes, he began to fuck Austin's mouth, though he did so with caution.
Which Austin didn’t like. Moving his free hand to Cam's ass, he silently told him to
let go. At least a bit more. Then Austin moved to stick that same hand down his own
pants and stroked himself at the same pace he sucked Cam.

With each thrust of Cam's hips, Austin grew more confident. He cupped Cam's balls
and tugged when he did the same to himself. He suckled the head of Cam's dick when
he smeared a bead of pre-come over his own cock with his thumb. It was one of the
most erotic things he'd ever done, including the early years in his marriage when Jade



had been more adventurous.

"Oh, Christ,” Cam moaned. "Are you jacking—shit, take off your pants. | wanna see

youl.

Austin backed away enough to push down his sweats and free his cock. He fisted it
and stroked it hard, at the same time returning to Cam's dick, which glistened with
saliva and arousal. He sucked him in, moaning at howfuckingturned on he was, and
he only had one goal. To swallow Cam down.

In shallow thrusts, Cam fucked his mouth. "Holy fuck, Austin." He gritted his teeth.
"Almost there." It was a warning—a chance for Austin to back away. "Make me
come—please."

Thatpleasawent straight to Austin's cock, and he suddenly changed his mind about
instant gratification. Breathing heavily, he pulled away as arush of dominance settled
in him.

Control.

"Lie down," he commanded quietly. "Now." His muscles tensed, and he watched
Cam hungrily, who obeyed with a look of confusion. But Cam was at that point
where he'd do anything to get off. Every man on the planet reached that point.

"Don’t fucking tease me," Cam said, lying down on his back. He put one hand behind
his head, the other one absently trailing up and down his chest. "Get over here."

Austin chuckled darkly and wiped his mouth. "Let's get one thing straight." He
moved in between Cam's legs and hovered over him. "When I'm the one making you
come, you're in no position to order me around.” He nipped at Cam's bottom lip. "Am
| making myself clear, baby?"



"Fuck," Cam breathed out, shivering violently. He swallowed and tilted his head for a
kiss, but Austin moved just out of reach. "Y eah—fuck. Yes. Okay."

"Excellent." Austin stole a quick kiss, then settled back on his heels. As he stroked
his cock, he dragged it teasingly along the crack of Cam's ass. "Why should | let you
come?’

"'Cause you can't help yourself," Cam panted. Christ, he was desperate for Austin to
touch him. It was easy to tell. "You want to." At Austin's arched brow, which meant
business, Cam backtracked. "Fucking hell, Austin. I'll beg—is that what you want?
I'll do anything; just...get me off."

A slow smile spread on Austin's lips. "You probably shouldn’t have said you'd do
anything." At that, he pressed the tip of his cock against Cam's hole. "One might take
advantage." He was teasing.

Mostly.

Cam let out a mix between a moan and a whimper and fisted his cock, stroking it
roughly. "You wanna fuck me?' He jerked his chin at the coffee table. "There's a
condom and lube in my wallet. But—" he sat up abruptly and grabbed Austin's jaw
"—you better give up that sweet ass of yours one day, too." Cam was momentarily in
charge. Austin was stunned, but his eyes betrayed the primal desire to be inside Cam.
"Y ou have no idea how many times I've wanted to bend you over and fuck you into
next week. Amlimaking myself clear?"

Austin shuddered and nodded slowly, still processing. He closed his eyes. It was an
odd feeling to both take and be taken. In these past twelve hours or so, he'd been

swept off his fucking feet.

That he had to have Cam in his life had been established a long time ago, but now he



was realizing just how much they'd grown to need each other—in every aspect. This
wasn't afluke or away to passtime.

He didn’'t know how to explain himself to Cam, though. The emotions were all
jumbled. Once upon a time, Jade had called him a romantic, but she'd gotten it all
wrong. He could buy flowers, remember anniversaries, and dine her properly, but
words failed him.

S0, he just murmured, "1 don't take this lightly." Then he kissed Cam, changing the
tension from serious to heated in a second. "l want you to trust me on that."

Cam released a breath and lay down again. "Okay."

Reaching over to the coffee table, Austin retrieved a condom and a small packet of
lube, one of those for one-time use. His focus was solely on Cam. He kissed his chest,
stroked his cock, and settled between his legs once more. At least he'd had anal sex

before. Even if it was more than ten years ago. And with awoman.

"Anything in particular you want before?' he asked as he nuzzled the base of Cam's
cock. It had softened alittle earlier, but now it wastight and hard again.

"Fingers,” Cam grunted, bucking upward. "And suck my dick. Please."

He smiled and guided Cam'’s cock into his mouth, sucking strongly and wetly.
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Just fingers for warm-up, though?
Give me some credit.

Austin had other plans. His right hand took over and stroked Cam; meanwhile, his
mouth left a trail of open-mouthed kisses down to Cam's balls and farther down. He
licked and sucked at the sensitive skin. More than once, he caught himself inhaling
deeply. Mixed with arousal and fresh perspiration was aso the scent of Cam's
bodywash—the one Austin had borrowed last night in the shower.

The second Austin swiped his tongue over Cam's tight hole, Cam nearly arched off
the bed. The curse he spat out was stuttered and gritty, and Austin literally felt how
Cam's cock reacted. It strained in his moving hand. He'd definitely received his
answer as to whether or not Cam liked having his ass tongue-fucked.

"Jesus, Austin!"™ Cam amost sounded annoyed—and very out of breath. He lifted
himself up to support himself on his elbows. "Warn a guy, will ya—oh,God."
Austin's only response was to close his lips over the light, smooth protrusion and
apply pressure with his tongue. Cam's moans spurred him on. "Fuck, fuck, fuck..."
The fuckstrailed off into shallow breaths.

As if Austin needed more encouragement, Cam pulled up his knees, spread them
farther apart, feet till planted on the mattress, and watched with hunger in his eyes.
Those expressive eyes, silvery gray, darkened with lust into the color of liquid
mercury. Austin held the gaze as he penetrated Cam's ass with his tongue, loosening
the tight ring of muscle. For one moment, Cam threw his head back, and Austin was
certain he'd never seen anything so goddamn sexy. At the same time, Austin felt a hot



trickle of arousal seeping out of Cam's cock.

"Y ou're driving me—" Cam gasped "—driving me insane."

When Austin deemed him ready, he replaced his tongue with his middle finger. A
second finger was added within a couple minutes, and then a third. Every now and
then, he'd pause to fuck him with his tongue and get him nice and wet.

He'd reduced Cam into a man who pleaded and whimpered instead of grunted and
Spat out curses.

"Fuck me, Austin,” he panted. "I'm fucking begging you."

Both beyond ready, Austin pushed himself up and sat back to roll the condom down
his cock. Next he tore off a corner on the packet of lube and coated two fingers that
he brought to Cam's ass. He smeared the gleaming liquid around the hole, then
pushed inside, only to repeat two, three times with more lube. With his free hand, he
added the last of it to his cock. All slicked up and ready, he spent a minute or two
rubbing Cam's prostate—just because Cam was so insanely sexy when he lost
control. He was writhing and panting, sweat glistening on his torso, and his cock
throbbed off of his abdomen.

Removing his fingers from Cam's ass, Austin wiped them on the sheet and gripped
the base of his cock, dragging the tip teasingly around Cam's entrance. His heart was
racing, and as much as he wasn’t quite ready to delve deeper into whatever he felt for
Cam, it was impossible not to acknowledge the significance. He moved higher up so
they were face-to-face, and as he slowly began to push his cock inside, he dropped
his forehead to Cam's, their labored breaths mingling in the small space between their
parted lips.

"Yeah," Cam gritted out in arush. "More."



Austin looked down between them, watching as his thick erection disappeared into
Cam's tight ass. He groaned through clenched teeth and squeezed his eyes shut,
countless sensations nearly bowling him over, but opened them again because he
needed to see this. The feeling was...out of this fucking world. Tight, slick, hot. Just
right.

Oh, holy mother of...

"Areyou al right?' Austin asked huskily when hewasal in.

"Uh-huh." Cam nodded jerkily and moved his hands to Austin's ass. There was both
pain and pleasure reflected in his eyes. " Just been awhile."

For the next severa moments, Austin kissed and touched Cam wherever he could
reach. He didn’t start to move until Cam was begging him to, and then all bets were
off. They were both attentive, but that didn’'t mean slow or gentle. They let go.
Driven by desire and need, they unconsciously unleashed the savage mind-sets they'd
had in captivity.

With each thrust of Austin's cock, Cam pushed back and urged him on.

"Don’t fucking stop." Cam dug his heels into Austin's ass and pulled him in for a
bruising kiss. "Don't stop, don't stop.”

"I won't." Austin moved a hand down between them to stroke Cam. "I can't." The
dlide of his cock inside Cam's ass was addictive; it was impossible to stop. "I need
this—you." He dlid out then slammed back in, causing two loud moans to mingle
with the sloppy kiss. "I need you." He massaged Cam's tongue with his own, teeth
grazing and nipping. And inside of him...it was like a storm building up.
I ndescribable emotions raged and surged, leaving him raw and open.



A fuck couldn’t alter aman's feelings, but perhaps it could make him realize things.

As far as Austin knew, lust came first, but that wasn't true here. Somewhere in the
past six months, he'd started to fall for Cam, and now there was no going back. He'd
been blindsided by terms like friendship and brotherhood, maybe even brothers-in-
arms, but this went deeper.

He didn’t have a lot to compare with, but he knew several things for certain. It wasn't
his wife's words of comfort he sought. It wasn’t his own house he wanted to spend
time in anymore. It wasn't Jade's body he wanted to explore, be near, and fucking
ravish.

Peering down at Cam's sculpted body, he knew no trauma could cause this kind of
attraction. He could've understood wanting Cam as a security blanket after everything
they'd been through, but that wasn't it.

Austin fucked the man under him harder and faster, not because it provided comfort,
but because he fucking loved him.

He didn’'t know if he'd fallen completely; he didn’t fedl like reading into it anyway,
but he finally knew where he was headed—wherethiswas headed.

"Let me make you come." He kissed Cam 'til they were both breathless. Austin was
on the brink of orgasm, too. "Christ." He sucked on Cam's bottom lip as his balls
drew up and tightened, as the familiar tingling sensation traveled down his spine, and
as he buried his cock deep in Cam's ass over and over and over.

"Close," Cam gritted out. "Oh fuck, Austin!" He dug his head back into the pillow,
his back arching. "Y ou gotta come, too.Now."

Like Austin had a choice. He'd aready lost his struggle. Rocking deeper into Cam's



ass, his climax took over just as the first rope of come pulsed out of Cam's cock.
Austin's thighs throbbed, one with a twinge of pain, but he didn’'t stop. Through
shudders and panting moans, they rode out their orgasms.
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Austin rubbed Cam's soaked dick and inhaled deeply, feeling his mouth water. It was
heady and nearly dizzying.

As the last trickles of their releases seeped out of their cocks, Austin brought a wet
finger to Cam's mouth and brushed it over his lips. And just as the tip of Cam's
tongue dlipped out, Austin was there to kiss and lick it all up. Their tongues met
passionately, tasting the salty arousal, tasting each other.

The kiss eventually slowed, and they floated in a comfortable silence with words left
unsaid. They could both feel it, see it, as they looked at each other. The green in
Austin's hazel eyes shone brighter than the brown, and the darkness in Cam's silvery
eyes had faded.

Austin expected it and wasn't surprised when Cam averted his eyes, knowing that eye
contact wasn't always easy for Cam. So, Austin brushed a final kiss between Cam's
brows and slowly slid out his softening cock.

"Let'sclean up, Mr. MBA," Cam said quietly. "Then you're gonna sleep.”

12

Austin twisted and turned in his slegp. It was just his naked body under the blanket,
but his mind went back to a time where a specific pair of pants had probably gotten
him kidnapped. Austin had suffered through so many flashbacks today; maybe that

was why they didn’t stop now.

A few days later, the cuffs were back on, the medical kit and the keys had been



returned, and both men were out of the woods for this time. They could move around
aslong as they were careful, and there was no fever.

"Y ou think this could ever be in fashion?' Austin joked dryly as he put on his sweats.
Not only were they dirty, but there were several small tears after the torturer's knife.
"My father would probably cry if he saw his pants destroyed like this."

That was obvioudly not true, but it was a running joke in their family; Austin's dad
was extremely proud of his company. He ran a successful construction business
which he'd built from the ground up, and this was a man who bought fancy cases to
keep his business cards protected.

One time, Austin's mother had to put her foot down, because his dad wanted to buy
pillowcases with the company logo on them. And for Christmases and birthdays,
Griffin Huntley handed out pens, clothes, towels, coffee mugs, trucker caps, and
notepads—all with the logo on them—as extra presents. The entire Huntley family
was awalking ad for G.H. Construction.

A pang of sadness hit Austin squarely in the chest at the thought of his parents. He
missed them terribly and couldn’t imagine how upset his mother was. Maggie was the
kind of woman who'd smack you upside the head with one hand and serve you apple
pie with the other.

"Why would your pop care?' Cam looked puzzled. "Does he do your shopping or
somethin'?"

Austin snorted. "That'd be a sight. But no." He pointed to the logo along his right leg.
"My dad's business."

Cam studied Austin for a beat, then nodded pensively. "Y eah, that makes sense. Y ou
don’t really strike me as a construction worker."



Austin didn’'t know whether to be offended or flattered. "What's that supposed to
mean?' Okay, so it came out a bit defensive.

"At ease, soldier,” Cam drawled with alazy smirk. "I'm just saying you're not as, uh,
mellow? | don’'t fucking know. You just come off a little more stiff than some
handyman." He nodded as he thought of something. "I could see you in a suit."

Austin decided he was definitely offended. The image of a man in a suit wasn't
usually followed by the words fun, adventurous, or carefree. Or mellow. A suit came
with labels of dull, starched, and uptight.

Then again, wasn't Austin al those things? Maybe not uptight, but he did find hislife
rather cam and on-schedule. But at the same time, he couldn’t recall missing any
action. He led a safe life. Contentment and comfort.

Cam would probably add "boring as fuck."

"1'm an accountant,”" Austin muttered and sat down on his cot.

"Oh, yeah," Cam chuckled. "Now,thatfits." He grinned and scratched his brow. "l bet
you wear suits for that."

Austin gave him a wry look. "Well, it wouldn’'t look good if the office managing
partner showed up in a Hawaiian shirt."

"Partner, huh?' Cam nodded. "Fancy."

Austin shrugged modestly. Numbers had aways come easily for him. He liked the
occasional challenge, and since tax laws aways changed, he had to stay on top of
things. His years in college weren't exactly enough. There was always something
new to study.



His passion for his job had fizzled and died years ago, but he found comfort in
structure and order.

"It's really not," Austin replied eventually. "The company's based in LA, soit'sjust a
field office we have in Bakersfield." And there was only one client: Kern County.
"Anyway..." He wanted to change the topic now. "What about you? Mechanic?' He
jerked his chin at Cam's coveralls.

In retrospect, the men could say this was where their friendship began. After months
of being locked up together, they started to get to know each other. To pass time, they
shared memories and told one another about family members and hobbies.

Austin particularly enjoyed hearing the stories behind Cam's tattoos, mainly the ones
that represented his disorder. There was a snowflake because it was said that people
who had autism and Asperger's were like snowflakes—unique, one of a kind. The
two words "wired differently” described Cam. It was also a part of a quote about
Asperger's. Cam said, "We're not stupid. We're just wired differently.” There were a
few dark puzzle pieces that represented autism awareness. There were lyrics, sheet
music, and instruments...everything came with an anecdote, a memory, or areason.

Austin shifted between nightmares, more pleasant memories, and consciousness. Too
upset to find rest, too exhausted to rouse fully, too overwhelmed to make sense of
everything that rolled like amovie behind his closed lids.
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In one dream, his fingers brushed over Cam's tattoos. In another, he was on the floor
in that cell, and he was fucking Cam brutally, which had certainly never happened in
reality. Then the dreams morphed into group sessions with Gale where they all tried
to make sense of their kidnapper's motives. Even with a profiler from the FBI on the
case, they still only had an educated guess as to why that madman had kidnapped
them.

Before long, the dream became a nightmare once more. The torture always came
back.

Torture and death.
Chris had been silent in his cell for two days before the other guys found out he had
killed himself the same way James had—by dlitting his wrists and swallowing the

blades.

One cell was now empty. Chris and Pete both gone. Lance had been alone in his cell
after James's death.

Their captor whistled a happy tune as he dragged Chris's body out of the basement,
and before he disappeared, he told the others he had a performance review meeting

planned with " Scott" |ater.

Scott's real name was Sean, and he shared a cell with Tim right next to Cam and
Austin.

They all knew the outcome.



Not athing to be done about that.

To be sure, though, Austin did search their cell for the umpteenth time, and this time
Cam actually helped. Was there really no way out? Was it possible for a single man
to keep ten others hostage? Now seven...

"Do you think we're gtill in Bakersfield?' Cam asked quietly, checking the bolts by
thetoilet. He tried to wiggle the toilet, but the solid chrome didn’t budge a millimeter.

