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Blurb




Acruise ship captain with an unbreakable rule. A dancer who tempts him to toss the rulebook overboard… 

Will Preston lives by one edict: don’t date staff. 

But the new dancer onboard has the silver fox sailing into unchartered waters. Young, sexy, and with a penchant for lipstick and heels, the man pushes all Will’s buttons. 

It’s not just the tropical sun that’s heating things up; their chemistry is sizzling. 

Will’s been burned before. Can he throw caution to the wind and chart a new course with Eddie by his side? Or will an interfering crew-member steer them into stormy seas? 

Yes, Captain is a stand-alone, steamy age-gap MM romance set on a cruise ship in the South Pacific, with a flirty dancer who loves pole dancing and his shy captain. Yes, Captain was previously published as Dance With Me. This re-release includes over 30,000 words of never-before-seen bonus content. 








  
  

one

Eddie





Twelve Years Ago


Eddie cried quietly in the room he shared with his two brothers. He was the middle child of five, an older brother and sister and a younger set of each too. But none of them suffered like he did. His brothers were stocky while he was slim and almost delicate. Even his sisters were made of a stouter build than Eddie. And the bullies took every opportunity to remind him of that. Eddie reached up from under his bed, feeling around until his fingertips touched the blanket off his bed that he liked to sleep with. The texture of it—silky and soft—made him feel safe and warm. He pulled the blanket down and rolled as best as he could, wrapping himself up tightly in the confined space between the bottom bunk and the floor. 

Eddie tried to block out the pain. It wouldn’t do to tell his parents this time. The last time had made things worse. Now it wasn’t only the constant taunts that hurt, but the bruises too. And they were getting worse.

Duncan had nearly popped his shoulder out this time, twisting his arm behind him and pulling his elbow up. His shoulder had screamed in pain, but Eddie had bitten on his tongue until he’d tasted blood, not uttering a sound while his muscles and probably bones, too, teetered on the edge of snapping. Eddie wished he could say he didn’t know what it was for, but he did. The last time it was because he’d been giggling with Jess, picking out which of the boys in the class above them were cute. Duncan’s older brother, the blond god and sports superstar, was both their number one pick. Eddie had whispered that he’d love for him to be Eddie’s first kiss. Jess had agreed, biting her lip and blushing. She’d pashed her friend Julie once before, but never a boy. 

They thought they were quiet, sitting on the floor in the library huddled between the stacks, the big hardback books propped up on their knees like a shield. But Duncan’s sidekick, Harry, had overheard them. He must have been in the row behind because if either one of them had seen him, they both would have scampered away. The two boys were the schoolyard bullies, and Eddie and Jess tried their hardest to hide from them. 

It hadn’t worked this time though. They’d waited until after school when the grounds were almost deserted, save for the few students who did art and dance classes.

Duncan’s brother had set his mates on Jess, following her after her photography lessons. The four of them had kissed and groped her until she’d begged them to let her go, her terrified cries echoing through the deserted buildings. She’d been surrounded, pushed from one to the other, her knees grazed and her palms bleeding from being shoved down onto the ground. Eddie had happened on them as he’d been walking to his dance lessons, wandering through the near-empty school grounds. One of the boys had taken a step closer, bending down and pinning her shoulders to the concrete. Eddie had reacted purely on instinct, dropping his duffel and launching himself at them. He’d tried to fight them off, kicking and punching the much bigger boys. That was until Duncan and Harry had dragged him off their older brothers and their mates, pushed him face first into the dirt, and kicked him until it hurt to breathe. He didn’t know what had spooked them or why they’d stopped before they’d killed either one of them, but they had. Whatever it was, it had sent the boys skulking away, leaving Eddie and Jess scared and bleeding on the ground. 

Jess didn’t come to school the next day or the day after that. Her mum had called his and explained that Jess was going to start at a different school in a few weeks after her bruises had healed. It was the first time they would be separated for longer than a couple of days since they’d met in primary school. He’d wanted to move away from the secondary school too, but his mum and dad didn’t have the money to get him into the exclusive private one. He’d offered to give up his dance lessons—all of them—for the chance to get him out of there, but his parents hadn’t agreed. Instead, they’d gone to the school and made a big deal out of what had happened. When Eddie wanted to sink into the shadows, they’d dragged him into the spotlight, insisting on meeting with both Duncan and Harry’s parents and making the bigger boys apologize to him. 

