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          Brody

        

      

    

    
      It was the end of August. The summer was winding down and everyone in the city was basking in the last heat before fall came. Soon, the tourists would leave. In their place, students would return to the city, fumbling around the bus system and wandering the bars on lively Friday nights.

      Brody West both hated and loved Portland. He'd been born and raised there, and the small town feeling was stifling. He'd just never made it out of the city, no matter how much he wanted to explore.

      That night at The Boardwalk was as lively as ever. Brody was seated at the bar, nursing a bottle of beer. People were laughing and smiling, having a grand time with friends and lovers. Meanwhile, he sat alone, using this time to mope and drink himself into a stupor. It had been his way of life for years. Even after interventions by family and the few friends he had, the cycle was vicious and difficult to break.

      But as he watched the crowd, the wheels churned in his head. Was this really what he wanted out of life? To spend night after night watching other people have fun? Only to go home alone, feeling even more miserable? In his state, he couldn't bring any women home himself. He didn't blame them.

      In the corner, Brody spotted a couple of men flirting. They were standing close together, their bodies turned toward each other. Their faces were bright and the chemistry between them was undeniable.

      They were hot.

      Brody flinched at the thought, his grip on his bottle tightening as he shook his head. Fuck no, he couldn't think about men like that. But as much as he tried to keep those thoughts out of his head, it was impossible.

      How long could he go on denying such a big part of himself?

      Forever. He'd never give in again.

      “That's enough for the night,” Brody muttered as he downed his drink and pushed away from the counter. Sometimes he got a taxi home and other times he walked. Tonight, he decided to walk. He needed that time to sober up and cool down.

      Brody stood and walked toward the door, the world spinning around him. He walked with his head held high and his shoulders drawn back, doing his best to appear sober.

      “Oof!” Brody stumbled back as he collided with another regular there, Kirk. Kirk was as broad and sturdy as him. “Hey, watch it.”

      “You watch it,” Kirk growled as he straightened up and menacingly stared Brody down.

      “Look, man, I don't want any trouble,” Brody stated as he dismissed Kirk with a raised hand. He stepped around Kirk to walk by but Kirk shouldered him. The unwarranted physical contact jolted Brody, and anger surged through him.

      “Think you're tough, huh?” Kirk grunted as he stepped close to Brody, getting in his face.

      Brody clenched his hands into fists at his sides. Tense energy coiled in his muscles with the instinct to fight. He itched to take that bastard down. Brody craved a good brawl.

      “I don't have anything to prove,” Brody snorted as he roughly shouldered past Kirk in return.

      “Too scared, fag?”

      Brody growled as fear and anger jolted through him. Where the hell had that come from? Was it a general insult or had this fucker noticed Brody watching the gay couple?

      He hated the word.

      Without a second thought, Brody lunged at Kirk with his fists flying. The bastard viciously fought back but Brody barely felt the punches landing. Brody tackled Kirk down to the floor, adrenalin rushing through him as he fought with everything he had. He wanted to make this fucker hurt.

      Within seconds, bouncers swarmed over them and Brody was yanked off Kirk. Even as they were ripped apart, the two brawling men got in a few more punches and kicks. Neither one of them were afraid to fight dirty.

      “You're fuckin' crazy!” Kirk spat as he wiped blood off his busted lip with the back of his hand.

      “You two stay right there,” one of the bouncers demanded. “We're calling the police.”

      Brody stiffened. No matter how many times he found himself in the back of Sebastian's squad car, the fear was real. He couldn't afford to be taken into the police department again.

      It seemed like the other man didn't want the police to be involved either as he shook his head. “Nah, I'm not going to press charges.”

      Brody was relieved but wasn't safe yet. He could read the glances the bouncers exchanged. They'd call the police on the club's behalf.

      Although he was still shaking with rage, Brody had to keep it cool so that he wouldn't attack the bastard again. “Me neither. I'm out of here,” Brody announced as he backed away. His heart pounded as the bouncers followed after him, seeing him to the door.

      Once he was outside on the sidewalk, Brody glanced back over his shoulder to the pair watching him from the door. Their hard eyes and sturdy posturing clearly told Brody that he was not going to be allowed back inside that night.

      That was fine. He didn't want to go back inside, anyway.

      Brody was only now aware that he had been clenching his hands into fists so hard that his nails cut into his skin. He let out a shuddery breath to try and relax, then rubbed his face as he moved toward the street.

      As he did, a police car pulled up.

      Shit, did they call the police after all? Brody's heart pounded, his legs tensed. He was poised to run and fought hard to resist the instinct. Brody had already caused enough trouble for one night. Fleeing from officers was not going to make it better.