"No idea, but | have a better question for you." Austin was on his back on the floor,
looking under his cot. "Do you think people are still searching for us?"

"Dude, they fucking better be."

Names and blurry faces danced in the edges of Austin's vision; the nightmares held
him hostage much like the madman had. Cam, Evan, Austin, Sam, Chase, Remy,
Sean, Scott...there were too many names, and only half of them belonged to the guys
in captivity.

The other names...well, they'd gotten their answers about that.

But why didn’'t the insane fucker torture the real Sam? Why didn’t he beat the real
Evan senseless instead of Cam? Why pretend with ten innocent men?

Hours later, a nearly unconscious Sean was returned to his cell.

What hit Austin the hardest was how Sean cried out for his children while Tim tended
to hiswounds.

Sitting down on the floor, Austin pulled up his knees and dropped his forehead to
them. He wanted Sean to stop—to shut up and suffer silently. Because all he did now



was make Austin want to cry for his own daughter.

While Austin missed his wife, too, it was different when it came to his child. It
wasn't until Riley was born that Austin understood his mother's words about the bond
between a child and a parent being unbreakable. Friends could leave, wives and
husbands could divorce, passion could fade, but the love you felt for your child was
forever.

Maggie rarely spoke about the youngest son she lost to leukemia when Austin was
ten years old, but that didn't mean he was forgotten. She religiously visited Riley's
grave, the photos were never coming off the walls, and she loved him as if he were
still alive.

The day Austin's daughter was born and he announced he was naming her after his
younger brother, Maggie had been proud, not sad.

"You can't lose hope, man," Cam said, sitting down next to him. "Keep hoping you'll
see her soon."

Austin was thankful Cam didn’t make any promises. He wasn't sure he was strong
enough to listen to vows neither man could keep.

"I think I've missed her birthday,” he mumbled, discreetly tilting his head to wipe
away tears on his shoulder.

"Whenisit?'

“May fifth."

There was a smile in Cam's voice when he spoke next. "A Mexican celebration kid,
huh?' He cautiously placed his arm around Austin's shoulders.



"Yeah." Austin sniffled and managed to pull off a small smile, but he kept his eyes
downcast. "She loves Mexican food, too. And we wouldn’'t hear the end of it if her
birthday didn’t come with a pifiata."

In fact, it was only recently Riley found outCinco de Mayowasn't all about her. That
had been a glum day, but it had brightened when Austin took her out for chips and
salsa and queso. The girl was crazy about her queso.
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All this hurt to think about, especially when it felt like he had one foot in the grave
already.

In a moment of defeat and despair, Austin leaned back and sought out Cam's shoulder
to rest his head on. All curled up, he felt small and weak.

The thought didn’t cross his mind, but it was Cam's bad shoulder. However, Cam
didn’'t say aword; instead he silently encouraged Austin to lean on him, take comfort
fromhimfor once, and rested his cheek on the top of Austin's head.

Austin had of course missed Riley's tenth birthday. He didn't know what he'd been
doing the day Riley turned ten, because time didn’t give the men anything in that
basement. Time only took from them. It had taken hope, strength, dignity, and
humanity.

It wasn't until toward the end that things changed, and that was where clothes and
professions played the biggest part. It was what finally gave the men something to
mull over. Reasons, motives...but still more questions.

Cam's nickname for Austin had been coined one day ...

"Breakfast!" Mr. Insane bellowed.

"I'd like to see the menu,” Cam muttered as he got up from his cot to wait for the

hatch to open. "I swear to Christ, | ain't never having chicken soup again if | ever get
outta this place."



He flexed his bicep and shoulder, and Austin watched him wincing at the lingering
pain, but at least it was getting better.

"I think I've forgotten what pizza tastes like." Austin sighed and emptied the bucket
of water into the toilet.

They'd already washed their clothes as well as they could, and Cam's coveralls and
Austin's torn sweats were currently drying on the floor. These days, though, they did
it without soap. It had been a while since that one bar they'd been given was gone,
and they hadn't been supplied with more.

The toothpaste was aso gone, but they still had their toothbrushes.

"Even my shit smellslike chicken nowadays," Cam said.

Austin didn’t know whether to scoff or laugh. "No, it doesn’'t." He limped over to
Cam, his right thigh still killing him, and gave him a sideways look. "Trust me. It
doesnotsmell like chicken."

Cam chuckled. "Fuck you."

Austin smirked and turned to the door as Psycho dlid open the hatch.

"Evan. Sam." The crazy man smiled like a creep. "Y ou seem to be recovering nicely."
Austin held up the empty bucket, and Mr. Crazy started filling it with the garden
hose. "That’s good—means | can plan our next meetings soon."

Cam gritted his teeth and glared.

"I think onemeetingwas enough," Austin said flatly, setting down the filled bucket on
the floor.



"Oh, but it never is with uneducated simpletons." The man laughed and extended two
bowls of steaming chicken broth. "I am your boss, fellas. | know what's best for you.
After al, | didn’t get this position by being stupid.”

Cam took the bowls and huffed quietly. "No, just criminally insane."

"Y eah, and | thought having an MBA from Duke would save me from being called an
uneducated simpleton," Austin drawled, only for Cam to hear.

Evidently, he hadn't been quiet enough.

"A what from where?' their kidnapper growled. His beady eyes turned murderous,
and they were fixed on Austin.

Cam stiffened.
Austin frowned, but before he could respond, the hatch closed and they were left in a

wake of furious screaming about ruined plans and how only accomplished people
deserved to live.

"What the hell just happened?' He turned to Cam with a confused expression.

"Y ou're askingme, Mr. MBA?" Cam snorted and shook his head. "Sometimes | find it
hard to understandsanepeople.”

Austin whimpered in his sleep. Tears rolled down, unbeknownst to him. His body
was tense with frustration.

Between the moments where the nightmares took over, family members asked him
guestions he couldn’t answer. If given the choice, would he go back in time and put
on asuit, hence saving himself from being kidnapped? It was his wife who asked. His



mother asked if this could ever be worth it. His daughter just cried and cried and
cried. Austin tried to reach out to her, but the image of Riley vanished with her heart-
wrenching sobs.
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Two whole days went by without a glimpse of the madman. That meant two days
without food and water. Two days that had been spent pacing, stewing in filth and
boredom, and throwing out theories about their kidnapper's motives.

Austin was frustrated, feeling like there was more info to be had if they just hit the
right angle.

They were all mostly on the same page, and they had been from the beginning. But
with time, more things had surfaced. From the get-go, everyone had been assigned a
character, and it hadn't taken long for the men to understand that each character
represented someone from the torturer's real life. There was a father, two brothers, an
old boss, a high school nemesis, a friend who had apparently betrayed him, a guy
who was seemingly married to an old crush of the kidnapper, an uncle, and two
cousins.

It al looked like vengeance, but it was executed on the wrong people. Instead of
taking his anger out on those he'd grown up with or whatever, the insane man had
kidnapped ten innocent strangers.

During these past two days, to pass time, a few of the remaining men had delved
deeper into their theories. They went at it from different perspectives, first coming up
with things that might tie them together—both to each other and to the kidnapper's
family. It couldn’t be age, though. Because Pete, who'd been shot in the head and had
been assigned the character of the kidnapper's father, had to have been more than ten
years younger than the crazy man himself.

They guessed he was around fifty years old, and Pete had been thirty-six. In fact, all



of the men were most likely younger than Psycho, as Cam had named him months
ago.

Chris, who had killed himself not long ago, had been the oldest at forty-four, still
younger than the kidnapper.

"Where did you all grow up?' Chase asked, and so they continued trying to piece
everything together. One had grown up in New Y ork, most were from Bakersfield, a
couple were from LA, and one guy was from Portland.

No connections there, unlessit fit with the kidnapper's family and friends.

"Our fucking jobs," Cam blurted out with afrown. "Y eah, think about it." He snapped
hisfingers. "What kinds of jobs do we all hold?"

But before anyone could ponder further, the madman was back in the basement.

"Attention, little minions!" he shouted. "It seems we've got a problem on our hands,
and like agood boss, I'm here so we can fix it."

Austin and Cam exchanged a wary look as they |leaned forward on their cots and
rested their elbows on their knees, listening intently.

"Who has college experience?' the madman asked impatiently.

There was a brief silence before one spoke up. "Why the fuck should we answer, you
twisted—"

Mr. Whoever-the-hell cut the man off. "I shoot! How about that, you brainless
lowlife?'



Another silence ensued, this one tense.

Then the men began to answer—one by one, hesitantly. Most of them had gone off to
college at some point. A few to two-year programs at community colleges to get
associate's degrees, another few held bachelor's degrees. When Cam quietly
announced he had a bachelor's, too, Austin curiously asked in whét.

He was more than alittle surprised when he heard Cam's answer.

"Theology,” he mumbled, appearing dlightly embarrassed. Just a second later, he
squared his shoulders, as if getting ready to defend himself.

But Austin wasn’t about to go on the offensive. He was just surprised and intrigued.
Besides, the madman was waiting for his response, so he sighed and said, "Did my
undergrad at USC Marshall, then got my MBA at Duke." Back in his day, it wasn't
named Marshall School of Business, but it was what people knew it as today. Which
made him feel alittle old.

The last one to answer was Tim. "I have one year left to get my master's in
engineering."

That made the madman explode for some reason. "But you're a fucking mailman!" he
roared. "Y ou're wearing your uniform!"

Austin eyed Cam's work clothes and couldn’t help but wonder if they were all
wearing some kind of uniform. But then he remembered two of the guys didn’t have
jobs, so there couldn’t be a connection there, either.

What the hell was the crazy guy's obsession with work and education, though?

“It's to pay for school, idiot,” Tim grunted. "I decided to change careers when |



already had afamily. | needed afuckin' income. Christ."

Outside the cells, the men could hear the sounds of furious pacing, some kicking
around, and a few fists being slammed into walls.

Cam wasrigid.

Austin was exhausted. They were being toyed with, and there was only so much he
could take before he broke. Or gave up. It had been months with no glimpse of
freedom in sight.

"Looks like | have to rework a few things," their captor said flatly. "It will take too
long to replace all of you, but..." It appeared he was talking to himself, and Austin
didn’t know what to make of his words. "Sam and Frank are done, that much is
clear." He spoke of Austin's and Tim's characters, which terrified both men, not to
mention Cam, judging by the look on his face. "Then...bachelor's degrees...fairly
good, but most have failed later. Still...educated...” He let out a growl. "I'll have to
start over. This cannot be half-assed."
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Before he stormed off, he announced, " Thank you for your cooperation, but thisis the
end. | have one meeting left—with Sam and Frank—and then it's time to terminate
the project.” He paused. "By project, | mean you. All of you." Lastly, there was a
smilein hisvoice. "How do you feel about fire?"

Austin shot up from the bed and gasped for air while tears streamed down his face.
He was sure he could smell the gasoline.
13

Cam was almost home, having walked Bourbon and picked up two burritos, when he
saw a man about to ring the doorbell. Because Austin was asleep inside, Cam sped

up.
"Can | help you?' he asked irritably.

He vaguely recognized the man as a neighbor from farther down the street. He was
around Cam's age, maybe a few years younger, not very tall, slim, his dark hair alot
shorter on the sides than at the top of his head, plenty of ink and piercings, and
looked like a mix between a skateboarder and a punk rocker.

"Sorry," the guy said, sticking his hands down into the pockets of his baggy chinos. "I
didn’t mean to disturb. I tried to call you earlier."

Cam raised a brow. Maybe this had been the anonymous caller, and it made sense.
His home phone number was unfortunately listed, but his cell phone number wasn't.



Though, if this dude had been calling, he could've gotten the number from the contact
sheet that everyone on the block had.

"I live down the street,” he went on uncomfortably. "I'm trying to get in touch with
Chase Gallardo—"

"Not interested,” Cam snapped abruptly. Fucking hell, when were people gonna let
this go? Idiots were still trying to contact all the surviving men for interviews, and
they despised the attention. These were regular men who just wanted to get on with
their lives.

Cam couldn’t say he was close to the other guys, Chase included, but he did see them
once every other week for their group session with Gale.

"Please wait," the guy practically begged. "I need to talk to him—to apologize."

That made Cam turn his head. With one hand on the door handle, he stared at the
younger guy, who appeared to be fighting tears. He hid behind a stony mask of anger,
but Cam saw guilt and desperation there, too.

"I was contacted by the police a few weeks ago," the guy explained, stumbling over
hiswords. "Several people in my family were. But it wasn’t until yesterday that afew
details about the investigation were made public." Cam had shut out everything about
the case, 'cause he saw no reason to follow the damn investigation. It wasn't like
there'd be atrial or anything. Now they were just trying to piece things together, and
regardless of how plausible each theory was, they'd never get solid proof. "I found
out who Chase Gallardo was supposed to be when you were kidnapped—" he
released a shaky breath "—by my half-brother."

Cam clenched his jaw, willing himself to calm down. It was probably the fury in his
eyes that made the other guy take a step back. "Who are you, exactly?' he asked in an



eerily calm voice.

"My nameis Remy." Hesaid it asif it was a crimeto carry that name. "Remy Stahl."

Cam nodded jerkily. Chase had been given the name Remy in that basement. It was
Psycho's little brother. "Half-brother?"

"Yes." The guy, Remy, tugged at the piercing in his lip, and now he kept his eyes
downcast. "My—our...father had an affair with-with my mom." Perhaps that could
explain the age gap, 'cause Remy couldn’t be much older than thirty, and Psycho had
to have been in hislate forties or fifties; plus, he had an older brother, to boot. "L ook,
| didn't come here to start trouble or anything. | barely have any contact with my
family, but | wanna apologize to Chase..." Hetrailed off, still looking guilty.

Cam guessed it was survivor's guilt of whatever-the-fuck he could call it.
"l don’t have his number," Cam said. "Don’t know where he lives, either. But..." He
hesitated for a beat. "I'm gonna see him next week." They had a group session on

Tuesday. He could mention this to Chase then.

Remy nodded and let out a breath. "I'll understand if he doesn’'t wanna see me. Is it
al right if | drop off aletter for him?"

Cam didn't readly see the harmin that. "l guess.”

Bourbon was quick to run into the kitchen to drink, and Cam went for the fridge to
get some drinks, too. They'd only been out for a couple hours, but because Cam
hadn't really eaten—he didn’t count the scrambled eggs that tasted like shit—he was

fucking starving now.

After leaving Austin's burrito in the kitchen, he took his own and a soda and headed



for the patio. But when he reached the living room, he stopped short at the sight of
the empty bed. Again, he'd only been gone a couple hours, which meant Austin hadn't
dept long. At all.

"Austin?' he called out. He didn’t get a response, but when he walked down the hall
toward the bathroom, he heard the shower running. "Y ou okay in there?'

"Yeah." Austin's voice was nearly drowned out by the sound of water. "I'll be out

Soon.

Cam frowned, then told himself he was worrying for nothing, and went outside.

While he sat at the table, shielded by the umbrella, he ate in silence and mulled over
the weird meeting with Remy Stahl. He didn’t really know what to make of it,
though, so he just shook it off. Maybe if he'd been closer to Chase, he'd have an
opinion. All Cam really knew about Chase was that he was a thirty-six-year-old
bartender; he was quiet and reserved.

"Shit." Cam rubbed at his chest, having eaten too fast. Again. More Pepto was
definitely coming hisway.
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Pulling his T-shirt over his head, he dropped it in the chair next to him, then fished
out his smokes. Around that time, Austin joined him, too, only wearing a towel
around his hips. Cam told him there was food for him in the kitchen, so Austin
disappeared for a minute, only to return with his burrito.

"Thank you," Austin said quietly, kissing the top of Cam's head. Then he sat down on
the other side of table, and Cam saw that his eyes were bloodshot behind his glasses.
"What? Do | have something on my face?'

Cam pursed his lips and shook his head minutely. "Couldn’t sleep?"

It was Austin's turn to shake his head. "Nightmares." He unwrapped his burrito and
seemed to be struggling to keep his breathing even.

"Y ou can talk to me about it," Cam offered carefully.

"The last night," Austin whispered, looking down at hisfood. "l can't shake the smell
of gasoline."

Cam swallowed hard and turned his gaze to the covered pool.
In many ways, the last night in captivity was the absolute worst.
Cam had pictured his final meal to be a bit more extravagant than the usual chicken

soup, stale bread, and lukewarm milk. Not that it really mattered. He had no appetite
what-so-fucking-ever.



The newly-added smell in the basement didn’t help. A while ago, Psycho had poured
gasoline on the floor. It was slowly seeping inside the cells, and the fumes were
making everyone dizzy and nauseous.

"Y ou should eat," Austin mumbled automatically.

Cam shook his head, seated on his cot, and stared down into his bowl. After
yesterday's announcement from the goddamn psycho, the only thing he could
stomach was water.

"He's gonna set this fucking place on fire," Cam whispered, not lifting his eyes to
face hisfriend. "We're gonna burn alive."

So far, Psycho had followed through on every goddamn promise. He wasn't afraid to
use his gun, and he seemed to get his rocks off in torturing others. There was no
reason to believe this was just a scare tactic. If anything, the heavy odor of the
gasoline only proved he was planning to set it all on fire.