That was the reason why he’d been pinned up against the brick wall, and his arm twisted until it nearly popped out of its socket. He’d already missed a few dance lessons. Now he was probably going to miss the concert too. He couldn’t dance if his shoulder was buggered. 

He knew his parents were worried about him, but their attempts to be helpful were only making things worse. They’d asked his big sister, Maggie, to keep an eye out for him during school. She was three grades above him and took her responsibilities seriously too. She’d want him to hang around with her group of friends so she could mother him. It wasn’t bad enough that he was a loner now and the tiny kid—skinny with soft features and a grace that years of dance lessons had drummed into him. Now he had to hang around with his sister too. As if he needed anything else to get picked on for. Duncan and Harry were already relentless enough. 

Eddie cried harder, biting down on the blanket to muffle the noise when he heard footsteps in the room and the door close. A big hand closed over his arm and rubbed gently. “You all right, lad?” his dad asked softly, his voice warm and soothing like hot cocoa.

“Leave me alone,” Eddie whispered, sniffling and trying to wipe away the tears that refused to stop falling.

“Nah,” he huffed. “Come to check up on you.” Eddie hissed but didn’t struggle when his dad gently tugged on his sore arm, shuffling him out from under the bed.

“What’s wrong with your arm?”

“It just hurts a bit.” Eddie cried harder when his dad cradled him in his arms right there on the floor.

His dad sighed. “I’m sorry, son. If we could do anything more, your mum and I would.”

“Please don’t.” Eddie gasped in terror. “They’ll do it again.”

“Same boys, huh?” His dad growled, tensing beside Eddie.

“I’m sorry,” Eddie whispered. He squeezed his eyes tightly closed as he trembled against his dad’s broad form. “I wish I wasn’t like this.”

His dad reared back like he’d been slapped. “Like what, son? You’re smart and fun, and you’re an incredible dancer. You light up the stage when you perform.”

“They keep calling me a faggot. I’m skinny and weak. I’m not like you or Jack or Noah. I’m not like them. Maybe if I was good at football rather than dancing, they wouldn’t care who I liked.”

“Listen to me, Eddie.” His dad shifted Eddie, lifting him onto the bed and sitting down next to him. Grasping Eddie’s good hand, his dad brushed a lock of hair off his face with his other before he spoke. “Dancing doesn’t make you less of a man. Neither does liking boys. Hurting someone does. Those boys who hurt Jess, who hurt you, they’re scared, weak little shites. They’re hooligans.” Then his eyes met Eddie’s, and he smiled. “As for who you like, I don’t care what gender they are, as long as they treat you right. You hear me?”

“They do though.” Eddie closed his eyes as more hot tears fell from them. His lip trembled, and he wanted to crawl back into his dad’s arms. His dad seemed to know what he needed, lying down next to him and scooping Eddie in his arms again, and holding him close.

“I know, son,” he whispered into his hair. “I want to tell you that if you ignore them, they’ll leave you alone, or they’ll leave you alone if you fight back.” He rubbed his big hand up and down Eddie’s back. The small move comforted Eddie more than he could have known. “The truth is that I don’t know what will make them bugger off. But I can tell you this—you are strong. These boys… they’re intimidated by how talented and incredible you are. One day you’ll leave this place. You’ll perform all over the world. You’ll bring people happiness, and you’ll be up on a stage loving every minute of it.” He squeezed Eddie’s hand and blushed. “And maybe you’ll remember this conversation as the time when your old man was the most proud of you.”

“Why?” Eddie scoffed, “I’m lying here crying because I’m scared that they’ll break something next time they get their hands on me.”

“No.” His dad shook his head and smiled. “Because you just came out to me, and that takes guts.”

Eddie opened his mouth, ready to deny it, but he’d said the words. He’d been so wrapped up in how to get away from the other boys that he hadn’t censored himself. He hadn’t protected that piece of him that he’d only ever revealed to Jess. “You aren’t disappointed?”

“Never. You hear me? Never.” His dad’s gaze never left Eddie’s. Never wavered. There was no hesitation in his words either. With a grin and a chuckle when Eddie groaned, his dad ruffled his hair and added, “I’ll give you the safe sex talk another time. But for now, I’ll tell you this—” His voice turned serious, his gaze boring into Eddie as if he was imploring him to understand. “You aren’t alone. Your mum and me, your brothers and sisters—we’ll always be here for you. There’s a whole community of rainbow folk too. You’ll find them, and you’ll see that the insults those boys are throwing around are just stupid words spoken by insecure children. There’s nothing wrong with being attracted to boys, or girls, or both. God made you exactly the way you were meant to be, and we love you no matter what.”

