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WELCOME TO WESTBROOK UNIVERSITY…


Where the only thing more elite than the Ivy League academics and exclusive enrollment for the monied is the swimmers.

Some colleges might revere football, baseball, or even hockey, but not Westbrook. At Westbrook, it’s all about the water. Or rather, who’s in it.

More than one Elite swimmer has gone on to become a decorated Olympian and nationwide sensation, so it’s all eyes on the hot men who spend more time in Speedos than jeans.

Eventually, though, these guys have to get out of the pool.

And when they do?

Love, drama, and jealousy await.

Westbrook Elite is a college sports romance series of standalone novels with sexy swimmers, suspense, and page-turning plots. The only promise the author makes is that each book will have a happy end… but who knows what it will take to get there?


WISH
A WESTBROOK ELITE NOVEL


For me, choice might as well be a wish.

My parents died in a fiery car crash when I was barely sixteen.

I’m gay.

I’m also totally in love with my brother.

I didn’t choose any of that. In fact, I’ve tried like hell to deny it.

But here I am in all my gay, brother-loving, no-parentals glory.

Technically, Max isn’t my brother. Not by blood anyway. That should make it less ick, right?

Considering he calls my parents mom and dad, probably not.

Also, did I mention he’s straight?

So that’s me: the freestyle swimmer doing my best to keep my sexuality on the down-low while simultaneously wishing my feelings for Max will evaporate into thin air.

Too bad he acts like he’s my keeper and my heart shakes every time his eyebrow ring glints in the sun or he levels his opaque stare on me with an intensity matched by nothing else.

My desire to keep my personal life personal drowns at the bottom of the pool when a fellow Elite lets everyone in on my business, which throws Max into macho protective mode all over again.

Enough is enough, though. I’m forcing myself to move on.

Maybe the best way to forget about my forbidden crush is to find a new one.

I have options. More than I realized.

Unfortunately, none of them are leather-wearing, tattoo-sporting, motorcycle-riding grumpholes.

So here I am wishing for Max while someone else wishes for me.

Someone who decides if they can’t have me…

No one will.

Please note that WISH contains homophobia. There is also mention of off-page child abuse and parental death. This book also contains a male/male sibling-esque relationship and mentions of male assault. Some readers may find these things uncomfortable.
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PROLOGUE
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THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, MANY YEARS AGO…



Max

Most people think money buys happiness.

I wasn’t so sure.

My parents had plenty of money, but they were the most miserable people I’d ever met. I would know better than anyone since it was me they took their endless misery out on.

Though, if you saw my parents anywhere outside the walls of the place I wouldn’t call a home, you’d likely call me a liar. The most wicked are always the most skilled at hiding who they really are.

Brenda and Zane Navarro used their wealth to skillfully buff away the grime their personalities caked them with, transforming them into the shiny, fake douchebags the rich always seemed to appreciate.

And me?

They kept me under lock and key because no matter how much they polished me up, I would never sparkle the way they wanted me to. Bruises and blood weren’t pretty.

It was late when I found the key under the mat, the darkness unable to hide something I always knew was there. The lock clicked free, and the door soundlessly swung in. The scent of vanilla and cookies whirled around me, making my stomach growl. Ignoring it, I shut and relocked the door, simply laying the key on the counter so it could be returned under the mat in the morning.

When they saw it sitting there, they would know I was here.

They wouldn’t say anything. They’d just add another plate to the breakfast table and more into whatever it was they cooked for breakfast.

The house was dim and quiet, the only light from a small pendant hanging over the large island. My feet were soft on the stairs as I climbed the two flights, stopping for a second at the top. A small nightlight glowed at the end of the hall, something I suspected they left on for me even if they did say it was because Wes was scared of the dark.

The carpet runner muffled my footsteps as I walked to the end, turning toward my best friend’s bedroom door. But I didn’t enter. In an odd turn of events, I didn’t even contemplate. I moved across the hall to another.

It opened easily, the air shifting as I slipped inside, closing it behind me. The walls in here were deep navy blue. Stars lit up the ceiling but were not as bright as I knew they would have been when he went to bed. We’d spent a lot of time sticking those things up there, which I thought was lame, but Wes sure liked them. Most little kids probably would.

The bed sat in the center of the room, plaid blankets covering the entire surface and white pillows at the top like a beacon in the dark. I crept closer, finding his sleeping form in the center of the mattress. I studied him as he slept peacefully, wondering why I came in here instead of going into Win’s room where I would already be under the covers, slipping into sleep.

The second I turned away, a small, warm hand caught my arm. “Max?”

I shifted back, watching as Wes sat up, blankets falling around his waist. “What are you doing here?” he asked, fist rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

I didn’t say anything, just stared at him until his fist lowered and his eyes widened.

“Did you see Win?” he whispered.

I shook my head.

Tossing the covers back, he slid out of bed, feet meeting the floor beside mine. He only came to my shoulder when he straightened, and the loopy curls around his ears made him look even younger than he was.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, hurrying out of the room but making no sound.

I stood there in complete silence, side aching, stomach grumbling, and face stinging. I was still in the same spot when he came back with a white kit, laying it on the side of the bed and flipping it open.

When he looked up, I sat on the mattress and kicked off my shoes.

We said not one word as he got to work in the dark, acting as though I were just as easy for him to see as the key under the mat had been for me.

Breath hissed between my teeth when he dabbed my cheek. Pausing, he whispered, “Does it hurt?”

I shrugged.

He moved to my split lip and then dropped the cotton onto the bed to grab a tube of something. I stared at him solemnly as he tapped it on my busted face. He concentrated so hard on what he was doing that little lines formed on his forehead.

When he was done, he closed the kit and put it on the table beside his bed. I stood up so he could climb back into his nest of blankets.

“Want to stay in here tonight?” he asked, holding the blanket back to make room for me.

I slid into the bed beside him, another hiss leaking from my lips when the blankets fell against my aching side. Wes rolled, body facing me while I lay on my back to stare up at the fading stars.

I didn’t look but felt him tug the weight of the covers away from the tender spot.

“I hate him,” Wes whispered.

“Me too,” I whispered back.

When he reached for my hand to lace our fingers together, I didn’t pull away. Wes was an affectionate kid, but affection wasn’t something I was used to. Hands clasped, he laid them on my stomach, scooting a little closer across his pillow.

He fell asleep first, and I lay there listening to his even breathing while feeling the warmth of our clasped hands soaking through my shirt and into my stomach.

Eventually, I slept too.
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Life is a matter of choice,

and every choice you make makes you.

—Author Unknown—

Wes

Really, though? Is life really a matter of choice?

For me, choice might as well be a wish.

My parents died from a fiery car crash when I was barely sixteen.

I’m gay.

I’m also totally in love with my brother.

I didn’t choose any of that. In fact, I tried like hell to deny most of it. But there I was in all my gay, brother-loving, no-parentals glory.

So if you ask me, what really makes a man is the way he reacts to the hand he was dealt, to the choices he didn’t get to make but has to live with. Would those actions be choices? I couldn’t tell because most of the time I was ruled entirely by emotion.

Hence the in-love-with-the-brother thing.

Okay, fine. Technically, Max was not my brother. Not by blood anyway. That should make it less ick, right?

Nope.

And technically, he wasn’t adopted by my parents either, at least in an official capacity. However, he did move in with us when I was thirteen. And before that, he was at our house more than his. We don’t share the same last name, but when my parents died, their estate was split three ways—between me, my older (biological) brother, and Max.

Pretty sure that was actual proof my parents thought of him as their son. There was also the fact he called them mom and dad.

Go ahead. You can judge me. I judged myself every day. Even my own harsh judgment didn’t stop my heart from flipping over when Max’s eyebrow ring glinted in the sun or he leveled his opaque eyes on me with an intensity matched by nothing else.

I always knew I was gay. Liking girls never even occurred to me, so it was more of a shock to realize people expected me to like them and not boys. It also never really occurred to me to hide who I was until I realized people thought my “choice” was wrong.

Notice the quotations? Yeah, it’s because being gay isn’t a choice—it just is, despite what some would like us to believe.

After an epic ass-beating and hospital stay, I decided to maybe keep my sexuality to myself. A choice or something I was forced into out of a sense of self-preservation?

Really, it didn’t matter because the result was the same.

It was rough at first, navigating being a teenager who’d lost his parents, then realizing not long after that they were likely also the only people who would accept me for me.

Besides Win and Max, of course.

Real talk, though? I doubted even them sometimes. Part of me—a very big part of me—thought if they knew the not-so-platonic feelings I harbored for Max, they’d likely decide I was as depraved as other people claimed.

Naturally, I harbored my romantic feelings because I’d rather die inside every time Max smirked at a long-legged female and disappeared with her for hours at a time. When he came back, the smirk was still in place, but it was a lot more self-satisfied than before.

I wondered a lot about what it took to put that relaxed haze in his eyes, and I was jealous of every woman who got the chance.

Pining away for a man who was off-limits in every sense, feeling the flicker of hope light up my deepest pain when he smiled at me a little too long or acted like my bodyguard instead of my brother was preferable, though, to not having him in my life at all.

The pain of his absence and disgust would take such a huge chunk out of my heart that I wasn’t sure I’d survive without it.

I existed on a tightrope, balancing the heavy emotions I had for him in one hand while constantly heaping reminders and excuses in the other so I didn’t topple over into a place I couldn’t come back from. I wobbled a lot, but I was getting better at balance.

Until my brother went away.

My actual brother from the same mother. Win was older than me by two years just like Max. We always had a close relationship, our mother never willing to accept anything less. In her eyes, brothers got along and that was it. When we bucked her ideals, she put us in a giant shirt and made us wear it until we ended up hatching some scheme together or watching a movie on the sofa with me curled into the fabric of our shared shirt and resting my head against Win’s side.

Note: I do not have any non-brotherly-style feelings for Win. Just the thought makes me want to hurl.

An unexpected car crash flipped our entire lives upside down. With Max newly eighteen and Win not quite there, the pair somehow managed to keep the three of us together in the house we grew up in, both taking care of me, their underage sibling. The close relationship we always had shifted and transformed into an even tighter bond, the three of us clinging to the only family we had left: each other.

For a long time, I thought my love for Max was just brotherly—until I started having wet dreams about him and my heart would race when he came within touching distance. It freaked me the hell out and weighed me down with guilt. What kind of guy falls for his brother? Obviously, I could never tell a single soul, and I prayed the feelings would go away.

Thank God Win was always around to be a buffer between us, always there to remind me Max was his best friend since they were in kindergarten and I was just the annoying little bro.

Fast-forward. Win was a junior at Westbrook University in the sports medicine program and was spending a semester abroad in Sweden. It was great for him… Not so much for me.

Why? Because my feelings for Max were still burning up my insides like a forest fire, and there was no way to extinguish them.

Suddenly, my buffer for Max was halfway across the globe, and there was no shaking him because the only reason Win even agreed to go was that he knew Max would be here to look out for me.

I didn’t need anyone to look out for me, but they didn’t agree, and as they often liked to point out, it was “two against one.” Assholes.

Maybe it won’t be so bad. A few check-ins. Some phone calls. A meal or two. That’s what I thought.

The reality: He showed up all the time, bossed me around like I couldn’t run my own life, and put an invisible tail on me that reported my whereabouts to him twenty-four-seven. When I found myself in any kind of situation that whoever was watching deemed worrisome? He showed up on that damn motorcycle, his leather-wearing ass bursting in like he was the law.

Hell, he even exchanged numbers with my friends.

My friends, which he decided I could have after he met them.

That’s not even the worst part. Know what the worst part is?

I liked it. Dear God, I freaking liked his overbearing, asshole ways. Every time he showed up worried as hell about me and bellowing my name, my stomach fucking dropped. When his rough hands grabbed my chin, forcing my face up so he could study every inch and make sure I wasn’t hurt, a little more of my heart tried to abandon me and climb into his chest.

I was a walking disaster inflated purely by the pain of secret feelings I shouldn’t even have.

The shrill whistle cut through everything, even the buffer of the dense water surrounding my body. Lifting my head, water rained off me as I dragged in a breath and swung toward Coach Resch standing at the end of the pool.

“Time!” he bellowed, his voice echoing around the large pool.

“No whistles allowed at second practice,” Jamie complained from a few lanes over.

“You wanna do another lap, Owens?” Coach challenged.

Jamie muttered something I couldn’t hear and slipped beneath the surface before Coach could make him swim more.

I laughed under my breath and glanced at Ryan who was in the lane right beside me.

He was the best freestyle swimmer Elite had, and he was also my friend. A friend I didn’t know I needed until he basically took me under his wing and started helping me train so I could keep up with him.

“Go—” I’d barely opened my mouth to call to him before something grabbed my ankle and yanked me below the surface. Water filled my partially open mouth and tried to force its way up my nose. Some of it must have gotten up there because it burned like a bitch even as I forced air out, creating a wall of bubbles.

Twisting, I glanced at Jamie who was still towing me deeper. Reaching down, I shoved his massive shoulders, trying to dislodge him, and he looked up, grinning like some kind of underwater Cheshire cat.

I gave him the finger, and bubbles escaped his lips when he laughed and let go. Instead of heading for the surface, I dove beside him, and we raced toward the bottom, seeing who could touch first.

The tips of my fingers grazed the smooth bottom just before his, and I looked up as my ears popped from the pressure. Jamie gave me the finger, and I imitated his Cheshire cat impersonation before pointing to the surface.

We both shoved off the bottom, bursting up and gliding through the cold waves until our heads cleared the surface.

Dragging in a deep breath, I smiled, water dripping onto my teeth. “You owe me dinner.”

“It ain’t right, bro.” Jamie shook his head. “You’re smaller. Of course you’re quicker.”

“He beats you every time,” Ryan said from the side. “At this point, I think you just like buying him dinner.”

“You jealous, bro? You know you’re my boo. I’ll buy your dinner too,” Jamie called.

Ryan opened his mouth to likely say something funny as hell, but Coach had to go and ruin it.

“Don’t even think about it, Walsh.” He warned Ryan. “Keep your language clean.”

“I just love when you show up at our optional second practices, Coach,” Ryan said, hauling himself out of the pool.

Coach looked like he’d smelled a bad fart, the whistle falling from between his lips to knock against his chest. “That why you started having second swims, Walsh? So you could pretend to run my pool?”

Ryan’s back muscles bunched, and he straightened as if he didn’t even feel the water dripping off him. The mood in the air turned rapidly, shifting from relaxed to tense in about two seconds flat.

I swam forward, but Jamie was already there, pulling his bulk out of the pool like it wasn’t even work. He stepped up beside his best friend, both of them mirroring the other’s posture and stance, something that was even more pronounced because they wore matching black Speedos.

“When I first started swimming extra, it was alone. It was to better my own time. Then some guys wanted to join. Was I supposed to ask you for permission?” Ryan said, his voice low and steady.

“Thought this was the Elite pool, not yours,” Jamie reiterated.

“Jesus,” Coach muttered, rubbing a hand over his face. “You two are always on the defense.”

“You’re always on the offense,” Ryan countered.

“Enough.” Coach Resch sighed, likely taking note of a few of the other guys who came to swim this afternoon watching the exchange.

It was a pretty bad secret around here that Ryan was the one the entire team looked to for, well, anything. No one bothered swimming twice a day until he started. No one cared what kind of reputation Elite had on campus until he did. Hell, one time he refused to swim, and half the team walked out with him.

Technically, we weren’t even a team. Swimming is an individual sport, but Ryan Walsh inspired loyalty. Even before he helped me with my swim, pulled me into his friend group, and didn’t bat an eye when I told him I was gay, I’d been loyal.

Now I considered him family.

Out of the pool, I stepped up on the other side of Ryan, leaving Coach to stare at a wall of three instead of two.

“I have no interest in a battle of wills with any of you. This is the Elite pool, and you all have carte blanche access, as you well know. But when my swimmers start practicing extra on the regular, I’m gonna show up sometimes to make sure you’re following protocol and not forming any bad habits I’m gonna have to break you of at the required practices. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” all three of us affirmed.

“Good.” He was gruff. “Now get out of here.”

We all started toward the bleachers where we had tossed our towels and Gatorade.

“Sinclair,” Coach called.

I stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“Looking good out there. All those extra practices are paying off. Time’s getting better.”

I thought about giving the credit to Ryan for working with me, but then I decided it might chafe his ass. So I nodded instead. “Thanks, Coach.”

The locker room was livelier than normal for afternoon practices, with more Elite in here than usual. Word got out that Coach was crashing our bonus practice, so of course more guys showed up to make it look like they were just as dedicated as the rest of us.

Kiss-asses.

Voices and laughter carried over the sound of the showers in the back. Lockers occasionally slammed and opened. The sound of snapping towels and shouts of pain echoed. I hung back at my locker for a few, taking my time to dry off even though it was entirely pointless because I was heading for the shower.

I checked my phone and noted a text from Win, so I shot back a quick reply. If I didn’t, Max would be breathing down my neck in ten minutes.

God forbid I didn’t answer my phone or they didn’t know where I was at all times. They acted like I was nine, not nineteen.

“I’m starving,” Jamie complained, dropping his wet Speedos onto the tile with a slap. Seconds later, his towel was knotted around his hips.

“Hope you got enough money to eat,” Ryan teased. “Me and Wes are gonna drain your account.”

“The way Wes is moving, I’ll have a job and a few paychecks under my belt before I gotta pay his bill,” Jamie cracked.

“You aren’t in the shower yet either,” I pointed out.

“But I’m naked.” Jamie pointed to his towel-clad body. Then he thumbed over his shoulder at Ryan. “Him too.”

“How do you know I’m naked?” Ryan asked. “I told you to stop looking, man. It’s gonna give you an inferiority complex.”

“Please.” Jamie guffawed. “The Loch Ness is inferior to no one.”

Ryan and I groaned.

Jamie cackled. “I can’t help it if it’s so big my girl had to name it.”

“I don’t need to know about your dick’s name,” I told him, grabbing my shower stuff to move ahead. Unlike my bros, I would just keep my Speedo on until I was in the shower.

I wasn’t as, uh, careless about just strutting around in the buff. I mean, sure, we were all a bunch of guys and wore tiny Speedos on the daily. Hell, these guys had seen more of my skin than my damn doctor, but still. It was just… different for me.

“I thought dick was your thing, Sinclair,” someone mused from behind. Just the sound of his snotty voice made my back teeth come together. “Frankly, I’m impressed Owens and Walsh are so willing to shower with you.”

Despite knowing this guy was a total douche, my stomach sank. I couldn’t deny the little grain of truth I felt at hearing the words. Maybe that was why bullies were so good at doing what they did. They somehow managed to pick up on your private insecurities and play to them. Maybe I was surprised Jamie and Ryan so easily accepted me. And yeah, the reason I hung back when the locker room was full was it somehow felt disrespectful to shower with a bunch of men who didn’t know I was gay. Even if I kept my eyes on my own junk and never leered at any of them.

It shouldn’t be a big deal. I knew it. But I didn’t know it. You know?

“Not today, Satan,” Jamie deadpanned.

Ryan rotated to fully face our fellow Elite swimmer, Rinkin. The guy hated us. Especially me. He also knew I was gay. Well, he suspected. I’d never outright confirmed it even though he pretty much told everyone within earshot when he could. But I also never denied it either.

The only people on this team I’d ever confirmed my sexuality to were Ryan and Jamie. And maybe sort of Kruger. He never asked, though. He just accepted.

Rinkin’s best buddy, Hughes, had been kicked out of Westbrook a couple months ago, and ever since then, he made it his life’s mission to make mine hell. He blamed Ryan and Jamie for his friend’s dismissal, and in a twisted sense of loyalty, he decided to take up hating me where Hughes left off.

“Funny seeing you here, Rinkin. You never come to bonus swims unless Coach is gonna be here. Can I get you some Chapstick for your lips?” Ryan drawled.

Rinkin made a face but then turned all his attention on me. It was me he always came at.

Because he thinks you’re the weak link. An easy target.

You are.

I shook off the thought. Not anymore.

“I bet team showers are your favorite part of the day.” His voice was lewd. “All this dick just ripe for the looking. Do you fantasize about all these sticks?” Rinkin leaned in. “Do you have a favorite?”

Ryan lunged, and because Rinkin wasn’t wearing a shirt, Ryan caught him around the back of the neck and dragged him forward. “What the fuck did you just say?” he asked, voice threatening.

A low hush settled over the locker room. The showers shut off, and every swimmer in attendance today crowded between the row of lockers where we stood.

“Bro,” Jamie drawled, coming forward. “You talk about dick more than any of us. Do you have a favorite?”

Rinkin flushed. “What the fuck?” he roared, trying to dislodge Ryan’s hold on his neck. “Fuck you, Owens! I’m not a fuckin’ fag.”

Rinkin’s knees buckled, and he sagged to the floor. A quick glance at Ryan’s fingers, and I noticed the pure white knuckles.

“I don’t know. Looks like you’re willing to get on your knees for me,” Ryan intoned.

A shiver of discomfort slithered up my spine. Suddenly, I felt very aware I was standing there in nothing but a Speedo with everyone’s eyes bouncing between me and Rinkin.

“Let him go,” I said, low and serious.

Ryan let go, and Rinkin straightened instantly, rolling his head on his neck and puffing out his chest.

“I’m really sick of your shit, Rinkin,” I said, taking a step toward him.

The man’s eyes widened as he must have recognized something in me I hadn’t shown him before.

I kept this part of me buried deep because I didn’t like it. It made me uncomfortable. I didn’t like confrontation. I didn’t like having eyes on me. I preferred fading into the background.

The last time I outed myself, I got put in the hospital.

But I couldn’t avoid this anymore. And I wouldn’t let Ryan and Jamie fight my battles.

“You got a problem with me, let’s have it out. Right here. Right now.”

“I have a problem with gay boys skipping around this locker room looking at all our junk like he’s in a candy store.”

“Like your junk is even pretty.” Jamie scoffed.

I couldn’t help it. I smiled. A few other chuckles went around the room.

Rinkin’s hot stare snapped to Jamie. “Anyone who names their cock is clearly insecure.”

“I will whip my shit out right the fuck now,” Jamie said, grabbing the towel around his waist.

“Stop.”

All eyes in the room went to me.

“Yeah. I’m gay,” I told the room, my voice strong. I didn’t need to yell. They all listened. “Been gay my whole life. Tried to keep it to myself because I’m here to swim, not talk about my preferences or anyone else’s.”

“Because yours are sick,” Rinkin spat.

“I guess that’s a matter for debate, isn’t it?” I mused, glancing around the room. “I mean, I don’t judge any of you for liking pussy. And if it’s the ass thing that freaks you out, I bet every single one of you would stick it in your girl’s if they let you.”

Behind me, someone guffawed.

“I tried to keep it private, but some people around here took away that choice. So yeah, I’m gay. Now you all know. And I don’t walk around leering at cock like a pervert because, unlike Rinkin, I have some self-control.”

“What the fuc—”

“Shut it,” I snapped.

Rinkin went silent instantly.

I glanced around at all the swimmers. “If any of you got a problem with having a gay swimmer in Elite, you can talk to Coach. Hell, you can even talk to me if you can say a sentence without an insult. I’ve never disrespected any of you, and I expect the same in return. And if anyone has a problem with sharing a shower with me, then speak up. I’ll shower at home.”

“The fuck you will—” Ryan started.

I held up my hand. “But I’m not quitting the team.”

The room fell into heavy silence. No one moved at all.

Eventually, Jamie cleared his throat. “Any of you got a problem?”

“You knew he was gay?” someone said.

I glanced around at one of the guys, but he was talking to Ryan and not me.

Again, everyone always deferred to Ryan. It kinda pissed me off.

“I don’t need Walsh’s permission to like men,” I spat. “And you don’t need his permission to approve it either. Jesus. Grow a fucking pair.”

The swimmer flushed, and behind, Prism snickered. I glanced around, and he hitched his chin in acknowledgment.

“What he said,” Ryan told the room.

“But did you know?” Someone else piped in.

Jamie made a rumbly sound.

Ryan’s jaw ticked. “Yeah, we knew. We don’t give a shit.”

“We don’t give a shit either,” Kruger said, gesturing between him and Prism. After that, they moved off to their lockers to get dressed.

Coach chose that moment to come into the room. Noting the undercurrents, he frowned. “What now?”

“I’m gay,” I announced.

Coach made a face. “You want a fucking cookie?”

“Language.” Jamie reminded him.

“Apparently, Rinkin here thinks I’d rather have his dick,” I commented, sliding a pointed look at Rinkin.

Coach flushed. Then he looked at the swimmer. “You being a homophobe?”

Caught off guard, Rinkin flushed. “What? No… I—”

“Good, because I don’t tolerate that shit here. Now get dressed and get out of my face.” Coach looked around at everyone else. “Anyone else got a problem?”

My heart literally lodged in my throat, making it impossible to swallow, impossible to breathe. My muscles were so tense, my nerves so raw, everything beneath my skin quivered.

I was out. Now that I confirmed it to part of the team, it would spread, and I wouldn’t deny it. I couldn’t. That meant the information that hadn’t been secret but guarded would now be public knowledge.

The last time that happened, I spent a week in the ICU.

I was older now. Smarter. These guys weren’t immature barely sixteen-year-olds with shit to prove.

“No, we’re cool,” someone said, and then the swimmers dispersed, the confrontation over.

I wanted to deflate in relief but didn’t allow myself, glancing at Rinkin instead, who felt my eyes and rotated his head to glare at me. I held firm, showing not one ounce of the anxiety coiled inside me. I stared unblinking, letting him know I was not at all the weak link he assumed.

“This isn’t over,” he murmured, lips barely moving with the threat.

I remained rooted in place until he slammed the locker, snatched his bag, and stalked out.

Only then did I let out the shuddering breath battering my lungs. The confrontation was over. For now.
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Max

Meet us at Shirley’s. The text vibrated the phone lying on the tray a few feet from my bent head.

I gave it a cursory glance, which turned into a double take when I saw the name flash across the screen.

“Give me a second,” I said, pulling away from the person I was working on.

Trading the tattoo gun out for the phone, I tapped out a rapid reply. Why?

The little bubble with the three dots popped up and then disappeared, then popped up again. Damn, was Jamie writing a novel?

Fucking Jamie.

Dude acted like we were bros. FYI, we weren’t. I just kept an eye on him because he hung with Wes. With all of them. I didn’t have friends. I had enemies and family.

Guess which group was bigger.

The third time the little bubble disappeared, my annoyance was replaced with worry.

What’s wrong? I typed out impatiently, then added another line. Wes?

“Is everything okay?” the guy in my chair asked.

Edgy, I swiped away from the text to pull up the map, checking the blue pin’s location. Wes was at the pool. Swiping that away, I checked my messages again, double-checking there weren’t any I missed. There weren’t.

Jamie’s reply finally came through, but I was already ripping off the gloves, tossing them into the trash, and signaling to Nash, my mentor who owned BadAss Tattoos, the shop where I apprenticed thirty hours a week.

“I need you to finish this,” I told him, spinning away from the tattoo I’d been working on.

“Sure,” Nash replied, and anything else he said went unheard as I shrugged on my leather jacket and grabbed my helmet.

“Hey!” a frustrated voice called out behind me. “We were in the middle of something.”

Hand on the doorknob, I flicked a glance over my shoulder at the client I’d been working on. “The design is done. Nash can finish shading it in. I have somewhere to be.”