"I don’'t want to think about that." Austin's voice was thick. "Besides—" he tried and
failed to brighten histone "—first, | have a meeting to look forward to."

Cam set down the bowl of soup. There was no fucking way he'd eat it. He felt sick to
his stomach, and his body ached after these months of captivity and torture. "Do you
think he'll take you and Tim at once? He only mentioned one 'meeting.’' 'Cause if it is
the both of you..." He was grasping at straws, but what else was he gonna do?
"Maybe you can take him."

Austin's mouth twisted into a small grimace. "Didn’t work whenwetried, Cam." He
sighed. "I'm not going to give up an opportunity if it presents itself, but I'm not



counting on it. He's been too meticulous. He drugged us to get us here, cuffed us to
slow us down...he gives out food with only enough nutrition to keep us aive, and he
has that gun, which he's used more than once." His eyes met Cam's as they both
looked up. "I honestly don't know how much physica strength | have left. I'm
constantly tired, and..." He trailed off and averted his eyes. "I don't know. | don’t
think there's any hope left."

Cam forced a smile. "I'm not sure how to deal with this" As had been stated
countless times before, he loathed showing weakness. But Austin had proved to be
someone Cam didn’'t have to hide for. Austin hadn't treated him any differently just
because he knew of Cam's disorders. At least not much. Maybe he'd been a bit more
patient and attentive, but he didn’'t treat Cam like something fragile, and he still didn’t
take his bullshit.

"I only have one suggestion." Austin put his food aside. Then he stood up and
motioned for Cam to stand, too. They closed the distance between them and Austin
moved his cuffed hands over Cam's head, then cupped his neck and rested their
foreheads together. "I think it's time for empty promises.”

Cam let out a soft breath and nodded in return, reveling in the sense of comfort all
while his heart ached at the obvious surrender. Was thisit? Had they come so far past
believing in rescue that they had to lie to one another in order to cope and keep
breathing?

"We'll m-make it out alive," he rasped. "You'll see your wife and daughter again, and
I'll be under the hood of some vintage car." He smiled sadly, not really meaning for
Austin to see, and tilted his head. "It'll be okay." His nose and lips brushed against the
inside of Austin's forearm.

The tension crackled, both men desperate for any kind of closeness. The moment left
them confused, but neither moved away for along while.



Releasing a shaky breath, Austin dropped his forehead to Cam's shoulder. Cam felt as
Austin ghosted his lips over his skin. A slow but forceful shiver ran down his spine,
pressing heat closer to the surface.

“I'll try—" Austin's voice was threadbare and almost inaudible. "If | see a chance, I'll
fight with all | have left.”

Those words both soothed and terrified Cam. "Gun or no gun?"

"Gun or no gun.”

Cam sgueezed his eyes shut as the "empty" promises echoed through him.

They'd madeit out alive, but at that point, they really hadn't believed in an escape.

"Hey." Austin grabbed Cam's hand on the table. "I didn’t mean to push my shit onto
you."



Page 43

Source Creation Date: May 22, 2025, 8:41 am

"Stop." Cam shook his head and threaded their fingers together. "It's cool. I'm okay. |
was just thinking..." That Austin had gotten what he wished for. He was back with
his wife and daughter.

It was making Cam antsy as fuck to not know exactly what was going on between
them. He trusted Austin with his life, and he knew Austin meant what he'd said—he
didn’t take any of this lightly. But that didn’'t really offer any answers. Austin was
aways gonna prioritize Riley, and while Cam could understand that—hell, he
wouldn’t have it any other way—it made him question things. For instance, would
Austin stay with Jade for Riley's sake?

Even if he didn’'t, what was Cam ready for? They'd just returned to freedom; their
lives were changed forever. Who knew how long they'd be picking up the pieces to
put their lives back together. Cam needed his routines; he needed his stability. Then,
on the other hand, he needed Austin, too. He wanted them in the same fucking bed at
night.

Merely a few hours ago, held let Austin fuck him. And it had been...fucking
amazing—no other words for it. He rarely bottomed, but that didn't mean he
preferred to top. Well, he did, but bottoming was more intimate, in his opinion. It
wasn't for casual hookups, which meant he hadn't bottomed since college. It was the
last time he'd had a steady partner, and it hadn't ended dramatically with broken
hearts or anything, but Cam decided casual was better for him. Opening up to another
person wasn't easy, and it took time for Cam to trust. But with Austin?

Cam would do anything for that man.



I'm probably in love with the bastard.

Austin was about to say something when Cam heard a phone ring from inside. It
wasn’'t his own, so he concluded it was Austin's. "Your phone's ringing," he said,
reeling on the inside from his realization about his feelings.

Could that beit? Had he fallen for Austin?

"Oh. It's probably Riley." Austin stood up and went inside.

Cam sighed heavily and lit up a smoke, then started tapping his thumb together with
hisfingers.

When Austin grabbed his phone off the coffee table, he was surprised to see his home
number ascaller ID.

Jade and Riley weren’t supposed to be back from visiting Jade's parents in Delano
until tomorrow.

"Hello?' He answered the phone, then immediately held it away from his ear when
all he was met by were Riley's sobs. "Riley, what's wrong?' Austin was already
heading down the hall to get his clothes from last night. "Talk to me, baby girl."

"| don’t wan-wanna move, Daddy!" she wailed.

"What?' He frowned in confusion and pulled on his jeans. "l don’'t understand. Can
you explain for me?"

Riley kept crying. "Mom said we're gonna move! | don’t wanna move to Delano! |-
have all my friends here!" Austin froze. A mere second later, the phone was ripped
away from Riley, and Jade's voice rang out. "It's not what you think, Austin. Riley



overheard me and my mother talking, so we left early—L ook, can you just come
home? Where the hell are you, anyway?' Now she sounded annoyed.

“[..." Austin didn’t know what to say. He was flabbergasted. "Uh—I'm with Cam."
He shook his head as if to clear it. Then his anger was back in full force. "What
thefuckis Riley talking about?' He pulled on his shirt, awkwardly buttoning it one-
handed.

"It's nothing that should be discussed over the phone—Go to your room, Riley!" she
yelled in the background. "Hurry, Aust—"

"I'll be there in twenty," he snapped and ended the call.

His mind was a jumbled mess, as per usual, but now there was a bunch of new shit.
Jesus Christ, when was it all going to end? This day was proving to be both
incredibly difficult to struggle through and...well, with Cam's presence it was
manageabl e.

"Cam, | have to—" He broke off when he saw Cam standing in the hallway with his
wallet and car keys. Austin sighed and walked closer. "Thank you," he said quietly,
accepting his persona belongings. "Jade and Riley came home early. | have to go."

"| gathered that." Cam offered aforced smile. "Trouble in paradise?

Austin snorted and put on his shoes. "More like the final nail in the coffin."

He scrubbed a hand over his face, bone-weary and angry. This was one of those times
he didn’t want to be an adult. Closing the distance between them, Austin dropped his

forehead to Cam's shoulder.

"Tell meto come back." He needed to hear it—to hear thatsomethingwas real.



Tension he hadn't even noticed before disappeared from Cam's shoulders. "Come
back whenever you can," he murmured. "And, um, it's been ataxing day for you. You
should probably take your meds."

Austin grinned tiredly and lifted his head. "We'll see." Leaning in, he kissed Cam but
ended it too soon. "I'll call you."

14

The minute Austin stepped foot inside his house, there was shouting from Jade and
sobbing from Riley.

Austin had prepared himself on the ride over, though. He knew what was about to
happen, so he took control. Walking in to the kitchen, he was spotted by Riley first,
who threw herself at him.
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"Are we really gonna move to Delano, Dad?' she cried.

"No. | promise." He hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head. "Now, go to
your room while | talk to Mom."

n But_ll

"Go," he commanded softly, and Riley slumped her shoulders and went upstairs to
her room. Austin faced Jade next, wondering why they hadn't separated yet. It was
clearly long overdue. "How long have you been thinking about divorce?' he asked
bluntly. Because he couldn’t believe this was new. He'd only been home for less than
amonth. A marriage didn’t fall apart that quickly—not after fifteen years.

Jade swallowed, a flicker of regret flashing across her features. "The past year... I'm
really sorry, Austin—"

"Don’t apologize." Austin didn’t want to hear it. "l should've seen it coming. God
knows | seeit now." He sat down at the table; Jade cautiously joined him. "But what's
this crap about Delano?’

"I've been offered ajob there," she admitted. "I want to take it."

Austin nodded, just wanting to get this over with. It was becoming abundantly clear
to him that in order to heal, he needed to be by himself. Not counting his daughter.

"Riley stays with me."



Jade's eyes widened. "What? No!" she cried out. "I'm her mother; she should be with
me."

A small and sinister smile made its way to Austin's face. "Wrong way to phrase it,
Jade. She should be with you if youwanther to. Not because you're her mother."
Anger burned in his eyes. "How will you even deal with all this? Y ou're just going to
pack up the house, move to Delano, get settled in a new place, adjust to your new jaob,
enroll Riley at a new school,anddeal with the fact that she doesn’t want to be there?"

Jade glared at him. "Don’t drag this out. | want an easy divorce, and you being bitter
won't help."

Austin couldn’t help but laugh. "Bitter? Oh, Jade." He chuckled and shook his head.
"You have it all wrong. You're under the impression that | want us to stay together."
Jade suddenly looked shocked. "Truth be told, | honestly don't give afuckabout you
anymore." That was aimed to hurt, and it looked like it did. But his ex-wife-to-be
fucking deserved it. The way she'd treated him since he came back home... "You
manipulative little..." He trailed off, angrier than ever before.

"Austin," Jade choked out. "What are you doing? How can you say that to me—"

"Asks the woman who told me to get over a five-month long kidnapping without so
much as a pat on the back." Austin raised a brow. "Y ou've used that as an excuse to
get out, haven't you?' Jade didn’t respond. But Austin didn’t need her to. She'd never
been a good liar; he could see the truth written on her face. "God, you're fucking
selfish.” He didn’t want to think that about the woman he'd spent fifteen years being
married to, but there it was. A few years of taking each other for granted and just
going through the motions... Jade was right.

He was bhitter. So was she.



"And my mom wonders why | resent you," Jade chuckled humorlessly through tears.

Austin stared at her long and hard, finding it difficult to stick with one emotion.
Anger was the only one that persisted. Then there were fleeting moments of pity,
sorrow, compassion, understanding, regret, and disappointment.

"If it's any consolation, | know | haven't been the best husband.” He wanted to add
that he'd at least stood by her side all these years, and up until he felt more drawn to
Cam than Jade, it would've been true. But he didn’t want to lie to Jade, though the
reason was Cam. If Austin claimed he'd been nothing but faithful, it would be like
denying what he'd started with Cam. He couldn’t do that. Hewouldn'’ tdo that.

“I'm sorry | pushed you to leave the past in the past,” she muttered, not sounding
particularly sincere. "l did use it against you—thought you'd leave before | could.”

Manipulative was right.

That was where the mgjority of Austin's bitterness stemmed from. He felt betrayed.
He'd gone through hell, and Jade had used it as an excuse to get the fucking ball
rolling.

"Riley stays with me," he repeated. Now he was eager to get this over with. Even if a
divorce took at least six months to be finalized in the state of California, they could
separate immediately. "Well divide all the assets, and | won't demand child support.”
He made more money than Jade, so the idea was ridiculous. "She can stay with you
every other weekend, and whenever she wantsto see you, I'll make it happen.”

"It's not right," Jade gritted out. "If anything, we should ask her." She almost |ooked
smug.

It proved that Jade didn’t know her own daughter as well as she liked to think.



Riley was Daddy's girl. Through and through.

That night, Austin sat in the chair by the window in Riley's room after she'd cried
herself to sleep. Despite the obvious resentment and hostility between Austin and
Jade, they'd managed to cool off before they sat down like responsible adults and told
Riley that Mom and Dad were getting divorced.

Riley had reacted like any other ten-year-old girl would; she'd been inconsolable.
Mom and Dad were supposed to stay together—end of story. But,
thankfully—depending on how you looked at it—she was old enough to know that
some marriages didn’t work out. It was a harsh redlity, but she wouldn’t be the first in
her classto have divorced parents.

Spending time with her classmates had shown her both sides of the coin. There were
parents who didn’'t get along after a split; their homes weren't as nice to be in—more
fighting going on. There were parents who got along great; their kids grinned and
said what it was like to have two birthdays, two rooms, and two Christmases. Then
there were those friends of Riley's who had to deal with their parents remarrying...

Riley hadn't liked the idea of her parents finding new spouses.
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Austin had been quick to divert, and he and Jade had then spent a long time
explaining things as well as they could to a ten-year-old. It wasn't her fault.
Sometimes adults drifted apart. No, Mom and Dad didn’t hate each other. She could
choose where she wanted to live. Mom and Dad would never hold any decision
against her.

To Jade's credit, she'd hidden her disappointment very well when Riley said she
didn't want to leave Bakersfield. While Austin had given them some privacy and
went to call his parents, Jade and Riley had made loose plans about fun stuff they
could do whenever Riley came to Delano.

Now Riley was asleep, and Austin could see the blotchiness around her eyes and the
tears that had soaked her pillow.

This was only the beginning of a new era, and Austin didn’t really know what to feed!.
For once, there was no anger, though. He was numb, but little sparks of relief flared
up inside him every now and then. He was breaking free, something he'd done before.
But in avery different setting.

"Gun" had become plural when the madman returned to get Austin and Tim, but just
because he held two guns didn’'t have to mean more of an upper hand. Because his
focus was divided, and Austin prayed there would be at least one window of
opportunity.

Austin and Tim didn’t need to speak; a single look was enough for both to understand
that this was more than likely their last chance. If they didn’t put up afight now, they
might as well drop dead right here, right now. In fact, they were so consumed by this



thought that they barely acknowledged that this was the first time they had seen each
other. Austin just registered tall and wiry and dark. Whereas Austin would probably
gain leverage in body impact, Tim had speed on his side.

"Let's go." The torturer walked backward up the narrow steps, aming both guns at
Austin and Tim, both of whom were cuffed behind their backs. "I hope you said
goodbye to your buddies, because you won't see them again.”

Austin didn’'t allow the panic to pull him under. He gritted his teeth and climbed the
stairs at the same slow pace their kidnapper moved. Austin knew he wouldn’t be able
to fight worth adamn if he first had to suffer through another round of torture.

That left a couple opportunities. one when the password had to be punched in to open
the door to the torture room, and one if the crazy man had plans to restrain them in
said room. He wouldn’t be able to do that while keeping an eye on both Austin and
Tim.

Tim seemed to be thinking the same thing, because he subtly nudged his shoulder to
Austin's when they approached the top of the landing.

Meanwhile, Mr. Insane was focusing so intently that sweat began to trickle down his
neck, appearing under the mask. "No funny business,"” he said, pushing the heavy
door open.

Austin and Tim bided their time, not wanting this fight to happen mere inches away
from a fall down the stairs. Their eyes were fixed on the man who had taken them
from their families months prior.

Thiswasit. They had to take this chance, or create it.

Perhaps their kidnapper was getting cocky, because this was a grave mistake. He



clearly wasn't aware of just how unafraid these guys had become of the prospect of
getting shot. Tim and Austin hadnothingto lose. Redlly, the crazy man should've
brought them upstairs one by one.

When they reached the little vestibule with three other doors, Austin and Tim took a
collective breath as they watched their target slowly reach out to the keypad, though
he still kept his eyes on Austin and Tim.

But there was that one flicker of a second where the kidnapper had to make sure he'd
punched in the correct code.

Gun or no gun, Austin and Tim charged.

Austin was crazed with fury and desperation as he rammed into the madman. He
heard the shot that rang out, but he barely registered the bullet piercing his flesh,
lodging deeply in his bicep. He barely felt the shocking pain that exploded and spread
throughout his body, either.

The taste of possible freedom overrode any fear.

With his shoulder pressing forcefully into their kidnapper's collarbone, Austin
slammed his forehead against the man's nose, causing him to stumble back. The
trigger was pulled again, and Tim shouted a curse. But Tim wasn’'t deterred, either.
While Austin pinned the psycho and tried to harm him however possible, Tim
struggled to get the guns, which wasn’t easy without use of his hands.

A third shot echoed painfully loud in the small space just as Austin managed to put
al his body weight into a shove that broke the madman's arm against a doorframe. It
bent in an odd way, a hoarse scream filling the air, and one gun dropped to the
ground.



Before they could free their hands, Tim just kicked the gun aside and went to the
other side to get the second gun.

"Justice will prevail!" the kidnapper screamed.

"Count on it," Austin growled, struggling to keep the man pinned to the wall. "Y ou
sick bastard." Fatigue and pain were quickly taking over, but he refused to surrender
now. Through the closed door that led to the basement, they could hear the shouts of
their fellow captives. "Jesus Christ." The man managed to knee Austin in the gut,
though Tim defended him by ramming his shoulder into the kidnapper's throat. It was
agood thing he was so freaking tall.

"Sam and Frank deserveto die." Mr. Crazy's voice was a choked breath.