Eddie let out the breath burning his lungs. The hand that his dad held shook, and he clenched his jaw to stop the sob from breaking free from his chest. Instead, he shifted closer, practically crawling onto his dad like he’d done as a wee baby and clutched him close. The tears came nevertheless, but his dad’s arms around him were everything he needed. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I was scared to tell you.”

“Your mum and I kind of guessed a while ago.”

“Why? Because I like dancing?” It was the same conclusion Duncan and Harry had reached, except they hadn’t known the truth until Harry had overheard him and Jess talking.

“No.” He laughed. “Because you drew love hearts on your sister’s poster of that boy band. Who were they again?”

“One D,” Eddie supplied, then realized that he’d just admitted to knowing exactly what poster his dad was talking about. “Adele did that,” he lied.

“No, she didn’t.” His dad smiled and whispered conspiratorially, “Your mum saw you doodling on it but didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to force you to tell us before you were ready.” 

“Thanks, Dad,” he mumbled. “I was still scared to tell you even though it’s probably obvious to everyone.”

“People will run their mouths without thinking and let their minds take them to some strange places. You can’t stop people doing that. But you can control what you think and do. Stop living for them and live for you. Be proud of who you are.” His dad tweaked Eddie’s nose. “I’m proud of you, and so is your mum.” He leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Now, how about we ice that shoulder so you can dance at the concert and get some ice cream into you.”




      ***The applause from the crowd was deafening. It wasn’t the first time Eddie had danced in a theatre, but this one was bigger than anything he’d ever been in before. Tiered seating extended up with row upon row of filled seats. The two giant screens facing the audience illuminated the first few rows, letting him see the faces in the crowd. He spotted his parents and brothers and sisters cheering him on. Jess too. All of them were standing now with the other families in an ovation that rejuvenated itself like waves on a beach—cresting and washing over them again every time it started to peter out. The stage lights dimmed and screens blacked out, lengthening the shadows onstage as the long red velvet curtains on either side of them began to close smoothly. 

Eddie couldn’t wipe the smile from his face, even as the curtain slowed to a stop, separating the dancers and elite public school orchestra from the audience. He never wanted the performance to end. He was bouncing out of his skin, giddy with an adrenaline high. His shoulder had held up, thanks to his mum strapping it tightly, and he’d pulled every move off with a perfection he’d never dared hope for. 

This was it. 

His moment. 

Pride welled inside him, a foreign feeling to Eddie. He’d persevered. He’d pushed through the taunts and teasing, the fear of getting beaten to a pulp again to make it this far. Now that he knew what it was like to dance on a big stage, he wanted to do again and again. He never wanted to stop. 

The lessons were gruelling, rehearsals more so. Pain had become a constant. Blisters and strained muscles and torn ligaments were things he dealt with daily. But like a path being lit before him, he knew that this concert was only the beginning of his journey. Tonight’s performance had crystalized what he already knew in his mind—his future was on a stage. This was him. Eddie was a dancer. He was put on this earth to perform. 

And he’d done it defiantly wearing a rainbow pin. 

There was no doubt in Eddie’s mind that everyone had seen it. The cameras had beamed their images to the screens on either side of the stage, emblazoning him in fine detail to every seat in the theatre. He’d done it despite his dance teacher’s insistence to remove it from his full-body white Lycra costume. There were important people in the audience, she’d said, and she didn’t want any political statements being made. Eddie didn’t care whether he was making a broader political statement. The pin for him was acutely personal. This was him owning every part of himself. His dad’s support and the conversation he’d had with his mum later that same night had empowered him. She’d opened up his world, given him a name for what he was other than faggot, and called up a support line with him to prove that he wasn’t alone. She showed him that his people were out there. So, this was him taking back control from his bullies. Whatever happened from then on, he’d face it head-on and be bloody fabulous doing it.

His dance teacher waited with a lady on the sidelines. Wearing a pantsuit, she looked out of place next to his dance teacher in her brightly coloured flowing kaftan layered with mismatched scarves and leggings to ward off the chill of the autumn air. The clipboard the lady held caught his attention. Bottle green with a logo emblazoned on it in gold, he couldn’t see what it was, but he recognized the outline of a pointed toe in ballet slippers. His teacher waved him over. “Go get your parents, Eddie. This nice lady wants to talk to you all.”