He didn’t look too pleased, but I didn’t give a shit. If he didn’t like it, he could find someone else to do his next ink.

I was halfway to my Harley when my phone finally buzzed again, but the answer didn’t make me any less worried.

He’s fine. It took Jamie that long to reply with two words?

What happened? I pressed.

I’d fucking told this brat to stop hanging with his so-called friends. They were nothing but drama magnets. Ever since Wes started hanging out with them, I never got a moment of peace.

Nothing big. I just think you should come.

On my way. I practically stabbed the words into the phone and hit send.

Shoving the cell into my jacket pocket, I threw my leg over the motorcycle, straddling the seat as the engine rumbled to life. It was cold out, too cold to drive this bike around, but I would do it until the snow forced me off the road.

I drove to Shirley’s practically on autopilot. Wes and his swim buddies spent almost as much time at the diner as they did in their dorm rooms. Even though it was an eatery for mainly college students, it was still nice. Westbrook was too monied for it to be a silver bullet parked on the side of the road. Instead, it was a small-ish brick building with its own parking lot and big windows at the side that looked across the street into a grove of trees.

Jamie’s and Ryan’s Jeep Wrangler Rubicons were hogging spots beside each other, and Wes’s black BMW was parked nearby. Even knowing he was inside and having Jamie assure me whatever was going on wasn’t a big deal, I was still keyed up.

Thing is it was a big deal if Jamie texted. It was the first time one of Wes’s friends had ever texted me like this. I mean, sure, Jamie texted before, but it was usually about his girl Madison or something unimportant.

This was different. I felt it. I wondered if Wes knew I’d been texted. Likely not. He’d be pissed and prickly. I didn’t even brace myself for his bratty attitude as I tugged off the black helmet and climbed off the bike. Cold air bit my ears and nose, the tips of my fingers already stinging from the wind. Dark hair dropped over my forehead, into my eyes, and I shook it back, ignoring when it fell right back into the same place.

Wes’s bratty attitude was normal for me, and frankly, I’d take it over any kind of weird emergency. I was over being called to let me know the cops were anywhere in his vicinity. At least tonight it was just his friends and diner food.

It’s not, or Jamie wouldn’t have texted.

The bell jingled when I pushed through the glass door, warm air hitting me in the face and making my cold features even icier. My stare flickered over the counter stretching along the back wall and the staff working behind it. About half the ivy-green stools were occupied, but I bypassed them to focus immediately on the booths lining the wall and windows.

Elite always sat in the same spot, toward the back in the green vinyl booths parked right up against the windows. Wes was seated on the inside, closest to the window, his dark head bowed. He never did grow out of the mop of big loopy curls he had when we were kids. The only difference was now he kept the sides and back closely cropped. The top was longer, wilder with the loose curls flopping everywhere.

We both had dark hair, but mine was blacker, just like my heart. Where my hair seemed to absorb the light, Wes’s reflected it, the dark loops appearing more dimensional than I would ever be.

My boots were heavy against the floor as I wasted no time heading straight toward them.

Ryan glanced up, giving me a silent what-up with his chin

“Bro,” Jamie called out, noticing me almost as fast as Ryan.

Wes’s head lifted, and his dark eyes widened a fraction. “Max?”

Yeah, something was up. I could smell it on him. I could see it in the way he slouched into the booth and the depth of his eyes.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Saw your car in the lot as I was driving by. I haven’t eaten yet.” I lied.

“Have a seat, bro.” Jamie scooted closer to Ryan to make room for me.

I ignored the gesture and stared at the two guys sitting by Wes. The guy on the end, Kruger I thought, stood up and moved over beside Jamie.

The other dude with the Airpods didn’t seem to get the memo, so I stared at him harder. Beneath the table, someone kicked him, which brought his head up and then around to look at me. Grimacing, he slid out so I could take his place, which I did immediately, gliding across the bench until our legs brushed together from hip to knee.

Wes stared at me out of the corner of his eye, and I expected him to shift away, but then he sighed and settled back, our shoulders bumping.

He’s definitely upset.

“Sit down, Prism. He won’t bite,” Kruger said when the Airpod-wearing swimmer just shuffled beside the booth.

Prism didn’t move, and Wes elbowed me. Sighing, I glanced at his friend, gesturing for him to sit.

My attention went back to Wes and how his shoulder pressed against the cold glass of the window. The sudden urge to strip off my jacket and shove it between him and the glass caught me off guard. “What’s going on?” I asked, harsher than intended.

Wes tensed, eyes firing across the table to his bros. “You texted him.”

Ryan glanced at Jamie, and Wes’s eyes narrowed.

“Way to throw me under the bus, bro,” Jamie told Ryan.

“Jamie, why did you text Max?” Wes demanded. Then to me, he added, “He shouldn’t have texted you.”

“I’d want someone to text me,” Jamie said, not even sorry.

“Me too,” Ryan echoed.

“Max is not Madison. Or Rory,” Wes growled, the temper in his voice close to the surface. If I hadn’t been able to sense his shit mood, that would have been all the indication I needed. Wes was good at keeping his temper tucked away.

The leather on my jacket rubbed when I lifted my hand to reach around to the back of his neck, settling my palm at his nape. His entire body softened under the grip, something that wasn’t visible but was impossible not to feel.

The give lasted maybe half a second before he tried to knock my arm away. I just tightened my fingers, gripping him harder.

“What happened?” I repeated.

“Nothing that concerns you. Let go.”

I scraped my nail along the side of his neck.

His eyes snapped to mine, but instead of fight, there was weariness. “I said let go.”

Pursing my lips, I waited a heartbeat, then withdrew my hand. “I still want an answer.”

“Order’s up.” Shirley interrupted, stepping to the table with a giant round tray balanced on her shoulder.

The entire staff here wore name badges that read Shirley. Today, Shirley was a girl with brown hair pulled into two buns. Her lips were painted red, and as she lowered the massive tray, her blue eyes went right to Wes.

“Burger and fries,” she called.

Everyone at the table perked up. Predictable bastards, they always ordered the same thing. She pulled a plate piled high with fries off the tray. Ryan reached out immediately, and she made a little noise, veering the plate toward Wes.

“Wes.”

He glanced at the plate and then at her. “I think that’s Ryan’s.”

“I gave you extra fries tonight too,” she said, a little shy.

“Oh,” Wes echoed, surprise lacing his tone.

Jamie laughed under his breath.

“Thank you, Shirley,” Wes said, grabbing the plate to pull it in.

She wrinkled her nose. “I told you my real name.”

“Right.” Wes agreed, grabbing a fry and shoving it in his mouth. “Thanks, Veronica. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. You look extra hungry.”

A sour flavor coated my tongue as I glanced at the waitress again, her acting like she knew him. He didn’t look extra hungry. He looked worn the hell out.

“Mm,” he said, shoveling another into his mouth. “They’re still hot.”

She smiled and handed out the rest of the plates. When the tray was empty, she glanced at me. “Do you want to order?”

“I’ll just have the same as Wes.”

Her eyes flickered to him again as she nodded. Then to the rest of the table, she said, “Can I get you guys anything else?”

“Waffles,” Jamie said, his voice muffled around all the food jammed in his mouth.

“Lots of waffles,” Prism added.

How did the dude even hear with Airpods in?

“They’re cooking. I’ll bring them out when they’re ready.” After another brief glance at Wes, she left.

“Bro,” Jamie drawled the second she was out of earshot. “You got more fries than Ryan.”

Wes snorted and shook his head.

Ryan shoved his plate across the table beside Wes’s so it was visibly obvious he had more fries. “Guess Wes is the extra fry guy now.”

Jamie guffawed. “Bro, that’s what happens when you get taken off the market. Wes is the single man now. He’s the one they want.”

“No one wants me,” Wes muttered, shoving another fry between his lips.

The underlying bitterness in his tone was not lost on me, and my shoulder blades snapped together.

“Veronica does,” Ryan heckled.

“I’m single. No one’s giving me extra fries,” Kruger complained, tearing into his burger like an animal.

“Me either,” Prism protested.

“Wes is prettier than you guys,” Jamie told them.

“Rude,” Kruger intoned.

“Besides, Shirley’s been hot for Wes for weeks now,” Jamie added.

“What?” My eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“Guess your secret eyes don’t see everything,” Wes needled.

Dude would be forever salty I had a tail on him. Too bad.

And what the hell was he acting so morose for? The familiar heat of the temper always simmering inside me started to bubble up. His little offhand comments, the way he barely looked at me, the way he kept shifting so we would touch and then not.

I was used to bratty Wes. I’d been dealing with him almost my whole life. But Wes wasn’t being a brat right now. He was being… distant. I fucking hated it.

I glanced across the diner to where Shirley, aka Veronica, was peeking around the corner toward Wes.

“She ask you out?” I wanted to know.

Wes rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.”

“She definitely wants you to ask her, though,” Jamie said, finishing off his burger as he glanced at the massive mound of fries on Wes’s plate.

“Maybe I should,” Wes said, surprising the shit out of me.

“What?” I said, turning full on to face him.

“Kinda late for that,” Ryan said.

I felt Jamie’s eyes, and I lifted mine to meet them. He was still looking at me, but he spoke to Wes. “You having some FOMO, bro?”

Wes snorted. “What?”

Jamie shrugged. “Maybe after your little announcement in the locker room, you’re having some, ah, doubt. Maybe you’re worried you made the wrong decision.”

Wes abandoned his food.

Before anyone could be any more confusing, I slammed my fist down on the table, rattling all the plates. “What’s going on?”

Everyone looked at Wes, who sighed. “I came out to Elite.”

My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. “You came out?”

“Everyone was already wondering anyway. I just confirmed it,” Wes agreed.

“Rinkin is a class-A asshole,” Jamie announced.

A low rumble vibrated my throat, making my neck tickle. “That asshole I decked a few weeks ago still giving you trouble?”

Wes made a face. “You didn’t deck him, Max. It was a full-on brawl in the freaking diner. I’m surprised they still let you in the door.”

“That’s not an answer,” I deadpanned.

“He’s been running his mouth,” Wes told me. “So I called his bluff.”

My jaw ticked. “You telling me you came out at swim practice because someone outed you and everyone was gossiping and wanting to know if it was true?”

Out of the corner of my eye, Jamie and Ryan nodded.

I dragged in a deep breath through my nose, forcing it down into my lungs, feeling them expand as I told myself to keep cool. The urge to grab Wes by his neck and haul him home was like a second pulse. The desire to lock him in his room, then find that fuck Rinkin and make sure I made myself clear this time was so strong I practically tasted blood.

“You didn’t call me…” It wasn’t a question, not really a demand, but it absolutely required a response.

Wes’s dark gaze met mine unflinchingly. “Because my decision to tell the team I’m gay has nothing to do with you. Literally nothing.”

I sucked in a breath. My jawbone groaned when I ground my teeth together. I ran hot all the time. Rage was basically a personality trait or, more accurately, in my DNA. It didn’t take much to get me from lazy to lethal and there were literally only two people on this planet I would never unleash on.

Wes was one of those people.

But goddamn, if he didn’t make me want to rip literally everything apart. Sometimes he lit me up so hard and fast I wondered how the world didn’t burn down around him while he stood there unscathed.

“Excuse me?” I rasped like everything was indeed on fire and I was inhaling the smoke.

“I’m not sixteen. I don’t need you to fight my battles.” He glanced at the rest of the guys at the table. “I don’t need anyone to fight them.”

“I wasn’t fighting your battle,” Ryan said quietly. “But I will always show up for your war.”

“That’s my job!” I snapped, and heavy, surprised silence blanketed the table.

“Waffles!” Veronica’s peppy, light voice was like someone throwing a stone at frozen glass. All the tense air around us splintered and cracked as she set buttery warm waffles the size of the plates in front of everyone.

“And here’s your burger,” she said, sliding my plate in front of me. I didn’t say anything just waited for her to leave.

“Wes, I brought you another water,” she said, leaning across the table partly in front of me to give Wes a nice view of her rack as she handed over the fresh glass.

“Thanks, Veronica,” he said, using her name without her reminding him this time.

This fucking brat.

She giggled.

“You’re getting your tits in my food,” I deadpanned.

Kruger choked midswallow, and Jamie glanced up with waffle hanging out of his mouth.

“Oh!” she said, pulling back instantly and glancing down at said tits. “I’m so sorry. Sometimes they just get in the way.”

It was on my tongue, practically bungee jumping off to growl that Wes was gay and she was wasting her time… but I didn’t.

I’d never do that.

It was up to Wes who he told and when. Something that clearly had been taken away from him once already today.

Under the table, Wes hauled off and kicked me in the shin. I didn’t even flinch.

“All good here?” she asked.

“We’re good.” Wes offered, “Sorry for my friend.”

I hated when he made excuses for me, and the look on his face said that was exactly why he did it.

When she was gone, Wes told the table, “Look, I appreciate everyone’s support. Really. It’s, ah, more than I expected.” My heart pinched just hearing him say that. Just knowing why. “I can handle this. I already did.”

“You really think he’s going to just let it go?” Prism questioned.

Wes laughed, but it was not a happy sound. “No. You heard him. He’s probably already called up the rest of the team and filled them in. Next practice is going to be interesting.”

“Let me out,” I told Prism, nudging him.

He got up immediately, and I grabbed Wes by the arm, tugging him with me.

“What the hell, Max?” he said, trying to pull back.

“Outside,” I told him.

“I’m eating.”

“It’ll be here when you get back.”

“Not with Jamie at the table,” Ryan cracked.

I glanced at Jamie. “Leave his food.”

“Bro, sure,” he said even as he stabbed his fork into Kruger’s waffle.

Kruger tried to stab him. “Get your own!”

“Wesley.” I dropped his full name quietly between us.

He came the rest of the way without another protest, following along behind me and out into the cold autumn night. Gone were the days when the sun stayed out until eight. This late in the year, we were lucky if the sun glowed bright until five.

At the corner of the building, I spun, staring intently into his face. “You should have called me.”

He scowled, his chin jutting out stubbornly. “You made me come out in the cold for a lecture?”

It would be easy to take the brat bait. Easy to fall into our argumentative dynamic. But not tonight. Not right now. “How are you really?”

“I told you I’m fine,” he said, looking everywhere but at me.

I cocked my head to the side, keeping my stare trained on him despite his avoidance. “You might be able to fool them, but you can’t fool me. Never me.”

“There’s lots about me you don’t know.” His voice was quiet, and it brushed over me like a secret. A secret I both feared and craved.

His words dragged me in as though he had me on an invisible leash. “What?”

His eyes met mine, then bounced away. “Nothing.” The Adam’s apple in the center of his throat bobbed. “It’s been a long day.”

“Yeah,” I said, chest suddenly feeling like it might cave in. “I can tell.”

He started to say something more, but I wasn’t ready to let this moment of honesty get lost in more words. Cuffing him around the shoulder, I jerked him in. Caught off guard, he stumbled forward, and I locked one arm around his waist while the other roped across his shoulders.

“Max,” he protested, body stiff as he tried to squirm away.

I held him tighter, palm going up to push the back of his head toward my shoulder. “It freaked you out,” I murmured. “Did it remind you of before?”

I felt all the oxygen deflate from his lungs, and without all that air puffing up his chest, his body sank closer to mine.

“It wasn’t like back then,” he told me, cheek rubbing against my shoulder.

I made a sound in my throat and then stroked over the curls at the back of his head. “You’re tougher now. I know.” After a brief pause, I went on. “It’s okay, though, if it brought up bad memories. Sounds like that asshole put you on the spot.”

“It’s probably better this way, to get it out now. Before I get any more attached.”

I paused. “What?”

“It’s better to know where I stand with Elite. Who I need to watch out for.”

“If anyone else gives you trouble, I want to know.”

“I won’t tell you.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to argue. He might not tell me, but others would, so it really didn’t matter. We fell quiet, the November night swallowing everything around us except for the way his weight settled a little more into mine. Surprise echoed inside me even as I planted my feet farther into the ground to support more of his weight. Throat constricting, I stared unseeing over his shoulder at the brick of the building.

Wes was an affectionate person, a trait he got from Mom, but it had been years since he’d let me hug him, even longer since he’d accepted comfort from anyone but Win. But Win wasn’t here right now, and it was clear Wes was a little rattled.

Without thinking, I stroked my palm over the back of his head one more time, and his inaudible sigh was warm despite us standing in the cold.

He pulled back slowly, almost reluctant, but I let him go. His face was a little sheepish, eyes shy when he glanced at me, then away. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I guess I was more upset than I thought.”

He turned away, robbing me of the pink staining his cheeks and the way those stupid loopy curls ruffled in the night breeze.

I caught him around the wrist, tightening my grip enough to keep him from walking away. “Hey.”

Swallowing, he looked down at where my thumb and forefinger circled his wrist before slowly lifting his eyes. Sometimes he looked at me in a way that was like a punch in the heart. As if my heart had somehow stopped and he was forcing it back to life.

That was exactly how I felt the moment those dark orbs brimming with unspoken vulnerability met mine.

It was the vulnerability that always affected me the most. The thing that made the caged-up beast filled with white-hot rage roar and rattle the bars I trapped him behind, warning me that someday he would get out, and when he did, I would never be able to lock him down again.

“I’ll always be here for you,” I whispered, the words drifting between us but my lips feeling like they hadn’t even spoken, my tongue feeling like the words hadn’t even spilled from there.

Something that looked like sadness but felt a hell of a lot more like agony passed behind his stare, but before I could grasp the pain, he tugged his wrist free and stepped away.

“I know,” he said, offering the smallest of smiles that only lifted one side of his mouth.

Then almost as if someone reached inside him and flipped a switch, he started walking backward toward the diner entrance, a big smile filling his face. “If Jamie ate my dinner, you’re buying me another one.”

Despite the hollowed-out feeling suddenly afflicting my chest, I scoffed and pushed at my hair. “Brat.”

He disappeared inside, and my boots stuttered on the sidewalk as the door swung closed behind him.

Through the glass, I watched him laugh at something one of his friends said as he slid back into the booth. My eyes blurred a little when he leaned over the table to snatch half a waffle off Jamie’s plate and shove it into his mouth.

That hollow spot inside me opened up like a festering wound, and suddenly, it was hard to breathe. An out-of-control sensation I knew well but despised swelled up from my feet, filling me until I felt like I might drown.

Backing away from the door, I craned my neck toward my Harley parked in the lot. Despite the almost vexing need to escape onto the dark road with nothing but the headlight as my vision, I turned back.

No matter how potent the vex, there was something infinitely more so. The tether tying me to my brother inside that stupid diner. A bond so strong not even my own outrageous inner turmoil could sever. I needed to be here right now. He needed me to be here.

A cloud of white exploded in front of me with the aggressive expel of my breath and hung there as though it could remind me of my volatile emotion. Resolved, I moved forward, cutting through that cold fog like it wasn’t even there, ignoring it in favor of the man inside.

The man who was my responsibility, my brother, and nothing more.
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Wes

Five minutes.

No. Less than five.

That was how long I surrendered. Not long in terms of minutes. But in terms of my heart? It was far too long.

I would absolutely regret this. The second the high my entire body was riding from his touch waned, this euphoria would turn into a wound and then heal over into a scar no one would see but I would forever feel. Despite the consequences, the instant the delicious heat radiating from his fingertips melted through my clothes as he dragged me close, I became powerless.

So weak. I was so weak for Max. The gruff tone of his voice. The way he always smelled like leather and fresh air. The wash of calm I felt when his palm stroked over my hair. Even the unsettling way his dark eyes drilled into me, promising if I let him look long enough, he’d unearth all my secrets.

As much as I yearned to be an open book to someone, to be accepted for everything that I was, I could never let him look long enough to know.

So I settled instead for brief moments of what would hurt longer than they comforted, but like an addict, the high in the moment was better than even my self-destruction. Normally, I was more cautious about the moments I allowed myself to steal. They became fewer and further between, something I’d been proud of.

But those less than five minutes of his arms wrapped reassuringly around me destroyed years of progress. Now I was sitting in this booth, trembling because the fix left me near desperate for another.

I refused to admit it out loud, but yeah, maybe earlier at practice had reminded me of that night three years ago. Of coming out, being ambushed and beaten. Of being hated for something it never occurred to me to hate someone else for.

Don’t expect you from other people. Other people aren’t you.

I reminded myself tonight wasn’t nearly as bad as before, that only one person seemed to take issue with my sexual orientation, and it didn’t end in violence.

What if the rest of the team sides with Rinkin?

The thought made the waffle in my mouth turn to dust, the flavor unpleasant and dry.

Setting down what was left in my hand, I grabbed the water and chugged half of it down. Automatically, my eyes strayed beyond our booth, seeking Max. He was a grumpy asshole that liked to punch first and ask questions later, but he made me feel better.

For a moment, I wished Win was here. My brother always made me feel better, and his better never came with a hangover of self-loathing like Max.

But Win was in Sweden, and Max stepped back inside the diner, his cheeks red from the cold air outside and his black hair tousled like he’d jammed his fingers through it. The thought had my eyes straying to the hand fisted at his side, remembering the way it felt when he pulled me in.

His movement snapped my attention back, and I glanced up, our eyes colliding across the room. He stopped midstride, his stormy features pinching and causing some of that high coursing through my bloodstream to abate. Jaw like granite, he jerked away from me, wrenching with him all the oxygen in my lungs.

Exhausted, I drooped against the window, hoping the cold glass would somehow wake me up.

But I wasn’t asleep, and this was my reality.

Max was clearly agitated, something I’d learned to read long ago. The very air around him was restless, his shoulders tense, and the way his eyes flitted around the diner made my stomach coil with nerves.

Did that less-than-five hug disgust him so much?

He didn’t care that I was gay. He nor Win.

But what if he figured it out? The thought had me straightening.

“Wes?” I heard Ryan say my name, but he was on the outside of my universe just then, the ideas in my own head demanding absolute attention.

What if I somehow tipped Max off? What if I hadn’t hidden my feelings deep enough? What if he knows?

His midnight eyes flicked back to mine, and the corners tightened while the muscle in his jaw protruded.

I knew I needed to look away, to not act like I was caught in some kind of web, but I couldn’t not stare at what could be my entire life crumbling before my eyes.

My breath hitched, and he tore his eyes away. Panic gripped my throat in a choke hold, trying to snuff out all rational thought. His movements were jerky compared to his lazy, predatory way as I watched him stalk over to one of the occupied stools at the counter.

Perched on it was a girl with blond hair. His wide palm splayed out on the counter in front of her as his body leaned in. I saw the top of her head tilt when she looked up, and I knew he was speaking.

The thudding of my heart was slow and heavy, the inside of my chest bruised. Max pushed off the counter and shifted back enough for the blonde to stand, and then he caught her around the wrist—just like he had me just minutes before—and practically hauled her around the corner toward the bathrooms.

I stared into the empty space they’d left behind so hard my vision started to blur.

“Did he seriously just pick up some girl at the counter and haul her into the bathroom for a quickie?”

My eyes flung to Kruger so fast a wave of nausea slapped me hard, sloshing half my dinner up my throat.

Kruger shook his head as he smirked. “That’s some game.”

“It’s the Harley. And the leather,” Prism quipped.

A broken sound sliced my throat like a shard of glass.

Jamie smacked Kruger in the back of the head, making the guy nearly thump his forehead on the table. “Ow! What the fuck, Jamie?”

“Not cool, bro. Hella not cool,” Jamie intoned.

Kruger reached up to rub the back of his head, and the heavy weight of Jamie’s and Ryan’s eyes made the backs of mine burn.

“Bro…” Jamie started, his voice low and all too knowing.

If I was so transparent that they saw, then yeah, Max likely had too.

And he was so disgusted he pulled a girl he didn’t even know into the diner bathroom to let everyone—me—know where he stood.

“I, ah, have to go,” I said, not even bothering to ask Prism to move, instead leaping over the back of the booth into the empty one behind me to scramble out onto the floor. “I’ll see you guys at practice tomorrow.”

“Wes,” Ryan called.

I didn’t stop, rushing toward the door and out into the night. The air was so cold my eyes started to water immediately, but I ignored it, rushing to my BMW to throw myself behind the wheel. The sound of the engine turning over didn’t cover the sob that finally broke out of my throat, but it didn’t matter because I was the only one who heard it.

I was the only one who knew just how badly I fucking hurt.

Comforting me for less than five minutes had been so awful he found the first available fuck and was currently screwing her in the bathroom.

Another moan broke free, and my watering eyes leaked some more. I threw the car into reverse and backed out of the spot. He hated those minutes of comfort so much he had to get them off him as fast as he could.

And me?

I clung to them helplessly, using them for comfort against the heart-shredding pain he caused.

Maybe I should have walked into the bathroom and watched. Maybe then I would break enough to stop caring. To stop loving.

A shuddering breath rocked my chest, making my hands spasm on the steering wheel as I drove down the street. I glanced down at the speedometer, but my vision was blurry as if I were staring through rain-drenched windowpanes.

Swiping my eyes with the back of my hand, I focused back on the road, recoiling when a car in the other lane appeared, headlights so bright I was nearly blinded.

Lifting my arm again, I tried to shield my eyes as visions of Max with his pants around his knees and the scent of leather filling the air as he pounded into a soft, warm body assaulted me.

The blast of a horn made me jolt, the oncoming headlights so close spots swam before my eyes as I squinted to see.

The impact was sudden and, despite the horn and oncoming lights, unexpected. The groan of metal, the crunch of glass, and an odd feeling of weightlessness made everything else silent.

The abrupt violence ended with a hard slam and a full-body jolt in which my head cracked against something so hard the metallic taste of blood coated my tongue.

I lay there in stunned, eerie quiet, blinking against the water still in my eyes.

And even though he hated me. Even though I hated my feelings for him… it was Max who was my first thought.

As I lay there on the side of the road, broken and bleeding, possibly even dying, I yearned for him while he was back at the diner trying to wash me off his skin.

The dinner that threatened to make its reappearance before made good on its threat. I retched and heaved as dizziness spun me around. My arms flung out to grab something, anything to anchor myself so the world would stop spinning.

My stomach heaved again, this time with such great force it turned my world fuzzy, and I stopped grappling for an anchor and let unconsciousness sweep me away.


4
[image: ]



Max

The booth was empty when I came out of the bathroom.

Wes’s absence did not one favor for my precarious mental state. Irritated, I shoved out the door fully, intending on hunting Wes down and telling him what I thought of his little disappearing act.

The hit came out of nowhere, slamming into my shoulder and body-checking me sideways. Even as I fumbled for footing, my heart rate spiked, and adrenaline poured through my veins.

Someone had a lot of fucking nerve coming at me like that. Most people knew better. Guess I was going to teach someone else the lesson tonight.

Using the momentum of the hit, I planted my feet into the sidewalk and swiveled around, tight fist drawn back.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Jamie yelled.

In the air, my fist twitched.

Jamie scoffed. “You gonna hit me, bro? Go on then,” he said, widening his stance and gesturing with both his hands, daring me.

Ryan stood close by, hands at his sides but body tense as though he were also ready to fight.

“What the hell is your problem?” I asked, dropping my arm. A quick glance around, and I added, “Where’s Wes?”

Jamie snorted. “Like you care.”

That brought my rage right back up. My hands balled into fists as I took a challenging step toward Jamie. “The fuck you just say?”