      Brody swallowed hard as the police car pulled up beside him. As the police officer stepped out, Brody was hit with a wave of relief.

      Sebastian McCoy.

      “Hey, Seb!” Brody grinned as he moved forward.

      Sebastian walked around his car to block Brody's path. “Brody, Brody, Brody. Causing trouble again?”

      “They called the police that fast?” Brody was astonished. Sebastian had to have been patrolling nearby to answer the call so quickly. Brody was thankful, too, because Sebastian tended to be lenient with him. Brody liked to think it was because Sebastian had a loyal nature and they were old buds—not that Sebastian pitied him.

      Sebastian pierced Brody with his dark eyes, and Brody grew nervous. “Brody, I thought you told me you were going to change all of this?”

      Brody winced, guilt washing over him. “I'm working on it.”

      “Then what was this about a bar fight?”

      Brody opened his mouth to speak, but caught himself. He wasn't about to admit some guy had called him that. The word left a sour taste in his mouth and fire in his blood. “Whatever,” Brody muttered as he began to walk away.

      “I should take you in for assault,” Sebastian spoke up.

      The words sent shivers down Brody's spine as he stopped in his tracks. His blurry mind raced as he tried to come up with excuses not to take him in. But Brody wasn't about to resort to begging to get out of this mess.

      Brody locked eyes with Sebastian for a few long moments before Brody dropped the gaze. “I really am trying...”

      Sebastian sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “This is your last chance. I won't bail you out anymore. I've made things too easy for you and put my own skin on the line.”

      Brody worked his jaw around. “Fine.” He didn't need Sebastian's pity. He didn't need anyone's pity.

      He turned his back on Sebastian and walked in the opposite direction, fuming. Sebastian wasn't chasing after him.

      It hit Brody harder than ever: he was alone.
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          Luke

        

      

    

    
      Portland. What a quaint little city by the shoreline. Luke Reid had missed the fresh smell of the ocean.

      He had left his job as a fitness trainer in Philadelphia to fly home and help his parents out. His dad, Jerry, had recently been laid off from a trucking company after almost forty years. Despite his experience, it was hard for him to find another job. His mother worked as a part-time receptionist at a dentist's office. She had tried to pick up extra hours to help but there weren't a lot of shifts available.

      While Luke was happy to send money home from the job he'd just left behind in Philadelphia, he'd yearned to return to Portland. He loved the big city life but it did take a lot out of him. The big city pace wasn't easy to keep up with, especially when it came to dating. Luke needed downtime to manage his stress. He had a fitness training job already lined up at a gym here. His old boss had told him that whenever he returned to Philadelphia, he'd have a job waiting for him there, too. All he'd had to do was sublet his room in the old apartment he shared with roommates, which had been easy.

      Now, Luke was free.

      Luke stepped out of the taxi after paying and grabbed his luggage from the back. He straightened up and gazed at the house in front of him: his childhood home. The blue roof had faded and the white walls needed a good power wash. His parents had never moved from the spot. Luke doubted they ever would, and he didn't blame them. It was a good property and they still had lots of friends in the area.

      For him, things moved slowly in Portland compared to what he craved and was used to. While his memories of the city were mostly good early on, things had been hard later. Especially in community college.

      But that was fifteen years ago, and Luke didn't let himself dwell on the past. He was focused on the future now.

      Luke rolled his suitcases up the lane to the front porch, lifting them up over the steps. He fixed his hair and shirt, then knocked on the door before trying the handle. It was unlocked, so he opened it and let himself inside. “Mom! Dad! I'm here.”

      “Luke! Hello!” his mother Linda called. She hurried through the house and to the mudroom where Luke waited. She was a petite woman with blonde hair and hazel eyes. She was full of energy like always, her smile kind and, right now, excited.

      “Hey,” Luke greeted as he put down the suitcases and opened his arms. As soon as his mother collided against him, he hugged her tightly. He always had to be mindful, though, because he was muscular. He could crush people in his hugs without even meaning to.

      “How was the flight?” Linda asked as she drew back.

      “Oh, good enough,” Luke shrugged. “Is Dad home?”

      “No, he's gone out job hunting again,” Linda relayed, looking worried for a moment. She walked into the kitchen, which was the next room. “I'll put something on for you. You must be starved.”

      “I'm not that hungry,” Luke insisted. “I'll be back down once I drop off my things.”

      Luke carried his suitcases upstairs and turned into the first bedroom on his left. It was a small space with neutral colors and furniture. It had been his childhood bedroom, although it had been redone after he left. Still, the small space was his despite everything. His parents had always said he was welcome to come home. Having that kind of support was amazing. He was glad his relationship with his parents was strong.