He looked at the stranger, assessing her. Why did she want to speak with them? She shifted and smiled, and Eddie’s heart stopped beating. RCA—Royal College of the Arts—was printed on the folder. The school for talented artists and performers of every persuasion. The dream destination for every dancer, singer, musician, writer, artist, you name it. Eddie’s eyes widened, and he looked up at her. When she nodded in encouragement, he sprinted to the edge of the stage, leaping off it, and raced out through the door into the theatre. Scanning the empty rows and crowds meandering out to the foyer of the grand old building, he shouted, “Penny, Charlie!” Heads turned, and he saw his parents. Waving at them and bouncing on his feet, he pleaded with them, excitement pitching his voice higher. “I need you. Come quick!”

People shifted, and their group bucked the tide of people, travelling towards the front of the stage once more. When they were in front of him, Eddie couldn’t contain his excitement anymore. “There’s someone here from RCA. They want to talk to you. About me. C’mon, let’s go.” He grabbed his dad’s sport jacket and tugged on the sleeve, dragging him along with him.

“Calm down, son. We’re coming.” Eddie threw a look over his shoulder and saw his dad’s excited grin. “This is it, Eddie. The next step.”

And he was right.








  
  

two

Will





Ten Years Ago


Exhaustion washed over him as the lift doors slid open on the seventh floor. His blinks were getting longer, each one painful. The grit from the dry plane air scratched the sensitive surface of his eyes with each slow movement. Will needed a shower and a bloody long sleep. His three-month rotation onboard the cruise ship had been brutal. Like any FIFO worker, he needed a few days to sleep away the virtually relentless sixteen-hour days. The twenty-hour flight stuck in cattle class between two much larger, albeit shorter people, one of whom had used him as a pillow, hadn’t helped. He didn’t sleep a wink the entire flight. 

Will slumped against the front door and fumbled the keys, dropping them onto the mottled brown carpet that hadn’t been changed since the eighties. His hands weren’t working properly; his brain was operating in survival mode with one message only: sleep. 

He knocked, but no one answered. 

Groaning as he reached for the keys, every muscle in his body protested the movement. Will clutched them and managed to slide the right one into the lock of the Seattle apartment he shared with his husband. All he wanted was to fall into Stefan’s arms. He’d missed him. Missed his fiery temper, acerbic tongue, and quick wit. Missed the passion that ignited between them like an out of control wildfire when they were in the same room. He missed seeing Stefan in the morning, pulling every piece of clothing out of his wardrobe until he found the perfect combination for his mood. He had a dress sense that many would find garish, but Will was envious of it. He couldn’t pull off that flamboyant a style. The mix of bright colours and pastels, tight jeans, and sexy stiletto heels were too loud for Will’s more muted fashion choices. 

The click of the teeth sliding into place in the lock was loud in the silent hallway. It wasn’t late—barely past nine at night—but the neighbours were all safely ensconced in their warm apartments. He turned the knob and pushed the door open. The two lamps on either side of their couch were set to low, the heavy curtains drawn closed, a barrier to the winter chill that would steal through the apartment given a chance. Closing the door quietly, he shrugged off his coat and scarf and slid the gloves off his hands. Before stepping away from the tiled square at his front door, he kicked his boots off and sighed at the warmth that had already begun to defrost his bones. Winter in Seattle was brutal, especially when he’d come directly from the tropical summer of the Coral and Timor Seas. The temperature was four times the maximum daily that Seattle typically reached at that time of year. 

A moan sounded from the bedroom, and Will’s lips turned up. Stefan was proudly sexual, and their chemistry was off the charts. The first time they’d met—Stefan on the dancefloor of a club and Will admiring him from the sidelines—was burned into Will’s brain. He’d been swept up in Stefan’s magnetism and presence, and as soon as he’d gotten close, Will couldn’t keep his hands off the man. It hadn’t taken them long before they were hooking up every time Will was onshore, and they’d been quick to elope too. A drunken night out was to thank for that, but Will had never regretted his one act of impulsiveness, even if it did strain his relationship with his parents. 

Smiling, Will stripped off his hoodie and the long-sleeved tee he wore underneath it. He unbuttoned his jeans, palming his growing erection as he listened to the sounds Stefan was making. 

Will pushed open the partly closed door and froze. Like in the loungeroom, the bedside lamps were set low. But even though the light was dim, there was no mistaking the picture before him. A stranger lay on his back, the other man—his husband—straddling him. Naked, sweaty, and moving as one, Stefan rode him, the bloke’s fat cock sliding in and out of Stefan with every rock of his husband’s hips. Will opened his mouth, but no words came. His body flushed hot, shock boiling through his system before it instantly turned to ice when he looked to the point where they were connected. The dude buried in Stefan was bare. He’d been on PreP—they both had—but they’d stopped taking it after they were married. He didn’t think it was necessary anymore; Stefan had agreed. How wrong he was. 