Ryan’s hand slapped the front of my shoulder, his fingers tightening into the leather. “Step back.”

I knocked his hand off me, practically snarling. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

Ryan made a rude sound. “Look in the mirror next time you say that.”

My eyes narrowed into slits. “Excuse me?”

“I texted you because Wes needed his friends, and what do you do? Drag some random diner girl into the bathroom for a quickie,” Jamie spat as he stepped up beside Ryan, crossing his thick arms over his chest.

My stomach clenched at how dirty the accusation sounded. It wasn’t like that.

But it was.

“I talked to Wes,” I said, the words sounding pathetic even to me. I wasn’t even sure why I was trying to explain myself. Why I cared what these two assholes thought. I didn’t care. So why even try and explain something they wouldn’t understand? That I didn’t even understand.

Tires crunched over the blacktop, and headlights swung in an arch, lighting the space where the three of us stood going head-to-head.

Jamie cursed below his breath, eyes narrowing on me. “You’re lucky.”

“What’s going on?” Madison’s voice carried to where we stood as she got out of the car. “Why are you guys out here on the sidewalk?”

“Are you fighting?” Rory asked, shutting the passenger door of the Mercedes.

Madison made a strangled sound.

“We aren’t fighting, baby,” Jamie said, holding out his hand for the brunette.

I scoffed, and Jamie cut a hard look at me, practically daring me to say otherwise. I guess this was why he declared me lucky. Madison hated fighting and violence of any kind, and that meant Jamie would rein in whatever the hell crawled up his ass.

“What’s going on?” Rory asked, crossing between us to go to Ryan’s side.

“We’re talking to Max,” Ryan told her.

“Out here on the sidewalk?” Rory pressed.

“Where’s Wes?” Madison wanted to know.

“He left,” Jamie said, a hard edge still in his voice.

“He left?” Surprise rippled through me even though I’d already been prepared to hunt him down. I guess part of me thought maybe he’d just been out here. Craning my head, I looked to the empty spot where his BMW had been parked.

“You are so freaking clueless,” Jamie muttered.

I whipped back around. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jamie stepped forward, but Ryan laid a hand on his shoulder. “Jamie.”

One of the girls started to say something, but her voice was drowned out by a car swerving into the parking lot, stopping dead in the center, engine rumbling. We all turned to stare, unable to make out who was inside because everything was black behind the bright headlights.

Ryan squinted. “Is that Kruger?”

The passenger window lowered, and Prism shoved half his body out into the night. “We need to go to the hospital!”

The words sucked me in like some kind of vortex, bending and twisting the world around the sudden slamming of my heart behind my ribs.

“What happened?” I asked, my own voice sounding foreign to me as if I knew before anyone even told me.

“Wes.” Prism pointed in the direction of the road. “He was in an accident.”

Life and panic burst around me. People scrambling to their cars, hurried voices calling between each other.

For me, it was the opposite. For me, everything sort of faded away until I was standing in the middle of nothing. As if everything ceased to exist, leaving me floating in some sort of quiet, hellish void.

Slap! The sound of a hand against the leather draping my back made me blink. The world literally exploded around me, robbing me of breath and making my heart beat erratically.

“C’mon. I’ll drive,” Ryan said, his voice next to my ear.

I wrenched away so hard I stumbled and then took off to my bike. I heard them call my name, but the only voice I wanted to hear right now was not any of theirs.

Jamming my helmet on, I didn’t bother with the chin strap, and the bone in my leg vibrated with the force with which I knocked up the kickstand as the engine rumbled to life.

My body reared back as I hit the throttle, ass bouncing into the seat as I clung to the handlebars. The back end fishtailed slightly, but I strongarmed the Harley back into line and punched it in the direction Prism had pointed.

About two miles down the road, the flashing red and blue lights cut through the dark. My throat closed in, making my breathing labored. My icy fingers screamed and groaned when I gripped the handles with so much force I thought my bones might break.

Break me. Take me. Not him. Please. Not him.

Three police cars were parked on the side of the road along with one bright-red fire truck. Neon-orange flares glowed ominously along the street. Instead of slowing down, my tires squealed over the pavement as I sped close. As I slammed the brake, the bike skidded into a half circle, and I slammed my boot down on the pavement, my bones once again vibrating with the force. Leaving the motorcycle running in the middle of the street, I ran forward, weaving around all the emergency vehicles…

And stopped short.

Jesus, not again.

A broken wail tore through the narrow confines of my clenched throat to echo violently inside the helmet I’d yet to take off. Swaying on my feet, I stared in stunned horror at the scene before me.

Wes’s black BMW upside down. Tires in the air, body slammed into an imposing tree.

“Wes!” I roared, ripping the helmet off and throwing it at the officer who was telling me to get back. I rushed forward, tearing through the hands trying to hold me back.

“Get out of my way.” My voice was vehement, practically threatening, as my boots plowed into the tall grass growing along the road, trampling the damp blades and nearly slipping on all the leaves the trees had released. Glass crunched underfoot, but I disregarded it to drop to my knees by the driver’s door.

“I got you.” I promised, hoping he could hear me. Hoping he knew I would never leave him alone. Flopping onto my stomach, I army-crawled toward the busted window. “I’m coming,” I vowed.

Hands grabbed me, pulling me back.

I went near feral, kicking and fighting, losing my goddamn mind. “No!” I fumed. “Goddammit, I’m getting him!”

Arms locked around me from behind, hauling me away from the crumpled car. “Sir!” a man in a uniform yelled, stepping right up into my line of vision. Blocking my sight of Wes.

I threw out both feet, but he avoided the kick narrowly.

“He’s not in the car.”

I stopped fighting the second the words made it through my terror. “What?” I said around a gasp. My lungs burned. My throat burned.

Everything fucking burned.

“The man in the accident. He’s been taken to the hospital already.”

“I-is he… dead?” The mere suggestion of something like that was so abhorrent I sagged.

“No. He’s not. Just injured.”

The relief was so fucking great I moaned.

“Max,” Ryan yelled, and then he was beside me, telling whoever was pinning me in place, “I got him.”

The arms holding me let go, and I wobbled on my legs, eyes drawn back to the busted-up car, my brain already recreating the scenario of how it ended up like this.

“Do you know the driver?” a voice I didn’t know asked.

“He’s our friend,” Ryan replied.

“No,” I denied, voice hoarse. I wondered if it would ever sound normal again. “He’s everything.”

And then I was yanking free of Ryan and racing to my Harley, ignoring the shouts of people telling me not to drive.

The second I was on the bike, I hit the throttle, revving the engine.

Someone moved in front of the headlight, and my head whipped up. Jamie stood there, hands shoved in the pockets of his sweats, eyes burning into me even though he stood there bathed in bright light.

“I’m going,” I told him, no room in my words for argument.

Jamie nodded once and then stepped out of my way.

I ripped over the pavement and didn’t look back.
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I drove the Harley up onto the sidewalk, parking it literally right beside the emergency room doors. My skin felt windburned from the high-speed drive over here and the frigid near-winter air.

“You can’t park there!” someone yelled as I ran inside, face stinging furiously.

There were two nurses in scrubs behind the check-in desk and three people waiting in line.

I went around them all and leaned over the counter. “Wesley Sinclair.”

The nurse paused and glanced up. “The line.”

I leaned closer over the counter, letting my windblown black hair fall into my face. “I don’t give a shit about that line. Wesley Sinclair was just brought in. Car accident. I want to see him. Now.”

The nurse sat back, chair squeaking with the movement. Her lips pursed, and I knew it was about to get ugly.

“Wesley Sinclair?” The nurse behind her repeated his name.

“You know where he is?” I asked, dismissing the other woman.

“Are you—”

“I’m his brother.” I cut her off, going around the desk and gesturing for her to lead the way.

She did, and I followed her down a hallway to a door on the left. The second her palm closed around the handle, mine shot out and grabbed her arm.

Startled, she looked around, eyes wide.

“How is he?” I asked, desperate to get inside but also needing to know what I would see.

She relaxed a little, realizing I wasn’t going to attack, and smiled. “He has a concussion and a sprained ankle.”

“What else?” I asked, preparing for more.

“Stitches. Minor scrapes and cuts. Some bruises. He’ll probably be pretty sore tomorrow.”

I made a sound, latching desperately to that one word. Tomorrow. He had a tomorrow.

I gestured for her to open the door. The second it unlatched, I barreled ahead, pushing into the room and frowning at the curtain drawn across the space and hiding him still.

Moving around me, the nurse grabbed the curtain, dragging it back.

“Wes.” If his name sounded more like a prayer, then I’d be a religious man because my knees went weak the second I finally laid eyes on him.

Silently, I hurried across the room, heart lurching at how fucking small and pale he was lying there in a sea of white blankets and that ugly white and blue gown. There was an IV in the back of his hand, angry scrapes on his cheek, and a gash near his eyebrow. A large bandage covered a good portion of his hairline, and his curls looked black because they were drenched in dried blood.

“Nemo,” I murmured, leaning into the railing pulled up on the side of the bed. My fingers shook when I reached for his hand lying on top of the blankets. The tape covering the IV was smeared with blood, and my stomach revolted.

“Who did that?” I demanded, pointing aggressively at the bloody bandage. “They did a shit job.”

Wes made a soft sound, and everything else no longer mattered as his head turned in my direction. His lashes fluttering heavily, I watched with bated breath as his brown orbs slowly revealed themselves to me.

“Max?” he whispered, voice scratchy and dry.

A sob stuck in my throat, and it took me a moment to finally be able to speak. “You are in so much trouble,” I told him, unable to sound stern even a little.

His lip quirked up on the side, but then he winced and lines of pain creased around his eyes and in the center of his forehead.

“What is it?” I worried. “What hurts?” I leaned farther over the railing, invading his space to study every injury marring his boyish face. The little dimple in his chin was smeared with blood.

He’s always been so innocent-looking. Even when life tried to take it away.

His eyes slid shut, robbing me of his stare. Of his life. I leaned farther in, one foot rising off the floor. Swiping my tongue over the pad of my thumb, I wiped the dampened digit over the dried blood, wanting it gone from his face.

“Wesley,” I spoke softly. “Please open your eyes.”

Lashes fluttered again, and then we were face to face. Words and conversation ceased to exist. Just having his eyes on me, feeling that he was here, was literally all I could ask for.

We stared at each other for an undetermined amount of time, but it was time I would never ask to have back. Time spent I would never regret. He swallowed, the action painful based on the way he winced.

“I’ll get you some water.” I started to pull back, but his hand caught the collar of my jacket.

His grip was weak, the hold he had on me unbreakable.

“Wait.”

I relaxed back into the railing, letting it jam into my ribs without complaint. Without looking away from his face, I reached to where he held my jacket, pulling his cool fingers from the material to lower them back to the bed. When his fingers curled around my hand, my stomach inverted and my heart rate slowed.

His eyes were hazy, and I wondered how aware he was.

Swallowing, I lifted the hand that wasn’t still wrapped with his to push a wayward curl away from his forehead. “How you doing?”

“Come closer,” he whispered.

I leaned in.

Smiling, he lifted his free hand, reaching out to drag his finger over the silver hoop in my eyebrow. “I like this,” he told me.

My heart did a little flip. “Yeah?”

“Mm.” He agreed, eyes blinking but so slow it was more like a drag.

I needed to find the doctor. I wanted to know everything about his injuries.

The finger lowered from my eyebrow but rubbed over the thick silver band around my forefinger. “This too.” My scalp tingled, legit fucking tingled, when the pad of his finger dragged from the ring on my finger to the one circling my thumb. “And this.”

“How hard did you hit your head?” I mused, partly as a tease and partly because I felt like I might splinter apart.

What the hell is wrong with me?

His eyes blew wide, and I could see how his pupils were a bit larger than they should be. His shoulders came up off the bed even as he grimaced.

“Hey.” I cautioned, moving back enough to lay both hands on his shoulders and try to keep him in the bed.

“Car accident…”

“Yes, you were in an accident. But you’re okay,” I told him. “Everything’s okay.”

“Max.” His voice broke on the word, and it felt like he reached into my chest and squeezed.

“I know,” I crooned, slipping my palm around to cradle the back of his head. The hair was sticky with blood there too, and I watched him to see if the touch caused pain. His hand gripped just above my elbow, digging into the leather.

“Mom and Dad.” He nearly choked, eyes flying to mine, pain and guilt there. “I’m sorry,” he rasped. “I’m sorry.”

I was back to leaning over the railing, the unforgiving bars abusing my ribs. The hand not cradling his head curled around his shoulder, and he buried his face in my chest.

“You don’t need to apologize,” I whispered, denying the sudden urge I had to climb into the bed and fold my body around him. “It was an accident. I’m just glad you’re okay.” I patted the sticky curls, not even caring I was getting smeared with his spilled blood. “Thank Christ you’re okay.”

The strength with which he pushed into me drained out of him fast, leaving him limp in my arms. Carefully, I lowered him onto the bed, tugging the blankets up over his chest.

Behind us, the door opened, and I glanced around to see Ryan, Rory, Jamie, and Madison all file inside, closing the door quietly behind them.

“How is he?” Madison asked, wide brown eyes worried.

I kept my body positioned as a barrier in front of him, not wanting to move and let them see. He was mine. The thought made me pause for long seconds, but Wes made a sound, and I shoved it away in favor of him.

“What is it?” I asked.

He looked beyond me, and I knew he wanted to see his friends. I shuffled back a little as the four came forward.

“Wes, bro. You had us worried,” Jamie said.

“What the hell happened?” Ryan asked.

Madison sniffled and came close, reaching for his hand. A low grumble built in my chest as I stared hard at where she reached for him.

Jamie cleared his throat, and I lifted my gaze to his pointed, stony glare.

“Thanks for coming,” Wes told them.

“We brought you something,” Rory said, stepping up beside Madison and holding out a white paper cup with a black lid.

The cut on Wes’s lip stretched when he smiled. “Caramel latte.”

“It’s tradition,” the girls chimed at the same time.

Madison added, “You always bring one for us when bad stuff happens, so we’re doing the same.”

“I really hate caramel lattes,” Ryan muttered.

Jamie grunted.

“Thank you,” Wes told them. “That means a lot to me.” He reached out the hand without the IV for the cup.

Madison held it closer, and I watched him wrap his shaky fingers around it. My hand slid over his, tightening around the hot drink as he pulled it in.

“You sure you want that right now?” I asked, thinking he was gonna end up wearing it. He could barely grip my jacket for more than a minute.

“It’s tradition,” he echoed.

My lip curled and I was about to tell him what I thought of this twisted tradition when he sighed.

“It’s warm.”

I noted the goose bumps along his arm and the icy temperature of his fingers. “Why didn’t they give you better blankets?” I barked. “What the hell kinda hospital is this? I should sue for negligence.”

Rory made a sound. “We’ll go ask for an extra blanket,” she said, grabbing Ryan’s hand and hurrying from the room.

“Jamie,” Madison beckoned. “Give Wes your hoodie.”

Jamie nodded and turned to Wes, already stripping off the shirt. “I got you, bro.”

“Keep your shirt,” I practically snarled over my shoulder. When I turned back, I felt Wes’s eyes on me, and mine softened. “Can you hold this a second by yourself?”

Wes rolled his eyes as he wrapped both hands around the cup.

I pulled back slowly, prepared to catch the coffee if it slid from his grasp, but when it didn’t, I lowered the stupid railing on the side of the bed and then shrugged off my leather jacket.

“A sweatshirt would be more comfortable than leather,” Jamie pointed out.

I dropped the jacket on the foot of the bed and gave him the finger. Grasping the hem of the long-sleeved thermal knit tee, I swiped it over my head in one move. Gently, I took the coffee from Wes, setting it aside, and then guided the shirt over his head, carefully avoiding the bandage.

“Do you have stitches?” I asked, gesturing for him to put his arm in.

“Yeah,” he replied, using all his energy, it seemed, to dress.

“How many?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.”

When I got to the arm with the IV, I frowned.

“This is fine,” he said, smoothing the fabric over the part of his chest that was covered.

But it wasn’t, and rage rose in me like a tidal wave. I hated this. I hated hospitals. I hated seeing him with a needle and tube sticking out of the back of his hand. Fucking bloody bandage.

Grasping the hem, I tugged the shirt down over him, basically pinning the arm with the IV against his side. Then I snatched the jacket and gestured for him to sit up.

“This is fine, really,” Wes tried to protest.

“Wesley.”

He sighed and leaned forward. I draped the leather around his back, pulling the ends close around his chest.

When I was done, I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at Jamie.

Asshole smirked.

Rory and Ryan let themselves back in, both carrying a blanket. “Here we go,” she said, unfolding hers to spread over Wes’s lap. “Oh, what happened to your foot?”

I glanced down, frowning because I’d yet to notice that his one leg from the knee down was out of the blankets and elevated with a cold pack draped over the ankle. I recalled the nurse telling me he had a sprain, but the moment I laid eyes on him, I must have forgotten. Hell, I’d barely looked anywhere but at his face.

“Ah, I’m not sure,” Wes said, frowning at his bandaged ankle and foot.

“It’s sprained,” I explained, reaching down to help Rory spread the blanket over him while she tucked it around his injured leg.

“Nice tank top, bro,” Ryan cracked, giving the white wife-beater style I had on a once-over.

“Shows off all his tats.” Jamie just had to say something.

I didn’t bother to tell them the tank added an extra layer for driving around on a Harley. And the tattoos? Hell yeah, they were on display, which was why it was also my basic uniform at the tattoo shop.

“How did you guys know I was here?” Wes asked.

“Kruger and Prism saw the crash site, recognized your car,” Ryan answered.

My heart dropped just thinking of the memory, the fucking body-numbing fear I felt when I saw his BMW flipped against the tree.

“You saw too?” Wes asked, voice low.

I didn’t have to look to know he was talking to me, and I nodded.

Wes went quiet, and the silence scared me, so much so that even though I’d been avoiding looking at him moments ago, I spun to stare now.

He looked swallowed up in my shirt and jacket, his pale skin a direct contrast to all the black. “Did you call Win?” he asked, brown eyes sorrowful.

The sudden urge to scoop him up and sit with him in my lap hit me again, this time so intense it rocked me back on my heels, and I had to clear my throat. Even still, my voice was hoarse when I answered, “Not yet. Wanted to talk to the doctor first.”

“What happened?” Ryan wanted to know.

Wes stared off into nothing for a long moment and then slowly shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked, feeling the heat of Jamie’s eyes on the back of my head.

“Being at the diner with everyone.”

“Anything else?” Jamie asked casually.

My teeth slammed together, and I rotated to pin him with a hard stare.

Wes made a sound, and I forgot all about Jamie. His brow was furrowed like he was concentrating hard, and then he reached up, rubbing at his temple. “I have a headache.”

I moved closer to his side. “What else hurts?”

His hand pressed against his stomach. “Nauseous.”

“Maybe we should get the doctor.” Madison worried.

As if her words conjured him up, there was a sharp rap on the door, and then it opened as a man wearing blue scrubs waltzed in, followed by a nurse dressed a lot like him and carrying an iPad.

“Wesley Sinclair?” the doctor said, eyes widening when he took in the room. “Packed house tonight.”

“How’s Wes?” I demanded, not bothering with stupid pleasantries.

After taking the iPad from the nurse, the doctor stopped at the foot of his bed. “Concussion. Sprained ankle. Stitches. Minor contusions,” he read off like it was his grocery list.

Eyes lifting to Wes, he asked, “How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better.”

The doctor nodded once. “I’m gonna need you to come with me.” He signaled to the nurse. “Put the rail up.”

She started forward, but I stepped in her path, blocking her from Wes.

“He’s not going anywhere.”
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Wes

I was forgetting something.

Probably more like several somethings.

The last few hours of my life were nothing but a blur. Underneath the headache and grogginess persisted a nagging sensation telling me there was something I needed to remember.

But how could I concentrate on remembering when Max was planted in front of my hospital bed like a guard dog on a chain with the strength to snap it if anyone stepped any closer?

God, he was such an overbearing, growly asshole.

And I fucking loved it.

Even knowing it was unhealthy as fuck, my eyes stayed plastered to his back and the way his shoulders rippled beneath the thin white tank molded to his upper body and long torso. I was a swimmer, so even though my body was slim and sleek by nature, it was also cut and honed from spending hours each day in the water and then even more time in the weight room on campus.

Where I was sinew, Max was rugged, the power in his body honed by experience and survival. His shoulders were broader than mine. The muscle easily carried the weight of the leather jacket he barely took off.

I watched him shift, reeking of masculinity as he wrapped his bare arms over his chest. Even though his back faced me, memory supplied the way his biceps bulged in that position and how a thick vein roped across the left one.

A sleeve of black tattoos on his right arm stopped just above the wrist, and the one covering the outside of his left shoulder was likely popping with tension. The sleeve rose all the way to his shoulder, but instead of stopping abruptly, the abstract designs started to fade out like smoke blown in the wind, the design stretching and blurring across the back of his shoulder, the black ink fading into an ashen color as it curled up toward his neck, not quite making it that far.

Despite his obvious ire and aggression, I reclined lazily beneath the reassuring weight and scent of his jacket. My body ached, and tendrils of panic floated around like ghosts in a haunted house, waiting for the haze protecting my mind to disappear so it could take over.

He said something, but I paid no attention to the words, listening instead to the rumbly quality of his voice as my eyes traveled down his back to his tight ass and strong thighs showcased in black jeans.

Straddling a Harley does a body good.

My eyes and attention finally found focus when Max’s tone took on less rumble and more alarm. “What kind of tests?” His arms fell limp at his sides. “Is there something wrong with him?”

Something about those words and his tone sent me spiraling back. My stomach dropped as not so much memories but emotions from the past engulfed me. The overwhelming sensation of fear and worry. Loss.

“Max.” My voice was a mere whisper.

He backed up until the outside of his leg hit the side of the mattress, and his hand reached around. I surrendered mine instantly, and he squeezed my fingers, only relenting a little when he felt the IV in the back of my hand.

“The tests are just a precaution,” the doctor whose name I couldn’t remember replied, his voice steady and unworried. “When a patient loses consciousness, vomits, has lapses in memory, and appears slightly dazed”—the doctor glanced to me—“it’s standard to or—”

Max spun around, our hands unlinking as both of his hit the mattress on either side of my hips so he could lean in. His eyes seemed even blacker than normal, and I realized it was because his face was pale.

“You lost consciousness?”

I nodded once. “I think so, but not for long. I woke up in the ambulance.” Then I frowned and gazed around at the doctor. “I didn’t throw up.”

“There was vomit on your clothes when you came in,” he told me.

“Oh.” That explained the nausea.

“Jesus,” Max whispered, shifting all his weight onto one hand so he could reach up and lightly graze the edge of the bandage covering my head.

Doc cleared his throat. “I’ve ordered a CT so we can rule out any fractures or bleeding in the brain.”

The force of Max’s swallow was so loud it echoed in my ears. Anguish flooded his eyes, but he slammed them shut before spinning back to the room. “You think he has a brain bleed.”

“It’s just a precaution. I don’t think there is cause for concern.”

Max nodded once. “Do it.”

The doctor paused, then asked, “I’m sorry, but who are you?”

Max made a rude sound. That meant he was ready to say something in fluent asshole, so my tongue nearly tripped trying to speak first.

“He’s my brother.”

Max stiffened, those tight shoulders shooting halfway up to his ears.

“And the rest of you?” The doctor spoke, glancing at my four friends.

I was a little embarrassed I’d forgotten they were here.

“Family,” Ryan said.

“If you aren’t blood relatives—” The nurse started.

Ryan cut her a sharp look, and she stopped talking. “We’re waiting until the results come back. We won’t get in the way,” he said.

The doctor nodded once. “Fine, but I’ll ask you to remain in this room.”

They all nodded. All of them but Max. “I’m coming with him.”

The doctor shook his head. “We don’t allow people in the scan—”

Max glowered. “Then I’ll wait in the hall.”

Guilt slammed into me, the weight of it knocking me back into the pillow. Being in a car accident was the worst thing I could do. The most painful for him and Win. For me too. A car accident took our parents, and now here I was making them relive the worst time of our lives.

Something else broke into my sluggish brain as the nurse pulled up the bedrail Max had lowered. I bolted up, jacket sliding off my shoulders as a wave of dizziness made my head swim.

Recoiling, I lifted a hand to my forehead, dragging in a steadying breath.

Warmth slid behind me, taking my weight and lifting so I was sitting up but totally supported against something much more comfortable than this bed.

As I rolled my head to the side, my cheek bumped into the bare skin of Max’s shoulder. Instead of recoiling, I made a small sound and pushed closer. The relief lasted only one second. Then my face shot up.

“Was anyone else hurt?” I worried, already agonizing over the possibility of ripping apart someone’s family. “I need to go see,” I said, throwing back the covers to leave the bed.

“Don’t even think about it,” Max deadpanned, his hand covering my shoulder to push me firmly back down.

“Max,” I protested. “I have to go see. I might have killed someone. I might—”

Max caught my chin, silencing the breakdown with firm fingers and intense, dazzling eyes. I’d never seen a black diamond in person, but now I knew exactly what it would look like. “I don’t give a shit about anyone else but you.”

I sucked in a breath. The words were cold, but they made me feel like I was consumed with sweltering flames no man could put out.

“From what I was told, the accident was not your fault,” the doctor said, making me deflate.

“I can’t remember,” I told him. I was glad it wasn’t my fault, but still… “Was anyone else hurt?”

“There were two others brought in.”

I shot up again, but Max held me down, and I struggled lamely against him. “Max, let go,” I growled, irritated by how weak I felt. “I need to go see them. They might be seriously hurt.”

“I’m afraid it’s not possible,” the doctor said. “I cannot give you their identity. However, since you were also involved in the accident and are obviously quite upset, I can tell you that they are in stable condition.”

Relief made me weak, and I sagged back. Thank God. I would never want to rip apart anyone’s family as mine had been.

“If they did this to Wes, they won’t be much longer,” Max vowed darkly.

My mouth dropped open.

The doctor bristled.

“Whoa.” Jamie stepped into the conversation. “He’s kidding. He has a horrible sense of humor. Jokes are my thing, not his.”

Max opened his mouth, and I grappled for his hand. His attention dropped to where I clung to him, his eyes slowly lifting to mine.

“Please don’t get kicked out of here.” I spoke so low only he could hear.

Again, that little nagging voice whispered maybe that would be best.

I really wasn’t in the mood right now. My head hurt, my body hurt, and he was the one who made me feel better.

Almost as if he knew, his hand curled around the back of my head, gently guiding me in so his lips could brush over my hairline. “It’s okay, Nemo. I won’t leave your side.”

The air in my lungs trembled, making my chest quake. He hasn’t called me that in years, but he said it twice tonight. I’ve missed it.

“We need to get down to the scan,” the doctor said. “And by the time that’s done, I should have your bloodwork results back.”

Max stood from the bed but didn’t go far. I stared at the way his wide hand wrapped around the bedrail while the other reached for the frame above my head. “I’ll do this. Just get the door,” he told the nurse, his voice thankfully calm.

The nurse nodded, and everyone shifted back as Max and the doctor pushed me out into the hall. For a brief moment, I wondered why they didn’t just get a wheelchair, but when I glanced at my elevated ankle, I figured maybe that was why. Really, I didn’t care. I was tired, and at least this way, I didn’t have to move.