"We're not them!" Tim shouted and finally managed to get control of the second gun.
It was dropped to the floor, and without wasting time, he and Austin pulled their prey
down to the ground. "Sit on him."

Austin did better than that. His ass hit the ground and he planted his elbow into the
madman's upper back. Austin's arms burned, his hands aching to be free, but this had
to do for now. The kidnapper was facing the floor, several feet away from his guns,

and he had a sharp elbow keeping him in place.

So, while Austin made sure their captor couldn’t move, Tim moved around in search
of the keys.

"Thisisn't over," the madman wheezed out.

"That’s for damn certain," Austin grunted. "Y ou're still breathing.”
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"Found them!" Tim fished something out of their kidnapper's back pocket, which
turned out to be the keys for the handcuffs. "I fucking found them!"

15

Cam rubbed his wrists, now free from the bandages, as he waited for Gale to start the
group session. Due to his appointment at the hospital, he was early, but a few of the
other guys were already here, too. Chase was one of them, and Cam had given him
Remy's letter just to have it over with. HeEd explained briefly that Remy had
contacted him, wanting to get in touch with Chase, and that was that. Now, Chase
was sitting on the other side of the waiting room outside Gal€e's office, staring quietly
at the unopened envelope.

"Huntley's not coming?' Victor asked, probably 'cause Cam and Austin usually
showed up together.

Cam shook his head no and drummed his fingers on his thigh. He didn’t feel like
talking, so he didn’t. But that didn't mean he wasn’'t thinking about Austin's reason
for not being here. 'Cause he sure as fuck was.

Austin hadn't shown up again on Saturday, nor on Sunday, nor on Monday. But
they'd kept in touch through texts and calls, and Cam knew all about the separation
and the divorce.

He couldn’t deny it; he was relieved for selfish reasons. Whenever Austin called him,
ranting, bitching, yelling...just unloading, Cam was merely satisfied it was to him.
Apparently, it was pretty frosty between Austin and Jade, though they maintained a



united front for Riley's sake, and now they were rushing to move on from each other.

Jade was gonna move in with her parentsin Delano for a while 'til she found her own
place. First, she was gonna get settled in at her new job, which she started in three
weeks, according to Austin. And today, she was having agirls day with Riley. Austin
had told him that they were gonna make copies of all their home movies, make
scrapbooks of photos that didn’t have albums, and...some other shit. Meanwhile—the
reason Austin had to cancel on today's group session—he was gonna look at an
apartment not far from where Cam lived.

One reason for the rush, other than the fact that Austin and Jade wanted to get this
over with, was that Riley started her new school year soon, and Austin wanted to be
settled before then. So, he wasn't picky—as long as Riley could have her own room.
It was supposedly temporary, this apartment business, but Cam hadn't asked any
further questions. He was just stoked Austin was looking at apartments near Cam's
house.

Thinking ahead, he realized that meant a new school district for Riley, so that could
also be a reason to hurry. Changing schools was never fun, but it would suck even
more if it happened once the semester had already started.

As far as Cam knew, Riley's only demands were to stay in Bakersfield with her dad
and that she would be relatively close to her old friends.

Just as Sean showed up and nodded in hello, Cam's phone vibrated with an incoming
text from Austin.

Can | spend the night at your house? Tomorrow, too. Jade's turning the house into a
showcase home for the Realtor's photographer, and my parents are picking up Riley
in afew hours.



They really weren’t wasting time, Cam mused as he typed out a response.

It'll cost ya.

The reply was amost instant.

The Realtor or spending the night with you? | think | can manage.

Cam grinned to himself and pocketed the phone. He hoped he'd see Austin soon, like
right after this session. They both had a lot to do today, but because Austin had to
cancel now, he'd made an appointment with Gale for right after. Seeing each other in
passing wouldn’t hurt.

Later today, Cam was driving over to the garage his brother owned. Having never
been a big spender, he still had plenty of savings, but he missed getting his hands
dirty. He missed the smell, and he missed the tinkering. It had always taken care of
his fidgeting in the past. To see a car rall in, then locate the issue and fix it—yeah, he
fucking yearned to go back. Especially with old cars, the vintage beauties. Not that
they didn’t cater to others; it was a big garage, and Landon had a crew who knew a
lot.

Whether it was big trucks with air-brake system failure after a cross-country drive,
motorcycles in need of brake pad replacement, vintage cars where the ignition
sometimes gave you trouble since yesterday's technology wasn't as advanced, or tow
service, Landon's guys could handle it. And Cam had his own nook in the large
service bay where he took on problems that made the others throw in the towel.

For someone who lost his patience so quickly, he had it in abundance when it came to
cars. Heunderstoodcars. There was logic in engines. It was black and white.

Once upon a time, Cam had studied theology for five years to understand religion,



and he still hadn't gotten his fucking answers. His parents were religious to the point
where they went to church on holidays, and Jules had grown up in a strict Catholic
family, though no one could redlly tell even if they knew her. But Cam couldn’t see
the big deal. He relied on science, straight answers, and logic. He had tried, though.
No one could say he hadn't.

And if religion was bad, what could he say about psychology? Christ, he really hated
coming here, though it was necessary. He might not understand how Gale helped, but
she did nonetheless. After some sessions, he felt raw and turned inside out, but it kept
him sane. The way past pain was through it. Bottling it up would destroy him.

"Did youse read the interview in yesterday's paper?' Lance asked. He'd been the last
to arrive, and Cam knew this was his last session. He'd decided to move back to New
York, back to Staten Island, and who could blame him? Lance had moved here for a
job in construction two years ago; that probably wasn’'t enough to outweigh the bad
memories he now lived with.

After all that time in a basement that smelled of mildew, Lance had even become
asthmatic.

Some of the guys murmured yes; they'd read the interview, but Cam tuned it out. He
knew all too fucking well that Psycho's older brother and mother were throwing
around kind words like propaganda. He didn’t need to read the detalls.

"The bitch said he was a straight-A student and a perfect son,” Victor said, scoffing.
"Perfect, my ass."

It was like this before every group session. The guys would gossip and curse about
the interviews, and Cam and Austin would sit there in silence, trying to ignore it all.
Actually, Chase was quiet, too. Cam's own theory about Chase's silence was that he
felt guilty—for a stupid goddamn reason—'cause he hadn't seen the inside of that



torture room. He wasn'’t the only one who hadn't. Cam figured they should just see it
asasmall blessing, but, re-fucking-gardless, they'd been through hell, too.

Cam shook his head and looked down at the scars on his wrists. Blessing.There's
some divine shit right there. Fucking religion.

"Yo, Cam." Lancejerked his chin. "Where's Austin?’
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"Elsewhere," Cam said flatly.
He didn’t particularly like these guys. Then again, he didn’t like many.

Thankfully, Gale opened the door to her office then, saving him fromchit-chat. There
were few things worse than meaningless conversation.

"Comeonin, guys." She smiled, flashing white teeth with lipstick traces.

As aways, Cam sat down in the loveseat in the corner—where Austin usualy sat
with him—and he avoided getting close to anyone else. The office wasn't very big, so
it was a tight fit when seven, now six, other dudes crammed themselves in. Gale sat
down in front of her desk, Tim and Sean occupied a small couch, Lance and Victor in
two chairs, and Chase sat down on the floor by the door, even though there were a
couple more chairs available.

To Cam's knowledge, only Tim and Sean, who'd been cellmates, had formed a bond
much like Cam and Austin had—although he doubted theirs was more than
friendship. Chase, for instance, had shared his cage with Victor, but there was no
attachment of any kind.

"Last time, we talked about the two days at the end where you were left without food
and water," Gale said, clasping her hands over her notepad. "Today | thought we
could talk about your last night." Her gaze traveled to Cam, and she smiled gently.
"Oh, that’s right. Austin isn't here." She then looked to Tim. "Why don’t you start?
Y ou and Austin managed to gain the upper hand.”



Cam fiddled with his phone as Tim reluctantly recalled the events that ultimately led
to their escape. Cam wasn't realy doing anything with that fucking phone, but he
needed to keep his fingers occupied. He was forced to listen, and each man had
different recollections of that night. Cam himself remembered the dread as hed
waited and hoped to see Austin alive.

Cam paced by the door to the cell, tears streaming down his cheeks, not that he really
noticed. He was too busy trying to breathe.

He'd heard three shots ring out, and there had been commotion for several minutes
after.

Did he even dare hope Austin was still alive?

"He better be." He wiped his damp cheek against his shoulder, cursing the cuffs
behind his back. "He fucking better be."

A couple things didn’t add up. Firstly, Cam hadn't heard a single noise from the times
others had been tortured, yet he could clearly hear something now. Secondly, the
shots confused him since they were followed by thumps, shouts, and what appeared
to be bumping into walls.

Cam hated how fucking desperate he was—that he was hanging on to a few odds and
ends that could mean a struggle with a new outcome. ‘Cause it could, couldn’t it? The
fact that he could hear some kind of fight had to mean they were closer, that they
weren't in the torture room, right? And Cam couldn’t imagine Psycho "planning” the
torture just outside the door on the first floor. Or wherever they were.

"Tim and Austin are fighting him—that has to be it,” Sean said, though he didn’t
sound very confident. "We can't die down here. They gotta fight him."



"Shut the fuck up!" Cam kicked the door. "Like it's their fucking responsibility?
That's funny, dude—'cause | haven't seen you even try to put up afight.”

"Whoa, | didn’t mean—"

"Whatever," Cam spat out. "Just keep your mouth shut." His head was pounding; the
guys practically taking bets on what was going on only made it worse. Fuck. He
needed to see Austin now.

And maybe, just maybe, after going through hell for however long, someone was
finally granting wishes. 'Cause a minute or so later, the door leading to the basement
was shoved open and Cam heard the sounds of two people walking down. No one
was thrown down, and it wasn't just one person. Two. Two people. Cam fucking
prayed it was Austin. And Tim.

He held his breath when whomever was on the outside fiddled with the lock on the
door to the cell. Which Psycho only did after checking the hatch first.

Time froze for Cam as Austin appeared in the open doorway, sweaty, grimy, blood
dliding down his bicep, and only wearing those torn sweatpants of his. Both men
looked like death warmed over, and shock was written across their filthy features.

"Austin,” Cam finally choked out.

Austin didn’t reply, but he did shuffle closer, his posture revealing he was in serious
pain. When he reached Cam, he dlid his arms around Cam's waist and dropped his
forehead to his shoulder. Cam let out a shuddering breath, remaining quiet and barely

breathing as Austin freed him of his cuffs.

"Wedid it."



"Christ." Cam threw his arms around Austin's neck, but he backed away immediately
when Austin winced. "Y our arm." He'd been shot. "Fuck, your arm, Austin.”

"I'll survive," he replied with a small smile and touched their foreheads together.

More tears streamed down Cam's face, and he grinned through them.

Austin smiled back and winced as he brought up his hands to brush his thumbs under
Cam's eyes.

Outside the cell, afew other men appeared, Tim having released them all.

"You realy did it." Cam could barely believe it, much less let it settle inside him.
"Where's...?"
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Austin jerked his chin in the direction of the stairs. "We cuffed him upstairs—took
his keys and guns, too." He blew out a breath. "We're going to lock him into one of
these cells—"

"Why don’t we just kill him?' Cam asked bluntly.

"Believe me—the thought crossed my mind. But we need the passwords to get out."
Austin sighed and inspected his gunshot wound. "I think I'm in shock, because | can
barely feel this. But | need to patch it up so | don't lose more blood." He smiled
wryly at Cam. "Tim was shot in the foot—pissed him off like you wouldn’t believe."

Cam ignored that and said, "We gotta find you a medical kit. And you mentioned
guns; we could always fire off a couple rounds at the door. Maybe aim at the hinges
or something."

He walked over to the water bucket, gently placing the soaked washcloth around the
wrist that hurt the most from the cuffs. The fabric and the water were far from clean,
he probably risked infection, but so did touching everything else down here, and he
fucking needed the pain relief the chill of the water offered.

"If we get out without the douchebag's help, | wannakill him."

"I think there'saline." Austin's mouth quirked up a little. "Come on—Ilet's go talk to
the others."

Because all the men were in a state of shock, they got a surprising amount done
without emotions bringing them to their knees.



Cam gulped and gritted his teeth together. It was in complete silence, as Lance began
to talk, that Cam tried to regain his breathing. Only Chase noticed; he side-eyed Cam
alittle, but he said nothing.

God-fucking-dammit. Cam despised this. But, he had to admit, it was getting better.
The more he remembered, the more he got used to the onslaught of emotions. It didn't
catch him off guard as easily as it had mere weeks ago.

"And as | understand it—Cam, you had a theory about why the ten of you were
chosen," Gale continued patiently. "You talked about that while Victor, Sean, and
Lance tried to get the door open.”

Cam shrugged and let out a heavy breath. What Gale said wasn’'t exactly correct.
They had all been on the same page about Psycho's motives. Cam had only connected
the last dots, sort of. What had once been a guess became a solid theory with Cam's
thoughts.

"I just said that shit about our clothes,” Cam muttered. "It seemed plausible or
whatever."

Austin tilted his head back, looking like he was dizzy, as Cam cleaned the bullet
wound in his bicep. Like Cam had suggested, a couple of the guys had used the guns
on the armored doors and managed to get one open. The bullets were all gone, but the
door they did shoot open had turned out to be a supply closet. Medical kits, utensils,
toilet paper, razors, toothbrushes, toothpaste...a lot of shit was found in there. But
most importantly, they'd found a tool box and a crowbar, al of which Victor, Sean,
and Lance were using to try to open the door that hopefully led to freedom. With the
guns, they'd managed to do some damage, and now all they needed was that final
shove.

In the meantime, Tim and Chase were guarding the crazy motherfucker who was now



cuffed inside Chris and Pete's old cell. The reason they picked that cell was 'cause
there was a pipe in one of the corners—a perfect spot to cuff Psycho to.

That left Cam and Austin seated on the stairs in the basement with amedical kit.

It felt so fucking odd to move around freely, even if they were still somewhat locked
in. It was pretty dark, and the fumes from the spilled gasoline made things even
worse. Still, it was asmall slice of freedom.

"Y ou shouldn’t be alive!" Psycho cried out. "It'swrong! It's wrong!"

"Shut him up!" Cam growled, turning his head toward the cell. His hands on Austin's
arm had dtilled, but he didn't move them away. "l don't care; just, just—bash his
fucking head in!"

"My pleasure,”" they heard Chase mutter. Soon, he was pounding on the kidnapper.

Cam sighed and returned to applying antiseptic cream to Austin's arm. "l was
thinking," he said quietly. "What can you tell by looking at the other guys?"

Austin probably figured Cam was doing this to distract him from the pain. "Nothing.
Other than they're just as beat-up and filthy as us."

Cam hummed. "Their clothes. They're al in work clothes—except for Sean, who's
unemployed. Pete didn’'t have a job, either, but..." Pete wasn't alive, so that didn't

really matter.

“I'm not in work clothes,” Austin reminded him, then hissed when Cam placed a
sterile pad on hiswound. "Damn."

"Sorry. But yeah, you kinda are." Cam gave Austin's shredded sweatpants a pointed



look. "Psycho picked you up when you were wearing pants with a logo from a
construction company."

"All right." Austin conceded. "So? Where're you going with this?"
Instead of answering right away, Cam peered up the stairs. "Sean!" The incessant
noise of three men trying to force open a heavy, steel door silenced for a beat. "What

were you doing when that motherfucker took you?"

The silence went on for another moment before an obvioudly tired Sean replied. "l
was coming out of adiner. Why?"

Cam's brow furrowed in concentration. Then he asked the next question. "What did
you do before that? What did you do that day?"

"What?' Sean sounded confused. "What's with the Twenty Questions?’
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"Just answer," Cam said quickly, impatiently.

He sensed Austin's smile and was sure it was 'cause Austin knew him by now—nhis
temper, his impatience. For a second, Austin leaned closer to him, but then he
frowned and leaned back again, quickly followed by a shake of his head.

"Before getting lunch," Sean continued, appearing to think back on the day he was
kidnapped, "I'd picked up my son's tux—Vaentine's Dance and all. And, uh...l was
looking for work; | had a couple interviews lined up. Talked to the people down at
the unemployment office—"

"That could be it." Cam snapped his fingers and nodded. Then he resumed patching
up Austin's arm and lowered his voice. Sean was out of the conversation already. " So,
imagine Psycho trying to find his next victim. He follows Sean, who looks like an
average Joe, and hits the goddamn jackpot when Sean later unknowingly tells the
world he doesn’'t have a job when he walks into that unemployment office." He
paused to pay attention as he tore off a bit of medical tape and fastened it across
Austin's skin. "When he's done, he's got a couple unemployed dudes, a couple
construction workers, a mechanic, a mailman, a plumber...it goes on like that. No
suits." He eyed Austin. "No Ivy League or other fancy colleges. No fucking success."