Will slumped against the doorframe and blew out a pained breath, his chest constricting like a vice around his heart, the organ breaking into a million pieces. And in his bubble with his lover, Stefan still moved, riding the guy’s dick as he arched his slim back and moaned again. “Yes, that’s it,” he hissed, his voice breathy. Will knew that tone. His husband was close to coming apart in another man’s arms. 

“So tight,” the other moaned.

He couldn’t watch anymore. Disgust turned his stomach, and betrayal left a sour taste in his mouth. Leaving his suitcase at the door, he staggered away, bumping into the wall as he made it to the couch, the same one they’d picked out and christened the moment the delivery blokes were out the door. They hadn’t even unwrapped the plastic that first time. Defeat warred with exhaustion, and his mind short-circuited. His legs wouldn’t carry him any further. He slumped in the seat and rested his elbows on his knees. Hung his head low and rubbed his eyes, wiping away the tears tracking down his cheeks. He hated himself for crying; he didn’t even have the energy to, but he couldn’t help it. Will tried to block the noises from the bedroom from his brain. 

He failed miserably. 

Moans and skin slapping together, the creak of their bed and the bang of the headboard as his husband and the stranger fucked their way to a climax. When Stefan’s shout rent the air, Will lurched forward, vomiting on the rug. His guts heaved, and more came up, emptying his stomach’s contents at his feet. 

“What the fuck?” asked a voice he didn’t recognize at the same time as his husband uttered, “Oh, shit.” 

Quick footsteps on the carpeted floor sounded, and Will looked up, glassy-eyed and wavering in the seat. “You’re early,” Stefan said matter of factly, his ire obvious. He stood before Will, naked as the day he was born, his hand on his hip and cum dripping down the inside of his leg. The man behind Stefan was a foot taller than his husband, broader in the shoulders too, a glare on his face.

“How long?” Will rasped, motioning between the two of them with a flick of his wrist. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Stefan replied, turning his nose up at Will. 

Will shook his head, his thoughts bouncing around in his brain like a bad pinball machine. “No, you’re right. It doesn’t matter.” He stood on shaky legs and headed for the bathroom. He winced when he flicked the lights on; they were far too bright for his sensitive eyes. Will looked at himself in the mirror and groaned. Dark circles highlighted the sallow tone of his skin. He splashed water on his face, barely feeling its chill. Will looked down at his wet hands and noticed them shaking, but he couldn’t feel it. Numbness had set in, giving him an almost out-of-body sensation. He blinked slowly and reached for the mouthwash, pausing for a moment when he noticed an unfamiliar toothbrush in the holder alongside his husband’s. This bloke had been living in their apartment. Will wondered what Stefan had planned—would he have told him? Or would all evidence of the other man have disappeared before Will returned home?

Rinsing his mouth out, he heard angry whispers in the hallway and huffed out a humourless laugh. It was as if he was the one doing the wrong thing. Maybe it was. Maybe he shouldn’t have tried to surprise Stefan by coming home a day early. It was a fluke that it’d happened at all. Will was supposed to meet his parents for the day in Sydney, but they’d cancelled at the last minute, and Will had jumped at the opportunity to change his flight and see his husband. Spitting out the mouthwash, Will wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and walked out, barely stopping to collect his luggage.

With a hand on the front door, Stefan’s loud voice cut through the silence. “Where do you think you’re going? You’re not leaving until you’ve cleaned that up.” Stefan pointed to the vomit still staining on the rug.

“Bite me,” Will muttered. “Oh wait, you probably already bit him.” He turned to glare at the man. “Did you know he was married?”

The other man shrugged. “Not my problem.”

“Wow,” Will uttered. He wasn’t even shocked that the man, still standing naked before him with cum drying on his belly and chest, was as much of a callous bastard as his husband. “In that case, enjoy each other.”

“Oh, we will,” Stephan purred, bending over the couch and presenting his arse to the other man. “Come on, Chad, give me that fat cock again.”

Will pulled the door closed and shuffled into his jumper and coat in the hall, preferring to do it in the chilly air without the visual or the symphony of moans as Stefan and his new lover began fucking again right there. 