“We’ll be here when you’re done,” Rory said alongside the bed, and I nodded, giving everyone a little wave as they pushed me toward the elevator.

Once the nurse hit the button for the elevator, she glanced at Max.

The doctor cleared his throat. “I’m afraid this is as far as we can allow you to go.”

Max was already shaking his head. “I told you. I’m going with him.”

“It’s hospital policy,” the doctor refuted.

Max made a gruff sound, and I reached for him. “Max.” My fingers closed around the tank stretched over his waist. “I’ll be fine. Just wait here. Call Win for me.”

His eyes softened as they mapped my face as if he were trying to memorize me. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

“I won’t be alone, and I’ll be right back.”

The elevator dinged open. Max helped push the bed inside, hesitating at the open doors. The war reflected on his honed features, and the way his pierced brow hovered low over his eye made my stomach dip.

The doors started to shut, and Max slammed his palms against them, body filling out the opening as he stood there like he would keep them open all night.

“Sir,” the doctor cautioned.

“If anything happens to him,” Max said, staring at the doctor, “there will be nowhere on this earth you can hide.”

I made a strangled sound, and pain shot from my ankle up my leg. Max moved out of the doorway but stared as if he were back to memorizing my face.

His eyes never left me even as the doors slid closed, the intensity of his gaze not diminishing.

Once the doors were completely shut, I still focused on the space he’d occupied, sad to lose sight of him for even a second. The doctor and nurse exhaled like they were relieved, and I glanced up at the woman.

“Your brother is, ah… intense,” she said, giving me a brief smile.

My stomach cramped, a fresh wave of nausea rolling over me. Brother. “I’m sorry about him,” I apologized. “Our parents died in a car accident. I think this is just bringing up a lot for him…”

The doctor and nurse softened immediately, sympathy transforming their faces.

Max hated when I made excuses for him, but I wasn’t going to stop.

When it came to Max, I couldn’t seem to help myself.
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Max

The phone went to voicemail, and I hung up and dialed again. On the third ring, a gruff voice came over the line. “It’s two a.m., Max.”

“Wes was in a car accident.” I didn’t mince words. There was no point. I would never be able to pretty up any of that no matter how hard I tried. Besides, even if I could, that’s not how Win would want it.

All traces of sleep left Win’s voice instantly. “How bad?” he demanded, tone clipped as the sound of blankets being shoved back filled the rest of the silence.

“He has a concussion. A sprained ankle.” I paused to swallow, a vision of his pale cheeks flashing behind my eyes. “Stitches.”

“Where?”

“He’s down getting a CT scan now. He, ah, lost consciousness for a few.” I wasn’t there. I wasn’t fucking there.

“Where are the stitches?” Win barked.

“In his head.”

“His ankle?”

“I’m, ah… I didn’t ask about that much. It’s wrapped. Had ice on it. His head seemed like a bigger deal.”

“Is he awake?”

“Yeah. Been awake since I got here. Woke up in the ambulance they said.”

Win blew out a breath, and then I heard something bang.

“Did you punch something?”

“Max,” he growled, just wanting information.

“They said he’s going to be fine. Just a concussion.”

“Yeah, just another traumatic brain injury,” he spat.

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I should have been there.”

Win paused. “You are there.”

“I wasn’t,” I whispered. I’d been in the bathroom at Shirley’s…

“Max.”

My head snapped up. “Yeah?”

“What happened?”

“According to my guy, he was going a little too fast, but an oncoming car came up even faster. Had their high beams on and crossed the center line.” I paused, trying to find some spit in my mouth to swallow. My throat was like the fucking Sahara. There was no moisture to be had, though. I was dry as a bone, and everything in me was wound so tight I felt like I might snap.

Craning my head, I glanced at the wall clock at the end of the hall. What is taking so long? Why isn’t he back yet?

“Hey,” Win yelled.

I snapped back. “Sorry. The car crossed the center line, and Wes swerved to miss them. The Beamer rolled and hit a tree.”

A string of curses filled the line. “I should be there.”

I didn’t bother trying to make him feel better. Anything I said wouldn’t help just like anything he said wouldn’t help me. At least I was here in this hospital. At least I could put my eyes on Wes, touch him if I had to. Win was halfway across the globe.

I didn’t know how he did it. I’d never be able to go that far from Wes.

The thought brought me up short, the cell slipping a little in my hand before I grabbed it back to smash it against my ear. “My guy is the one who called 9-1-1. Then he pulled him out of the car and waited for the ambulance.”

“If I ever thought you were insane for putting a tail on our brother, this is where I eat those words,” Win muttered.

Win wasn’t happy when he found out about my extra eyes on our baby brother. I didn’t give a shit. I loved Win. He was my brother. My best friend. Hell, for many years, he was the only family I had.

But even his ire wasn’t enough to make me call off my guy. It seemed Wes’s safety meant more to me than even my best friend’s opinion.

If he hadn’t been there, Wes would have lain in that busted-up car, upside down and bleeding, until someone happened along. Sure, it probably wouldn’t have been that long. Hell, Prism and Kruger drove by and saw the wreck, but any minute of Wes lying there without help was a minute far too long.

Every penny I paid those eyes to watch Wes was money well spent, and I’d never think of it as wasted. I’d rather burn through every last penny of my inheritance than see Wes hurt.

My brain flashed a pic of him lying in that hospital bed tonight, and my stomach revolted.

“You said he’s alert?” Win asked.

I grunted. “Yeah.” Then I thought about how his hazy eyes looked at me, how, even unfocused, he focused on me, how he smiled and tugged at my eyebrow ring.

Down the hall, the elevator dinged and the doors opened, revealing a familiar hospital bed.

“He’s here,” I said into the line as I moved toward the bed.

Wes was lying down, face turned to the side. Exhaustion clung to him and so did a faint air of pain. My hackles rose immediately, and I forced myself to the side of the bed, taking the nurse’s place at the rail.

“Wes,” I demanded, leaning over to study his face.

Dark lashes fluttered on his cheeks, and he looked at me. “Hey.”

“Why does he look like that?” I roared, shooting an accusatory glare at the man who was not the doctor on the other side of the bed. “Who the hell are you?”

In my ear, Win was calling my name, wanting answers, asking me what was going on. How the fuck was I supposed to pay attention to him when Wes was small and shivering in this pathetic excuse for a bed?

“Where is his shirt? Where’s my jacket?” I questioned.

The orderly pointed to the end of the bed.

“I had to take it off for the scan,” Wes explained.

“This way,” the nurse called to the orderly, and he started pushing the bed.

“Where’s the doctor?” I wanted to know.

“He’s going over the scan. He’ll be back,” Wes replied.

All my anger deflated, replaced by heavy worry. “You okay? How you feeling?”

“Navarro!” Win howled in my ear, and I winced.

“Is that my brother?” Wes asked.

“Put Wes on the phone right now,” Win ordered.

I handed him the cell and used my free hand to help push the bed.

“Hey, Win,” Wes said, voice cute as hell.

This little shit. Always trying to play us to get out of trouble.

Wes grimaced, eyes sliding to me. I smirked. No amount of cuteness was going to get him out of this.

“I’m fine. Seems like it went okay. Just a sprain.” Pause. “I-I’m not sure.”

Win’s voice was a rumble on the other line. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, just that he was talking.

We pushed the bed back into the room, and Rory, Ryan, Madison, and Jamie all stood up from the chairs they must have found while we were gone.

“Wes!” Madison called. “How is he?”

“I will. Yeah, I know.” With every word, Wes wilted back into the mattress. “I’m sorry, Win. I know. I’m sorry.”

Growling, I snatched the phone from his grasp, smashing it to my ear. “Don’t you make him apologize, asshole. This isn’t his fault!”

“I know that,” Win said, but his voice was contrite.

“He’s tired. You’re done talking to him,” I snapped.

“You’re sure he’s okay?”

I eyed Wes, who was pale and exhausted, covered with scrapes and cuts, and sporting a dark bruise sticking out from the edge of the bandage on his head. His cut lip was swollen as if he’d been chewing it.

“Yeah. He’ll be fine.”

“I want to know the results of the scan immediately. As soon as they come in and tell you.”

“I’ll text you.” I promised.

“Call me. Put me on speaker. I want to hear what the doctor says.”

Our four friends closed around the bed as I stepped away. “Okay, yeah.”

“Max. Do not let him out of your sight.”

“I won’t. I swear it.”

Win blew out a breath. “Yeah. Yeah, I know. You’ll take care of him. Just like before.”

“I will.” I vowed, something sinking to the bottom of my gut like lead.

The second I had the phone in my pocket, I glanced around, frowning because I couldn’t see Wes with the way everyone crowded around.

I started forward, but the door opened and the doctor from before strolled in carrying an iPad.

“Good news,” he said by way of greeting. “There is no bleeding or signs of a fracture.”

Quickly, I dialed Win back and put him on speaker as the doc kept talking.

“The bloodwork they did when you first came in all looks good, no cause for concern. Because of the brief loss of consciousness, memory lapse, and vomiting, we’re going to hold you overnight for observation. It’s okay to sleep. We will monitor you. If you start to feel new symptoms or worsening of current ones, we need to know immediately. If you start vomiting again, I want to know.”

“I don’t even remember puking the first time,” Wes muttered.

“Do you remember anything about the accident yet?” the doctor asked.

Wes thought a moment, then shook his head. “Nothing right before it either.”

The doc nodded. “That’s normal. Maybe after some rest, you will.”

I don’t know why, but the idea of that made my stomach tight with worry. As if to exaggerate the feeling, I felt Jamie staring daggers at me. I ignored him. Asshole.

“No TV, phone, or bright light. You need absolute rest, no stress, and nothing mentally straining. We can give you some more medication for the headache in a few hours.”

“What about his ankle?” Madison asked, pointing to the wrapped appendage still propped up.

“A sprain. Shouldn’t walk on it for a couple days. Take it easy. Use the RICE method. Rest, ice, compression, and elevation.”

“We’re familiar,” Ryan said, drawing the doctor’s eyes. “Swimmers.”

Wes gasped as if he just remembered. “How long until I can swim?”

The doctor didn’t hesitate. “It’s going to be at least seven to ten days.”

Wes groaned. “No way. I can’t be out of the water that long,” he insisted, glancing at Ryan and Jamie who wore grim expressions. “That’s going to kill my time. All the progress I’ve made over the past few months. Coach is going to be pissed.”

“I’m sorry, but you have a brain injury. You can’t rush this. You will need to be cleared before you can swim.” The doctor remained firm. “I’ll be happy to speak with your coach if you want. Are you boys Elite?”

Wes, Ryan, and Jamie nodded.

“Yes.” Wes spoke. “That’s why I have to swim.”

Win’s voice came through the phone, ringing loud and clear through the room. “No swimming, Wes. You heard the doctor.”

Wes dropped back onto the pillow, staring at the ceiling.

“Visiting hours are over,” the doctor announced. “He needs to rest. We’ll discharge him tomorrow as long as he stays stable.”

I pulled the phone to my ear. “You got all that?”

“Yeah,” Win said, solemn.

“I’ll call you in the morning,” I told him.

Win hesitated. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Try not to freak too much,” I told him.

“Easy for you to say,” he retorted.

No, it wasn’t. Nothing about any of this was easy.

A muffled voice in the background caught my attention. “Who is that?” I asked.

“No one.”

“It’s the middle of the night there, and you say it’s no one?”

“It’s my roommate. He heard me on the phone.”

Wes’s forlorn voice pushed out everything else. “I don’t think my stomach is up to drinking it.”

I looked up to see him frowning at the latte the girls brought him. The girls cooed and made weird sounds, leaning in to hug him.

“Watch his head!” I barked. Then into the line, I said, “I gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“That’s okay. We’ll bring you another one tomorrow,” Rory told him.

“Tomorrow?” Wes asked.

Ryan nodded. “We’ll be here after practice. Drive you home.”

Wes glanced at me.

Jamie made a rude sound. “Don’t look at him. You can’t ride on a motorcycle with a concussion.”

I frowned.

“Okay, thanks,” Wes said. “What about Coach?”

“Don’t worry about him,” Ryan said. “I’ll talk to him.”

Wes nodded. His eyes were red-rimmed and drooping. His skin was near translucent, and his lips were dry and cracked.

The nurse from before popped her head into the room. “Time to go.”

Everyone waved as they filed out, and I watched them go. When they were gone, the nurse arched her eyebrow at me. I arched mine back.

She sighed. “You’ll have to sleep in that chair. It’s hard as a rock.”

“I’ve slept in worse places.”

She barked a laugh. “Why am I not surprised?”

I said nothing, and she shook her head. “Fine. But you cause any trouble, and it won’t be me coming in here but security.”

I shrugged, and she shut the door behind her. Glad they were all gone, I headed across the room.

“Max?” Wes called from the bed.

My heart literally clenched at the panic underlying his fatigue. Stopping, I glanced over my shoulder, needing a moment before I could reassure him. “I’m not leaving.” I promised quietly. “I’m dimming the light.”

True to my word, I reached for the knob on the wall and turned it down so the room was mostly dark with only enough light for us to make out the layout of the room.

“I need the bathroom,” he told me, pushing the covers back and starting to sit up. I hurried to his side, sliding down the bedrail to reach in and scoop him up into my arms.

He gasped. “What the hell, Max?”

“You can’t walk with that ankle.”

“Yes, I can. You can just help me.”

“No,” I declared, snagging the IV pole and bringing that across the room with us.

“Put me down.” He glowered.

I ignored him.

“I’m too heavy.”

I snorted.

His body stiffened, which caused him to whimper.

Feet halting just outside the bathroom door, I angled my chin down to stare at him. “What hurts?”

“Nothing.” His chin jutted out stubbornly. “And I am heavy. I’m all muscle. I work out.”

“I never said you weren’t. But I’m still going to carry you.”

“Whatever,” he spat, clearly annoyed.

“Wes,” I cajoled.

“I have to piss.”

Sighing, I carried him into the bathroom, the room so dark I had no choice but to flip on the light. He recoiled instantly, hiding his face in my neck.

The sudden sense of being electrocuted shot through my body. Veins vibrating, I breathed raggedly, trying to quell the thumping of my heart. I felt like a live wire, sparking with power, with want.

The sensation was so fucking shocking the urge to dump him on his ass and jump back tried to take over. I fought it back. I fought with every ounce of determination I had. There was no way in hell I would ever risk hurting him just so I could have relief.

Instead, I tucked him a little closer, reaching a hand up to create a visor over his eyes. “I know it’s bright,” I said, gruff. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” His lips brushed the skin on my neck when he spoke, his breath like a little puff of air chasing the contact.

In my boots, my toes curled, and the muscles in my stomach contracted.

What the fuck is wrong with me? Get it together, Navarro. He’s fucking hurt, and you’re acting like… like I don’t know what.

“Max?”

“I’m gonna put you down, okay? Don’t put weight on your foot. I’ll hold on to you, and you can piss.”

“I’m not pissing while you hold me!”

I barked out a laugh at his indignation. “Why the hell not?”

“I don’t need help to piss.”

“Tonight you do.”

Carefully, I lowered him, grasping his hips while he balanced his weight on the uninjured foot. He wobbled and shook, arms flailing out to try and balance himself. Cursing, I stepped up, molding my front against his back. He leaned into me instantly, a sigh of gratefulness moving through him.

Wrapping my arms around his chest, I lifted him and moved a couple steps closer to the toilet.

When I didn’t back up, just stayed there with my arms wrapped around him, he looked over his shoulder. Squinting against the light, his brows drew down, and I noted he still had dried blood matted in his hair. “You can go now,” he told me.

I chuckled. “Just piss already.”

The high points of his cheeks flushed. “I’m not pulling out my dick while you hold me.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

“Since we were kids!” he yelled.

I narrowed my eyes. “Stop yelling. You’re gonna hurt your head.”

He huffed. “Get out.”

“No.”

“I’ll piss myself.” He threatened.

“You need a shower anyway.”

“Max, I can’t,” he whined, chin dropping.

Reaching up, I caught his chin, forcing it back up so he had to look at me. “Why?”

His eyes slid to the side, and I tightened my fingers. “Wesley.”

His entire body slumped, and I had to let go of his chin to use both arms to hold him up.

“That was before,” he whispered.

I cocked my head to the side. “Before what?”

The sound of his swallow echoed in the room. “Before you knew I’m gay.”

I sucked in a breath, arms automatically tightening around his torso. Ignoring the cyclone of emotion whipping up inside, I said, “I didn’t realize gay dicks looked different than straight ones.”

“It’s not funny.”

I made a sound, widening my feet so I could drop lower and rest my chin on his shoulder. “I know it’s not,” I said softly. “I don’t care about it, Wes. Gay or not, you’re still mine.”

Because I was holding him so tight, I felt his sharp intake of breath. Possession rolled through me like the baddest thunderstorm to ever exist, bad enough to wipe out the cyclone previously whipping me apart.

“It won’t… disgust you?”

Growling, I pulled back, clamping my hands at his waist to spin him around. His feet were only inches off the floor when I lifted, but I still did it. “Disgust me?” I repeated.

Wes frowned, his eyes turning far away almost like he was lost in his head or trying to recall something, and I made a sound, forcing his attention back. I wanted his attention. All of it.

“Nothing about you will ever disgust me.” I swore.

His face softened, and because his lip was swollen, I was able to make out the way it wobbled. Fuck.

“Hold on to me,” I murmured as I lowered him.

His arms looped around my neck, and I held him tight to take most of his weight.

“Look at me.”

“No.”

Stubborn as shit.

“Wesley. Eyes up here.”

He listened, and my heart skipped a beat. “Good boy,” I murmured.

Shock rippled over his features, and I blinked, feeling it crash over me. Did I just praise him? I couldn’t worry about that now. He needed me.

I grazed my knuckles over the softness of his cheek. “You’re one of my favorite people on this planet,” I told him, stomach a jumbled mess. “You could whip that dick out right now and piss all over me, and I still wouldn’t be grossed out. Okay?”

Wes rolled his eyes.

“Don’t do that,” I scolded. “You’ll hurt your head. Now turn around and piss.”

Resigned, he let me help him turn around, and I felt him lift the gown. Halfway up, he glanced over his shoulder again. “Don’t look.”

I sighed and buried my eyes in the back of his shoulder.

“Don’t listen either.”

“Jesus,” I muttered, reaching over to flip on the faucet, then hiding my eyes once more.

When he was done with his business that I didn’t watch or hear, he patted my arm that was looped around his waist. I scooped him up and held him while he washed his hands. The entire time, he avoided looking at me.

Back in the bed, he caught my hand before I could pull away. “Can I have your shirt back?”

Saying nothing, I grabbed the Henley and helped him put it on the same way I had before.

“Thank you,” he said, voice weary.

“Get some sleep,” I told him, dragging the hard chair over beside the bed.

“You don’t have to stay,” he said. It was pathetically halfhearted.

“I’m staying.”

He sighed, snuggling a little farther into my shirt, and a lump formed in my throat. I watched him fall asleep, then listened to his even breathing.

Outside, staff were up and down the hall, and light tried to force its way into the cracks around the door. Even though it was utter chaos out there, in here, Wes was resting, and that was all that mattered.

After pulling off my boots, I propped my feet up on the mattress and continued to watch him sleep. Eventually, my eyes fluttered shut too, my brain dropping off into slumber.

I didn’t rest for very long, though, because his scream jolted me awake.
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Wes

The light was so bright my eyes watered under the assault. Unable to see, my hands locked up on the wheel beneath them, and then I started screaming, the force of it burning my lungs and throat but my ears somehow deaf to the sound.

The car rolled and groaned, landing with a hard jolt before rocking into a tree. From the chaos, utter silence was born. Not even the sound of my heartbeat could be heard.

Fumbling, I undid my seatbelt and crumpled onto the ceiling of the car, which was now the floor. Glass cut my stomach, piercing me with multiple jabs of pain as I shimmied out into the brightly lit silence.

The scent of wet leaves and turned-up earth permeated the air. The night sky was dark, but those headlights were so bright the quiet was disturbed. The other car was lying on the opposite side of the road, its shape and size brushing me with familiarity.

I stumbled and dragged my limp leg behind me, swiping at the blood dripping into my eyes. “Hello?” I called out. “Are you okay?”

Please be okay.

The second I was within touching distance of the car, I dropped to my knees and started to puke. It went on and on, so much coming out of me like the little bit of life I had left was trying to get away.

When I was done hurling, I sagged onto the pavement, completely spent. Remembering there could be people hurt, I crawled toward the car, which was also upside down. The window was busted, shattered glass littering the dim road.

The second I was close enough, I leaned in, squinting at the bodies in the car.

“Hello? Can you hear me?”

No answer.

I moved a little bit closer, and recognition slammed into me as I stared at the familiar yet empty faces of the dead people confined in their seats because of the seatbelts.

“Mom,” I whimpered. “Dad?”

The woman turned her head, the bones in her neck creaking. “Wesley,” she croaked as one last flicker of life sparked, then sputtered out, leaving her lifeless and cold, my name the last thing on her lips.

“Wes!” An insistent, panicked voice reached into my personal horror, trying to offer me escape.

I continued to yell, continued to stare into the eyes of my dead parents as they stared at me in accusation.

“Fucking Christ,” the voice rasped, and then a heavy yet reassuring weight settled over me.

As I wheezed, my eyes sprang open, and I flinched against the dark. The dream had been so bright and harsh that this dark, quiet reality was equally as shocking.

“Hey.” A set of reassuring, warm palms cupped my face, callused thumbs brushing over my cheeks. “There you go. Look at me. Here I am.”

“Max,” I rasped, then dissolved into a fit of coughing. Sharp pain shot through my head, and I recoiled even as I continued to cough.

Max slid off my lap, fitting himself on the side of the mattress to drag me up into his lap. I went eagerly, beyond thinking, reacting only to what I could feel.

My ankle also screamed in pain when I dragged it up, wrapping my legs around his waist and clinging to him like a spider monkey. My breathing was more like gasps, my top lip brushing his skin and the lower lip caught in the neckline of his tank.

His palm dragged down my back, and I started to tremble, all my aches and pains vying for attention over that hideous dream. “It was just a nightmare.” I reassured myself.

“I know,” he murmured, rubbing down my back once more.

My eyelids fluttered shut, and I dragged in an uneven breath, expelling it half onto his skin and half onto his shirt.

Looping my arms around his neck, I rubbed my cheek against him, sighing a little in delight. The fabric on his shirt caught the scrape on my lip, and I flinched, tumbling away from him as if he’d struck me.

Blinking in confusion, I raised a hand to the throbbing cut, feeling an odd sense of hurt and betrayal.

“What?” he asked, catching my hand and pulling it down. His brows furrowed, lips turning down as he stared. “You’re bleeding.”

“You scraped me,” I accused, trying to rub at the injury again.

Denial blazed in his black eyes, making them glitter. “I did not.”

My eyes strayed to the edge of his tank, noting the smear of blood on the edge. Following my gaze, he pulled the fabric out, stretching the neck so he could see. The second he saw the blood, he made a sound and let it go.

Grasping my hips, he pushed me back, and I locked my feet together around his back so he couldn’t make me move.

A low, brief chuckle filled the room and chased off remnants of the nightmare I’d just been embroiled in. In one slick move, Max pulled the shirt over his head, revealing his entire tatted upper body. It wasn’t as if I’d never seen it before. I had lots of times. But I’d never been in his lap. I’d never been clinging to him for comfort.

“Come here.” His voice was gruff, and my stomach dropped.

I stared at him without moving until he grabbed my hips and dragged me back. He used the offending shirt to dab at the bleeding cut before lowering it.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, caressing beneath it with his thumb.

More awake now, my entire body was going haywire. The urge to bury myself in him, to inhale his scent and rub my face against his skin, was fucking painful. Need hammered in my veins so potently I wondered dully what it did with my blood.

The other part of me wailed in alarm, warning me this was too much. That I’d never recover if I knew what this kind of contact with Max was like.

“I had a nightmare,” I mumbled, the only words to make it off my tongue.

“Yeah.”

“Sorry I woke you,” I said, unhooking my feet at his back.

God, I was practically drunk on him, on all that skin right fucking there.

I started to slide off his lap, but his palm caught my hip and flexed. I bit into my bottom lip, only remembering not to when I tasted blood.

“You’re trembling,” he whispered, trying to draw me in. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I blanked out for a moment, then realized he meant my dream. He thought I was shaking because of my nightmare, but really, I was quivering because I wanted him so badly.

I shook my head once, managing a single word. “No.”

“Come here.” His voice was quiet and dark, coaxing like some sort of magic spell.

I hesitated one last moment before giving in and letting him push my head down. The second my cheek rested against his completely naked chest, I whimpered.

“It’s okay,” he murmured, stroking my hair, not even caring it was stiff with dried blood. “How’s your head?” His voice was like a cocktail, pooling into my stomach and relaxing every muscle. “Do I need to get the doctor?”

His shirt was wrapped around me, his skin under me, and his hands soothing me. There was literally nothing on this entire planet that would be as good as this.

“No,” I whispered, rubbing against his chest again. A low purr vibrated my throat as my lids grew heavy.

“Go back to sleep now,” he told me. The soft tone he used was one I hadn’t heard before. I wanted to hear it endlessly.

“Can I?” I wasn’t sure if it was permission from him or myself that I sought. So many nights I’d lain in bed and imagined being held like this by him. Not once did my dreams match reality. I would so regret this in the morning, but tonight in the dark, I just didn’t care.

Upon feeling what I was sure was a pair of lips softly grazing my hairline, everything inside me stilled.

“Yes, baby. Sleep.”

I pressed my lips into the side of his neck, waiting to see what would happen. When he only continued to hold me, I let out a deep sigh. Perhaps I was still dreaming. Perhaps my nightmare had shifted into something far better.

Maybe I wouldn’t regret any of this in the morning but clutch instead at a dream while wishing it could be real.
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Max

The steady beeping of the monitors keeping tabs on a heart that was slowly giving up its battle filled the room like a ticking clock. A clock counting down the minutes we had left with her.

She wasn’t my mother, but she was my mom.

No one could ever match or replace the love she supplied, the absolute acceptance she gave like it didn’t cost a thing. But I knew. I knew how expensive that shit was. How most people didn’t think I was worth that price tag.

Even my own biologics, who were so rich they spent money like water, didn’t think I was worth the cost.

It was why they beat me. Well, he did. She just allowed it, which made her just as guilty. Imagine making something and then hating how it came out. But because you couldn’t get rid of the thing you made, you tried to break it and reshape it into what you hoped it had been all along.

Except people were not things. Children were not meant to be broken. Gluing broken pieces back together only made what you were trying to create filled with cracks that never quite fit together.

The Sinclairs loved me anyway. All chipped and cracked, never fitting together just right. They acted like I was seamless, treated me like I’d been made perfectly and didn’t need to be fixed.

And now the man I considered my dad was gone, a piece of me that could never be glued back into place because it was a piece I’d never see again. That missing piece hurt way more than any physical wound my father had ever inflicted. More than any of the mental abuse he hurled.

Funny how the absence of someone could hurt a million times worse than tangible abuse. In fact, I’d suffer those fists and take every insult to heart if it would bring him back. I’d take that pain and let it feast on me internally because it would be far better than knowing I’d never see my dad again.