Austin arched a brow. "There's alot of money in construction." And he went on about
how he knew that for several reasons. Bakersfield was attractive mainly for the oil
and agriculture industries, but also 'cause of its low sales tax, which led to many
companies moving here—or there?—depending on where they were right now. Land
was cheap, and when a company relocated to Bakersfield, it resulted in many other
businesses booming, as well. Construction was certainly one of them. Plants and



manufacturing warehouses, housing projects and road construction...the list went on.

Cam waved it off, though. "That has nothing to do with it. No matter how much a
mechanic or a construction worker makes, you don't think about them when you hear
the word 'success." And you sure as shit don't think academic success about a
mailman."

"That's what you were trying to say before, wasn't it?" Austin murmured. "We were
talking about any kind of connection we might have, and you mentioned our jobs."

Cam nodded and wiped some sweat off his forehead. "It's what we have in
common—menial jobs, so to speak. And you saw how that fucking prick went off on
you and Tim when he learned about your degrees. Something's up with that. He
didn’t pick random dudes.”

Gale nodded as Cam spoke; for once he was keeping his voice steady, and because he
was talking, it was easier to remain in the present and not be sucked in completely by
the past.

"It was the same theory Mr. Morris came to." Victor spoke of the FBI profiler who
had been assigned to give answers to those who needed them. Cam wasn't one of
them. Maybe the theories were true, but only one motherfucker could confirm.

"It doesn’t fit with that insane bastard's real family members, though,” Sean said,
looking frustrated. "I'm working-class, out of ajob at the moment, and he kept calling
me Scott, some high school bully. But the real Scott...I read in an interview with him
that he'salawyer. Married, has kids, does charity—the whole shebang."

"Yeah," Victor agreed. "I was supposed to be his older brother, who is now raving
about that lunatic in the papers. Says they were close and whatever, yet | was shot.
Anyway, he—Fred, the older brother—is a successful spokesperson, fuckin' lobbyist,



for some oil company."”

Cam sighed and rolled his neck, closing his eyes for a beat. This could go on forever,
and they'd never come to a conclusion. So, why bother? Psycho had lost his fucking
marbles; let's leave it at that. Rhyme and reason wouldn’t help him sleep better at
night.

"He was intimidated by success."

Everyone turned to Chase, who had spoken up in his quiet, gruff voice. He had his
knees drawn up, his forearms leaning on them, and his head was tilted back against
the wall, eyes closed. He reminded Cam a little of himself with his rough exterior,
though Chase was a couple years older. Holey jeans, biker boots, simple T-shirt, and
apair of Ray-Bans on top of his head.

Gale was pleasantly surprised—it was easy to tell—'cause Chase rarely talked. Even
Cam and Austin, who were quiet, had nothing on Chase.

"Careto elaborate, Chase?' Gale asked encouragingly.

Chase opened his mouth without moving from his position and kept his eyes closed
as if he was napping. "They're all successful—that asshole's family members. It's
pretty clear to me. I've read every interview, watched every news segment..." He
shrugged with one shoulder. "He obviously felt like he'd been mistreated by these
guys at some point in his life, but he was intimidated by their status. So, he took out
his anger on ten innocent men who weren't all big shots. He could play boss with us.
He wouldn’t be able to do that with alawyer, a CEO, a producer..."

It was quiet for a while before Tim said, "Remy, Stahl's little brother, works in a
tattoo parlor. | don’t see that as very successful."



Chase tensed up dlightly at the mention of Remy, the name he'd been given in
captivity, but answered without wavering. "He does that for kicks; it's his fucking
hobby. He also runs a website—something with music, and the advertising makes
him cash in like aking. Trust me, that fucker's loaded.”

Chase had evidently done his research.

"Why would Stahl be intimidated by success, though?' Lance asked. "That’'s what |
don’t get."

Cam rolled his eyes, as there could be a million reasons and factors. "All it'd takeis a
case of Daddy issues. Therere people all over the world who're fucked in the head
‘cause of how they were raised." It was anyone's guess, andthatwas why Cam didn’t
give a fuck. "Maybe his pops told him that you're a fucking loser without an
education or agood paying job." He shrugged.

Gale looked at the guys. "Well, that's certainly something to ponder, isn't it?"

Not really, Cam thought wryly. Weeks ago, they'd found out that Psycho's dad lived
in some old folks home and had Alzheimer's, so again, what did it matter? Were they
gonna ask this old fuck who didn’t know his own name how he'd raised his son?

Yeah, | don't fucking think so.

"Okay." Gale sat back and took a glance at her notepad. "Let's move on. What
happened next?'

No one volunteered to answer.

When Psycho shouted, "I said back off!" everyone heard it. Tim and Chase were
already in the cell, and Cam and Austin got there a few seconds before Victor, Sean,



and Lance did. Huddling near the doorway, they all saw the fucking Zippo lighter in
Psycho's cuffed hands.

"| thought you searched him." Chase slapped Tim's arm.
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"For guns and keys," Tim snapped, clearly pissed he had missed the lighter Psycho
must've had in one of his back pockets. And that goddamn lighter was functioning,
the fairly large flame proof of that. An even bigger problem was that the gasoline
Psycho had poured in the halway outside the cells had slowly but surely seeped
inside.

All it would take for this entire basement to go boom was dropping that lighter where
he stood.

"You suicidal?' Cam asked him. He pointed at the wet floor. "If you drop that
fucking lighter, you'll die, too. Not just us."

Psycho smiled. "By killing you, | will still do the world a favor. | will make a noble
sacrifice.” His smile became both wider and creepier. "Maybe this is how it was
supposed to be all aong. I'll go down as the hero who has taken out ten mediocre
nobodies." Standing behind him, Austin placed a hand on Cam's hip, gently tugging
him back from the doorway. Just a few inches, enough for Cam's back to touch
Austin's chest. It was a silent request that said he didn’t want Cam too close to the
danger. Psycho went on with, "My father will finally be proud.”

He looked so fucking pleased with himself that Cam shuddered. 'Cause this scumbag
wasn't just insane—he was fucking delusional. Which had already been established,
but now it reminded al the men that they were far from safe. Despite being
restrained, Psycho held the power.

Victor tried to inch closer, but he didn’t get far.



"Uh-uh-uh. One more step..." Psycho's warning was clear. He was fully prepared to
drop that lighter and send them all to their deaths. "In fact, why prolong this? | have
nothing more to say."

Before anyone could react, the lighter slipped from his hand.
16

Austin parked next to Cam's Camaro at the end of the parking row, killed the engine,
unbuckled his seat belt, but didn’t get out. Instead he grabbed his bottle of water and
reached for the painkillers in the glove box, downed two, and sat back with a heavy
sigh.

Taking off his sunglasses, he rubbed his tired eyes then dlid the glasses up his nose
again.

It was only Tuesday and this week was already killing him.

He'd gotten a lot done, but he understood Gal€'s reason for telling him to relax even
more now. While it felt good to keep himself occupied, it made his mind spin. He
suffered from furious headaches, and now he was in desperate need of a physical
outlet to help with his anger issues.

Control was slowly making its return to Austin's life, though, so he was thankful for
that. Because there was no other way to describe it. It was control. He'd taken control
of hislife. There was a plan, an agenda, things to do. He'd applied for all the papers
needed, he'd talked to Angelo—his physical therapist—about what he could do to let
off some steam, he'd found an apartment—as of twenty minutes ago—and he had
started the process for Riley to change schools. But now, he was beyond beat. And he
still had one more thing to do today: a session with Gale.



He already knew what it was about, which didn’t make anything easier. At first, he
didn’t redly think it was a big deal to miss one single group session, but when Gale
told him what today's topic was going to be, he'd reluctantly made an individual
appointment.

The last thing he wanted to do was to talk about how they broke free from that
basement.

Time slowed, making every millisecond painfully clear. Austin didn’t miss a single
thing. He watched with horror in his widening eyes how the lighter was dropped and
ignited the floor in asea of fire.

Grabbing hold of Cam's arm, Austin ripped them backward. Someone shouted, "No!"
Another one shouted, "Run!" In what felt like sslow motion, Austin and Cam ran
toward the stairs, quickly followed by the rest of the men.

Behind them, flames consumed the floor and began to lick the walls. Their
kidnapper's evil laughs were replaced by ear-shattering screams. Everything was
engulfed by the fire except for the concrete staircase. Hopefully, that would buy them
afew seconds, because they still faced the problem of the door.

"Get ready to ram that door down!" Tim yelled.

They reached the small vestibule—much too small for seven men—and while
someone closed the basement door behind them, Austin, Cam, Victor, and Chase
charged for the door that led to freedom.

Pain ripped through Austin's body as his bad arm, shoulder; hell, his badsidemade
impact. But the door budged, so pain was pushed down. Beyond desperate, they all
slammed their bodies toward the door, some of the guys getting mangled in the
process. But Austin didn’'t give a shit, and he was one of the guys nearest the door. In



his mind, he saw Riley. It made him fight harder. He had to see his baby girl again.

As smoke and heat rose, dithering into the vestibule under the basement's door, time
and force became everything. The men didn’'t think about the future, athough they
were fueled by the thought of having one, and they didn’'t think about where they
hurt.

Adrenaline surged through seven men, and two sayings became one. The first stated,
"No man left behind,” and the other stated, "Every man for himself." They
contradicted each other, but it worked. While they shoved and used all the strength
they could muster, not caring about who got smashed in the middle, they were still
bound to one another. No one had any intention of leaving somebody else behind, but
the main priority ensured they didn’'t give arat's ass about bruises and broken bones.

Austin thought briefly about those two sayings and how the words he'd exchanged
with Cam a few times summed it all up. Gun or no gun. Regardless of whether they
got hurt, they would do their best to get free. But maybe it went a little further than
that. Because to Austin, Cam was just a bit more important to get out than the others.

Blood, sweat, and tears mingled with the smoke that slowly filled the small space, but
their efforts paid off. Just as Lance started saying something about choking from the
smoke, the hinges on the door gave away.

"Yes!" Victor shouted hoarsely.

"Come on!" Chase barked out.

Gasping for air, Austin and Cam grabbed at each other, much like the others did, and
ran for their lives, making sure they were all included. Blindly, they headed toward

light. Freedom was the only thing on their minds, but they did register the wooden
structure that surrounded them, much like the torture room. This place was about to



go up in flames. The house was old, really damn old, and everything looked aged and
about to crumble.

Passing closed rooms, heavily draped windows, and a filthy kitchen, at last they
reached what had to be the door |eading outside.
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The cool night air met them as they emerged.

"Oh, God." Sean let out a breathless sob as they ran toward a barn about five hundred
feet away.

"Don’t stop!” Tim grabbed Sean by the arm and made sure they kept running.

To anybody €else, it wasn't acool" night. It was dry, hot, and a thunderstorm could
be heard in the distance—something very common for the Mojave Desert in the
middle of summer. That was where Austin guessed they were. It had to be.

Nevertheless, the slightest breeze felt like an icy chill to the guys who had suffered
months of stifled humidity in a basement.

The barn had seen better days, the front side was almost completely gone, wooden
boards missing and rusty nails littering the ground. The doors being gone, too, left
two gaping holes, one from the ground, one from the hay |oft.

It was shelter, though, and all the men ran inside, just barely giving a crap about the
nails and screws on the ground. They were all barefoot, and several other clothing
items were missing, as well. Austin stood in his torn sweats that clung to his hips,
Cam wore his coveralls—the arms still tied around his narrow waist—\Victor was
only in boxer shorts and awork T-shirt, Sean wore holey jeans...everything was torn
and threadbare.

As the house they'd escaped was swallowed by flames, seven survivors stared blankly
at the destruction while catching their breaths. Grime, blood—old and new—sweat,



and some soot covered their features. Streaks from salty tears joined the mix, making
trails down their cheeks,

“I...l can't..." Cam gasped and bent down to rest his hands on his thighs. He couldn’t
believe any of this, Austin knew. And Austin couldn’t, either. He couldn’t grasp the
reality. They were free, but the knowledge wouldn’t sink in.

Glancing around them, Austin took in the classic desert landscape. As far as he could
see in the night, only the burning house and the barn stood taler than the small
bushes, rock formations, and the occasional Joshua tree. Without knowing where in
the desert they were, the guesses could pile up endlessly.

Austin wasn't a stranger to the desert, but when his father had taken him camping
when he was younger, they stuck to trails and tourist spots, only venturing into the

empty wilderness for shorter hikes. Y ou did not want to get lost out here.

Temperatures could go to the extremes in both directions, depending on season and
elevation.

"| suppose it'stoo risky to get that truck over there, huh?' Lance jerked his chin to the
old Chevy that stood close to the house.

"Don’'t even think about it," Tim affirmed. "We don’t even know where the keys are.”
Just a moment later, the truck caught on fire, too.

Austin took a deep breath, his lungs expanding with the late-afternoon air. The
windows were rolled down in his Mercedes, creating a nice cross-breeze, and the car

stood in the shadow of a couple trees.

He reminded himself that he never had to go through that again.



Riley had always been an active girl, enjoying the outdoors and so on, but due to
what Austin had been through, he'd actually denied her when she asked if she could
get her own computer at Austin's new place. Partly, he thought she was too young to
have her own, but it was mostly because he wanted to encourage her to go out and
play with her friends instead of texting and PM-ing them—or whatever it was called
these days.

For being called social networks, they sure involved a lot of time spent holed up
alone.

He'd promised her a dog instead, which had certainly cushioned the blow of having to
switch schools. Perhaps it was a dirty trick, but Austin couldn’t care less about that.
He'd take the responsibility. Hopefully, he'd return to work soon, too, and then he
could always hire someone to take the dog out midday.

There was a lot of adjusting coming Austin's way, but he was ready. It couldn’t be
worse than other shit he'd had to adjust to.

When dawn approached, the men were sedate and silent in the barn. Sitting on the
ground, Cam and Austin leaned against each other for support and comfort. Sure,
they could rest against the walls, but they preferred not to run into any snakes or
worse. In this climate, there was no doubt what hid underneath rocks and wood.

"Do you guys see that over there?' Sean asked before yawning.

Tiredly following the man's gaze, Austin squinted and thought he saw atrail of dust.
But it was too far away, so he couldn’t be sure.

"Think it'sacar?' Victor asked.

"l fuckin' hope so," Chase muttered. "We don’'t wanna be stuck here when the sun



comes up."

They all knew what he was talking about. Throughout the night, the fire had raged on,
and if that light hurt their eyes, the sun would blind them and scar them for life.
Already, Austin could feel his eyes stinging with protective tears, and the sun was
barely touching the horizon.

He hadn't thought about his reading glasses in a long time, but he supposed he'd get
new ones soon. His vision wasn't far from 20/20, but he often got headaches from
straining his eyes, so his glasses helped him. And now? Well, he knew if the sun did
any damage, it might impair hisvision.

People might think these men should be jumping for joy now that they were finally
free. But how could they? Austin himself felt like a shell, and he was sure the others
felt the same. He couldn’t really muster any feelings other than dazed and tired. Jesus
Christ, was he tired. Like the rest of them, he was also malnourished, in a severe
amount of pain, and it wouldn’t be long until dehydration kicked in, too. Not in this
heat.

The air felt kind of fresh, though. He liked that.
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"Y ou okay?' Cam touched his scruffy cheek to get his attention.

Austin nodded automatically, eyes on the approaching trail of dust.

It was probably someone who had seen the fire. Maybe. Well, he hoped it was.
"You?' Austin asked back as an afterthought.

"Peachy."

Asit turned out, it was a man and his son who drove the truck. They'd seen the smoke
from the house fire and had decided to drive over to check it out.

They were shocked to see the seven men; the seven men were blank.

Austin and the others found out they were just outside Johannesburg, or Jo-burg as
the two locals called it, and it was one of the many ghost towns in the area. Why it
was called a ghost town when a group of people—no matter how small it was—still
lived there, Austin didn’t understand.

But that didn’t matter.

Two strangers were about to take them back to Bakersfield.

The sun rose on the way.

The men covered their faces with their hands.



Direct sunlight after months without it, combined with the desert dust, had definitely
caused Austin some problems. One doctor told him it was the darkness in the
basement that had impaired his vision, and another one said it was sudden sun
exposure that had caused it. No matter the reason, he now needed his glasses—and
shades for when the sun was out. Stupidly, he didn’t follow the doctors orders all the
time, but he tried. He could still function without them, but it was only a matter of
time before the headaches came, not to mention dryness and the mother of al itches.

Checking the time, he noticed the group session would end soon, and he hoped to get
a minute alone with Cam before he had to drag his own ass up to Gale's office.
Because these past days had been fucking exhausting, and he missed Cam. He missed
him alot.

On afew occasions, he'd thought about telling Gale about his new...could it be called
arelationship?...whatever it was, with Cam, but he'd decided not to. At least not yet.
It was so new, and it was a safe haven he wanted to keep to himself for now. Maybe
if he'd considered it to be unhealthy to be with Cam, Austin would speak up, but he
couldn’t.

It wasn’t like he had to see Cam every hour of the day. He didn't feel particularly
clingy or needy; he didn’t get anxious when Cam left the house or anything. He just
wanted...he wanted them to be together. Spend their nights together, be closer than a
phone call away, and have the same place to call home. He wasn’t ready for it yet,
and he had to think of Riley, too, but it was what he ultimately wanted—

Cam opened the passenger door and got in before Austin could finish his thought.