Thirty minutes after he’d entered, Will exited the building and hailed a taxi. Unlike their hallway, at nine in the evening, the street in front of their building was busy. The driver took him closer to the city, where there was a cluster of hotels, pulling into the first one. Assuming they had a room vacant, the historic building would be his temporary home while he untangled himself from the chaos his life had suddenly been thrown into. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long, and he could leave the US. He was unlikely to be back—his only reason had already moved on. 

Will moved mechanically, paying the driver, collecting his suitcase, and checking into the hotel. When the door to his room closed behind him, enveloping him in the quiet space, Will forced himself to do one last thing before he crashed. Shower. Still operating on autopilot, Will cranked the heat up and turned on the hot water. He had the sensation of watching himself as he undressed, unfeeling of the shift of material against his skin. Naked, he shivered even as steam filled the room. His muscles protested taking another step, but he pressed forward and into the shower stall, falling against the cold tiles. Leaning against the wall, the shock of the cold had him sucking in a breath. It was only then that he noticed the heat of the water hitting him. Will’s skin prickled, a thousand tiny knives stabbing him as feeling returned to his body. The numbness washed down the drain with the water, leaving a void in its wake. His legs buckled, and Will slid to the floor, heaving sobs wracking his body as his world fell apart. 




      ***His doctor’s appointment was later that afternoon, and the lawyer assured Will he would be able to finalize the divorce without him having to return to the States. It was a good thing too; he didn’t want to go back. He stood at the window of his hotel room and looked out over the sea of buildings lining the street as he sipped the coffee room service had sent up. He didn’t have much of a view, but it would have been wasted on him in the last three days anyway. He’d slept, waking only to eat and use the facilities. He hadn’t left his room since he’d checked in. This was the first daylight he’d spied too. But it was time to get moving now. He wanted to gather his things and get the hell out of Seattle. He’d messaged Stefan, telling him to make himself scarce while he collected his clothes, but Will knew it was wishful thinking. There was no way the man would be kind enough to leave, not when Stefan had already been so cruel. Will wondered when things had changed for his husband or if they’d ever been as Will had pictured them. Will was a romantic at heart. He’d fallen fast and hard for the beautiful man who’d watched Will, his heated gaze sending prickles of awareness through Will. Stefan’s desire had been obvious, and Will had soaked it in, never having been appreciated as blatantly before. It was as if Stefan wanted to make a meal out of him. 

That heat had been nowhere in Stefan’s gaze the last time he’d seen him, and it sent a pang of disappointment through Will. Was it his fault? Had he done something to turn Stefan off him? Had he driven his husband away? Not satisfied him? Then he came to his senses, and Will wanted to kick himself. His only fault had been his naivety. Believing Stefan would be faithful because of a few words spoken in front of a celebrant was wishful thinking. He’d always been driven by a need for sex, and Will could barely keep up with him some days. He should have known better, thinking that Stefan would wait for him for months at a time when the man could go out and find a warm body at any club any night of the week. 

Will’s mum called him as the lift descended to the ground floor, and he answered it, dreading the conversation. He loved his ma, but he knew the “I told you so” was coming. He’d had to tell them what went down—he wouldn’t keep that kind of information from them and risk further damaging their already rocky relationship—but now he had to face the music. His ma was no doubt seeking answers to Will’s cryptic text. 

“Hey, Ma,” he greeted.

“Will, baby, I’m so sorry.” Pity laced her voice.

“Yeah, well you told me he was no good,” he mumbled, figuring he’d get the lecture over and done with sooner rather than later.

“Enough of that. We never liked him, but we never wanted him to hurt you. What a bastard,” she cursed, then asked, “How are you? Are you all right?”

“I’m okay, I think. I’m getting my things from the apartment now. I’ll sort them out and get everything shipped home. The lawyer doesn’t need me here to get the divorce underway, so I’ll come home. Can I take the couch?”

“Your old room is already made up.”

He smiled for the first time since he’d opened his apartment door days earlier. “Thanks, Ma. I’ll let you know my flight details.”

“See you at the airport.” He bade her goodbye as the taxi he’d waved down pulled up beside him. The trip to his apartment went fast, traffic flowing easily at that time of the morning, and he stood at the entrance doors what felt like only a few minutes later. 

Will shook off the cold as he hurried inside, only to pause when he reached the threshold of his apartment. He swallowed, wiping his clammy hands on his jeans as he worked up the courage to knock on the door. His mind was playing tricks on him, conjuring up worst-case scenarios. Possibility after possibility flashed in his mind’s eye of Stefan and his new guy tangled together and putting on a show just to spite him. But Will didn’t know whether anything that Stefan did to him now could be as bad as what he’d already witnessed. That first glimpse of Stefan unabashedly taking what he wanted from his lover had broken something inside of Will that he wasn’t sure he’d ever heal from. 