“I’m proud of you.” It was the last thing he ever said to me. I would take a thousand beatings to give back those heartfelt words if I could have one more minute in his presence.

Rage rose, casting a murky shadow and consuming the insufferable pain my chest ached with. My heart burst into flames hotter than the sun, and I breathed heavily, asking myself why.

Why did death choose him and leave behind a man who deserved to be snuffed out?

Because death was an asshole—clearly, the worst kind of villain.

A small sound made my chin lift, and then two paper-white fingers lifted just barely off the mattress. I pushed off the wall instantly, swiping at my eyes and trying to stuff everything down.

“Max, honey,” Mom said when I was standing right beside her head. Her voice was weak, but I could hear her fine.

“Mom,” I said, slipping my hand around hers. “You’re going to be okay.”

Tears filled her eyes, one spilling over and rolling down the side of her face. “I think we both know better.”

My lips rolled in. The insurmountable pain squeezed my chest until I wanted to collapse. Instead, I stood there gripping her hand.

“It’s why I wanted to talk to you alone.” She spoke slowly as though it took effort to get out all the words, but despite her weakening state, her eyes sparked with determination.

Letting go of my fingers, she patted the mattress.

Swallowing, I sank on it, my hip and thigh brushing against her.

“You know you’re my son, right?”

I nodded.

“I don’t have two. I have three.”

I nodded again, blinking back the tears threatening to spill out of my eyes. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t.

“I don’t want you to think because we never officially adopted you—”

“I know, Mom. I understand.”

Her hand fluttered into my lap, and I put mine over it, clinging. “I don’t want you to think we didn’t fight them hard enough. I just…” Her voice faded away, and she dragged in a wheezing breath.

“You don’t have to say this. Save your strength,” I said. “Want me to get Win and Wes?”

I started up, but her hand slammed down in my lap, holding me in place.

“No. This is our time right now.”

The tears threatened again as I swallowed the lumps in my throat, and my chest felt so tight it hurt. “Please don’t die.”

A sob racked the air above her. “Oh, baby. If I could stay, I would.”

I lost my battle, and tears rained over my cheeks.

“I need you to do something for me,” she finally said.

I gripped her hand tighter. “Anything.”

Her eyes strayed to a large yellow envelope of papers on the table by the bed. I followed her gaze but then looked back at her. I only had so much time.

“Ted brought these by just a bit ago.”

I frowned. “Your lawyer?”

She nodded.

“Mom…” I began. “I don’t need you to adopt me. I don’t need papers for you to be my mom.”

She started to cry, but her hand couldn’t reach, so I leaned down, pushing my cheek into her palm. “You deserve so much better than you’ve been given.”

I shook my head.

“Those aren’t adoption papers. As much as I would love to adopt you, I can’t. We can’t.”

I nodded, solemn. My biologics would never allow it.

“Even if I could…” Her voice trailed away, eyes straying to the door. When her eyes came back, they were alert and sincere. “You are our son in every way that matters. Nothing will change that.”

I nodded.

“Those papers are power of attorney. They’re also guardianship orders.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re the only one who’s eighteen, Max. And I just don’t have enough time…” She started to cry again.

“Mom, don’t cry. Please. It’s okay.”

She sniffled, ignoring the wetness on her cheeks. “I need you to watch out for them, okay, son? I need you to keep them together.”

It took me a minute to understand. Then I realized. “You want me to be their guardian?”

She nodded. “I know it’s so much to ask. But there’s no time.”

“Win will be eighteen in a few months.”

“Baby, you know I don’t have that long.”

I knew. We all knew.

“Wes is fifteen, Max. If I die without appointing a caregiver, he will go into the system. They might take him from Win. From you.”

I lurched up off the bed, my heart suddenly hammering as adrenaline coursed through my veins. “No.” I denied. “No.”

I couldn’t lose my brothers. They were literally all I had left.

“Win can’t sign for guardianship. I need you to do it. I can’t leave here knowing the three of you won’t stay together.”

My hand slapped over the envelope, and I ripped it in my haste to pull out the papers. “Where’s the pen?” My eyes landed on the black ballpoint that had rolled to the edge of the small table.

I snatched it up, clicking the end. Flinging through the papers, I looked for a place to sign.

“Max.”

I looked up.

“Come over here, honey.”

I went, clutching the pen and the papers for dear life. She patted the bed, and I sat beside her again.

“This is asking a lot. Financially, all three of you are taken care of. Your father—”

“Dad.” I corrected.

Her eyes filled with pain, and I felt bad for reminding her that the man she loved was dead. But then she nodded. “Your dad and I… we already made sure the three of you are taken care of. But this… we thought we would have more time.”

“I’ll do it, Mom. Don’t worry.”

“He won’t be eighteen for three more years.” She paused, her lip wobbling. “My baby.”

I swallowed, thinking of Wes sitting out in the hall, how he was basically an orphan at fifteen. I would have let my father beat me to death if I could have given him his parents back.

“You’ll be taking on responsibility. Legally. Medically,” she tried to explain. “Win will be there. He can do it, but—”

“Mom.” I stopped her. None of this mattered. I would sign anything. Do anything to keep the three of us together. “I’ll take care of him. I swear on my entire life I will take care of him.”

“I thought I would have a lot more years before I handed him over to you.”

I felt my brow crease. “Wh—”

“I love you. All of you.”

My chest swelled, which made how hard it squeezed twice as painful. “Love you too.” I paused, and though it was fucking hard and fucking private, I plowed on because if I didn’t say it now, she’d never hear it. “Thank you for… being there. For being my mom. You probably saved my life.”

She reached out, and I leaned in so she could touch my face again. “You deserve happiness and love. There is so much inside you. Don’t keep it hidden, okay? Promise me.”

I swallowed.

“Maxen, promise your mom. You let yourself love when the time comes.”

“No one loves me but you.”

She made a soft sound. “Win does,” she refuted. “Wes does.”

The papers in my hand crinkled when I squeezed them tighter.

“Don’t let this confuse you.” She tapped on the documents. “But I have to keep you together. It’s my last wish.”

I started flipping through the papers again, looking for a place to sign.

“Get Ted. He’s in the hall.”

I went to the door, poking my head out.

Win and Wes were sitting just outside the room, and both looked up when my head appeared.

“Ted.”

The lawyer I hadn’t even noticed earlier was there, and he hurried into the room.

Win frowned, and I gave him a look that promised I’d explain later.

Ted cleared his throat. “You’ve talked to him?”

Mom made a sound like she was saving her voice only for us boys.

Ted glanced around at me. “And you’ve agreed? It’s quite a lot for an eighteen—”

I cut him off. “Where do I sign?”

He took the papers, flipping through them, and pointed. I scrawled my name. We repeated it on several pages until he looked up and cleared his throat. “That will do it.”

“You’re certain?” Mom whispered. She looked so tired.

“Positive. It’s legal. All in order. I made sure.”

“Thank you, Ted. I couldn’t leave this earth until I knew they would be together.”

Ted nodded, shifting awkwardly. After a moment of tense silence, he slipped the papers into the envelope and pulled a card out of his jacket and extended it to me. “I’m your legal counsel now. At least for the next three years. You call me anytime. Anytime at all.”

I nodded.

The lawyer turned back to Mom, faltering as though he didn’t know what to say.

“Thank you, Ted. This is a gift I will never be able to repay.”

He cleared his throat. “Yes. Well. It’s been my greatest pleasure knowing you.”

And then he was gone.

“I want to see all my boys together.”

I raced to the door, motioning for Win and Wes.

She didn’t mention the legal papers I’d just signed. How, technically, now I was Wes’s legal guardian. When I glanced at her, she just shook her head slightly and smiled.

Wes climbed into the bed, burying his floppy curls against her shoulder and hugging her tight. More tears spilled down her cheeks and, yeah, maybe mine too.

Win moved in and laid his cheek against her stomach, both boys taking up the entire mattress. I stood apart, staring at them. Marveling once again at their easy affection.

I’d never known affection until them.

“Max.” Mom beckoned, lifting her hand from Win’s head to call me over.

A sob broke in my chest like a hard wave crashing against the shoreline. My legs wobbled as I went, and even though there was no room, even though I was the biggest, I still managed to fit on that mattress with the three of them.

We stayed like that until Mom took in her very last breath.

My lungs shuddered under the shaky exhale, and though my eyes were closed, my wet lashes felt heavy. A memory? A dream? A replica of the past.

My brain conjuring up that little blast from the past wasn’t a surprise considering how I’d spent my night. Surprise or no, it hung like the thickest humidity in the hottest part of summer, clinging to my mind, refusing to recede even just a little and give me room to breathe.

I glanced down, and my chest clenched at the way Wes was tucked between my spread thighs, his upper body draped across my torso, arms hidden between us. His breathing was steady and even, a rhythm attempting to soothe how stirred up I felt.

Unblinking, I stared at my hands resting loosely around him, denying the urge to flatten my palms and rub over his side and back. He needed comfort last night, and though I knew I shouldn’t, there was no way in hell I could deny him. He was raw, but I was too. Seeing him in this hospital bed was basically my worst nightmare.

Thank fuck he is okay. My brain tried multiple times to go to the place of what would have happened if things had been worse, but I basically short-circuited, unable to process. Everything in me shut right down as if Wes stopped existing, then I would too.

Shaky and raw, I shoved away the thoughts as hard as I could. I was a violent fuck, so they skittered and screeched, leaving skid marks as they flew into the dark recesses of my mind, a place I never allowed myself to go.

I told myself to get up. It was morning now, and there was a hard, uncomfortable chair over there with my name on it. I didn’t move because stolen moments from the middle of the night replayed as though I needed a rerun. His smooth cheek rubbing against me. The light exhale of his breath against my exposed skin. Wide, vulnerable eyes watching me like there was nothing else to look at. Like there was no one else he wanted to see. The way he fucking whispered if he could sleep on me…

Can I?

I bit back a groan.

His lips against my neck.

“Shit,” I muttered, dragging a hand over my face.

He made a small sound, and I froze. The little snuffle filled the quiet room as he shifted even closer against me. How he managed to fold himself into such a small ball, I would never understand.

Heart aching, I lightly fingered his messy curls.

Why do you do this to me? How?

The handle on the door clicked, making my eyes pop wide. As it unlatched, my knees rose, creating a barrier around Wes’s sleeping form. Triceps clenching, I straightened my arms so I could fold them closer around him, shielding what my legs did not. Neck tight, my head left the mattress, and I stared at the four people suddenly piling in the door.

Partly on their way in, they all froze, taking in the way we were lying and the fact Wes was still asleep.

A very small pinch of awkwardness tried to form, but I immediately and rather ruthlessly snuffed it out with the heavy emotions already swelling within me. I wouldn’t be embarrassed, ashamed, or anything else for being in this bed with Wes, for holding him while he slept.

I could berate myself for it later. In private.

“Should we come back?” Rory whispered.

I shook my head and waved them in. “What time is it?” I kept my voice low.

“Eight thirty,” Ryan said, stepping around the girls and moving to the side of the bed to glance down at Wes and frown. “He okay?”

I tightened my arms around him. “He’s fine.”

“Then why are you in bed with him?” Ryan deadpanned.

Jamie made a gruff sound, obviously thinking the same thing.

I maybe had a soft spot for the girls, but these two dudes? At times, they tried me.

On the other side of the bed, Rory set a drink holder on the small table, and Madison placed a box beside it.

“They’re grumpy,” Madison told me quietly. “They only got three pounds of food this morning instead of ten.”

“You didn’t have to hurry over,” I told her.

“We brought coffee. And donuts. We were gonna bring sandwiches, but we weren’t sure how Wes would be feeling…” Her voice fell away, brown eyes straying to Wes as she chewed on her lower lip.

“Coffee and donuts are good. Thanks,” I said, gruff, including Rory in the brief display of gratefulness. Being nice was kinda new to me.

Both Jamie and Ryan moved to the foot of the bed, folding their arms over their chests to glower.

Was I supposed to be intimidated?

“Looks to me like we did,” Jamie supplied.

What the hell was he going on about? Oh, right. The fact I was in bed. With Wes.

“He had a nightmare,” I said, clipped. Not that I owed them shit.

“Looks like he’s sleeping peacefully now,” Ryan pointed out.

“What the heck is wrong with you two?” Rory huffed, fisting her hands on her hips to glare at them.

Ryan glanced at his ginger girlfriend before sliding his eyes back to me.

“Considering the way Wes tore out of the diner last night after seeing you escort your booty call into the bathroom—gross, by the way,” Jamie drawled. “I think you’re taking advantage that he seems to have forgotten.”

My stomach dropped. Had he run out of the diner last night upset? Did he get into an accident because of me?

Madison’s dark brows rose beneath her bangs when she looked at me. “You did what?”

Refusing to show anything below my surface, I arched one brow, meeting Jamie’s stare. “So when he woke up screaming from dreaming about the way our parents died in a car accident, should I have ignored him?”

“Shit.” Jamie reached up to scrub a hand over his face.

“You guys are stepbrothers, right?” Rory asked.

What the fuck did that matter? I glanced at her. “No.”

Wes stretched against me, a light groan slipping from between his lips. I glanced down as his eyes popped open and tension changed the way he lay against me.

One of the hands splayed over my ribs, and he used it as leverage to push up, blinking sleepy eyes at me. “Max?”

The urge to hold his face and inspect every inch of him coursed through me. “We’re at the hospital, remember?” I said, keeping my hands at my sides.

He nodded once, then reached up to finger the bandage on his head.

I grabbed his fingers, pulling them away. “Don’t irritate it. Does it hurt?”

His eyes went to where my hand still held his, staring like he was seeing something he’d never seen before. His eyes lifted again, meeting mine, and something electric passed between us.

Time to get up. Averting my gaze, I shifted to do just that, but then he dropped his cheek into the center of my chest. “I feel like shit.”

I lifted my hand, hovering over his head, wanting to soothe him but knowing I couldn’t.

“I’ll get the doctor.” Madison fretted, and Wes stiffened, springing up into a sitting position.

“I didn’t know you guys were here,” he said, reaching around to rub the back of his neck.

He always did that when he felt shy.

“Obviously,” Jamie teased.

“What time is it?” Wes asked, glancing around. “Is practice already over?”

Ryan nodded and told him the time.

“We brought you some coffee,” Rory said, reaching for one of the cups. “Do you want to try a sip?”

Wes sat up a little farther, glancing down to see he was still between my spread legs. “Uh, sure,” he said, avoiding my gaze when he took the cup.

“Here’s yours,” Rory told me, handing over a cup that was identical to Wes’s.

“Thanks.”

“Should I get the doctor now?” Madison worried.

“No, I’m okay,” Wes answered, taking a tentative sip of the coffee.

Both girls watched him almost hopefully until he glanced up.

“Caramel is the best.”

They both beamed as though they’d somehow cured a disease.

I took a swig of mine, nearly recoiling from the bitter black brew. Feeling his amusement, I glanced up at Jamie and his smirk.

“Wasn’t sure how you drank yours, so I got it black.”

I laughed. Not the reaction Jamie was expecting.

“Black’s good,” I said, taking another long sip and swallowing it without a wince.

If this dude thought black coffee was somehow a punishment, he was going to be extremely disappointed. Especially after the night I’d had.

“There’s cream and sugar,” Rory said, pointing to the drink carrier. Obviously, she didn’t think I needed to be punished. Now you understand why I liked the girls better.

“I can handle it as is,” I told her, eyes not leaving Jamie as I took another drink.

“Was Coach mad I wasn’t there?” Wes asked his swim bros.

“You’re in the hospital,” I muttered.

“Nah, he was more worried about how you were,” Ryan said. “He said he was going to come by, though.”

“Word’s out about the accident. Campus is buzzing.”

Wes groaned. “So much for just being in the background.”

Jamie shrugged and helped himself to the box of donuts. “One of Elite spending the night in the hospital was bound to cause a stir.” He pushed the open box under Wes’s nose. “Donut?”

Wes shook his head.

“Hey,” I said, sitting forward to lay a hand between his shoulder blades. “You still feel sick?”

He leaned a little closer into my hand, and I pretended not to notice. “Not as bad as last night. But I think I’ll wait and make sure this coffee stays down before eating.”

I nodded.

The box appeared under my nose, nearly bumping into my chest. “Donut?”

I snagged a glazed out of the box and took a huge bite. “Thanks, bro.”

Jamie’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then he smiled. “Bro, sure.”

Wes sighed. “I gotta piss,” he grumbled and then glared at the IV.

The girls jumped forward to try and help him off the bed.

Ryan scoffed. “How come you didn’t yell at him for announcing he had to piss?”

“He’s a patient,” Rory told him like it was obvious.

Madison nodded sagely.

Wes rotated at the waist and held his cup out to me. I took it and then set aside both of ours to get up too. The girls were on each side of him as he wobbled on his feet, but I slid an arm around him from behind.

“I got it,” I told them gently.

“I can manage on my own,” Wes told me.

“Are you still dizzy?” I asked, leading him across the room.

“No,” he denied, but he walked like a pregnant turtle and grabbed the IV pole like it was a cane. The pole slid forward, the little wheels slipping. He tumbled forward, but I tightened my arm around him, anchoring him into my side and keeping him from toppling over.

The hand with the IV in the back gripped my side as I helped him the rest of the way.

When I tried to follow him inside the bathroom, he glared. “I can do it.”

“You almost busted your ass two seconds ago,” I argued.

“Well, I didn’t.”

“Because I caught you.”

“I’m not peeing in front of you again!” he declared.

“Again?” Ryan wondered out in the room.

Wes groaned, his brown eyes beseeching. “Please, Max.”

“Fine. I’ll wait out here.” Then I warned him. “If you fall, I’m coming in there.”

I was pretty sure he called me stupid, but I let it pass as I quietly shut the door behind him and planted myself on the other side.

“Can we talk to you a minute?” Jamie said, pointing to the hall.

“No.”

The room fell quiet, and I listened for any sound that might indicate Wes needed help. A second later, the faucet turned on, and I heard him mutter, “Probably standing out there listening.”

Under my breath, I huffed a laugh.

Seconds later, the nurse bustled in, glancing at the empty bed. “Where is the patient?”

I pointed to the bathroom.

“Ah, well, it’s a good sign he’s up.” She glanced around, eyes coming back to me. “How did he seem this morning?”

“Not bad.”

“The doctor is making his rounds now. Should be just a few minutes.”

A few sounds came from inside the bathroom, and then the door opened at my back.

Seeing me standing there, Wes let out a sigh. “I knew it.”

My lips folded in on each other.

“Oh, good,” Wes said, attention going past me. “Can I get this out now?” he asked, holding up his hand.

The bandage there was still tainted with blood.

The nurse nodded. “Sure. Let me get a fresh dressing, and I’ll be right back.”

Wes glared at me when I tried to help him to the bed, so I let him go by himself, following closely behind just in case. He sat down with a sigh, and I snatched up my tank, tugging it over my bare chest.

“You sure you’re okay, bro?” Ryan asked.

“Good. Just sore. I could use a swim right about now.”

“No,” Madison, Rory, and I said in unison.

The doctor and nurse came back in, shooing us all out so they could examine him and remove the IV. I planned on remaining in the room, but the vibes Jamie and Ryan were throwing made me follow them out into the hall.

The second the door closed behind us, I leaned against the wall, crossing one ankle over the other. “Got something to say?” I drawled.

Rory and Madison stared warily between the three of us, but I kept my eyes on Jamie and Ryan.

“What kind of game are you playing?” Ryan asked point blank.

I straightened off the wall. “Excuse me?”

“What you did last night—” Jamie started, but I slashed my hand in the air, silencing his words.

“What I did last night has nothing to do with you. It ain’t your business.”

Jamie’s blue eyes flashed. “It is when our best friend gets hurt because of it.”

Pain squeezed my chest as white-hot anger singed deeper. I took a step toward Jamie. I was tall, but at six foot three, Jamie was taller. It didn’t matter, though. His extra inches were nothing compared to the insurmountable rage and despair inside me.

My feet bumped his, and my eyes flashed. “You saying I’m the reason Wes is in that hospital bed?”

It was one thing to have the unspoken thought bounce around in my skull, but having someone else voice it?

Fucking torture.

“Jamie,” Madison admonished.

Jamie’s eyes bounced between mine a second longer, and then his shoulders dropped. “Of course not. It was an accident. But you are the reason he rushed off so fast.”

I arched a brow, glancing at Ryan and then back to Jamie. “Am I?”

They both fell silent a minute, a slither of doubt tamping down their resolve. But then Jamie blinked it away to quietly say, “You know you are.”

“I don’t know any such thing.”

Jamie’s jaw bounced, and he looked away.

Ryan stepped forward. “Look, you don’t want to be our friend. That’s fine. But Wes is. And you know we care about him. I know you care about him too, so let’s not act like we don’t all know what’s going on here.”

I cocked my head. “What’s going on?”

Ryan laughed under his breath. “You want me to say it? All right. I will.”

My heart was beating so fast that I was lightheaded, and it felt like I had a second pulse in my temple. Sweat beaded between my shoulder blades, and my stomach cramped with discomfort. I needed to shut this down. Shut. It. Down. Immediately. This conversation couldn’t happen. This can of worms needed to stay sealed.

But damn, if I didn’t want to hear those words on Ryan’s lips.

Damn, if I didn’t want someone to say what they saw. What they knew. What they felt.

Ryan’s lips parted, and sudden panic was like a cold bucket of water right in my face. Gasping for air I didn’t suddenly have, I held up my hand. “Stop.”

Everyone stared at me. I felt their eyes like a thousand burning suns.

“I appreciate you being there for Wes. For trying to protect him. But stay out of it. You have no idea about any of this. Your attitude and half-veiled comments aren’t going to hurt me. They’re going to hurt Wes. And I will not let you hurt him. I won’t let anyone hurt him.”

“Except you,” Jamie reiterated.

I took a deep breath and exhaled, feeling my jaw slide forward with the force of it. Pushing my tongue against the back of my teeth, I shook my head. “You have no idea what I do to protect him. How much I’ve—” I slammed my lips together, chest rising and falling rapidly. “You have no clue what you’re talking about, and if you care about Wes as much as you say you do, then you will let it go.”

“What about you?” Ryan asked, no challenge in his voice. “Will you let it go?”

I laughed beneath my breath. Then I met his eyes, all traces of humor evaporated. “I will never let Wes go. Never.”

I started back toward the room, but my boots made a scuffing sound when I stopped and turned. “I actually really like you guys,” I admitted, shaking my head because, frankly, it shocked the shit out of me. “I want Wes to be happy. To have friends and people who care.” I took the smallest step forward, angling myself toward the guys and away from the women. “But if you try and get in between me and my family, it won’t matter if we’re bros or how much Wes likes you. I will erase you from his life.”

I didn’t wait for a reply because none was required. I meant what I said. We could be friends, or we could be enemies. Their choice. I left them standing stunned in the hallway and went back to Wes.
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Wes

My heart wouldn’t stop fluttering. The entire time the doctor and nurse poked and prodded, asking me a thousand and two questions, I expected them to notice. To frown at my irregular heartbeat and quickened breath and declare I couldn’t go home.

But they didn’t seem to notice.

Which, frankly, made me wonder if they were good at their jobs. How could they not notice how fucking far gone I was?

Despite the aches and echoes of pain in my limbs, the scrapes, bruises, and impressive headache, it all paled in comparison to what I experienced in the dark last night.

To who I experienced.

I knew Max well. His favorite color (black), favorite food (tacos). I knew his tattoos, his expressions, and even his moods. He trusted all of two people in this world, had a fuse so short it was practically nonexistent, and he was fiercely loyal. I also knew what he looked like as a boy after his father beat him. After his mother stood and watched, offering no help. I knew what he looked like drenched in rain as he snuck in the back door, haunted black eyes and hollowed-out cheeks. I knew he kept the most volatile pieces of him chained deep inside because they scared even him.

What I did not know was Max in the middle of the night, the softness of his give. The way his voice dropped and turned to velvet. How that velvet brushed over my already exposed feelings like a soft kiss.

Baby. He called me fucking baby.

His fingers in my hair, the sound of the breath in his lungs, and his steady heartbeat right beneath my ear. I fit perfectly in his lap. Like I belonged there.

You don’t belong there, Wes. Stop.

I couldn’t stop, though. I relived every second of those hours, of the way his very presence blurred out my worst trauma and blanketed me with comfort. I discovered that even asleep, I was drawn to him, rousing just enough to marvel at how it felt to lie against him before drifting off again in contentment. There was so much of Max to love. Finding new parts hurt and excited me all at once.

The tug-of-war inside me grew a little greater. The tight rope I walked stretched finer as I wobbled in between who Max was to me and who I wished he could be.

The intimacy we fell into last night—albeit brief—was so dangerous for me because I learned what we were capable of. What could be. He filled me up so good. So good that now I felt malnourished.

My hands shook as I tugged clean clothes out of the bag my friends brought from my dorm. Muffled voices carried outside the bathroom, my ears automatically focusing on one in particular. Max was planted on the other side, guarding the door like it was his God-given right. He was pissed I wouldn’t let him come in, but shit, I needed a breather. It would take me twice as long to get dressed, but I needed that time too. Hope was a clingy bastard. Hope also hurt.

It didn’t matter how many times I told myself not to go there or that it would never happen. I hoped just the same.

Maybe my accident flipped a switch. Maybe seeing me in a hospital bed made Max realize I was more than his brother. He called me baby. He held me in his lap. My God, his voice. The way he looked at me…

Maybe he can love me too.

My heart flipped again, this time my stomach following suit.

Leaning into the wall, I dipped my chin to stare at my bare chest. How could it look so normal when it felt filleted and bare?

The rumble of Max’s voice echoed on the other side of the door. It was a good reminder that my hope was wasted. He’d been freaked out last night. Win had been the same. Of course he acted like that because he thought I might die. Just because he didn’t love me the way I hoped didn’t mean he didn’t love me at all.

He did. Just not in the same way I loved him. Not in the way I wished for.

This morning, he was back to his usual self. If anything, he seemed grumpier than normal. The tension between him, Jamie, and Ryan was obvious even for a guy with stitches and a banging headache. Jamie and Ryan were usually pretty laid-back, so it made me wonder what I was missing.

As I carefully pulled on a long-sleeve T-shirt, I thought back to last night, trying to recall what happened before the accident.

All I remembered was being at Shirley’s, eating with the team. Snagging the sweatpants, I gently pulled them over my wrapped ankle as I balanced precariously on my uninjured one. A brief flash of me standing out on the sidewalk as Max hugged me fired through my head, and I toppled over.

Cursing, I let go of the pants, slamming my hand into the wall to try and catch myself before I went down.

The bathroom door burst open, light from outside filtering in as a shadow moved toward me.

Automatically, I put my injured foot down, yelping beneath my breath when it protested against any weight.

“Goddammit, Wes,” Max practically growled, scooping me up bridal style like it wasn’t hard at all. “I told you to let me help you.”

He plopped down on the toilet with me in his lap.

“I don’t need help,” I objected, planting my good foot on the floor so I could stand.

“Don’t even think about it, brat,” he spat, arms locking around my waist.

I turned to glare, and our noses almost collided. Eyes widening, I drew back, whatever I was going to say dying instantly on my lips.

With one arm locked around my waist, he leaned down to snatch up the sweats dangling on the tip of my foot.