      As Luke put his luggage down by the bed, he straightened up and gazed around the room. It was going to be weird, to say the least. Coming back here meant that he was giving up the big city nightlife as well. As a gay man with a muscular body, he easily found guys to have fun with. Then again, that was all the city boys were good for, too. He had little luck finding anything meaningful and long term.

      Not that finding anything meaningful and long term was going to be easier in Portland.

      Luke tried to shake off the loneliness creeping in as he walked out of his old bedroom. He'd had plenty of time to focus on himself over the last decade. It was time to focus on others for a change.

      This was a new chapter in his life and he was going to embrace it.
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          Brody

        

      

    

    
      It was Monday, a few days after his fight at The Boardwalk.

      Ever since the confrontation with Sebastian after the fight, Brody had been deep in thought. As much as Brody hated to admit it, he had used and abused Sebastian's goodwill for too long. Now that Sebastian was no longer going to back him up if shit went down, Brody would be in big trouble. It wasn't like he got wasted every day since he had to be sober for work. Still, he drank more than enough for it to affect his everyday life.

      Did Brody have it in him to quit drinking, though? What would he use then to help drown the demons within?

      As gloomy as Brody felt about the world, one thing stirred his passion: art. Since he was a child, he had immersed himself in that world. While most of his work was gothic, it freed his mind and spirit.

      Although he'd thought about becoming an animator, tattoo art had won him over. In this shop, The Spiral, he was known for his incredible shading, realism, and attention to detail.

      Brody loved his job and he took great pride in it. Although he was usually bleak, whenever he talked about or worked on tattooing, that fire came back to his eyes.

      That day, business was steady.

      “When's the next customer?” Brody asked as he uploaded new photos to his portfolio on the company website.

      “Someone's coming in around eleven,” one of his coworkers, Zach, responded. Their boss, Grizzly, was back in the office. There were only two other tattoo artists, Nick and Karen.

      “Right,” Brody acknowledged as he uploaded a picture of an amazing eagle tattoo he had done a few days prior—before getting wasted at the club. The detailing on the eyes was so intense that it looked like the eagle was watching you.

      “So... how was your weekend?” Zach asked, glancing his way.

      Although Brody hadn't gotten a broken nose or lip during the brawl on Friday, there was light bruising across his cheekbone.

      The hesitation in his voice made Brody tense. It wasn't a secret that he liked to go out and get drunk on his days off. Brody didn't tend to get into too many fights but that happened sometimes, too.

      “Same as every other weekend,” Brody grunted, keeping his eyes on the computer screen. “I'm making some changes, though.”

      “Yeah?”

      Brody didn't want to talk too much at work, although Grizzly and the others knew about his issues. They didn't bleed over into his job, though, so there wasn't much they could do.

      “I'm going to try and go out less,” Brody said after a few moments. “Maybe fill more of my free time with exercising or art commissions, or something. I go to the gym sometimes, so maybe I'll do more of that.”

      “Oh.” Zach sounded surprised and Brody didn't blame him. His heart pounded as his own words sank in. They were out there now and he had to hold himself accountable. He was only thirty-three. He was still young. There was so much more to life than this. For years, people had told him he needed help. He had always brushed them off. Now he was ready to start making real changes.

      Once he got a handle on his drinking problem, he could work on everything else—like his anger issues. Maybe with all of that sorted, he'd finally be able to find a nice woman to settle down with, too. The thought didn't do anything for him, but he could ignore that for now.

      One thing at a time.
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          Luke

        

      

    

    
      I need to go out for a bit,” Luke told his parents that Monday morning. “I've got to drop into the gym and sign some paperwork. Also thinking of getting a tattoo done.”

      “Why do you suddenly want a tattoo?” Jerry, Luke's father, asked.

      “It's been on my mind awhile. I wanna look into it while I'm here.”

      Luke had always wanted a tattoo but had been too chicken to do it. He'd always admired how body art looked on other people but had a hard time envisioning it on himself. With all the big changes he was already making in his life, getting a tattoo now was less intimidating.

      “Have fun,” Jerry bade, and Luke caught that skeptical look. Jerry was not a big fan of any kind of body alteration.

      Luke didn't really look a whole lot like his father. He took a little more after his mother—they had the same light hair and hazel eyes. Still, he had his father's stubbornness, at the very least.

      “I'll bring back lunch,” Luke promised.

      Luke grabbed the keys off the key rack hung by the door and headed out. The sun was bright and inviting, the sky bluer than he ever remembered seeing it. I need to get out some night to look at the stars. The sky was so clear that the night sky had to be phenomenal.