Finally screwing up the courage and rapping quickly on the door, he stepped back and waited. 

No one answered. 

Wary, his mind ratcheting up the games it was playing with his confidence and calm, he let himself in. Relief whooshed through him at the sight that met him. Stefan sat on the couch, wearing fitted leggings, socks, and a fuzzy jumper a few sizes too big for him. Will had to resist the temptation to touch him, just to feel how soft it was. With an iPod in hand and headphones tucked into his ears, he glanced at Will then quickly looked away. Will caught a flash of what he hoped was regret—not because Will wanted him back, but because he’d never thought of Stefan as malicious. But the man who he’d come home to a few days earlier was stone cold and callous.

Stefan didn’t meet his gaze again, and Will tracked his eyes around the room, feeling a pang of guilt for walking out without cleaning the vomit-stained rug. Pictures of Stefan riding his lover popped unbidden into Will’s mind, and the guilt disappeared. He looked over to where the rug sat and noticed it’d been replaced. Much like himself. 

“Ah, hey,” Will hesitated, unsure of whether he’d get as cold a reception as he’d already been subjected to. Stefan turned to him, the walls firmly in place. His glare was like ice, cutting him to the quick. Will cleared his throat, wishing he could be anywhere but there and motioned over his shoulder down the hallway. “I’m just gonna grab my things.”

“Whatever,” Stefan responded, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. The man he’d returned home to hadn’t been the one he thought he’d married. Never would he have ever dismissed Will like a piece of garbage. It wasn’t in Will’s nature to fight. He would if he had to, but sadness surrounded him, sucking the life out of their once happy apartment, and Will just needed to get the hell out of there.

He steeled his spine and turned on his heel. He chanted a mantra in his head, biting his tongue. I won’t say anything. I won’t lash out. He wouldn’t give Stefan the satisfaction of knowing how much he’d hurt him. Moving slowly, deliberately, he focussed on his breathing. Concentrated on pulling the two suitcases he had stored in the spare room cupboard—the one he used as his wardrobe—and tossed his clothes in it. He shook his head at the irony of Stefan having already moved him out of their bedroom a year earlier. 

“But why can’t they stay in the wardrobe in our bedroom?” he’d asked.

“It’s a closet, not a wardrobe. And it’s too crowded. My clothes are getting all creased. I have to iron them whenever I want to wear them.”

Will hadn’t stated the obvious—if his husband stopped buying them, they wouldn’t have a problem. But shopping made him happy, and Stef sacrificed so much with Will being away as often as he was that if a little shopping made his husband happy, Will was happy too. “You’re never here,” he’d continued, his voice a whine. “It doesn’t matter if your clothes are in the spare room. You won’t even notice.”

Will had sighed and begun taking his clothes out. He knew when to argue and when not to push. If he did, Stefan would have a meltdown, and there’d be shouting and banging—but not the fun kind. Raised voices and slamming of doors would proceed Stefan locking himself in the bathroom sobbing until Will gave in, followed by him handing over his credit card so Stefan could shop until he felt better. Or he’d be given the cold shoulder for days. He loved his husband—even the fiercely passionate side of him that his family thought was more diva than grown man—but Will knew if Stefan didn’t get what he wanted, he’d be the one paying the debt back for months. Receiving the silent treatment for days wasn’t an option. Will only had a weekend left in Seattle before his next assignment at sea began. He refused to waste it fighting over something as petty as where his clothes were kept.

With his clothes from the spare room packed, Will walked into their bedroom and paused at the end of the bed. He ran his fingertips over the cover that Stefan had chosen. He remembered the trip. It was his last day onshore, and he had yet to pack. Stefan had begged him to go out for brunch, which had turned into a day of wandering around the city, choosing trinkets in cool little stores and linen from Nordstrom for their apartment. They’d held hands and laughed together. They’d been in love. At least Will had been. How far they’d fallen. 

Will opened his bedside table drawer and was confronted with another man’s things. He closed his eyes, the pain of Stefan’s betrayal a lance in his chest. There was nothing left for him here. Nothing left of him either. The photo that sat on the dresser of their wedding—the two of them in suits standing on the steps of the Vegas chapel, both still half-drunk from the night before—was gone. He knocked his fist on the surface gently and sighed, wondering just how long ago Stefan had moved on. 