“You have two choices,” he told me, intense onyx gaze colliding with mine. “You can let me help you, or you can sit here in my lap in your underwear until you change your mind.”

My mouth opened. Closed.

Dropping my eyes, I stared at how I was in fact sitting in his lap in my boxer briefs. My cheeks burned as I looked at my bare legs against his jean-clad ones, and the second I fidgeted, I felt the muscles in his legs tense.

“What’s it gonna be?” His voice was brusque, his breath brushing over my cheek.

I glanced beyond our touching bodies to where he sat and smirked. “You’re sitting on the toilet. The toilet with no lid.”

The black brow with the silver hoop arched. “The seating in here is limited.”

“I could reach around and flush it. Wonder if you’d still sit there with a wet ass.”

His tongue slid over his front teeth. “Try me.”

My stomach fluttered, and well, I’d had enough. This time with him for the last twenty-four hours was going to set me back immeasurably.

Like you were making any progress anyway.

I was! I definitely was.

Liar.

“Wes.”

I jolted. The soft incantation of my name on his lips had me practically spilling onto the floor all over again. My whole body spasmed as though it could lock up and somehow prevent the fall.

It couldn’t.

But Max could. He did.

Both arms locked around me, and he stood in a single fluid movement.

“I work out way too much for you to be able to haul me around like this,” I muttered, completely offended.

“It’s my job to do what you need.”

I stilled, my entire body practically on lockdown as I stared at him. “What?” I whispered.

He ignored the question. The fucking vibes filling this bathroom. He did it so effectively that confusion clouded my brain.

And then my boxer-covered ass hit the uncovered toilet. I shouted and started to spring up. Max slapped a hand on my shoulder, keeping me down.

“Everything okay?” Jamie’s voice popped in the doorway, and then he made a sound. “Bro, you have to take off the boxers before you go,” he lamented.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

“Out,” Max bit out, but it was without his usual sting, and I knew somewhere inside, he was laughing too.

Jamie hesitated. “Wes?”

Max stiffened, his body rotating toward the door.

Reaching up, I caught his side with my hand, making him pause. “We’re good,” I told Jamie. “Needed somewhere to sit to put on my pants,” I explained, holding up my throbbing ankle.

“Right. Bro, you might wanna burn those boxers later.” Jamie left, and I dropped my hand from Max’s waist.

Sighing, I held the pants out to him. “Will you help me?”

He knelt in front of me, and a knot formed in my throat. Even the top of his head was beautiful, his inky hair glossy under the light. I forced my eyes away. I needed some distance from him. I needed to shove these overwhelming feelings back down.

Max worked quickly and quietly, pulling the pants over my feet, gentle around my wrapped ankle.

“Max?” I asked.

“What?”

“What’s the deal with you and Jamie?” His hands paused just briefly before continuing. “Ryan too,” I added.

He made a sound. “Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

That brought his head up. Shifting closer, he covered my knees with his palms, one of his thumbs absently brushing the underside. I did my best to suppress the shiver, hoping like hell he didn’t notice the way goose bumps rippled across my skin.

“I’m not lying to you. We’re all on edge because of what happened.”

I tried to swallow but didn’t quite make it, so I forced it down again. “Did something happen before the accident?”

Max sighed and stood, his body towering over me. “Come on,” he said, cupping my elbows and pulling me up. “You’re cold.”

I didn’t argue. I didn’t want to explain that the goose bumps weren’t from being cold.

He started to reach for the pants, and I smacked his arm away, wobbling a little on one foot as I reached for them myself. Max held on to me while I tugged them up, pulling the hem of my shirt over the waistband.

When I was done, there was the briefest pause, and in the quiet, I heard him exhale. He pulled away, reaching for the stupid crutches I’d been given, holding them out for me.

I gave them a dirty look.

“Would you rather I carry you?”

I took the crutches, jamming them under my arms. “Get my bag,” I told him and started out of the room.

He chuckled behind me, and I considered clobbering him over the head with one of the things. Focused on the crutches and not tripping, I didn’t realize there was someone new in the room until she spoke.

“There he is,” a familiar voice lamented as she moved closer. “Oh, Wes, are you okay?”

My head lifted, the bottom of one crutch scuffing across the floor. “Veronica?”

She smiled. “Wasn’t sure you’d recognize me without my Shirley’s uniform.”

I nodded, not really sure what I was supposed to say as I took in her skinny jeans and light-colored sweater beneath an open black peacoat. Her brown hair was pulled up into those two buns toward the back of her head, and a few wisps fell around her ears. She had a red crossbody bag slashed over her torso and a pair of high-top sneakers on her feet.

Still not sure what to say, I glanced over at my friends.

Madison stepped forward first. “Veronica stopped by to see if you’re okay.”

Veronica smiled and held up a paper bag. “I brought food.” Lowering the bag, she gazed at me. “Thought you might be hungry.”

My stomach churned, refuting her words.

“Wow, ah, thank you. You didn’t have to do all that.”

I felt Max hovering just behind me, but even if I wasn’t practically a magnet for his presence, I would have known he was there by the way Veronica’s blue eyes slid to him warily, then snapped back to me.

Smiling, she said, “Of course. As soon as word got out about your accident, everyone at the diner was so worried.”

“The waiting room is actually full of people,” Rory added.

I drew back. “What? Why?”

“Elite,” Ryan murmured.

Sometimes I forgot how much attention Elite swimmers got at Westbrook. Especially since I spent all my time trying to stay out of the spotlight.

“If everyone else is out there, how’d you get in here?” Max asked.

“Max,” I warned out of the corner of my mouth.

He ignored me.

“She brought food,” Jamie said like it was obvious.

“You left the diner last night kinda in a hurry. I didn’t even get to say bye, and then I heard about the accident. I tried to visit last night, but they wouldn’t let me back.”

I only heard about half of what she said, and then a whirring sound was silencing out everything else, and it felt like I was being sucked into a tunnel to be spit out into a memory.

Last night.

The way I’d fought any closeness to Max. The way he hugged me anyway, and I’d given in. The relief of that touch, the weight of his attention. How infinite suffering was worth five minutes of his comfort.

The girl.

The bathroom.

The horrendous gut punch of having everything he’d offered ripped back out of me along with parts that weren’t even his.

I’d rushed from the diner. Confused, disappointed… throbbing with hurt.

He didn’t want me. He never would.

I disgusted him. Wait, no. My feelings for him disgusted him.

Last night in the bathroom. Nothing about you will ever disgust me.

He was a liar. He lied. Lied right to my face. And I believed him. I lay over there in that bed soaking up every scrap of sympathy he offered.

“Wes.” His worried voice filled my ears, and my skin sang when his forearm slid along my back to curve around my waist.

Gasping, I jolted back and stumbled a little before righting myself. He reached for me again, and I held out one of the crutches like I could ward him off. “Don’t touch me.”

Something flickered in his bottomless stare, something that twisted in my gut like a knife, but I turned away from it. I couldn’t care about that right now. About him.

Turning my head, I stared into the bathroom, recalling last night, recalling just moments ago.

Embarrassment burned in the base of my spine, spreading upward, lighting me on fire until I felt my cheeks sting. He acted like nothing happened. He came to the hospital and made me… feel. Stirred up that stupid hope until I was nothing but a body of muddy water that couldn’t see anything at all.

And I let him. After he’d had to drown out those minutes with me buried in a strange woman’s body in the bathroom of a greasy diner.

A strangled sound tried to claw its way out of my throat, but I denied it, letting it rip me up inside instead.

“Bro, you good?” Ryan asked.

“Is it something I said?” Veronica worried, the handle of the bag she held crinkling a bit under her grip.

I did my best to smile, hoping it didn’t look too much like a grimace. “No. I just, ah… remembered some stuff from last night,” I said. Ignoring the way Max shifted a few feet away, I reached up to tap the side of my head. “Hit my head, lost a couple memories. But you helped me get them back.”

Veronica’s blue eyes widened. “Really?”

I smiled. “Yeah.”

“You must be in a lot of pain,” she said, moving across the room, cutting the space between me and Max to stand right in front of me.

I was taller than her, so I glanced down.

“What’s in that bag there?” I asked, gesturing with my chin. In truth, the last thing I wanted was food, but I’d be damned if I stood here and embarrassed myself any more. I’d done enough of that.

He just let me cling to him. Let me sleep in his lap. He must pity me. He probably wishes Win was here.

“Waffles. Eggs. Bacon. All the stuff you usually order.”

“Thanks for thinking of me,” I told her.

“I always think of you,” she whispered.

“We should go. You need to lie down,” Max said, his voice ominous.

“You can go.” I flicked a brief glance at him. “I’ll catch a ride with Ryan back to the dorms.”

Max made a rude sound. “You aren’t staying at your dorm.”

“Yes, I am. I live there.”

“No,” Max said like it was taking everything in him to be patient.

Spoiler alert: Dude was about to bust a vein.

Shame.

“You do not live in that fucking dorm. You know where your home is.”

“I can’t go home. It’s too far of a drive from campus every day.”

His nostrils flared. “Not Mom and Dad’s. The townhouse.”

“That’s where you and Win live.”

“You have a room there too.” His voice was practically strangled. I didn’t know what he was getting so pissy for. He should be thankful to be rid of me.

“I’m going to my dorm.” I decided.

“You aren’t staying alone. You have a head injury,” he argued.

“I won’t be alone. It’s a dorm filled with Elite.”

“You don’t have a roommate.” Max pressed.

“We can—” Ryan started, but Max’s patience snapped.

“Wesley Evan Sinclair, you are not going to your dorm, and that’s fucking final.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the ringing of his cell cut us off.

“What?” Max barked into it the second he answered. He grunted. “Tell your brother he’s staying at home.” His boots stomped over the floor, and his cell pressed against my ear.

“Wes?” Win asked.

“Hey, Win.”

His concern was palpable. “How are you this morning?”

“Fine,” I replied.

“You get discharged?”

“Yeah, I’m going to my dorm.”

He made a gruff sound. “Go home. Where Max can watch you.”

“Win—”

“I’m serious, Wes. It’s bad enough I’m across the world. Please stay with Max. I won’t worry as much.”

I bit into my lip, stealing a glance at Max who looked like a smug asshole standing there smirking. He knew I wouldn’t want to worry my brother. It had taken a lot just to convince him to go abroad for this semester.

“Fine. But only for a couple days.”

Max’s shoulders slumped, and he suddenly looked older than his twenty-two years. I didn’t feel bad for him. It wasn’t my fault he was acting like an asshole.

I didn’t bother saying anything else to my brother, just handed the phone out to Max. He took it, saying, “I’ll call you later,” and then hung up.

Stalking over to the bed, Max picked up his shirt, the one I’d slept in last night, and shrugged it on. I turned away, to my friends. Both Ryan and Jamie were watching Max. I recalled how they looked at me last night when Max went into that bathroom.

Suddenly, I was so tired. My head hurt, my body hurt, and these crutches made my armpits hurt. “Did you drive here?” I asked Veronica who was still standing right beside me.

Her head bobbed. “Yes.”

“Can you give me a ride home?” I thought about my BMW and then automatically looked at Max. “What happened to my car?”

I regretted it instantly, the instinct to ask Max, to go to Max when something needed fixing. I wasn’t his problem. Forcing my eyes off my brother, I looked at Ryan, but Max was the one who answered.

“The cops towed it. It’s at the shop, waiting for the insurance guy. But I can tell you right now it’s totaled.”

I whipped back around, the sudden motion making me wobble on my feet. Noticing, Max stepped forward, but Veronica laid a hand on my arm, trying to steady me.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, thanks,” I told her, noticing how much smaller her hand was than Max’s.

Stop thinking about Max.

I smiled at her. “Just a little woozy.”

Her head bobbed. “You can lean on me.”

Max made a rude sound.

“How do you know my car is totaled?” I asked him.

“I saw it.”

“Y-you saw it?”

“We all did,” Ryan said. “We went to the accident site, remember?”

Right. They had said that last night. The details of the accident were still fuzzy even though the events before it no longer were. I wondered if driving by the place or even seeing my car again would make me recall everything the way seeing Veronica made me remember the diner.

Even though I was making a real effort not to look, my eyes dragged back to Max. “Did you see me?” My stomach dipped, my chest aching for what that must have been like. Just thinking about my dream last night and how my parents looked in that car—which was not reality—made me sick.

“I, ah, tried,” he said, voice hoarse. “But you were already gone. The car was empty.”

“You looked in the car?”

“Punched one of the officers to get to it,” Jamie mused. “It was kinda badass.”

“Punching police officers is not badass,” Madison admonished.

“Aw, baby, but it kinda was,” Jamie cajoled.

Swallowing, I looked back at Max. Suddenly, Veronica’s small hand seemed so heavy. “Max?”

“I wasn’t just going to leave you in there.” He didn’t have to defend himself to me, though. It didn’t matter what he did. I loved him regardless.

That is not romantic, Wes. It’s toxic.

“But you were already en route to the hospital.” Max finished.

“Right.” Forcing my eyes back to Veronica, I couldn’t quite force a smile. “Yeah, gonna need that ride.”

Her eyes lit up, and I suddenly felt like a giant dick. “Of course.”

“Jamie will drive you,” Max announced.

“Oh, you trust me now?” Jamie mused.

Max gave Jamie a withering look, and Jamie just smiled and lazily walked over to the donuts to stuff another one in his mouth. “Bro, I’ll drive.”

“I don’t mind,” Veronica said.

“You guys have done enough for me. I know you have classes.” I blanched, turning to Veronica. “Do you go to Westbrook?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I just work at the diner for extra money.”

“Do you have class?”

“Not until later. I have time.”

“Cool,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Madison asked.

I glanced at her. She looked worried, shooting looks between me, Veronica, and then oddly Max. Clearly, I wasn’t doing a great job of hiding my feelings. I had to do better.

“I’m sure,” I said, noting the way Max stiffened. Madison frowned, and I felt a little bad. “Maybe you guys can come over later. We can order pizza.”

“I’m down,” Jamie said. “Text me the address.”

Ryan nodded, and so did the girls.

The door opened up, and a wheelchair came through, pushed by a nurse I didn’t recognize.

“All ready to go?” she said.

“I don’t need that,” I said, looking dubiously at the chair.

“Hospital policy,” she quipped, and I sighed.

Max started forward, but I shot him a look. “I got it.”

He stopped, eyes watching my every movement as Veronica held my crutches while I lowered into the wheelchair.

“I’ll go pull my car around to the entrance,” Veronica said, eyes bright as she handed off the crutches to Ryan and hurried out.

“That girl has it so bad,” Jamie whispered loudly when she was gone.

Rory shuffled, and when I looked at her, she lowered her gaze.

“Hey,” I called softly. She looked up, and I gestured for her to come closer. She did, and I leaned up. “Got something to say?”

Rory debated, then said, “Just don’t lead her on.”

Reaching up, I tugged on the end of her orange hair. “You think that’s what I’m doing?”

“I’m letting that slide because you’re sitting in a wheelchair,” Ryan informed me.

Rory rolled her eyes but then looked back at me. “I think it really hurts when you like someone and you hope they like you back.”

Ouch. Times two.

“Yeah,” I said, voice slightly hollow and cracked. “Yeah, I get that.” The last thing I wanted to do was make Veronica feel even one-tenth of the way I felt. It was the literal worst, and doing it to someone knowingly would make me worse than the literal worst.

“Thanks for the reminder,” I told her, tugging her hair again.

She giggled, and Ryan growled.

I glanced up at the nurse. “Think you can outrun him?”

She laughed. “Not sure I want to.”

Rory growled this time.

“Baby, we’ve talked about this jealousy problem,” Ryan admonished, completely smug.

The nurse glanced at me and winked, and I laughed.

“Let’s go,” Max said, materializing beside the chair.

I kept my eyes averted the entire way down the hall, listening to his heavy footfalls. Sometimes I wondered if he wore those boots just to sound more intimidating.

Coach was at the front desk, his face an unfortunate purple color.

“Walsh! Owens! Sinclair!” he bellowed the second we were within sight. “Get over here.”

“Do you know him?” the nurse asked.

“He’s my coach.”

“Sinclair!” Coach barked again, closing the rest of the distance between us. “What the hell is the meaning of this?”

“Well, Coach, just felt like totaling my car last night,” I said, not quite coming off as nonchalant as I planned. I really liked that BMW.

“Don’t you backtalk me,” he snapped.

Max stepped forward. “I would advise against yelling at someone with a brain injury.” His voice was quiet. Calm.

Utterly chilling.

Coach slid his eyes at Max. “Navarro.”

I glanced between Coach and Max, brow furrowing. “You know each other?”

Coach started turning purple again.

Max dropped a hand on the armrest of the wheelchair. “Of course. You think I wouldn’t introduce myself to someone you spend so much time with?”

That is exactly what I thought. There was no reason for Max to know Coach.

“What’s the status update?” Coach asked, ignoring our conversation.

“I’m going home.”

Coach pointed to the bandage on my head. “Stitches?”

I nodded.

“You need to tell your doctor he can tell me your condition,” he said, jamming a thumb at my doctor whom I hadn’t even noticed. “I gotta update the team doc. We gotta get a recovery plan in place.”

I nodded. “You can talk to him,” I told my doctor.

The doctor held out a paper. “I need you to sign this.”

Coach took it and handed it to Max, making me gape.

“Why would you hand that to him? I’m the one who needs to sign it.”

“Thought you had a headache,” Coach mumbled, pushing the paper at me.

I glanced at the waiver and then scrawled my name at the bottom. “Can we go?” I said, growing more exhausted by the minute.

“I’ll be in touch.” Coach promised, and I nodded.

The amount of make-up work I was going to have to do when I was cleared to swim was daunting. All that hard work I’d been doing for months. All the extra training with Ryan… All of it gone.

As if he knew, Ryan appeared on the other side of me. “Don’t stress. You won’t lose too much.”

“Any amount is enough.”

He nodded, understanding. Swimmers knew that even just missing one day could set us back two. I was going to be out at least seven. I already missed the water, and it hadn’t even been a day.

“Elite is behind you. Me and Jamie will help any way we can.”

“Abso-BRO-lutely,” Jamie chimed in.

“Us too,” Rory and Madison echoed.

A blue four-door Honda Civic was at the curb when we stepped outside. The second the doors opened, Veronica popped out of the driver’s side and came around to us. “This is me,” she said, pointing at the car.

Jamie went ahead and opened up the passenger door as the nurse pushed the wheelchair closer.

Rory took the crutches from my lap, and then black jean-clad legs stepped in front of me. Before I could even protest, his arms were under mine and he was lifting me out of the chair.

“I can walk,” I told him.

“Careful,” he said, voice gentle and soft.

The emotions I felt last night in bed pummeled me, making my fingertips tighten on his shoulder.

His opaque eyes met mine. “Okay?”

I glanced away and said nothing.

“Watch your head,” he murmured and then put his hand up like a shield to keep me from bumping it on the doorframe.

My stomach fluttered so much I wanted to rip it out and toss it in the street, then ask Veronica to run it over with her car.

He reached around to buckle me in, and I slapped his hand away. He pulled back as I buckled myself, and Veronica bounced into the driver’s seat.

“Don’t speed,” he told her.

She nodded.

“I’m going to follow you.”

She nodded again.

When I thought he would finally leave, all he did was pull back and shrug off his leather jacket, coming back inside to drape it over me like a blanket.

Before I could react, he was gone, shutting the door easily behind him.

“Is he always like this?” Veronica asked.

I blew out a breath, my eyes still lingering on his jacket. “Our parents died in a car accident. He’s just freaked out.”

“He’s your brother?”

“Sort of.”

When she didn’t say anything else or drive, I glanced up to find her watching me.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said, and her cheeks bloomed with pink.

Rory’s words came back to me, and I felt like a giant dick. And I knew I felt like one because I was acting like one.

I’d asked Veronica for a ride because I knew it would piss off Max. He barely tolerated my friends, let alone someone he didn’t know. I was so mad at him. Mad at him for making me feel so much and not reciprocating any of it. Mad he had the power to hurt me over and over again and mad that I allowed it.

It was stupid and juvenile, but I wanted to bother him even just a fraction of the way he bothered me.

And yeah, maybe I knew Veronica had a crush on me. Maybe it was nice to have someone see something in me I wished Max could.

But I shouldn’t use someone else to do any of that. Especially when she had literally zero chance.

“Are you ready?” she asked, pulling away from the hospital entrance.

The familiar rumble of Max’s Harley Iron 883 filled the silence.

Veronica looked into her rearview mirror. “Guess he wasn’t kidding when he said he was going to follow us.”

I leaned my head against the seat, briefly closing my eyes. “Yeah. He was serious.”

And I seriously had to figure out a way to put some distance between us.
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Max

This little shit.

Wes tried my patience like literally no one else on this entire planet. Even when I knew what he was doing, it still worked.

Currently, he was sitting in the passenger side of Shirley’s Honda, chatting it up like they were lifelong friends. First of all, they were not. Second of all, you’re damn right I’m gonna call her Shirley. My brain had no space for her actual name. And it was better than what I really wanted to call her.

Showing up at the hospital like she had some right to be there. Bringing him a bag of greasy food like it wouldn’t make him sick as hell. Wes just had to go and ask for a ride home.

By the way, her driving sucked.

I stood on the sidewalk in front of the townhouse I shared with Win, glowering through the windshield while Wes ignored me. He was clearly pissed off. Jamie’s and Ryan’s ire made a little more sense after the way Wes reacted to remembering before the accident. Clearly, he’d left the diner because of me.

It made me feel like shit.

You did what you had to do.

Most everything I did was for Wes. Even the shitty stuff. Even the stuff I didn’t want to do. I cut off that line of thought because it was useless. And it didn’t matter. My actions were still mine to own and not his responsibility.

His accident was still too raw. My nerves felt like open wounds that even the faintest breeze could set afire with pain.

Shirley leaned across the center console of the car and smiled. My patience snapped like a rubber band, the sting of it spurring me down the sidewalk to beat on the passenger window.

Wes rolled the glass partially down to glance through the crack at me. My teeth made a horrible sound when they ground together.

“Go ahead in,” he said.

With a growl, I ripped open the door, and it bounced back and hit my hip as I leaned into the car to unhook his seatbelt. “You have a head injury. Get in the house.”

“I’m sitting down.”

The Lord is testing me today. “It’s cold out.”

He ignored me, and my teeth ground again. “Thanks for the ride, Ronnie.”

Ronnie? Spots. Actual black spots floated in my vision.

“I’ll see you around.” Wes went on.

“Can I give you my number?” she asked.

I felt Wes hesitate, the briefest ripple in the energy around him. My anger and irritation subsided immeasurably to be replaced by, Shield. Protect. Mine. Hand flattening on the roof of the car, I leaned in, leveling my stare on her. “He doesn’t have a phone right now.”

Wes jolted a little, eyes flying to my face. Even more of me settled. “I forgot about my phone. Where is it?”

Ruined. Just like his BMW. “I’ll get you a new one.”

His eyes rolled. One day, they would get stuck like that, and I’d have to look at him cross-eyed the rest of our lives. “I can get my own phone, Max.”

“C’mon,” I said, wrapping my hand around the space above his elbow. He stiffened, but I didn’t let go. He wobbled a little as he got out of the car, and I caught my jacket as it slid off his lap. After tucking it around his shoulders, I gestured to the house. “Go on.”

“I need my crutches.”

Right.

I leaned back into the car, and Shirley passed them over. “Here you go.”

I said nothing but handed them over to Wes, hitching my chin to the front door. He started to lean down to likely say bye to his friend, but I slammed the door between them.

“You are an asshole.”

“Yep,” I concurred. “Let’s go.”

After unlocking the front door, I held it open for him to go inside first.

“I should just stay at my dorm,” Wes said as I closed the door behind us.

The front door led into the main living room, which was an open space with a large dark-gray sectional couch, coffee table, and flat-screen taking up most of the far wall. Beneath it was a large console table with a couple gaming systems with a bunch of gaming controllers and chargers.

In the corner of the room was a large fireplace with a white mantle that angled out to face the room. We barely ever used it, and it sat there looking ignored.

The floors were light-colored hardwood, and there was a big light-gray rug beneath the couch and coffee table. We didn’t really decorate the space other than the rug and some gray curtains on the windows that looked out toward the street. We also had a big candle in the middle of the coffee table, but I hardly bothered to light it.

“You aren’t staying alone,” I said, noting the way he was standing there like the place was unfamiliar, like he was a stranger in his own home.

“I won’t be alone. Jamie and Ryan are on the same floor as me. Most of the Elite lives there. Besides, I don’t have a car, and I can’t walk to class from here.”

“You aren’t going to class for a couple days. And when you do, you can drive Win’s car until we get you a new one.”

“We aren’t doing anything. I can get it myself.”

My patience was wearing thin. “Do you have to fight me on everything?”

“I wouldn’t have to fight you if you just left me alone,” he muttered.

I sucked in a breath, whole body freezing in place. I stared at the back of his head for long seconds, my heart pinching as I bit back an angry retort. “Is that what you want?” I asked, my voice quiet, devoid of the anger I felt.

His shoulders stiffened, making my jacket fall away, slapping onto the floor by his feet. My eyes followed the leather, staring at it heaped on the floor. It felt somehow symbolic of his words. Of his answer to my question even though he’d yet to speak.

All my attempts to keep us together are just pushing him away.

“Max.” His voice was brittle, scratchy like chalk against a chalkboard. The crutches in his grip groaned a little as he turned toward me. “I didn’t mean—”

“You did.” I cut him off, harsher than I intended. I should have offered to drive him to the dorm, but I wouldn’t. No way. I wanted him here. Needed it. I had to have eyes on him, to know he was okay. And that need was so great right now that we would both just have to endure.

“Yeah,” he agreed softly, eyes skirting away. “I did mean it. But not like that. I appreciate you, Max. I just…” His shoulders drooped. “I’m tired.”

I closed the distance between us, the air shifting, electrifying in a way that was getting harder to ignore. I still felt him on my skin from last night as though he’d left physical traces I could feel but not see.

Gently, I took the crutches, laid them on the coffee table, and then slipped my arm around his waist. “Come on, lie down.”

“I need to shower.”

“Later,” I rebuffed gently.

He let me lead him to the sofa, my heart thudding quietly in my chest.

“Easy,” I murmured, hands hovering around him as he lowered.

When he was off his feet, I grabbed some cushions and propped up his ankle. He shoved a pillow under his head, and I covered him with one of the throws we’d brought from our parents’ house.

“I’ll get you some ice for your foot.”

I felt his eyes as I left the room, but neither of us said anything else. In the kitchen, I let out a breath, barely seeing the black cabinets, white countertops, and stainless-steel appliances. After filling a bag with ice, I grabbed a towel and went back into the living room.

He was still beneath the blanket, staring at the TV, which was on.

“That’s too much for your head,” I told him, gently placing the ice down.

He made an impatient sound. “It’s the sports channel, not math.”

“It’s too loud,” I told him, scooping up the remote to lower the volume.

“Now I’m just going to have to concentrate twice as hard to hear it.”

Cursing beneath my breath, I turned it up just a little and then set the remote on the table. His coloring was still pale, the bruises and scrapes on his face standing out and reminding me how close I came to never seeing him again.

The thought created an ache so intense I had to reach up and rub my chest.

“Max?”

“You really fucking scared me.” The words rushed out like a secret, throat clenching as if to keep in the confession, but the fear was so great nothing could hold it in.