"Fuck, you scared me." Austin blew out a breath. Turning in his seat, he took in the
mouthwatering sight he'd missed. "How did the session go?' He wanted to reach out,
but this was the first time they were out in public since...well, since they'd fucked.
Austin wasn’t sure what was okay to do.



They were at the far end of the parking lot, though—severa spots available between
Cam's Camaro and the next car—so he supposed it was safe...

"It went," was all Cam said, and he wasn’t struggling internally. He leaned over the
console and the cup holders and pulled Austin in for a hard kiss. "You're in asuit," he
mumbled, palming Austin's crotch.

"Christ," Austin hissed. Despite his shock, he bucked his hips into Cam's touch. It
was al instinctual. "1—I thought I'd skip the beach bum look for when | looked at the
apartment." He abandoned all words and deepened the kiss. There were fifteen
minutes until his session with Gale; he was going to make the most of it. "Let me just
roll up the windows." Now he wished there was such a thing as medical exemption
for the tint laws in Cali; alas, there wasn't. It wouldn’'t be completely secluded, but
the windows were still partially tinted.

"Did you get the place?' Cam asked huskily as Austin went for the fly on his jeans.
"No, fuck that." He pushed Austin back and started unbuckling Austin's belt. Then he
unzipped his fancy suit pants. "Now answer my fucking question."”

"I, ah—" Austin groaned when Cam pulled out his semi-hard cock. "Shit. Yeah, | got
it. Signed a six-month lease and paid the first month's rent—ahh." Cam leaned down
and swallowed him whole. "Ohhh."

How many times in the past few days had he thought about this? Austin had lost
count. Sliding off his shades, he placed them on the dashboard to see Cam better.
Then he threaded his fingers through Cam's hair and just focused on his lover's
amazing mouth.

"Suck me slowly," Austin murmured. By now, he was rock hard and hitting the back
of Cam's throat with each pass. "Fucking perfect." He groaned and guided their
movements. His hips thrust upward, and he pushed past Cam's wet, soft lips, feeling



his cock slide along Cam's tongue. "Damn," he moaned. "I could've used you in my
showers." The fantasies didn’t come close to the real thing.

"Oh, yeah?' Cam kissed and licked the length, reaching Austin's sac. He kissed and
licked there, too. And sucked. "Don't hold out on me. Tell me what you've thought
about."

It was pretty damn difficult to think, though. "Uh..." Austin's eyes were fixed on
Cam's mouth. "About fucking you. | want to be inside you again." His head lolled
back against the headrest as Cam sucked him in once more and hummed. "I can't stop
thinking about you." He also wanted Cam to fuck him. In his morning showers,
Austin had released in thick streams of come, a tight grip on his erection and fingers
in his ass—all at the thought of Cam taking him. "l want you inside me, t0o," he
admitted in a lust-filled voice. And this time, Cam moaned around him and sped up.
He tightened his lips, which drove Austin to the brink of insanity.

It had hurt at first to finger himself, but fantasies about Cam doing it had made Austin
love it. First one, while he made himself hard, then two as he stroked roughly toward
arelease, then three as he came against the shower wall.

When his body tensed up without warning, waves of heat washing through him, he
barely got a word out before his climax took over. But Cam had obviously sensed it.
While Austin rocked deeper into his mouth, Cam swallowed and kept sucking. His
tongue swirled around the head, and his teeth grazed teasingly along the tight skin.

"Goddamn..." Having unconsciously held his breath, Austin started to pant. He
slumped in his seat as Cam tucked him back into his boxer briefs and zipped up his
pants. In an oddly tender gesture, he al'so grabbed Austin's hand and kissed it—and he
noticed why.
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It was the left ring finger he'd kissed. Austin shivered, warmth surging inside him.
There was no ring there anymore. He'd taken it off when he'd woken up on Sunday
morning, and now only a faint tan line reminded him of the woman whao'd given him

Riley.

Gently grasping Cam's chin, Austin tried to make him look up. "L ook at me, baby."
"Not yet," Cam said, straightening in his seat. He adjusted his erection and stared at
the brick building which they were parked in front of. Austin didn’t pressure him,
knowing eye contact wasn't always easy for him. "Y ou're still coming over tonight?"
Austin nodded slowly even though Cam didn’t face him. "If it's al right with you."
He'd do anything to get inside Cam's head right now. Something was clearly on his

mind.

Cam nodded jerkily and opened the car door. "More than al right. I'll see you later."
Without another word, Cam left Austin's car and got into his own.

Unbeknownst to Austin, Cam had just realized that he was, in fact, in love.
It had clicked when he'd seen that ring finger bare.

And it was freaking him out just a bit.

17

"Ihave a suggestion for tonight," Austin said, clearing his throat. He threw the pizza



crust into the box on the coffee table and shifted on the bed, facing Cam fully. The
sheet around his hips parted alittle, exposing his thighs.

"Sounds serious.” Cam smirked and grabbed another slice of pizza. "Don’t ruin shit
now that I'm in agood mood."

Austin snorted a chuckle. "Y eah, you're asjolly as Santa." He shook his head, getting
back on track. " Spend the night with me in your bedroom."

In the past two months, a lot had changed. For the better.

Austin liked his new two-bedroom apartment just five minutes away from Cam's
house, Riley had made plenty of friends at her new school, things between Austin and
Jade were civil, the house had finally been sold, the flashbacks and nightmares had
gotten easier to deal with, Riley was in love with her new rat of a dog, Nacho—a
black Chihuahua—and Austin was back to work.

He had routines. There were schedules. Sometimes it got hectic, but he made sure
there was time to relax, too. He religiously went to all his sessions with Gale, and
he'd found a workout regimen that made him feel better. It involved running,
swimming, and kickboxing, all of which improved his health, both physicaly and
mentally.

When Riley was with her mother in Delano, Austin barely left Cam's house, and they
found plenty of time to see each other when Riley was with friends or had after-
school activities. But he wanted more... God, he fuckinglongedfor it.

It was last month that Cam had—during sex—mumbled, "I want it all with you." And
it had triggered Austin's desires for the same to morph into demanding cravings.
Sometimes, it was all he could think about.



He didn’'t want to hide his relationship with Cam. Although, hiding wasn’'t exactly
right. It was just Riley. And Jade, but she didn’t really count anymore, did she?

Austin had told his parents, which was actualy a fond memory, at least in
comparison to many others who'd "come out." There was no denying that he'd been
nervous, mainly because he'd always been close to his mom and dad. If they didn’t
approve, it would hurt greatly.

He recalled the tense silence that followed after he admitted that he'd fallen for the
man he'd been locked up with. Then his dad had broken the silence.

"You know, son, most men who hit their forties battle their little midlife crisis by
buying a Porsche." Griffin gave his son a pointed look. "That could work for you,

too.

Austin let out a quiet, shaky laugh. He was relieved. If this was the response, he
considered himself lucky.

"Oh, honey." Maggie suddenly looked disapproving. "If this is some phase, | hope
there's no boy's heart out there you're going to crush."”

This definitely wasn't a phase. Austin loved the man next to him beyond words, and
now he was finally ready to move on. He wanted Riley to meet him, he wanted silly
things like holding Cam's hand in public, and he wanted to make sure it was all
heading somewhere.

As stated, helikedhis apartment. He didn't love it. And he'd chosen it in Cam's
neighborhood for only one reason. To be closer. The apartment was temporary. At

least he hoped it was.

"No," Cam eventualy said. "I'm not ready. The bedroom's too small—I'll f-feel



suffocated."

"Have you even tried?' Austin shifted closer and cupped Cam's cheek. He didn't
force Cam to look him in the eye, but he needed contact. "Gale thinks you should

try."

"Fuck what she says,” Cam spat out, throwing his pizza dice into the box on the
table. "You know, | don’'t see why it fucking matters—"

"It matters," Austin insisted quietly. Pushing Cam back against the bed, Austin
moved over him, hovering closely. Only a sheet separated their naked bodies. It was
Saturday, and their favorite pastime was to fuck each other like crazy and just lounge
around. No need for clothes then. "It mattersif we want more."

Cam looked up at him strangely. "More?' He scooted up the bed, Austin following,
and seemed willing to hear him out. "More what?' There was cautious hope in his

eyes.
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"Of us," Austin admitted. It was about damn time to lay it all out there. "Let me start
by saying that | don't want to renew my lease in four months." He thought that would
give them a good amount of time to get used tomore.

There was only the matter of making things official. Austin had already spoken to
Cam's parents on the phone, and while they didn’t know his true label, they weren't
stupid. Landon and Jules had figured out the obvious without confirmation. Gale
probably had her guesses. His parents knew and wanted to meet Cam.

Y eah, Austin was fucking nervous about it, but he had promised himself not to be
content with content anymore. He wanted to take risks in order to get what he
yearned for. He wanted to come clean to Riley about the man she only knew as Dad's
friend. Not that they'd met yet, but it had been discussed. With both of them. Cam
wanted to meet her, and Riley wanted to meet Dad's friend who had a cool dog
named Bourbon Mulligan.

"Y ou—" Cam broke off, his mind spinning.

"I promise | won't push you,” Austin murmured. "But will you at least think about
it?" He paused, reminding himself that Cam wasn't made out of glass. He could
handle the truth. After al, Austin wasn’t the only one who made progress each day. It
was clear that Cam loved his work, and he was putting in many hours at Landon's
garage. At home, he was at ease. He liked his space, but he didn’t need to have all the
lights on anymore. He hadn't had a cigarette indoors in weeks, and...things were just
better. "l want there to be a bedroom for privacy," he continued quietly. "We'd need it
if...if we weren't alonein the house." He raised a brow.



"Oh." Cam swallowed. "Y ou want—you want more. That way." He hesitated. "What
about Riley?"

"I want you to meet her." He lowered his face and kissed Cam lightly. "As my
partner. As someone | want in my life permanently.”

At last, Austin didn’'t have a single doubt about his feelings and intentions.

There was a time everything had confused him, but even then, he hadn't been able to
Stay away.

"I knew I'd find you here," Austin chuckled, slowly limping toward Cam who was
standing just outside the ambulance bay smoking a cigarette. Austin wondered who
he'd bribed to be allowed here, and it wasn't the first time. But they all did everything
they could to avoid the press.

Eight days ago when they'd returned to Bakersfield, Austin wasn’'t the only one who
had collapsed from sheer exhaustion. With news crews camping outside the hospital,
the men had been blissfully unaware and sedated. Bullets had been removed, bones
had been reset, countless tests had been done, blood had been given, and nutrition
was being pumped into them intravenously.

Cam grunted and took a deep drag from his smoke.

They were both wearing protective sunglasses that made them look like freaks, but
they were needed. Especially in broad daylight with the sun directly overhead.

"My gums still hurt.” Cam ran the tip of his tongue over his front teeth. They felt
smooth and clean now, but it was still painful to brush them.

Austin knew the feeling. "Are you nervous?' he wondered as he reached Cam. It felt



better now—to be close to his former cellmate. For more than one reason, he was
happy to be out of his hospital gown. Now, he tucked his hands into the front pocket
of his sweatshirt; it was al he could do before his hands did something else.
Something he couldn’t understand or explain.

"Too many people up there." Cam shrugged one shoulder. "You okay?' He eyed
Austin behind his shades.

"Under the circumstances,” he answered vaguely.

Truth was, he was far from okay. He felt like a ticking time bomb.

Having Riley update him on the news around the world by reading the paper to him
was one thing. It was a whole other matter to listen to Jade go on and on about the
police investigation and what had happened in Bakersfield while Austin and the
others had been missing. Anger kept building up inside him, and he didn’t know what
to do with it.

Five months and three days. That was how long he'd been in that basement.

"Don’t bullshit me." Cam took a final pull from the cigarette before stubbing it out
under his shoe. "Notme, Austin." He shoved the butt down in his pack, then pocketed
it. "Talk. What's up?' He placed a hand on Austin's shoulder.

Austin swallowed, feeling awkward and out of place. "Nothing's up. I'm al right."
"Yeah." Cam's mouth formed asmall smile. "I can see that."

"His name was Ben," Austin blurted out. He exhaled harshly and dragged a hand over

his clean-shaven face. "Ben Stahl. That—that was his name." And he, that psychotic
madman, had been counted as one of the victims. In the papers, he had been reported



missing around the same time Cam was. His mother had gone to the police, stating
that she hadn't heard from her son in days. Like the rest of the guys, Ben Stahl had
had his fifteen minutes of fame while the police searched for clues. "They've done
pieces on him—interviews with his family, honorable shit about what a kind man he
IS...was."

"I know." Cam had heard about it, too.

"It pisses me off," Austin whispered, looking down. "I'm so fucking angry, Cam."
"Whoa, dude. Did you just drop the f-bomb?"

Austin smiled weakly.

Cam sighed and stepped closer, his other hand touching Austin's elbow. And Austin
felt how the fingers curled to fit the shape of him. He closed his eyes, battling an
indescribable yearning inside of him. He didn’t get it. He didn’t understand a thing of
what was going on.

"Well make sure everyone finds out he's not so innocent,” Cam reasoned and closed

the distance between them. He hugged Austin to him, who in turn hugged Cam back
fiercely. "There's no way welll let the world think he'savictim, all right?"
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Austin nodded into Cam's neck, allowing himself a moment where he didn’t even try
to be strong. Sooner or later, he would return to Jade and Riley, and he would put on
amask. He'd be father of the year and husband of the...well, he was decent, anyway.

Too soon, Cam was angling away from Austin, starting with his hips and then
loosening his arms around him. Austin took that as a cue to man up and move away.

"Sorry," he muttered, averting his eyes.

"Don’t mention it." Cam's voice was oddly husky.

A lot had changed. A lot had been explained. Almost every truth had come out.

It was time for the last of Austin's. "'l want you to meet her asthe man | love."

He definitely wasn’t expecting anything in return, and he had a feeling Cam needed a
minute or two to let this settle, so Austin stopped talking for now and just focused on
the beautiful body beneath him. He kissed his way down to the cock he'd had inside
him countless times since the first time a couple months ago. He sure as hell never
thought he'd become addicted to a cock.

"Augtin..." Cam mumbled.

Austin hummed and sucked Cam's cock into his mouth, feeling it hardening with
each stroke. They'd had sex this morning, Austin being the top, and now he wanted it

the other way around. Because Cam as a lover...Christ, he was intense. He was
ferocious, rough, yet focused on Austin's reactions and needs.



The minute Cam was done thinking, their roles reversed. Austin ended up on his back
and watched as Cam's dominant side surged forward.Damn sexy. Reaching for the
lube on the table, Cam returned to Austin, who spread his legs and pulled his knees
up like awanton slut.

"I need to fuck you,” Cam muttered into Austin's neck. His long fingers soaked
Austin's hole and pushed inside, immediately finding his prostate.

"Oh, Jesus." The level of pleasure always blew Austin's mind. He fisted the sheets
and watched helplessly as his dick thickened and grew longer without even being
touched. Cam kept rubbing that spot inside him with the pads of his fingers until
Austin was panting and bucking his hips. "Please, Cam," he gritted out. "Fuck me."

Cam slowly pulled out his fingers, then lubed up his hard cock. About a month back,
they'd gotten tested, and there was no better feeling than fucking raw. It had only
been aformality, an end to all the tests they'd gone through, but the results gave them
the chance to feeleverythingnow. Supporting himself on one hand next to Austin's
head, Cam guided his cock to Austin's ass and filled him in one thrust.

"Fuck," Cam exhaled harshly, dropping his forehead to Austin's collarbone. They
were dtill for several heartbeats. And when Cam began to move, Austin was even
more helpless than before. With their foreheads touching, Cam shoved his cock in
and out of Austin's tight ass, and for once, Cam maintained eye contact. His silver
eyes darkened with lust, and Austin found the gaze fucking scorching.

Cam did hisfingersinto Austin's hair, fisting it, and angled them for a deep kiss. He
spoke quietly with their warm lips touching and the tips of their tongues teasing. "I
love you." Hethrust in harder and groaned. "I love y-you so fucking much, Austin."

Austin hissed and pushed back, his face contorted in extreme pleasure and relief.
"God, | love you." The burn Cam's cock caused only intensified everything that was



amazing, and to add love to that mixture proved to be almost too much for Austin.
Grabbing Cam's face, he pulled him down and kissed him hungrily. "Make me lose
it."

"I will." Cam sat up dightly and placed Austin's left leg on his shoulder. Then they
both watched as his slicked-up cock disappeared into Austin's ass. " Stroke yourself,"
he commanded huskily. " Stroke that thick cock—Iet me watch you."

"Cam," Austin grunted. He fisted his aching cock and stroked it to match Cam's pace.
"I need more."

Cam smirked faintly, a bead of sweat trickling down his chest. "I know what you
need."

After severa minutes of hard fucking, Cam replaced his cock with his fingers. At
first, Austin started to protest; he wanted that cock inside him, but when his prostate
was being massaged again, he shut his mouth. His head swam, the ecstasy assaulting
him from every angle.

"You're so close, baby," Cam murmured.