Will wheeled his suitcases out to the lounge room. There were so many questions he had zipping around in his head. The whys, the whens, and the what happeneds. But it was pointless asking. Nothing would come from knowing. 

He paused at the door and turned to Stefan. He looked ridiculous sipping on a glass of bubbles dressed in what could have been workout clothes, but the hard glint in his eyes told Will he was feeling combative. Stefan raised an eyebrow at Will, lifting his chin in defiance. Will realized he didn’t have much to say to this man. This virtual stranger. Although Will questioned how well he’d ever known Stefan if he was capable of this. His heart was broken, but Will had quickly stopped crying for what he’d lost. Instead, the only thing playing in a loop in his mind was that he’d been betrayed by the one person who was supposed to be on his side. Numbness and shock had set in, but the need to escape and get as far away from there as possible was winning. The part of Will that had wanted to rear up and demand that he fight for his man, that he didn’t go down without trying everything to save their marriage, was silenced. The scene he’d witnessed in their bedroom had snuffed out the desire to mount that fight. Instead, looking at him, Will felt nothing. As if the man opposite him was a stranger that he had no emotional connection too. It was sad that things had ended that way, but Will couldn’t help hear the whisper of sweet relief in the back of his brain. He was being gifted a freedom of sorts. It didn’t come from being single—there was no way he was ready to even think about dating or being with someone else—but from stepping over the line he’d drawn because of Stefan’s betrayal and not looking back. The freedom to not watch every word he said for fear of tipping his husband into a mood or opening the mail to discover his next few months’ pay had already been spent. He’d walked on eggshells for much of their marriage, but it only occurred to him once he was outside of it. 

He didn’t want any reminders of it either. He would walk away from everything they’d built with his head held high and start over. Will wanted to focus on what was important. He would concentrate on rebuilding his relationship with his family and getting the promotion to cruise ship captain that he’d dreamed of since being a wet-behind-the-ears teenager. 

The canvas of the ballet dancer hanging above the TV unit caught Will’s attention. Maybe he did want something of their life together. He lifted his chin and motioned to it, deciding on the spot that he was going to take it. He’d seen the picture in a studio collection. Images of ballet dancers had lined the walls. But that photograph had spoken to him, and he had to have it. It wasn’t a large print compared to many of the others they’d seen that night, but it had captured his attention and held it. The man, dressed in white leggings and ballet slippers, spun around in an industrial-style space holding a pose that no untrained dancer would manage to contort their body into. Pristine against grungy, the picture was a contrast in conflicting beauty. Untouched, unblemished skin against a gritty background. Perfect lean muscle and grace, poise and confidence; his beauty in motion had held Will captivated the first time he’d seen it. Stefan hadn’t thought much of it, and Will knew it would be headed for the garbage chute if he didn’t take it. “I’m keeping my picture too.” 

“Fine.” Stefan nodded. “Chad is moving in, and we’re redecorating anyway, so I don’t need any of this.”

Stefan’s words made him pause, the armour he’d built around his heart piercing like a hot knife cutting through butter. “Why, Stef?” Will asked quietly. “I thought we were good together.”

“Good together?” Stefan huffed, his tone caustic. He stood and poked his finger into Will’s chest, his voice rising with every word he spat at Will. “You leave for months at a time, then pop back home when it suits and expect me to rearrange my life for you when you get back. You expect me to be celibate that whole time, then when you finally arrive home, you sleep for days!” He turned his nose up at Will and walked away, moving into the kitchen to refill his glass.

Will nodded. “How many have there been?”

“Enough to know what I want from a man, and it’s no longer you.”

“You were never going to move home with me, were you?” That had been their plan. Will would be working out of Sydney for years to come. Stefan had promised him that they would move to Australia. Will had wanted to live near his family, to rebuild the close bond he’d had with them. Stefan didn’t get along with his own family, so Will thought it was a perfect solution. 

“Not a chance.” Stefan drained another glass of bubbles and glared daggers at Will.

Will nodded, took the picture off the wall, and clutched the two suitcases. “My lawyer will be in touch. Sign the paperwork when you get it.”

He let the door slam behind him and walked the hallway, not regretting for a moment that he hadn’t said goodbye. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was the last time he’d ever see the inside of the building. It was just as likely the last time he’d be in Seattle. He’d loved the city, but he’d grown homesick. Leaving granted him a sense of relief when his marriage becoming unsalvageable had been cold comfort. 
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