“I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful.”

Unspoken words. Unspoken feelings. They hung in the air around us, creating an awkward thickness that was impossible to ignore. What before seemed so much easier to compartmentalize suddenly seemed too swollen to fit in its box.

Deep inside me, a cage rattled and strained, the metal bars starting to bend and give way.

Beneath my ribs felt jittery and unsteady. The urge to say or do something to acknowledge everything we ignored was palpable.

The sound of my swallow echoed in the room. “I’m the one who’s sorry,” I whispered, the pain I felt somehow lacing those words.

His eyes snapped up. His beautiful, soulful eyes. If he only knew how much emotion played in those wide caramel eyes. How expressive he was even when he tried not to be. I’d never tell him because I was intensely afraid if I pointed out how much I saw, he would truly figure out a way to hide it.

I needed those guarded but still visible expressions like I needed air. At times, they were the only thing that kept me from shutting down.

“Why would you be sorry?” he asked, fingers curling into the softness of the blanket.

This was dangerous territory, a slippery slope I could not slide down.

Clearing my throat, I took a step back. “That you’re hurt and stuck with me. Win isn’t here.”

“Max.”

“You hungry?” I asked, spinning on my heel to go back to the kitchen. “Thirsty?”

I grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge, twisting off the cap and carrying it back into the room. After pushing the coffee table closer, I set it nearby. “You can have some meds later, but you need to eat first.”

He grimaced. “I can’t.”

Wes always did have a weak stomach. Out of the three of us, he was always the first one to puke.

I nodded once. “Rest for a while. I’m gonna go work out. Then I’ll go get you some soup.”

“Mom always got us soup,” he said.

I nodded. “Chicken and rice.”

“Okay,” he said, turning his face into the cushions of the couch.

At my sides, my hands flexed. The urge to crawl onto the couch and hold him was almost painful.

I started out of the room, thinking of the workout equipment we had set up in the basement. A punishing workout was exactly what I needed.

Before I could make it far, my feet were stalling, body rotating. “Wes?”

His face turned, looking at me with a question in his eyes.

“I, ah, I’ll try to give you some space, okay? I know you want it. Just… please stay for a few days. I just need to know you’re okay.”

So much passed over his face that it was like watching a movie without subtitles or sound. I felt his urge to speak, and then I felt his resolve to say nothing at all. Then eventually, he nodded, tugging the blanket up beneath his chin.

“I’ll stay.”

Relief coursed through me as I went to change.
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Wes

I had to wash my hair three times to get out all the dried blood. I got the bandage wet around my stitches too, so when I was finished towel-drying my hair, I peeled it away and tossed it into the trash.

The stitches were black against my bruised skin, the area around them still tender and swollen. I felt like Frankenstein’s monster as I looked them over, eyes moving to the scrapes on my cheek, my busted lip, and then down to the massive mottled bruise stretching from my lower right side up to the collarbone on my left. The seatbelt had done its job, but the injury it left behind ached.

My ankle was also a kaleidoscope of colors, colors that were nice on their own but, when mashed together underneath the skin, seemed grotesque and made my stomach revolt. Pulling my eyes from the unwrapped injury, I leaned against the bathroom counter, swallowing thickly while trying to hold on to the soup I’d managed to get down.

I’d eaten less than Max wanted, but no amount of scowling was going to make my stomach obey. I wanted to eat more. He’d driven across town to get it, then set it out in front of me with care and precision that made the backs of my eyes sting.

It was probably just the headache I was still rocking. It was no longer a splitting, sharp pain but a persistent ache.

He was such an asshole. But sometimes he was such a soft asshole.

Everyone else had pizza, my four friends showing up with boxes of it along with yet another caramel latte. Max stayed in the room with us, keeping his distance as he promised, barely contributing to the conversation, instead just sitting by quietly and observing.

I thought I wanted distance. What I didn’t realize was that distance was just silent agony, which it turned out was worse than bickering with him. Now the space between us ebbed and flowed with things that had no outlet. It felt like a new kind of torture to feel his attention but have it denied.

The only relief I got was when I spooned up a mouthful of soup and his eyes flickered with pride. Ever since he praised me in the ER, there was a hunger in me for more. It embarrassed me that I felt this sudden urge to please him. To make him proud. To have him tell me I was good.

I was not a boy. I wasn’t even good.

But fuck, I wanted to be his good boy.

And because of this, I ate more than my stomach could handle but still less than Max wanted. Leaning into the mirror, I studied the stitches a little closer. Maybe the whack on the head was making me crazy.

Maybe it unlocked a praise kink.

Unsettled, I leaned against the wall to tug on a pair of sweats, not bothering with a shirt. I headed back into my room, the crutches creaking as I went. Originally, I was going to live here with my brothers, but when I found out most of Elite would be rooming in the same dorm, I decided to go there.

Win and Max weren’t happy. They worried about me living on my own with a roommate who might or might not hate my sexual orientation. I couldn’t even blame them really because, deep down, I worried about it too. Hell, I barely interacted much with the Elite outside of practices and the diner until Ryan and Jamie befriended me.

It had been three years since my so-called friends turned on me and put me in the ICU, but it was clear my brothers would not forget. But I fought for it, arguing it would be easier for the early-as-sin swim practices and getting to class if I didn’t have to drive to campus daily. I didn’t know how Win managed, but he got me a solo dorm room, and it was probably the only reason they backed off enough to let me live there.

It was a relief because it was getting harder and harder to live with Max. To not die inside every day when I looked at him and wished.

Now here I was back in this house with him right down the hall, and things seemed harder than ever before.

“It’s just the accident,” I told myself as I moved into my bedroom. “Emotions are running high.”

Despite having my own apartment, this room was still stocked with anything I might need. A dresser filled with clothes, shoes in the closet, a desk under the window for studying, and a bed with the same plaid blankets I had at home (a.k.a. my parents’ house). We still owned that place too, but we didn’t stay there much because it was farther from campus. Plus… the memories.

Sighing I tossed one crutch on the end of the bed and used the other to backtrack to the switch. Despite spending half the day napping, I was drained of all energy.

I flipped off the light, plunging the room into darkness…

“Max!” I called, my voice shocked and strangled.

I wasn’t sure where in the house he was, but I was loud enough for him to hear.

“Max!”

Footsteps pounded on the stairs. “Wes!” he answered.

I heard him plunder down the hall, saw his hand wrap around the doorframe as he appeared.

“Wes? What happened? Did you fall, are you—” His words stopped, eyes finding me even in the dark. “You need the light?” he asked.

My hand fell onto his as he reached for the light switch. The second our skin brushed, everything beneath mine lit up as though it had only been partially alive until him.

“Who did this?” I asked, my voice a quiet echo in the vast night.

He made no move to pull back, instead keeping his fingers on the switch. So of course I had to keep mine over them so he didn’t turn on the light.

“What?”

“This,” I said, gesturing to the ceiling. To the hundreds of stars glowing overhead.

“Oh,” he said, hand slipping away from the toggle. “I did.”

It took a minute to process his words. To feel them. “You put hundreds of stars on my bedroom ceiling.”

“There’s not hundreds,” he muttered.

Is he being shy?

“But why?” I asked, that tide of emotion rising inside me so fast I was overfull in seconds, so much so my hands nearly trembled. I wanted to look at him, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from overhead. The juvenile stickers glowed a little bit of neon green, making the entire ceiling shine like a night sky, basking the entire room in a soft glow.

“Your room at home has them.”

The backs of my eyes were burning, trying to leak out the emotion this man always, always, burned me with. God, it hurt to love him. It hurt so fucking much.

But I couldn’t stop. Wasn’t sure I wanted to.

When I said nothing, he said, “I can take them down.”

The light flipped on, robbing me of all the starlight, shocking me as the overhead chased away what he’d done.

“No!” I said, slapping the switch back down, plunging the room into darkness, looking again at the stars. “When did you do this?”

“A while ago.”

“Why?”

“I just thought you’d like them.”

I so do. I swallowed twice. I was no match for this. For him. “Where’s the moon?”

“It’s on the desk.”

My eyes strayed to the desk where something glowed. Glancing around, I said, “You didn’t hang it up?”

“That’s your favorite part.”

I went to the desk, picking up the moon-shaped sticker and looking at it glowing against my palm. I had to lean harder into the crutch as the memory washed over me.

“I’ll be the man in the moon! No one else can hang it but me!”

“You’re too short to reach up there,” Win had teased.

“Watch me!” I countered, shoving a chair into the middle of the bedroom and climbing on top.

Max and Win laughed. “Still too short!”

I hopped a little, trying to jump, to stick the moon among the stars.

Arms locked around the tops of my thighs, making me squeak. “Max! What are you doing?”

“Hold still,” he said, lifting me off the chair and pushing me a little higher in his embrace. “Can you reach now?”

I strained and stretched, wiggling a little as Max kept hold. “Done!” I declared.

He lowered me immediately, blowing out a breath.

“Look!” I said, grabbing his shirt and tugging. “I hung the moon.”

“Looks good.”

“Thanks, Max!” I threw myself at him, winding my arms around his waist and hugging him tight. He hesitated to return the embrace, but after a moment, he did.

I blinked. The memory was so vivid it was almost as if I’d relived it. Things had been so easy when we were kids. Affection was easy. Wishing on sticker stars was magical, and none of us second-guessed how we felt.

Now here we were in a different house, no parents, and affection was harder than it had ever been but even more wanted. Yet we still stood under sticky plastic stars, and I was still the man holding the moon.

The more things change, the more they stay the same.

It was one of those moments, another of those times I might regret later, but here now, with the moon in my palm, this moment was something I would never give up.

Closing my fingers around the sticker, I went to the bed, dropping the crutch and climbing onto the mattress. I scooted to the foot of the bed, standing up on one foot.

“Fuck, Wes, what the hell are you doing?” Max said, rushing forward.

“I got it,” I told him, stretching an arm up to the ceiling. The uneven weight made me topple, and a rush of air burst from my chest as I fell.

Oomph. I landed in Max’s arms, the width of his chest catching all my weight.

“Guess I didn’t have it after all,” I mused.

His low chuckle was a silky caress over my overactive system. I started to pull back, but his arms tightened. I glanced down, unspoken questions in my eyes.

“Hang it up,” he said, shifting so he could lift me.

Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his waist, thighs locking at his sides. His strong forearms slid under my ass, shoving me up his body so I could reach up and place the moon.

I did, my fingers shaking, mind short-circuiting. The second I released the sticker, it fell, smacking Max on the top of the head.

I fumbled, trying to grab it, and under my ass, his forearms flexed. My stomach tumbled, a hot shot of desire bursting inside.

“I forgot to peel the backing off,” I said, staring at the sticker as though I’d never seen it before.

“Try again.” He beckoned, voice quiet, not impatient at all to put me down.

“Max.” His name fell off my lips in a nervous sort of exhale.

His muscles flexed again, but he didn’t let me go. “Try again,” he repeated.

Even if he had let me go, I probably still would have been carried up to the ceiling because there were so many butterflies in my stomach that I would surely stay afloat.

The backing to the sticker disappeared somewhere in the dark, and I stretched up to tap it onto the empty spot on the ceiling as if he’d left it there just for me.

This time it stuck, and I smiled up at it before patting him on the shoulder. “Look.”

His chin tipped back, eyes going to the glowing moon.

I stopped breathing, eyes like glue on his upturned face framed by unruly black hair, jaw shadowed with stubble. I was higher than him because he was lifting me, but my legs were wound around his torso, my stomach brushing against his chest. The corded muscles in his arms locked tight around me, making me feel I was exactly where I belonged.

“Looks good.” His voice was gruff.

I said nothing, just continued to stare. Heart erratic, I dragged in a breath, trying to calm down, but the attempt was futile because his attention left the ceiling, his eyes colliding with mine. We stared as our hearts drummed between us, and my lungs shuddered.

His chest rose and fell, and then the arms around me slackened. Not enough to alarm me, not enough for me to fall. Enough, though.

Oh, it was enough.

My body slid down his, thighs locking anew around his waist. Wide-open palms splayed over my back, pinning me in place. Our stares collided as we came face to face. Potent want burst between us, overfilling the room and making even the stars overhead dim.

My hands settled on the sides of his neck, and the hands pressed against my back tightened.

I couldn’t breathe. Think. See. I couldn’t do anything at all but yearn.

Kiss me.

His throat bobbed, body swaying closer. My eyes fluttered closed.

Cold air rushed between us, startling in its arrival. Eyes popping open, I watched him retreat, an almost panicked glint in his limitless eyes.

Hurt so deep lanced through me, and I jolted, trying to get away. Slapping my hands onto his shoulders I pushed back, a pitiful whimper filling the room as I attempted to flee.

There is no coming back from this. The stinging rejection—

A rough hand caught my chin, stilling my struggle. His glimmering, intense stare pinned me in place like the heaviest of anvils, fingertips biting into bone. I didn’t know what he searched for, but I couldn’t give it. He’d already claimed everything I was long ago.

My lower lip wobbled, the ache in me so severe it was impossible to hide.

A long, low groan ripped out of him, filling the room with the sweetest sort of give. The space I hated between us diminished, and his lips locked on mine. My own parted on a whimper, or maybe it was more of a sob. I swear he sucked that sound inside him, gobbling it down, and then used his full, warm mouth to eat me alive.

My head buzzed as he spun, moving across the room to pin me against the wall while his mouth fused and formed with mine. I went boneless, the surrender in me absolutely shameless but impossible to deny. He lapped at me, and I opened wider, swirling my tongue with his, marveling in the wet heat that was his mouth. Marveling in the fact he was kissing me.

Finally. Max. Kissing me.

Our lips ground together, neither of us willing to lift our head. We kissed like starved men, refusing to pause, refusing to breathe… the desperation between us tangible and intense.

Everything I’d ever known tilted. Nothing would ever be the same. My shaking hands whispered up his neck, reaching into the long, inky strands to anchor there, to pull him closer. Kissing Max was like existing in the unique place between sleep and wakefulness where you floated on the edge of consciousness, too relaxed to be fully alert but awake enough to be aware.

His throat vibrated with low growls, which added texture to the already incredible kiss. My heart soared when one hand fixed itself against my jaw, pressing his thumb into the joint to keep me open so he could have his fill. No one had ever kissed me like this. No one had ever reached down into my fucking soul to milk every response he could. He was greedy. Kissed jealously as though he had something to prove like he would devour it all before anyone else could have some. I’d let this man drain me before I pulled away, offering up everything he wanted, trying to give more than I had.

The realization made me groan, and he latched on to my lower lip and sucked, pulling it into his mouth completely and making my eyes roll back in my head.

I did my best to match his intensity, but I mostly clung to him helplessly, a whimpering and moaning mess while my tongue followed his lead.

The sounds of our breath, lapping tongues, and smacking lips were sinful, sending tingles racing across my scalp. My palm found his scruffy jaw and rubbed, softly abrasive texture making me purr in absolute delight. Our lips unlatched with a pop, and he drew back just enough for me to look into his heavy-lidded stare.

I moved to rub over his stubble again, but he dropped his forehead against the wall. His words brushed against my neck when he spoke. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

My heart splintered.

“I just… You could have died. And I never would have—” His voice cracked, and he stopped to drag in a shuddering breath.

My pain fell away because his consumed me.

“Max,” I whispered, reaching for him again.

He pulled me off his body, stepping away. I reached for him again, twisting my fists into the front of his shirt.

Don’t you leave. Don’t you dare leave.

Warm hands covered mine, holding for long moments before gently peeling them away.

He didn’t let go until he was sure the wall had all my weight. When he turned his head, the loss of his attention rolled over me like the worst kind of loneliness.

“This can never happen again.” He retreated from the room, shutting the door behind him with a soft click.

Closing me inside the room where all the feelings we harbored erupted, where the galaxy he made glowed overhead.

My body melted down the wall until my ass hit the floor, hunching in as if to protect what was left of me. And that was where I stayed with him still lingering on my lips, heart asking when he would return. Wishing he would. Knowing he wouldn’t.
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Max

Years of resolve.

Steadfast endurance honed over an entire lifetime.

Deathbed promises. Sacrifice and pain.

One moment of weakness.

One moment to shatter literally everything I’d fought so hard for.

So you tell me: How will I live without him now that I know just how unequivocally essential he is to my soul?

I won’t.

That single moment of sweet surrender sentenced me to a lifetime of mere survival, unable to live without all of him but refusing to die because death would mean leaving his side.
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Wes

I awoke with a shudder, my skin like ice. Lifting my head, I squinted against the dark, looking up automatically to the stars. They were nearly faded, indicating a few hours must have passed. Grimacing against the protests my body made, I pushed up off the floor. I’d fallen asleep here, in the spot Max had left me.

Sorrow swooped in, wrapping around my torso like a tight hug I couldn’t push away. God, that kiss had been everything. More than even I had imagined. He gave so much, then took even more, leaving me a hollow husk on the floor.

How could he just walk away like that? How could he not look back?

Because he doesn’t love you the way you love him.

If he didn’t know about my feelings before, he would be stupid not to realize now. Max was a lot of things, but stupid would never be one of them.

Anger rose, becoming a familiar friend. It was comforting too, far better than sorrow. Warmer than regret.

He shouldn’t have done that. He shouldn’t have kissed me if this was how it would end. Now it would be even harder to pretend I didn’t feel for him. It would be that much more painful to treat him as my brother.

He couldn’t even let me have that. The lie. The secret. The privacy of suffering in silence.

He took everything and then walked away.

Now I understood why there was such a thin line between love and hate. Love was so powerful, so fucking consuming. Gone unrequited, it turned sour and bitter. It twisted into anger and loss… How easy it would be for it to shift into hate.

Hating my thoughts, I got up off the floor, noting how dry my mouth and throat had become. Choosing to ignore the crutches, I opened the bedroom door and limped out into the hall. My bare upper body rippled with goose bumps in the chilly night air.

There was a nightlight at the end of the hall, and it created a knot in my throat. It reminded me of the one we had growing up, how my parents left it on because I told them I was afraid of the dark.

But I could never be afraid of the dark because Max stepped out of it so many times. I just thought he might need it when he snuck in at night.

Stop thinking about him.

The ache in my head was dull as I hobbled downstairs toward the kitchen. A dim light was on above the stove, casting a soft glow on the room. I recoiled at the brightness of the fridge light as I reached in to grab a bottle of water, quickly shoving it closed.

Limping over to the counter that separated the kitchen from the small dining room, I laid aside the cap and chugged some of the water. I felt the icy liquid pour down my esophagus and hit my stomach uncomfortably. Pulling back, I took another much smaller sip and then set the drink down. Hands on the countertop, I shifted so my sprained ankle took no weight and then took stock of the rest of me. I was stiff and sore, my stitches hurt, and my stomach sloshed that too-cold water around.

Sighing, I went to a nearby cabinet, reaching for some pain reliever. The pills rattled in the bottle, the sound seeming to fill the kitchen. It took two tries to get the cap off, and then there was more rattling as I shook some into my palm.

A prickling sensation raised the hair on the back of my neck, and the ache in my head turned sharp. I glanced over my shoulder toward the stairs that emptied into the dining room, expecting to see Max glowering and demanding to know what I was doing.

But he wasn’t there.

Blowing out a breath, I capped the pill bottle and replaced it on the shelf, closing the cabinet door and turning around for my water.

The sudden flash of movement out of the corner of my eye had all my attention whipping to the window. Beyond the glass, everything was pitch black and still, but as I stared, my heart thudded impossibly fast. Adrenaline made my hands shake, and I limped quickly toward the sink. When I leaned toward the window and peered into the dark, my breath created a small oval of fog on the glass. There was nothing there… but had there been?

It was almost as though someone had been standing out there gazing inside, watching.

Smack!

Something slammed into the glass, the sharp cracking sound making me stumble back. The pills still clutched in my hand went flying, pinging on the various surfaces around the room as I grunted from the pain shooting from my ankle all the way to my knee.

Grimacing, I shifted so my weight was on the opposite foot, eyes fastening back on the dark window.

Someone had been there. And I was not going to pretend otherwise. I was sick and tired of pretending. Limping quickly, I went into the adjoining dining room to the double slider doors. Shoving back the curtain covering the glass, I unlocked the door and yanked it open.

The scent of snow swirled beneath my nose, and goose bumps raced over my exposed skin. The hair against my forehead ruffled when I stuck my head out into the yard behind the townhouse. No one here really had a fence, and everyone’s yard just ran together, making it look like a big field.

I thought about calling out but then rolled my eyes at my own idiocy. Like they would answer.

Bracing against the frigid night air, I stepped outside, wincing against the cold ground underfoot. It was so dark I couldn’t see anything, so I reached back inside to flip on the small light hanging on the house beside the door.

Yellow-ish light flooded the space, creating a wide circle in the dark. In a sense, it made the night seem even darker beyond it. Lots of shadows for people to hide…

Shaking off the thought, I moved along the side of the house toward the window over the sink. Somewhere in the distance, I heard an engine start up and a car drive off. Odd. Why would anyone be going out in the middle of the night?

Stopping by the window, I glanced into the house. I could definitely see around the kitchen, but it was a pretty boring view. The wind whistled, making my nipples pucker and a shiver move down my spine. Just on the other side of the window, a large tree rustled. A branch must have hit the window.

It was a completely logical explanation, but it seemed… off. The branches were blowing around now, and none of them were smacking into the window. Moving forward, I grabbed the one closest to me and bent it toward the house. It would reach… but I had to force it in that direction.

“What the hell are you doing?” a low voice demanded behind me.

I let out a strangled sound as another surge of adrenaline pummeled me, making the vein in my temple near my stitches throb. I pitched sideways onto the ground, and the branch I was holding ripped from my hands, the force of it making it crack into the glass.

Maybe it hit the window earlier when someone was running away.

“Max,” I said, sagging back. “Fuck.”

Scowling, Max stomped over the ground, crossing his tatted arms over his bare torso. All he wore was a pair of thin gray sweatpants. Even his feet were bare. His black hair wasn’t mussed from sleep but wild and unruly as if he’d been tossing and turning and pulling it out by its roots.

I averted my gaze immediately, a flush of awareness zinging through my limbs. My eyes zeroed in almost immediately on the round black button lying right beside my hand. I reached for it at the same time Max spoke.

“What the hell are you doing outside in the middle of the night?”

Closing my fingers around the button, I pushed up from the ground, starting around him to go back inside.

“Wes.”

“I thought I saw something,” I said, not turning back. “It was just the tree.”

He muttered something I chose not to listen to and hobbled back into the house, slipping the button into my pocket. I thought about mentioning it to him, but what was the point? It could have been lying there for weeks. Or maybe someone really was just out here.

Either way, I wasn’t in the mood to be chatty with Max.

Inside, the warmer air caressed my skin. All the aches and pains in my body seemed even louder than before.

“Shit, my pills,” I muttered, going into the kitchen to search for the three tablets that could be anywhere.

One of them was in the sink, but I saw none on the counter, so I dropped on my hands and knees to search the floor. “Can you hit the light?” I asked, feeling around the tiles.

“Are you out of your goddamn mind? Get the fuck off the floor,” Max ground out, his arms circling my waist as he lifted me.

I jerked away from him, the feeling of his hands something I just couldn’t endure right now. “Don’t touch me,” I warned, skittering back.

“I hurt you.”

My eyes widened. Did he come down here to apologize, to acknowledge the kiss? All the anger I clung to for protection started to ebb in favor of his apology. I’d forgive him. I’d forgive him so fast. I just—

“You should have told me.” His words were harsh as he dragged a palm over his tired face.

“What?”

He stalked forward, eyes simmering. Grabbing my shoulder, he held me still, gesturing with his free hand to the massive bruise stretching across my torso. “Why didn’t you tell me about this.”

“The doctor told you I was bruised,” I said dumbly as it took a minute to penetrate what we were talking about.

He was asking about the bruise. He thought he touched it when he yanked me off the floor. That was the hurt he meant. The physical pain.

If you think this bruise is bad, you should see the injuries on the inside.

“It’s just from the seatbelt,” I muttered, pushing him back so I could continue looking for the meds.

“Leave them,” he insisted, grabbing the bottle to shake out another dose in his palm. “Here,” he said, dumping them in my hand before grabbing my water.

I took the pills because I needed them, avoiding his searching gaze as I drank more of the frigid water. When I was done, I grimaced at the attempt my stomach made to hurl them back up.

“Where’s your crutches?” he asked.

“Upstairs.”

“What else hurts?”

“Nothing.” I lied.

“Why are your stitches uncovered?”

Damn, is this twenty questions in the middle of the night? I shrugged. Leaving the water, I started back to bed but only made it past the counter, two steps into the dining room.

Max swept me up from behind, making me yell, “Put me down!”

“No.”

“I will punch you in the face.” I threatened him.

“I deserve it.”

Surprised, I stopped short, fist still clenched as I searched his face. It remained shuttered as he carried me up the stairs as if I wasn’t heavy at all.

I wanted to ask so badly. Why did you kiss me? Why did you run away? I was afraid of the answer. I didn’t want any more pain.

By the time we hit the second floor, his arms were quivering slightly, and I tried to get down. He made a rude sound, tightening his hold, and went into the bathroom, sitting me on the closed toilet seat.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Your stitches need covered.”

“I’ll do it in the morning.”

“I’ll do it right now.”

“No.” I shot up off the toilet, preparing to rush out.

His naked chest appeared, body bumping mine. It wasn’t hard, definitely not enough to make me fall. He was taller than me. Both he and Win were. He was bulkier too. It annoyed me.

No, it doesn’t.

The black mood cloaking him presented in his scowl and the way his eyebrows slashed low over his eyes. “Sit.”

“Make me.”

The muscle in his jaw ticked, and then the breath whooshed out of me as my ass smacked onto the counter and he forced my knees apart.

His body slid between them, our bare chests inches apart. The abstract black ink designs all over his body beckoned my eyes like a siren, but I forced my stare to remain unflinching against his.

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” I told him, the only threat I had.

“I’m covering your head tonight.”

“I don’t know why you even care.”

His entire body quieted like a cobra stilling before the attack. I wasn’t afraid of Max. I never would be, even knowing the violence he learned at an early age. A deadly, dangerous energy filled the space around us, threatening to choke me, but I continued to breathe.

Despite the absolute belief I was safe with him, my pulse ticked up. The blood in my veins quickened, and something akin to anticipation coiled low in my belly.

Almost as if he felt my tension, he resumed his movements, but this time they were slow and methodic. Shuffling carefully through the first aid kit, pulling out what he needed and lining it up in a row, he continued to ignore me to reorganize the things that had fallen out before leaning over my thigh to wash his hands.

I waited, refusing to show my impatience. Refusing to make him think that waiting for anything from him was literally killing me inside.

Fuck him. Fuck my heart. Fuck love.

When his hands were dry, he pulled back, peeling away the wrapper around a large bandage and uncapping the Vaseline the hospital sent home. “They said to keep it from drying out.” His voice was a quiet caress.

Dipping the end of a cotton swab into the jelly, he brought it up to carefully dab it around the sore stitches. It hurt, and I bit the inside of my lip to keep from saying a word.

When he was done, he pushed back my floppy hair and then smoothed the bandage overtop.

He stepped back to gather up the trash, and without thinking, I hopped off the counter. He caught me around the waist, stopping any weight from hitting my sprained ankle before pulling back to finish cleaning.