Austin nodded minutely, his eyes locked on Cam's cock. They were both stroking
harder and tighter with every second that passed. Perspiration made their bodies
glisten. Every straining muscle showed.Oh, yes, yes, yes. Austin let out a low moan
as hisinsides coiled up.

When Cam applied pressure to Austin's prostate again, he lost it completely. His back
arching, Austin gasped out a curse as his cock pulsed out streams of come. At the
same time, Cam'’s orgasm hit, too. Moans and groans mingled, and they both released
onto Austin's body.



Despite being physically hedthier than ever before, Austin was exhausted. Right
now, the only thing he wanted was to feel Cam pressed up against him and relax.
Cam luckily had similar plans, and after they cleaned off, they snuck under the sheets
and just enjoyed each others bodies.

“I'll try," Cam said after a while as he lazily traced his fingers along Austin's spine.
"The bedroom thing—I'll try."

Austin smiled and kissed Cam on the forehead. "We can always have the door open
when we sleep. And if it doesn’'t work...we can buy a pull-out couch for the living
room." That way, they could have their privacy in the bedroom, and then when it was
time to sleep, Cam could do what felt best.

Three times in the past two months, Austin had accidentally startled Cam awake,
which had led to him attacking Austin. For those reasons, he knew it was good they
still had time to adjust.

He didn’t want to imagine someone else waking Cam up and receiving the same
treatment. Austin could handle it; he understood it and had a way of caming Cam
down quickly. But Riley? Austin would never risk it. However, if Cam at least dept
in the bedroom, Austin could tell Riley to never disturb Cam.

"I like this," Cam whispered, averting his gaze to Austin's shoulder. "Um, when you
talk like—I like when you say things asif you live here. | likeit."

Even though Cam had just said he liked it, Austin suddenly felt like a fucking idiot.
His thoughts were way ahead. Sure, when you had children you needed to plan ahead,
but he'd barely started to let Cam in on those thoughts.
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"No rush,” Austin promised. "We have time. And if you're not ready in four
months—"

"Why are you backtracking?' Cam's eyes dlid to Austin's, and he scowled. "Don't be
anidiot. | don't likeidiots." He said it so matter-of-factly that Austin wanted to smile.
"Just 'cause we haven't talked a lot about this doesn’t mean we haven't been heading
in this direction for along time now."

Cam was right. From the first night they'd been intimate, they had been devoted to
each other without a single word uttered about it.

"I barely use the second bedroom,” Cam said cautioudly. "I mean, if Riley likes

me...

"She will love you." Austin's chest expanded. A million thoughts rushed through him,
but first and foremost, it was the relief that made him feel damn near giddy. He could
never forget when Riley said she had no desire to watch Mom and Dad meet others,
but Austin remained hopeful. She was handling the divorce better now, and because
Austin and Jade made sure to put Riley first without spoiling her, Austin was
confident that she would come around.

"You can't know that." Cam glared and lay back, facing the ceiling. "I'm no good
with kids. | don’t know any kids. | don’'t have any social skills."

"With Riley, you won't need any," Austin reasoned. "She's easy to please. And not to
make her sound like a materialistic brat, but you have a cute dog and a pool; she will
love you." Even in late October, it was in the higher eighties, and they didn’t exactly



have a pool at their apartment.

"You gonna bring the rat over, too?' Cam had met Nacho once when Austin had
taken him for a walk, and while Bourbon thought the little thing was a cool toy, Cam
wasn’'t impressed. Neither was Austin, but it was what it was. "I'll sit on him, and
then Riley will run away screaming.” He threw an arm over hisface. "Fuck."

Austin couldn’t help it; he laughed. He laughedhard.

18

Aweek later, Cam was under Austin's command. It was a hot Saturday afternoon, and
that was good. It meant Riley could use the poal.

Cam figured he needed all the help he could get, 'cause he was a fucking wreck.
Which was why Austin was in charge. He handled that shit better than Cam.

Cam liked it, though. He wasn't being coddled; sometimes Austin pushed Cam, but
he didn’t pressure. There was a difference. He knew Cam's limits, and if anything, he
made Cam fedl stronger and more confident.

To make things easier today, Cam and Austin had invited their parents and Landon
and Jules, too, but Cam wasn’t sure that was a good thing. Now he had to impress
Austin's folks, too, and Cam just didn’t do that. He didn’t impress people. He didn’t
suck up or mince words. Instead he fumbled awkwardly, had a knack for coming off
as hostile, and he fidgeted.

The five minutes their families had met at the hospital right after the kidnapping
wasn't enough for thisto be a "nice to see you again" kind of scene. Thiswas a "nice
to meet you" occasion. Without beeping hospital machines, drugs, 1Vs, sluggish
minds, and distress.



Much to Cam'srdlief, Jules and Landon werefirst to arrive.

"You look like you're about to shit your pants, little brother." Landon smirked.

"They're shorts, dickwad. And fuck you." Cam looked down at his board shorts, then
looked at Jules. "Shouldn’'t you be at a hospital somewhere?' She was about to pop.
Her belly was fucking huge, and there were two in there.

"Y ou Nash boys always say the sweetest things," Jules said dryly. "Now, let mein. |
need to sit down."

Cam moved out of the way just as Austin joined them in the hallway. "Right. Thisis
Austin. Austin, my brother Landon, and Jules, my sister-in-law."

They were dressed pretty much the same—in board shorts and T-shirts—but Cam
was sure Austin looked like a model while Cam came off as a homeless surfer. There
was a handsome smile on Austin's face, his hazel eyes crinkling in the corners behind
his glasses, a few strands of silver in his light brown hair, and he had a body that
made Cam's dick perk up.

"It's nice to finally meet you—officialy," Austin said, shaking Jules's hand. Like a
suave bastard, he even kissed the top of it, which made Jules blush. She never fucking
blushed.

"Oh, you too." Jules giggled like some schoolgirl. Landon and Cam exchanged a
look; the older Nash was dightly peeved, and the younger was amused. Austin
probably shouldn’t bring out Landon's possessive side. "He's so handsome, Cam."

"Very funny," Landon said gruffly and stepped forward. He shook Austin's hand, too,
with unnecessary force, but Austin didn’t seem to notice. The two men had the same
build and height; they were even the same age. " So, you're with my little brother now,



huh?*
"I am." Austin nodded and motioned for Jules to go to the patio. "And you should put
your feet up." Of course, Austin had experience with pregnant women. "Anything

you want to drink? Cam has stocked up on decaf iced tea."

"That sounds perfect." Jules was beaming. "Cam, don’t let thisone go." That said, she
waddled toward the patio.

Landon grunted and followed.

"I'm not sure that was smart." Cam’'s mouth slanted up in a lazy smile. "Now you
don’t have my brother on your side.”

Austin didn’t appear threatened. "l have a feeling the way into Landon's good graces
Is by earning Jules's approval."

Damn. He was probably right. "Well, you have that and more,” Cam huffed. "All
right, gimme somethin' to do."
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"You can bring Jules her iced tea." Austin squeezed Cam's ass, kissed him chastely,
and returned to the kitchen. "And | suppose my parents will be here with Riley any
minute," he called over his shoulder.

Cam muttered a few curses and followed him to the kitchen, where he knew Austin
was about to call Jade. Maybe not the most opportune moment, but it gave Austin a
reason to cut the call short if needed.

"Wish me luck," Austin drawled.

Cam snickered, grabbed a tray, and loaded it up with the pitcher of iced tea from the
fridge, a couple beers, and a glass, then headed to the patio where Bourbon was
jumping in and out of the pool. He could swim just fine, but he didn’t like it. He did,
however, love to cool off. So, he'd jump in a couple times, then go lie down in the
shade with his bowl of water and whatever dog bone Cam had given him.

"Y ou nervous?' Landon asked, nodding in thanks for the beer.

Cam shrugged and focused on the iced tea, never wanting to admit weaknesses.

"Shelll adore you," Jules said confidently. "Austin's parents will, too."

"You've never even met them,” Cam pointed out and dlid a glass of iced tea toward
her. He knew, with hisluck, he'd end up killing Nacho.

Not wanting to hear more reassurances, Cam popped the cap on his beer and went
back inside. He could hear Austin on the phone.



"No, Jade, I'm not trying to be funny," he was saying, and Cam caught his eye-roll
just as he reentered the kitchen. "I wanted to call and tell you before Riley had the
chance." There was a pause while Jade did the talking, and Cam raised an eyebrow,
silently asking how it was going. Austin threw him alook of frustration in return, but
there was a pinch of amusement there, too. "She thinks I'm kidding," he said, holding
the phone away. "Now she's berating me for my poor sense of humor."

Cam snorted and hopped up to sit on the kitchen counter. "Tell her I'm willing to send
evidence." That was a joke. He tugged Austin to him and dropped a sensual kiss on
his neck. Now that Austin was working again, he was always clean-shaven, and he
smelled of an aftershave that made Cam's mouth water.

"Yes, I'm listening to you." Austin was speaking to Jade, but his focus was on Cam's
mouth. And then Cam's hand on Austin's cock. "Uh-huh. Y eah, keep going—what?"
Cam dtifled a laugh. "No, no—I just...fuck. Listen, | told you what | wanted to tell
you. Cam and | aren't just friends, and he's meeting Riley today. My parents are
coming over, too." Jade said something, to which Austin grinned. "Believe what you
want, Jade—"

Frustrated, Cam grabbed the phone out of instinct and blurted out the first words that
came to mind. "The sooner you believe him, the sooner | can get him off the phone
and suck his—"

"Cam!" Austin snatched the phone away, looking stunned, furious,andlike he was
ready to laugh his ass off—all at once. "Jesus Christ." He blew out a breath and
pinched the bridge of his nose. "Jade?' He placed the phone by his ear, then sighed.
"She hung up.”

Cam tried to hide the fact he felt bad—hell, worse than that. He felt like shit.

"That was so fucking juvenile,” Austin said, though not angrily or anything. That



confused Cam, and when he chanced a glance at Austin's face, he saw mirth in his
eyes.Oh, thank fuck. "Next time we're aone together..." He grabbed Cam's jaw.
"Y ou will make it up to me. Understand?"

Hell yeah, Cam understood. "Yes, sir." He saluted Austin.

Austin smirked like the sexy motherfucker he was, but the spell was broken when the
doorbell rang.

Cam paled as he could hear Riley outside. Fuckin' kitchen window was open.

"Hey, none of that." Austin's eyes softened, and he kissed the spot between Cam's
brows. "It'll be fine. Come on."

Griffin and Maggie Huntley were definitely Austin's parents. Griffin was basically an
older version, but with much lighter features and more gray in his hair. Tall, solid,
and with a polite smile on his face. Maggie was short, looked kind, had darker hair,
and the same hazel eyesthat Austin had.

When Cam saw the logo on the chest pocket of Griffin's short-sleeved shirt, he
exchanged a quick look of wry amusement with Austin, who could read his mind at
that point. If it weren’t for the sweats with Griffin's construction business's logo on
them that Austin had worn the day he was kidnapped, their lives would probably ook
alot different now.

"Hi, Dad!" Riley bounced forward with Nacho in her arms and hugged Austin's
middle.

"Hey, baby girl." Austin kissed the top of her head while Cam just watched.

Riley was...she was fucking cute. The brief time he'd seen her at the hospital right



after they'd been saved, he hadn't really thought about it. And she looked more like
Austin than Cam had originally thought. Her eyes were a little greener than brown,
and her long hair was wavier, but it was Austin's coloring. There was alot of Jade in
her, too, and even some Maggie.

She dressed like a tomboy in denim shorts, All Stars sneakers, and a well-worn T-
shirt that looked too big for her lanky frame, but Cam had seen plenty of photos of
her. He knew she liked all things girl, too.

" want you to meet Cam." Austin smiled at his girl and ushered her forward.

They'd agreed that Austin would take Riley aside later today and tell her everything,
so for now, it was just Cam. No explanation. No title. Which he had to admit he
preferred for the official meeting. Cam already felt nervous as it was. No need to add
more pressure.

"Hello. I'm Riley Huntley," Riley said shyly, keeping close to Austin. "Daddy's
shown me pictures of Bourbon. And this is Nacho." She pointed to the rat-sized dog
in her arms.

Cam smiled nervously and barely resisted fidgeting. "It's good to meet you, Riley."
He cleared his throat and looked toward the patio. "Bourbon's probably in the
backyard if you wanna meet him. Uh, there's a pool, too—you know, if you wanna
swim or whatever."
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"Oh,yes. Dad told me." Riley nodded furiously. "Can | go change now?' She looked
up at Austin, who chuckled.

"I'll take her," Maggie offered, stepping forward. She extended her hand to Cam. "It's
S0 good to see you again, Cam."

"Y ou too, Mrs. Huntley." Cam nodded. "The bathroom is just down the hall. Or here,
| guess." He pointed to the half-bath next to him. "It's not very big, though."

"Thank you. And it's Maggie." She winked. "Come on, sweetie." She began to usher
Riley down the hall. "Best we get Nacho ready, too."

"They insisted on giving that little rodent a life jacket," Griffin said wryly, and he
was the last to greet Cam. "My boy's told me alot about you. | hear you're good with

cars.

"Yeah." Cam shook his hand. "I mean, uh, yes. Yes, sir. Fuck." He let out afrustrated
breath.

Griffin barked out a laugh and slapped Austin on the back. "I approve, son." He
smirked, much like Austin. "Now, | wastold there was beer. Magsis driving."

Austin shook his head, amused. "Go out on the patio; I'll bring some."

When it was just the two of them left in the hall, Cam sagged against the wall and
tugged at his hair. "That was fucking brutal ."



"No." Austin disagreed. "We know what brutal is, and thiswasn't it." He had a point.
" want you to relax and just be yourself now. My parents aren't fancy people, so stop
acting like it."

Cam nodded grudgingly and allowed Austin to drag him away from the hall.

Now they were just waiting for Jonathan and Lily, Cam's folks.

This was what Austin wanted.

Now, an hour or so later, the Nashes and the Huntleys had meshed together perfectly.
Griffin and Jonathan were manning the grill, talking about the economy. Maggie,
Lily, and Jules were at the table, and the unborn twins were the popular subject there.

As suspected, Jonathan and Lily had already had an idea about Austin and Cam, and
they were very accepting.

Meanwhile, Cam, Austin, and Landon were in the pool with Riley and two dogs. The
kidney-shaped pool was only about twelve feet wide and twenty feet long, but it was
plenty for a family of three, and deep enough in the middle for the water to reach
Riley's chest, and she was on her toes then.

"See?' Riley shouted. "Nacho can swim!*"

"With a life jacket, yeah," Austin laughed, swimming over to her. "Get ready, baby
girl." Picking her up, he threw her over to where Cam was helping Bourbon out of the
pool.

"Incoming!" Riley squealed.

Bourbon barked and wagged his tail, jumping in again, to which Cam chuckled and



groaned. The only thing that scratched up your skin more than a dog was awet dog.
"Jules, we gotta get one of these!" Landon had evidently fallen for Nacho.

"You're paying for that shit, Austin,” Cam chuckled darkly. "Come here, sweetheart."
It was his turn to pick up Riley, and she was thoroughly enjoying being thrown
around. " Splash as much as you can."

She giggled as heraised her intheair. "I will."

Not holding back, Cam threw a laughing and flailing Riley toward Austin, who
ducked underwater right as she hit the surface.

Austin resurfaced laughing and coughing with Riley clinging to him and trying to
push him under again. "Cheater, Dad!"

"| think the steaks are done now," Jonathan said casually.

"It's good seeing you more relaxed,” Austin murmured, coming up behind Cam in the
kitchen. Everyone else was outside enjoying the last of the sun and just talking. "It's
going well, isn't it?" He kissed Cam's neck.

Dinner was over, and now it was coffee, more beer, sodas, ice cream, and desserts
coming up.

"l haven't killed Nacho yet, so | suppose it's all good. For now." Cam turned around
and placed his hands on Austin's hips. "Y our mom's a fucking riot, by the way."

Austin hummed and claimed Cam's mouth with his. He had no interest in talking
about his mother. Now that they were officially a couple with their families aware
and accepting, it was difficult to stick to innocent touches. Austin couldn’t honestly



call himself big on public displays on affection, but there was a difference between
hand-holding and chaste kisses, and ass-groping and teenage-like make-outs. He
definitely wanted the aforementioned.
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"Um." That wasn't Cam or Austin.

Breaking away, Austin looked over his shoulder and cursed internally at the sight of
Riley in the doorway.

She looked like she'd been caught with her hand in the cookie jar, and she was
blushing profusely.

"Fuck," Cam whispered, scrubbing his hands over hisface. "Talk to her."

Austin cleared his throat, his heart suddenly pounding, and turned to his daughter.
"Uh, let's go find a quiet place." Guiding Riley past the living room and down the
hall, he opened the door to Cam's second bedroom, which was pretty empty aside
from some gym equipment.

Maybe this was why Austin hadn't been nervous about meeting Cam's family. He'd
been waiting for this instead—telling his daughter that he was in a relationship so
guickly after separating from Riley's mother.

Austin sat down on a chair next to a rack of dumbbells. "I have something to tell

you.