      He climbed into his parents' station wagon and started it. Now it was time to run errands but also reacquaint himself with his hometown.

      [image: ]

      The coastal city was bustling with life. There seemed to be something happening everywhere. Luke passed through several markets and a festival near the waterfront. Maybe he'd stop by one of the farmers' markets on the way back and grab a fresh lunch for himself and his parents.

      When Luke arrived at the gym, Fitter Self, he was a little nervous. He had been working out at his last gym for years. He'd had a good routine going. Everyone he worked with, and a lot of the gym goers, knew he was gay, too. Most had respected that. Here, Luke had to start all over again. How accepting would this new environment be?

      The last thing he wanted to do was go back into the closet. Hell, this job wasn't worth it if he had to. If that were the case, he'd simply find somewhere else to work. He had done the closet shit. It was not how he wanted to spend his life.

      Luke took a deep breath and climbed out of the car with a towel over his shoulders and a water bottle in his hand. He wasn't intending to work out that morning since he had a consultation with the tattoo parlor in a couple hours, but it didn't hurt to be prepared.

      As Luke headed inside, he noticed eyes already on him. He was used to that given his physique. He was a shorter man, only standing at about 5'10”, but he was solid and firm. His muscle shirt clearly highlighted his muscular arms. His bulging calves were easy to see through his tight workout pants.

      He walked up to the desk and held out his hand to the guy behind it. “Hey, I'm Luke Reid. I'm new here and was told to come in to sign papers.”

      The man, younger than himself with fluffy hair, firmly shook his hand in return. “Hey, Luke. I'm Lloyd. I'll bring you back to management.”

      Luke's eyes scanned the equipment as he was led through the gym. It had an impressive collection of equipment. Maybe not as good as the setup he had left behind but it was a lot better than some gyms.

      Despite it being a Monday morning, there were still a few people working out, too. A few of the men caught Luke's eye but he followed after Lloyd.

      He was led into an office in the back where an older man sat. He was graying at the temples but handsome himself. “Ah, you must be Luke?”

      “Yeah, that's me,” Luke greeted as Lloyd left. Luke reached out a hand to shake.

      “I'm Percy, the manager here,” Percy greeted as he shook Luke's hand. “Take a seat and we'll get things started, mm?”

      “Cool.”

      Percy went over the paperwork with Luke and Luke signed where he needed to. Once that was done, Percy showed Luke around the facility, introducing him to some people along the way. For the most part, Luke felt good about his coworkers, although there was one man named Adam that was standoffish.

      “And this is Adam,” Percy introduced.

      “Hey,” Luke greeted as he extended a hand for a handshake.

      Adam glanced quickly down to Luke's hand and then back up to his face. There was a tense energy from Adam that rubbed Luke the wrong way but he remained cool about it. Luke was about to take his hand back when Adam took his hand and shook it before pulling back.

      “Hey,” Adam gruffly greeted with a nod before walking a few steps backward. “Sorry, gotta run. I have a client waiting for me.”

      “Yeah, sure. See you around,” Luke bade as Adam hurried off.

      Great. Was this guy homophobic? Or wary of competition?

      Luke tried not to dwell on it too much at the moment, especially since Percy, who had witnessed everything, didn't seem to think anything of it.

      “Adam can be a handful sometimes but he's a good guy,” Percy said simply as they neared the front desk again. “Any questions?”

      “No, sir.” Luke bit his tongue to stop himself from saying anything about Adam. Luke had a feeling Adam was more than just a handful. Luke would keep an eye on him.

      “Are you able to start work next Monday?” Percy asked.

      “I can start immediately.”

      “Good answer. How about you start this Wednesday? First thing?”

      “I'll be here,” Luke insisted with a nod, straightening up. “Thanks for the opportunity.”

      “My pleasure. See you tomorrow.”

      Luke's heart raced as he left the gym, excitement taking hold as he pushed the awkward introduction with Adam out of his head. Everything else had went well enough, and Luke couldn't wait to get started.

      Now it was time to get to the tattoo consultation.
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      All right, the next appointment should be here any minute,” Zach mused.

      “I wonder who he'll want to see?” Brody mused. “Assuming it's a he.”

      “Who knows? It's not one of our regulars, though, as far as I know.”

      As if on cue, the front door opened. Brody turned his head to greet the customer, then stopped dead in his tracks.

      Luke Reid.

      It had to be him. Holy shit, he was ripped but his face was mostly the same. And those hazel eyes—Brody would never forget them.

      Luke abruptly stopped as well, his jaw dropping. The surprise was replaced by wariness within seconds. It didn't look like Luke was in a hurry to move forward.