Riley nodded, still avoiding his gaze, and let out a breath. "Do | need a stiff drink for
this?' Austin was fairly certain he dropped his jaw at that, but Riley just waved him
off. "I heard Landon say that to Jules when they talked about saving money for the
twins college. And Pops 'splained it to me."



"I, uh...l see." Austin wasn't sure he liked how adult she sounded. She was supposed
to be his baby girl forever. "Well, what you saw in the kitchen—"

"Y ou were kissing Cam," she stated.

"Right." He nodded and phrased his words carefully. "I care about him very much—"

Riley gave him afunny look and cut him off—again, to Austin's frustration. This was
already difficult enough as it was. "I'm ten, Dad. | know that friends don’t kiss like
you kissed." She scowled and put her hands on her hips. "Are you peoples like Uncle
Derek now?'

"People," he corrected automatically as his mind spun.

The question had thrown him off, and he tried to understand where Riley's thoughts
were. Though, at the mention of his cousin who was gay, it didn’t take too long to
catch up, and he was suddenly thankful for Derek. Not to mention his parents' strict
acceptance of everyone. Since Derek lived on the East Coast, Riley didn’t see him
very often, but she had met him. And his partner.

"Peoples makes more sense. It's plural of people,” Riley retorted indignantly. "One
people, many peoples. One person, many persons.” Austin didn't have the heart to
correct her; she was being too cute. "But are you? Are you and Cam peoples like

Uncle Derek?"

He took a breath and released it. "l suppose you could say that," he answered slowly
and carefully. "We're together, if that’s what you mean."

"That'swhat | mean." She chewed on her lip. "Is that why you divorced Mom?"

"No," Austin said quickly. "Remember how Mom and | told you that grown-ups



sometimes drift apart?"

"Yeah, | remember," she said, having heard it too many times. "Mom said you started
having problems years ago." Well, that was one way of putting it. No need to go into
semantics. "But, | mean...did you have problems 'cause you like boys?"

Austin let out a shaky laugh. "No, baby girl. That’s not why we had problems.”

He didn't feel like adding along rant about the fact that he wasn't strictly attracted to
one gender, but attraction was one thing. Cam was still the first man Austin felt
drawn toward to the point of complete surrender. He had admired men in the past and
thought nothing of it, but with Cam it was so different.

"So...what do you think about all this?' Hetilted his head, trying to read Riley's face.
"Cam's nice, isn't he?' Heneededhis daughter to approve of Cam.

"He's cool." She shrugged, then scrunched her nose. "He cusses alot," she giggled,
and Austin grinned.

"Yeah, it takes some getting used to, doesn’t it?' he chuckled. "But today he was
nervous. He curses more then."

"Why was he nervous?’

"Because he wants you to like him," he replied softly. "He knows how important you
are to me—that you're number one—so that means your opinion of him matters."
He'd added the number-one part because he wanted Riley to understand that she
wasn't being replaced. He'd read online that many children feared neglect when their
divorced parents met new partners.

"Do you love him?' Riley asked. "Is he gonna move in with us? Did he ask you to be



his boyfriend? Or did you ask him?' She was on aroll now. "Are you gonna have a
baby—" She stopped short at that one. "How would that evenwork?”'

Austin opened his mouth then closed it again.Holy hell. The girl was inquisitive.
"How about this—" he paused, racking his brain "—we're going to take this slow.
Yes, | love him. No, he's not going to move in with us, but..." He hesitated. "One
day,"soon, he hoped, "if this works out, we might move in with him. Here. His house
IS better than our apartment, right?* Riley quickly glanced out the window toward the
pool, and Austin had her answer. "You'd get your own room, of course. This one,
actually. We'd redecorate it for you. It was Cam's suggestion.” One point for Cam.
"But, Riley, not yet. Right now, well focus on getting to know each other. For
instance, I've told Cam that you're awesome at soccer. He'd love to come to your next
game."

"He can do that." She grinned, proud of herself.
Austin was beyond relieved. "Do you understand what I'm saying, though? Welll start

off slow. Maybe we can have movie nights, go to your games, have dinners together,
take Bourbon and Nacho to the park, perhaps sleep over here sometimes..."
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"| understand the conspect of slow, Dad." Sherolled her eyes. "I'm ten."

Austin laughed through his nose and shook his head. "Concept, baby girl. And | know
you understand; | just want to make sure you don’t think everything is going to
change overnight. Are you okay with all this?'

"Yes," she replied, sounding aggravated. "Mom's already told me that she's getting
ready to start dating again or whatever. Can | have ice cream now?"

She can have all theice cream in the world.

When Austin and Riley returned to the patio, the atmosphere was stilted and
uncomfortable. Austin noticed how tense Cam was, so he concluded that they were
all basically waiting for a result of the Dad and Daughter talk. The way Riley
bounced over to the ice cream made Maggie and Lily look hopeful, and Austin's
reassuring smile put the rest at ease.

"You can relax,” Austin said quietly, sitting down next to Cam, whose shoulders
visibly sagged with relief. "Everything went well." He grabbed Cam's hand and
kissed it before threading their fingers together.

That was that.
For the rest of the evening, the two families continued to get to know each other, and

whenever Austin and Cam even touched each other, Riley would giggle, roll her eyes,
and turn red in the face.



Later that night when everyone had gone home, Austin and Cam stepped into the
shower together in silence. Both were thinking about how well it had gone today, and
while Austin was already planning a day he could spend with both Riley and Cam,
Cam was simply enjoying the moment.

The reason Austin felt bold enough to think ahead was because Cam had told him
earlier that they should go out and buy a pull-out couch for the living room.

It had felt like the proverbia green light. Cam was ready to try, and he wanted Riley
comfortable when she visited. So, the living room would become a living room again,
and Cam's bedroom would now belong to two men. When Austin spent the night,

"No, let me." Cam grabbed the bodywash from Austin. "l was gonna make things up
to you, remember?’

Austin chuckled tiredly. "I was mostly joking, you know."

"Your dick wasn’t." Cam smirked. "Now, turn around."

Austin turned around, enjoying the hot water cascading down his naked body, then
groaned in pleasure when Cam began to massage his shoulders, using bodywash

instead of lotion.

"Do you think her room's gonna be all pink and bubblegum-y?' Cam asked after a
minute. "'Cause | don’t know if | can handle that shit."

Austin grinned lazily to himself and dropped his chin to his chest. "I think her
favorite color right now isyellow, but it changes.”

The original plan had been for Austin and Riley to go home to their apartment



tonight, but now there was a new agenda. Riley was excited at the prospect of
decorating her own room, even if it wouldn't be fully hers just yet. Regardless, she
had tricked Nana and Pops into driving her around tomorrow to check color samples
for the walls in Cam's second bedroom. So, she was spending another night with
them.

"I can deal with yellow," Cam murmured, and that ended the subject.

Cam rubbed Austin's shoulders and upper back in firm and sensual strokes. His
fingers kneaded the flesh, eliciting quiet groans from Austin. Then farther down his
spine. When Cam told him to put his hands on the tiled wall and spread his legs,
Austin did. He supported himself while Cam got down on his knees.

"Damn,” Austin exhaled. Cam was kneading his thighs, the hot water washing away
the suds quickly. It felt so fucking good. There was anticipation in the air, too. The
closer Cam's fingers got to his ass, the harder his cock grew. Soon he felt those long
fingers spreading his cheeks, still massaging and washing, but it was Cam's mouth
that made him moan. "Jesus Christ..." His thighs shook with tension as Cam teased
his hole with his tongue and fingers. At the same time, Cam was fingering his own
ass, too. Reaching down, Austin began to stroke himself just as the tip of Cam's
tongue entered him. It was soft, wet, and goddamn erotic.

Cam hummed and fucked him slowly with his tongue. Deep wasn't deep enough,
hard wasn’t hard enough; Austin grew frustrated with greed and started to push back.

"I think you're ready,"” Cam laughed quietly and withdrew. Standing up, he switched
places with Austin and gave him a look over his shoulder. "There's lube on the
counter.”

Austin frowned and pushed away the shower curtain; sure enough, there was a bottle
of lube. He grabbed it and raised a brow at Cam. "You planned this?' They didn’t



exactly have abottle of lube in every room of the house.

"You bet | did,” Cam said, facing the wall. "I have needs, and when you're al riled
up, you giveit to me hard. I'm ready.”

Austin had expected it to be the other way around tonight, but Cam's words surged
through him like an aphrodisiac. All he wanted now was to slam his cock inside
Cam's ass. S0, that’s what he did after lubing up and nudging Cam's legs apart.

"Fuck," Cam choked out.

"Hard enough?' Austin hissed in his ear. Digging his fingers into Cam's hips, he
pulled out only to shove his cock back in.Tight. Slick. "Goddamn, | love this ass." He
watched with unmistakable hunger in his eyes how his erection did in and out of
Cam. Unfortunately, he knew he wasn't going to last long, so he wrapped his fingers
around Cam's hard cock and stroked him as he fucked his way toward climax.

Cam's head lolled back against Austin's shoulder, and he turned for a kiss. Austin
obliged and stole his breath.

"I need to come," Cam groaned breathlesdly. "Fuck, | need—"
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“I'll get you there." Austin's hands went back to Cam's hips, and he pushed him
forward alittle. "One hand on the wall," he commanded. "Y ou know what to do with
the other." He rammed into Cam's ass and gritted his teeth. Over and over. It had to
hurt, but Cam moaned for more, and it wasn't long before they surrendered to their
orgasms. "Fuck, Cam!" Austin threw his head back, his hips instinctively shifting
forward in jerky movements. In hot pulses, his release filled Cam's ass. His chest
heaved and every muscle tensed.

Cam clenched hisjaw, releasing stream after stream against the tiled wall.

For several moments afterward, they could only hear the rushing water and their
labored breaths.

"If you wanna carry me to bed, | probably won't stop you," Cam said after a while,
still breathing heavily. "My poor ass."

Austin chuckled and began to wash them up. "Y ou fucking begged for it." At Cam's
tired groan and weak nod, he laughed and squeezed Cam affectionately. "Come on,
baby. Let's finish up here and go to bed."

Epilogue

Two years later

Slipping out of the bedroom, Cam buttoned his khaki shorts and rolled up the sleeves

of his white button-down. The thin leather cord around his wrist was still damp from
his shower, and he grinned a little to himself, thinking back on this morning when



Riley had given it to him for his thirty-sixth birthday. The three white beads with
black letters that spelled out "car" made it a very specia birthday present. Fitting for
a mechanic, Riley had said, but then she'd finished with, "You gotta explain to
everyone that it stands for Cam, Austin, and Riley, though. Peoples gotta know that."

Cam was gonna make sure thatpeoplesknew.

As he passed the living room, he stopped short when he saw Riley and a friend of
hers dancing to some fucking awful pop music. But it wasn't the music that horrified
Cam; it was the fact that these two twelve-year-old girls were shaking parts they
didn’t even have yet.

"What the hell are you doing?' he practically shouted.

"We're dancing!" Riley laughed, shaking her butt in some summer dress Lily had
bought her. "Duh!"

“That's not dancing." Cam was irritated. "Unless you're over eighteen and there's a
pole," he bitched under his breath.Over my dead body. "Listen to me, sweetheart." He
walked over and held out his hand. Riley took it with a curious expression on her
face. "First of all, when a motherfu—a boy...asks you to dance, you only say yes if
he kisses the top of your hand first." He held both hers and kissed her knuckles. "That
means he's a good guy. Got it?" Riley giggled and nodded. Her friend, Mya, was
giggling, too. "And when you dance alone, just you or with your girlfriends, you stick
to the chicken dance. Are we clear?"

The two girls nearly bowled over in laughter, but Cam didn’t see what was so fucking
funny.

"Lame!" Mya exclaimed.



"Y eah—that’ s for kids!" Riley agreed.

"Like you'd know what's lame." Cam scoffed and turned toward the kitchen. "You're
twelve!" Reaching the kitchen where Austin was busy unpacking the catered side
dishes for today's barbecue, Cam sighed and grabbed a beer from the fridge. "Have
you seen what's goin' on in there?"

Austin shook his head, though not as if to say no. "I'm thinking about shipping that
kid off to a convent." He gave Cam a quick once-over and stepped closer. "Y ou look
good." So did Austin, in Cam's opinion, in his cargo shorts and black T-shirt. "Did |
tell you that my parents are taking Riley tonight?"

Cam smirked and dlipped his fingers into Austin's belt, tugging him close enough for
them to touch. "A couple times." He dlid his nose along Austin's clean-shaven jaw, a
low groan rumbling in his chest. "And you like to remind me." He pressed his pelvis
against Austin's, which earned him a quiet moan. "You just wanna stuff my mouth
with your dick." With a husky chuckle, he placed Austin's hand on his crotch. "But |
think it's my turn tonight, baby." He was dying to get Austin's mouth on him, and
then he wanted a raw fucking in return. Cam'’s ass clenched at the thought of having
Austin inside him. It had beendays...

"Damn,"” Austin muttered gruffly. "So not the time." He adjusted himself and backed
off. "Go check the grill or something. Our families and friends will be here any
minute."

Cam laughed quietly and when he got to the living room again, the two girls were
now watching TV, though the music was still on.

"We're visiting my little brother at camp tomorrow," Mya was saying as they watched
some skinny models on the flat screen. "Y ou wanna come with?"



"Sounds like fun," Riley said. "Just have to ask my dadsfirst."

Cam's eyes grew large. One word went on repeat in his head, and the loop circled his
goddamn heart.Dads, dads, dads, dads. Asin two of them. Not only Austin. Cam, too.
Abruptly, he spun on his heel and returned to the kitchen. While Riley had always
been accepting of him and liked him as her father's partner, it felt fucking glorious to
hear that he was so fully included in her family.

"The grill ready?' Austin asked distractedly.

Cam didn’t say a word; he couldn’t. He just walked up to Austin and pulled him in
for abruising kiss.

"Umph." Austin was taken aback by the force.

Making sure the kiss didn’t end, Cam pinned him to the fridge and pushed his tongue
into Austin's mouth. Inside of him, he grew impatient by the lack of words. He felt
like he needed to say something about what he'd just heard, but it was too soon. In
true Cam fashion, he got annoyed, but because words continued to fail him, he kissed
Austin some more. On his lips, his jaw, his cheeks, his neck—until they were both
out of breath and hard.

"We should g-get married," he blurted out, closing his eyes.

Fuck. That had not been smooth.
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"Are you serious right now?' Austin was breathing heavily against Cam's neck. "I
can'tbelieve—you just..."

"Yeah," he rasped. His shoulders tensed up, and he was ready to get defensive. It was
what he did. He braced himself. "Y ou got a problem with that?"

Austin exhaled a shaky laugh and lifted his head. His eyes shone with...something.
Cam was too high-strung and anxious to read into it, but it reminded him of the time
last year when he'd added Austin's and Riley's birthdates to his collection of tattoos.

Just the day after, Austin had made an appointment for his very first tattoo, which
now sat on his shoulder blade. It was Riley's handprint from when she was little to
represent his daughter, and the words, "To hell and back with you," underneath it to
represent Cam.

"Check my left pocket, baby," Austin whispered, bringing Cam's hand to the pocket
In question.

Still tense, Cam avoided eye contact, fixating on a point behind Austin's shoulder,
and acted on autopilot. He dug his hand down into the pocket, only to brush his
fingers against two metal objects. Circular ones.

Austin smiled carefully and touched their foreheads together. "l was going to ask you
tonight when everyone had left.”

"Oh," Cam uttered dumbly. "I came unprepared.” He slowly pulled away his hand
again. "l can buy the rings when we get hitched, though." He needed to shut the fuck



up.Christ.

His dad also wore two rings, and he liked the idea of having one for engagement and
one for marriage. So...now he wanted to get that first one on hisfinger.

"All 1 want is your yes," Austin murmured. Sticking his hand into his pocket, he
retrieved the two gold bands that lay in his open palm.

"You have it. Of course.” Cam nodded. "Yeah." His gaze remained on the rings,
finding eye contact difficult right now. He watched as Austin dlid the ring on his left
ring finger, then swallowed hard against the emotions when a matching ring ended up
on Ausgtin's. "l love you," he muttered, only lifting his gaze to Austin's mouth.

"I love you, too." Austin tilted his head down a couple inches and pressed his warm
lipsto Cam's.

Austin's tattoo said it all. They'd been to hell and back together; they'd waded through
feelings and obstacles in the aftermath, never leaving the other's side. Maybe things
weren't perfect. Cam still needed to sleep with the bedroom door open, and Austin
kept tempering his anger issues by pushing his physical limits on a punching bag, in a
pool, or while running. Cam enjoyed having family over these days, as long as he
wasn't too crowded. Riley wasn’t allowed to wake up Cam in the mornings, for fear
of startling him. Austin still tended to downplay his own struggles, but he was
working on it. Gale would be in their lives for years to come, and some scars would
never fade.

But Cam and Austin stuck together, gun or no gun, and created their own little piece
of fucking awesome in that house in Bakersfield.

Asfriends, lovers, partners, brothers-in-arms, and with Riley, as afamily.