      “H-Hey,” Brody greeted, clearing his throat. His heart was drumming wildly in his chest, his hands clammy from nerves. He hadn't seen Luke in nearly fifteen years—not since they had broken up in college.

      Luke and Brody had once been best friends all throughout their school years—ever since they met in kindergarten. They had been inseparable. They had shared so many adventures growing up together. Riding bikes, playing games, going camping with Luke and his family...

      As teenagers, they were still best friends but something else changed between them, too. There was a certain chemistry. There had been a yearning for Luke under his skin, although he had always been too terrified to act on it—even after Luke one day told him he was gay.

      Brody had needed to work through a lot of his own issues about the revelation but he hadn't turned Luke away. No, their friendship had grown stronger still.

      Then, once they were in college, things changed. They had ended up secretly dating.

      And that was when everything had gone wrong. They hadn't spoken to each other since.

      Luke eyed Brody then straightened up and cleared his throat, looking pointedly at Zach. “I have an appointment to potentially get a tattoo drawn up,” he said to Zach.

      “Sure thing,” Zach murmured with a nod as he invited Luke over to a chair and table for the consultation. Brody ignored the sting of being brushed off by his ex-best friend... and ex-boyfriend.

      Brody was a mental wreck as he watched after Luke. He was fuckin' gorgeous. When did he get so fit? Brody had known him as a scrawny geek but he had transformed into something else entirely.

      Brody excused himself, striding out of the building and into the fresh air. He walked to the side and leaned against the wall, bumping his head back and staring skyward. He took deep, calming breaths.

      Shit, when did he come back? Why did he come back?

      Brody was shaking with nerves. As much of a nervous wreck as he was, he also felt more alive then than he had in ages.

      But what was Brody going to do? Luke had greeted him so coldly. Did he really want nothing to do with him? Brody didn't blame him.

      Fortunately, none of his other coworkers rushed out to haul him back in. He was thankful that they seemed to respect that he needed some space.

      Brady wasn't sure how long he'd been standing outside but he jolted when the front door opened. He braced himself and stepped out around the side of the building, spotting Luke walking off.

      “Luke,” Brody called to catch his ex's attention.

      Luke visibly tensed as he snapped his head to the side. Being pierced by those hazel eyes did things to Brody. Mostly, the hardened gaze swamped him with guilt but made him hot as well. His whole body tingled.

      Fuck, Brody couldn't focus on that.

      “Hey,” Luke murmured, his posture guarded. He wasn't ignoring him and going to his vehicle, though, which Brody was thankful for.

      “So, um, you're in town?” Brody questioned. Of course he was but how else was Brody going to start a casual conversation?

      “Yeah. I'm here to help my parents out,” Luke responded.

      “Oh, is everything okay?” Brody asked with a frown. Were Luke's parents sick?

      Luke worked his jaw around. “I'm not sure I want to talk to you right now.”

      Brody winced. It had been almost fifteen years! Luke was still going to hold that grudge? Then again, Luke had every right not to forgive him.

      The wince seemed to trigger something in Luke. His expression shifted to mild irritation instead of outright loathing. “I've got some things to do and you've got to get to work... How about we get coffee sometime?”

      Brody had not been expecting that response. “Sure. Need my number?” He told Luke his number, and Luke took out his own phone to tap it into his phone. Yet, Luke didn't offer his own phone number in return. It was up to Luke to make the first move. In some ways, that was good since the responsibility was Luke's; on the other hand, Brody would now have to wait anxiously for contact.

      “Cool. Well, I'll get in touch. See you,” Luke bade. When their eyes met again, that familiar, long forgotten jolt coursed through Brody once more.

      “Yeah, see you,” Brody bade as he watched after Luke. His eyes flickered down to Luke's ass. The firm cheeks were painfully visible through those tight pants. They were workout pants. Well, they had to be. Luke was so buff that there was no way he didn't go to the gym.

      As soon as Luke headed for the parking lot, Brody let out a breath and rubbed his face. He turned and slipped back inside the parlor.

      Zach stared at him. “So, what was that about?”

      “Nothing,” Brody grunted as he tried to will away his shakiness. “Did he get a design done?”

      “No, he decided to come by another time. He looked pretty distracted. How do you guys know each other?”

      “We were best friends in school.”

      Zach opened his mouth but seemed to think better of asking more. Good thing, too. Brody wasn't gonna share his past with his coworker and friend. He had never talked about that stupid, burning attraction to men, and he wasn't going to start now.

      With Luke in the city, though, Brody's secret was in danger like never before.
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