I started out of the room, limping pathetically, dragging not only my injured foot but all my other pain as well.

His voice was quiet yet sincere, and it stopped me dead in my tracks.

“I do care, Wes. I care more than you will ever know.”

My chin wobbled with the rush of emotion. I wanted to yell and call him a liar. I wanted to sob and ask him to say it again.

We remained turned away from each other, his quiet words not really all that earth-shattering but tethering us with the strength of steel.

I hoped he would say more, anything at all. But he remained quiet, and I was weary of being a martyr.

I hobbled to bed, not once looking back, but the tether between us tugged and stretched, refusing to let go.
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Max

I slept like shit. If you could even count tossing and turning in frustration sleep.

I should not have kissed him.

I wanted so fucking badly to do it again. I wanted to devour him, swallow him, shove him beneath my bones.

If I ever worried maybe I wasn’t as bi as I assumed, that worry laughed heartily in my face. Truth was most other guys didn’t really do it for me, and yeah, I tried.

Not because I wanted to—because I had to.

When he came out, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. About him.

My first thought when he confessed to me and Win about his preference? So there’s a chance.

Not surprise. Not support. Not even disgust… Hope. I spiraled deep into regret and self-loathing. Oh, and lots of denial. While I was busy denying literally everything, I also wondered. Could I actually be attracted to men? Could I be turned on by them? What if I tried and didn’t like it?

One thing was for damn sure: Wes was not an experiment, and he never would be.

But other dudes that I gave not one shit about? They were fair game. I started first with porn. Sure, I got hard. I mean, people were having sex and moaning in front of me. But I wasn’t like horny for it.

One night at some random party, I caught a dude checking me out. So I pulled him into the bathroom and pushed him to his knees in front of me. I wasn’t all that into it… until I thought of Wes. Of twisting my fingers into his loopy curls, watching them bob as he deep-throated my dick.

I came hard that night, and it left me more confused than ever.

I wasn’t confused now. I was miserable as fuck… and it was clear I was making him miserable too. I was caught, ensnared between my heart and mind. Forced to choose between loyalty and love. But how could I when those two things were so tangled they were basically one and the same?

I was a fucking mess, had been since I was born. My own biologics didn’t love me, something that should have been hardwired in our DNA. Instead, they tolerated me, abused me, and made me believe I was unlovable.

When Win brought me home the first time, I’d been literally gobsmacked. I still remember standing in the kitchen, which was lived in and smelled like cookies. Mom was singing at the stove, Wes was coloring at the island, and Dad was eating cookie dough out of the bowl when Mom wasn’t looking.

I’d never seen a family like them before. I’d never really understood love until they showed it to me. They took me in and made me theirs, proving love isn’t in your DNA. It is a bond formed by effort and loyalty.

And yeah, they put in that effort. I was unruly. Argumentative and mean. I pushed and pulled, poked and prodded. I did shit just to see if they would turn on me.

They never did.

Not one time.

They gave me everything. A family. A safe place. Love. Betraying that was something I wasn’t prepared to do. And because of that, I was betraying the person I loved most in this world, thinking maybe we could just ignore it until it went away… but it wasn’t going away.

And then… I went and kissed him.

My lips folded in on themselves as my eyes slid closed. The sound of the brewing coffee fell away as I slipped into that moment when he was in my arms and those stupid plastic stars glowed neon above our heads. He’d clung to me so desperately my heart wept under the assault. His whimpers and lips were so fucking needy, the way he surrendered made me obsessed.

Yeah, this wasn’t going away, and I had no idea what to do.

Keys in the front door made me spin, my eyes going to the stairs as I thought of Wes sleeping upstairs. Whoever was trying to get in here picked the wrong fucking house. The door pushed as I tore into the living room, ready to throw down.

“Whoa,” a familiar voice said as an even more familiar body stepped inside.

Surprised, I stopped in my tracks. “Win?”

Snatching the aviators off his face, he grinned. “Miss me?”

Despite all my misery, a grin broke out over my face, and I rushed forward again. His duffle hit the floor as we embraced, both of us slapping each other’s backs.

“You smell like a stale airplane,” I told him, drawing back.

“Well, I just sat in one for eight hours, so take a big whiff.” Lifting his arm, he came at me with his less-than-fresh pit.

“The fuck I will,” I told him, shoving him away.

He grinned and ripped the baseball hat off his head, tossing it onto the couch.

“Your hair is longer,” I said, looking at the chestnut strands falling over his ears.

“Didn’t bother getting it cut.” He pursed his lips. “You look like shit.”

I shrugged. I felt like shit too.

“Wes?” he asked, voice sobering a bit.

“He’s okay. Gonna be pissed you flew all the way home from Sweden.”

He grunted. “I had to come.”

“I know you did.” I nodded, completely understanding. “I just made coffee,” I said, starting toward the kitchen.

“Max.”

I looked over my shoulder.

“How are you?”

I’m freaking the fuck out, and last night, I made out with our brother. “I’m good.”

“Liar.”

I blew out a breath. “Look, it kinda fucked with my head being in that hospital. Seeing Wes lying there. You know?” It wasn’t a lie.

He swallowed, bobbing his head. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

“You’re here a lot sooner than I expected,” I said, going on into the kitchen.

He’d never told us he was coming home, but he didn’t have to. I would have done the exact same thing.

You wouldn’t have left in the first place.

I poured some coffee and grabbed the heavy cream out of the fridge, smirking a little as I added it to my mug. Just because I could drink it black didn’t mean I liked to.

When I was done, I handed it to Win who added it to his mug. Then he added some sugar, three heaping spoonfuls.

“I see you haven’t kicked the sugar habit,” I mused as he sipped in appreciation.

“Life’s too short to drink shit coffee.”

“You read that on a fortune cookie?” I asked.

He made a face. “It was on the packet of instant coffee on the plane. I think it was a warning not to drink it because that swill was terrible.”

I laughed.

“New ink?” he asked, glancing at my chest over the rim of his mug.

I glanced down at the tree branch twisting from the design on my shoulder to snake over my collarbone. My shoulder was covered in a large tree with a round clock nestled in the leafless branches. The clockface had roman numerals on it, and in the center were exposed gears that were shadowed to look 3D. It was a large piece and a work in progress. To me, the clock symbolized life and how it was ruled by time, a currency we all needed but didn’t know how much we had. I liked the way it settled within the barren old trees with twisty and knotted branches, the clock itself representing life while everything around it was being overcome by death.

If you expected unicorns and rainbows… go find Jamie. Bro.

I wanted to extend a few branches across my collarbone and was thinking of putting the moon and stars around it. Once again, life battling it out with death.

Maybe just stars. I already have my own personal moon.

The coffee caught going down, the silky liquid turning into mud and making me hack.

Win lowered his mug a bit, watching me. “You good?”

“Wrong hole,” I rasped.

“That’s what she said,” Win quipped.

I barked a laugh. “I missed you.”

Win was light where I was dark. I couldn’t even imagine where my life would be right now if he hadn’t sat down beside me in kindergarten.

He is your sun, and Wes is your moon.

Coffee splashed over the edge of my mug when I thunked it down on the counter. I really needed to shut up my brain.

“Earth to Navarro.” Win beckoned.

I looked up. “Yeah, this piece is new,” I said, fingering the design. “Got it last month.”

“I like it.”

“You hungry?” I asked, going to the fridge to pull out some eggs.

“I could eat.”

I grabbed a pan and some other stuff to scramble up some eggs and make toast.

“How’s the apprenticeship going?” Win asked, settling against the counter.

“Good. I’ll be done by spring. Would be sooner if I didn’t have classes.”

“Ah, yes, that damn college education,” he mused.

I grunted. Honestly, I could give two flying fucks about college. Not going would have been a nice double middle finger to the biologics. I mean, could you imagine the absolute horror of having a son who didn’t go to college?

But Mom and Dad would have wanted me to go. They’d set money aside for all three of us for college, money that was not part of our individual inheritance. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—disrespect the fact they did that for me by refusing to go.

So I was getting a bachelor’s degree in liberal arts, and I was currently completing an apprenticeship as a tattoo artist. Turned out that was almost as embarrassing for the biologics as me not going to college at all.

After I graduated the following year, I planned on opening up my own shop and answering to no one but myself.

“You really need to come to Sweden. The Stockholm metro is covered in art. It’s over sixty-eight miles. They say it’s the world’s longest art exhibit. Might give you some ideas for tattoos.”

I liked art. I liked abstract design. I liked the idea of releasing emotion or telling a story in a less literal sense. Pictures and abstract designs were more like emotions, ideas that were felt or interpreted rather than read or even heard. It appealed to the darkness in me. That was probably why I preferred tattoos in black with no color. It was like shaping all those shadows and secret thoughts into something that said so much without words.

“You’re home. No reason for me to go now,” I said, keeping my back turned as I finished up the eggs. The toast in the toaster popped up, and I gestured with my chin. “Butter that.”

“I have to go back,” Win said, grabbing a knife from the drawer. It was as though he’d never even left.

I craned my head. “What?”

“For finals. My professors are letting me finish up my classes and assignments online, but I have to take my finals in person.”

I digested that or, rather, thought about how it would just be me and Wes again in a few weeks.

“Win?” Wes’s voice bulldozed my thoughts.

Everything under my skin reacted to his voice. To the sleepy but surprised notes with which he spoke. My hand flexed around the handle of the pan, and I dragged in a deep breath. I didn’t know how to look at him without remembering last night. Without wanting to kiss him again. Without hearing the hurt in his voice in the bathroom. Without regretting fucking everything.

“Baby bro!” Win announced, dropping the toast on the counter to go toward the stairs.

“What are you doing here?” Wes asked, clearly surprised.

Win just scoffed. “You think you can wrap your car around a tree and me not come home?”

A thump followed by a clatter and a curse made me abandon what I was doing and spin. Wes was standing partway down the stairs, Win stood at the bottom, and the crutch Wes had been using was lying haphazardly between them.

“Damn crutches,” Wes muttered.

Win held out his arms, an onery grin lifting his lips. “Jump.”

Wes laughed, and jealousy slid up my spine. He never laughed like that for me.

“I’d take you down, asshole.”

Win slapped his arms. “I’ve been working out.”

He did look a little more built than before.

“Come on,” he encouraged, motioning with his hands.

“Don’t even think about it,” I snapped, striding across the room and up the stairs. Before Wes could do anything, I scooped him up and carried him the rest of the way down the stairs. “Get his crutch,” I told Win when he stood there and stared.

Wes gave me a look, and I dared him with a slash of my eyes to say one fucking word. Thankfully, the brat said nothing, and I pulled out one of the counter stools with my foot and deposited him on it.

Win propped his crutch against the side of the counter and then grabbed Wes’s chin, forcing it around so he could study him. “How’s the head?” he questioned.

Wes sighed, resigned to his fate. “Not bad.”

“Headache?” He pressed.

I turned back to the food I’d been making but listened for his replies.

“Yeah, a little.”

“How’s the ankle?”

“Annoying.”

“The rest of your body?”

There was a heartbeat of silence. Then Wes said, “Sore.”

“I missed you,” Win said, and I turned with a plate in my hand to see him hugging his brother.

A lump formed in my throat, a lump that dissolved in a quick flame of anger. I wished it were that easy to hug Wes. That simple. I couldn’t just hug him like that without wanting everything else he was too.

“I missed you too.” Wes’s voice was muffled in his shirt. Then he pulled back, wrinkling his nose. “You smell like dirty airplane.”

Win pulled back, looking between us. “You two share a brain now?”

Wes made a rude sound. “Yeah, right.”

Win cocked his eyebrow but said nothing, coming into the kitchen to reach for the plate in my hand. I pulled it out of his reach, and he shrugged, changing direction to the toast he’d tossed on the counter. Just as he was about to take a bite, I snatched it out of his hand and watched him crunch air.

“Hey!” he complained.

I laughed under my breath and slid the toast onto the plate, then carried it over to set it in front of Wes. “Eat.”

“That was supposed to be for me,” Win disputed.

I grabbed the pain reliever out of the cabinet and set it beside Wes’s plate. Then I grabbed the food I’d made for myself and handed it to Win.

“You shouldn’t have come home,” Wes said. “Aren’t you missing classes?”

Win told him the same thing he told me as I cracked some more eggs into the pan for myself.

“Seriously, I’m fine,” Wes insisted.

“I needed to see for myself,” Win said earnestly, sitting down beside him. “You would have done the same thing.”

Wes sighed. “Yeah.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Win ruffle Wes’s bedhead.

“Watch his head,” I grumped.

“You want some coffee, Wes?” Win asked.

“Yeah.”

Win chomped on his mouthful as he poured a mug of coffee for Wes.

Carrying my breakfast, I brought it over to the counter, noting the crumbs sticking to Wes’s lower lip. Without even thinking, I shifted the plate into my other hand and reached out to brush the mess away.

The second the pad of my thumb connected with his lower lip, his eyes shot up, awareness flaring in their depths. Shock rippled through me as I divided incredulous attention between where I’d touched his mouth and the surprise in his stare.

Oblivious, Win plunked the coffee down in front of Wes with some cream and sugar.

Clearing my throat, I finished brushing the crumbs away, saying, “You need to put something on that cut on your lip. It’s dry.”

Wes blinked, and I pulled away, going to sit on the opposite side of Win.

“So what’s everyone doing today?” Win spoke over the currents buzzing in the room, over the way my heart thudded unevenly, and as if he didn’t notice the fucking audacity I’d just had.

“You aren’t going to class, right?” He spoke again, directing the words to Wes.

“No. I was, ah, going to head back to my dorm.”

My fork clattered against my plate. The food sitting in front of me suddenly lost all appeal.

“You can spend the day with me instead,” Win declared.

“Can we play video games?” Wes asked.

“As long as it doesn’t make your head hurt.”

My stool scraped the tiles when I stood. “I, ah… have class.”

“You’re going?” Win seemed surprised.

“I have a test. I was gonna miss it, but since you’re home, I might as well just take it so I don’t have to schedule a makeup.”

I felt Wes’s attention, but I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t.

“Dinner later?” Win asked.

“I’m not sure.” I hedged.

“Seriously? I haven’t been home since the end of the summer, and Wes has a head injury,” Win bitched.

I sighed. “Yeah. Dinner.”

“Good. You can pay.” He decided. “I want Chinese.”

What an asshole. “If I’m paying, we’re getting tacos.”

He sniffed. “Wes?”

“Why do you two always put me in the middle?” he whined.

I couldn’t help it. I smiled. It was just like old times.

“Choose,” Win intoned.

Wes sighed dramatically. He glanced at me, then quickly away. All the fond amusement I had of this stupid game faded away as though it never existed at all.

Usually, Wes sided with me. When we were little, he did it just to stick it to Win. Then later, I suspected he did it because he somehow knew it made me feel like I belonged. As years passed, it became a running family joke that Wes was soft for his big brother.

But not this time. Not today. The past was gone, and what I did last night altered the present and everything beyond it. I knew it was coming. I braced myself for it.

“Just get both,” he muttered.

The words were like a punch right to my chest. It took a minute to find my breath, and when I did, the oxygen brought clarity.

“What?” I said, trying hard to keep the gravel from my voice.

“If you two can’t agree, then just get both,” Wes repeated.

He hadn’t picked Win. He hadn’t picked me either. But…

He hadn’t picked Win.

Even though he should have. Even though I gave him every reason to.

He didn’t.
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Wes

I crept into the dim bedroom, the light snores of my brother filling the early morning quiet. The swelling in my ankle had subsided, and though I kept it wrapped, I’d forgone the crutches in favor of walking gingerly.

Day three of this “recovery period,” and I was already ready to crawl out of my skin.

Pausing at the foot of the bed, I snickered at the way Win lay belly up, head lolled to the side with his mouth open. He was not one of those people that looked young and innocent when he slept. He looked like an unmannered oaf, and frankly, I thought it was funny as hell considering everyone thought Win was just “so handsome.”

I thought for probably the millionth time in my lifetime of snapping a photo of him in all his mouth-breathing glory to post it to all my socials and let everyone know exactly what the poster child for sports medicine really looked like in bed.

I even went as far as reaching for my phone, and then I remembered I still didn’t have a replacement. I shook my head regretfully. I guess my display of brotherly love would have to wait for another day. It was just as well considering I was in here to poach the keys to his car.

Seeing them on the desk, I slid them into my pocket and started for the door. I made it about halfway when my conscience got the better of me.

“Shit,” I muttered, slightly limping over to the right side of the mattress where he lay. Kinda odd considering he usually just starfished in the center and hogged the entire mattress.

“Win,” I whispered.

He gave no response at all except for a long, indrawn snort. Through his mouth. Dude was gross.

“Win.” I tried again, this time poking his bare shoulder.

“Lars,” he mumbled, turning away from me toward the other side of the bed.

“Who’s Lars?” I wondered.

My brother’s head lifted off the pillow, chestnut hair going in every direction. Squinting one eye, he turned to face me. “Wes? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m borrowing your car.”

“What? What time is it?”

“Almost five.”

His eyes widened, and he bolted up. “I slept all day!”

“Five in the morning.” I clarified.

Groaning, he fell back onto his pillow, yanking his blankets up. “Go away.”

I was like him a long time ago. But now I was so used to being up for swim practices that I woke without my alarm. Yesterday, I tossed and turned until I fell back asleep, but this morning, I couldn’t do it. I needed out of this house. I needed to swim.

“Hey,” his groggy, sleep-addled voice called.

“What?” I whispered from the doorway.

“Where you going?”

“Practice.”

“You can’t swim.”

“I’m gonna watch.”

He started mouth-breathing again, and I shook my head and left, glancing across the hall to Max’s room. My stomach clenched just seeing the closed bedroom door, so I forced my gaze away and moved quietly through the house to the garage where my brother parked his black Range Rover. Max’s Harley was also inside, parked against the wall, but I avoided looking at it as I got in and started up the SUV.

There was an empty spot beside Jamie’s red Wrangler and Ryan’s black one, and I pulled in thinking how I would never pull my BMW into this spot again. The sky was just beginning to lighten as I climbed out and locked it up, pocketing the keys and tugging my Elite team hoodie around me.

I felt empty-handed without my swim bag, but even though I wasn’t cleared to swim yet, I still wanted to come. Not only did I miss the water, the routine, and even the exercise, but I needed to be here. I needed to see what the rest of Elite thought about having a gay swimmer among them.

I wasn’t a fool. Just because the handful that was at second swim the other day said they accepted it didn’t mean the rest would. Especially since Rinkin had probably been wagging his tongue every chance he got. Me being gone for the last couple days just gave him more opportunity to spin it his way.

Not that I thought Ryan and Jamie would let that happen, but this was my issue to deal with. Being gay wasn’t an issue for me, but it might be for other people, and I wanted to face it.

It seemed not being able to face whatever was going on between me and Max made me intolerable to every other conflict in my life. Hiding stuff, denying it, hell, even lying about it was no longer something I wanted. Enough was enough. From now on, I was going to face it all head on. Let the cards fall where they may.

If only it were that easy with Max. It never would be. Max was my ultimate weakness. The one thing I gave too many fucks about. The one thing I couldn’t lose. There was a time in my life that I would have laughed at that notion, at even the suggestion I could lose Max. The bond between me and my brothers was unshakable, even by death.

But here I was… shaking.

Coach’s whistle blasted me the second I pulled open the door to the pool. “Walsh, did you age five years overnight?” he barked. Then, “Kruger, are you drowning? I’ve seen toddlers swim better than that!”

Rippling water, gasps for breath, and the buzz of voices from the bleachers all underscored Coach’s special brand of encouragement. The guys on the bleachers saw me first, a few eyes flicking up, and then heads started swiveling in my direction.

Coach’s whistle cut out. “Sinclair! You’re late!”

“I’m not even supposed to be here.” I reminded him.

“Get your ass on the bench and watch. Say a prayer you don’t suck when you finally get back in the water.”

“Good talk, Coach,” I muttered.

“Bro!” Jamie bellowed, hauling ass out of the pool, bare feet slapping over the tile as he came toward me. Ryan followed suit, and then Kruger and Prism were doing the same.

Four dripping bodies surrounded me as they shook their heads and bodies, flinging icy-cold droplets of pool water all over me.

“What the hell, assholes?” I yelled, recoiling from the splashes.

“What was that? You’re still too dry?” Jamie asked, and then I was crushed in his massive wet wingspan, all the water from his body soaking into my clothes. “We missed you, bro!”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. He was such an idiot.

When he stepped back, Ryan tossed his towel at me, and it slapped me in the chin. It, too, was wet.

“This isn’t the circus! This isn’t swim class at the YMCA! Get your ivy-league swimming asses back in that pool and give me two extra laps!”

Kruger groaned.

“Make it three!” Coach punctuated his declaration with the shrill tune of the whistle.

I recoiled with a grimace, hoping my headache didn’t reappear.

Prism materialized in front of me, hitching his chin for me to follow him to the bleachers. I did as everyone else dove back into the pool. After reaching into his bag, he pulled out his Airpods and handed them over. “You might need these.”

Dividing a glance between what he held and his face, I said, “Aren’t those things like your prized possession?”

I swear his cheeks pinkened a little. “I guess? But I have like four pairs.”

“I should have known,” I said. He hardly ever went without them unless he was in the pool.

“They will block out a lot of the noise, aka Coach,” he mused, then gestured to his head. “Saw you grimace back there.”

I was oddly touched, the kind gesture something I wasn’t really used to from people besides Win and Max. Sure, I’d become pretty tight with Ryan and Jamie and the girls, but sometimes even that still surprised me. “Seriously?”

He made a sound. “It’s just Airpods, bro.”

“No, it isn’t,” I said before I could stop myself.

Prism paused, tilting his head to the side. “You did something for me, so I wanted to do something for you.”

I was not expecting that answer, but before I could ask him what he meant, Coach was blowing that damn whistle. One of these days, he was going to bust a vein.

“Prism! You’re gonna sleep in this pool tonight!”

He winced, shoved the pods into my palm, and then headed for the pool.

“Sinclair, sit!” Coach commanded.

What the hell did he think I was, a dog?

I sat anyway, glancing down at the Airpods. I couldn’t connect them to a phone I didn’t have, but I figured just wearing them would buffer some of that death whistle. I glanced up to the pool, looking for Prism, but a body lowering beside me took my attention.

“Well, well, look who we have here.” Just the arrogance in his voice made my upper lip curl.

I stiffened, the muscles in my neck tightening uncomfortably. “Fuck off, Rinkin.”

“So hey, I was wondering. Did that bump on your head knock you back straight?”

The muscles in my jaw ground tight. Exhaling, I turned my head to lock the full weight of my stare on this douchebag.

Whatever he saw there made a flicker of unease pass over his dickhead face. “Considering there’s a giant pussy sitting right in front of me and it literally makes me want to hurl, I think it’s safe to say I’m still gay.”

Anger cracked through his gaze like lightning, but I held his stare.

He was the first to break eye contact, flinging a yell over his shoulder to the Elite sitting around. “He’s still gay.”

Pushing up to my feet, I turned to face the swimmers. “Yep. Still gay. So let’s hear it. Who’s got a problem?” I held out my arms, inviting the fight.

A few guys looked uncomfortable, one shifting as though he might leave. I stood there calmly, meeting every single stare that met mine.

“What the hell is going on now?” Coach barked, coming over to where we sat.

“Just having a little team meeting,” I replied.

“You aren’t the coach.” He really loved reminding people of that.

Ryan and Jamie came up behind him, swiping the caps and goggles off their heads. “What’s going on?” Ryan asked, eyes going to Rinkin.

“Just letting everyone know that little bump on my head didn’t make me straight,” I said, not looking at Rinkin.

Ryan made a sound, and Coach held up his hand, blowing the whistle for like thirty seconds straight. When he was done, all of us stood around, fingering our ears.

“What the hell, Coach?” Jamie complained.

“Now that I have everyone’s attention,” Coach said, “team meeting.”

“Hope you didn’t want us to hear anything you have to say,” Jamie muttered.

Coach ignored him. “It seems I need to make something clear. I could give you all the PC, Westbrook-approved, LGBTQIA-friendly spiel—”

“You forgot the plus sign at the end, Coach,” Kruger added.

Coach’s face turned purple. “Are your brains all water-logged?” he roared. “Show some respect!”

“I am. That’s why you gotta add the plus sign.” Kruger defended himself.

People snickered. Jamie was one of them.

“For the love of God,” Coach prayed. “LGBTQIA-plus.” He corrected himself.

Kruger nodded like all was right in the world.

“Way to be an ally, Coach.” Jamie congratulated him.

“Owens, if you say one more word, you’re cleaning toilets.” Coach threatened him.

Everyone fell quiet. Cleaning toilets was no joking matter.

“We are all here for one reason: to swim. You don’t have to be friends. But you will respect each other. That means all this in-house bickering and bullying stops right now. It’s beneath you.” He shot a pointed look at Rinkin. “What you all do in your personal lives outside this pool is just that—personal. As long as none of you are causing trouble on this campus or hurting this team, I don’t give a shit, and I don’t want to hear about it.”

No one said anything.

“Does anyone have a problem with that?” Coach asked.

Again, silence.

He cleared his throat. “And, ah, more specifically, if I get wind of any Elite members giving other members trouble about their sexual orientation, you’re out.”

I sucked in a breath.

Coach nodded. “I will not tolerate bigotry.” He glanced beside me. “You got that, Rinkin?”

“But, Coach—”

Coach cut off his sniveling with another excessively long tribute on his whistle. My ears were ringing when he finished.

“Didn’t you learn from your buddy Hughes? You want to be the next one off this team?” Coach roared. “I said that’s enough! Now give me ten laps.”

“Ten!”

“Want to make it eleven?”

Rinkin stood up. “Whatever.” He started toward the pool.

“Rinkin,” Coach intoned. “You owe Sinclair an apology.”

The swimmer’s shoulders hiked up to his ears. At his hips, his hands fisted. When he didn’t turn around, I thought about letting him off the hook and telling Coach to forget it. I didn’t want a forced apology, especially since it would be insincere.

I opened my lips to say just that, but Coach shook his head at me.

“Clear out your locker,” Coach said.

Rinkin spun. “No way!” He fumed, angry eyes snapping to mine.

A fissure of unease coiled through me. Calling Rinkin out, forcing him to apologize, and practically booting him off the team were only going to create more friction.

I appreciated what Coach was doing, but really, it wasn’t helping.

I cleared my throat and stepped off the bleachers to approach Rinkin. His eyes narrowed as he watched me close in. Ryan and Jamie moved toward my back, but I didn’t acknowledge it.

“Look, I get you don’t like me. I’m gay, and you don’t approve. But we both love swimming. I’ll stay out of your way. You stay out of mine. And I’ll, ah, stay out of the showers when you’re in there.” Ryan made a sound, but I held up my hand. “Okay?”

Rinkin stared at me, then nodded once. “Whatever.”

“Yes or no?” I said, voice quiet but unyielding.

“Yes. Sure.” Rinkin finally gave.

I held out my hand, but he ignored it, pulling his goggles on and diving into the pool.

“I swear to God, that guy,” Jamie muttered behind me.

I glanced around at the rest of Elite. “Anyone else?”

No one said anything.

I turned to Coach. “Good?”

He nodded, a little bit of pride in his eyes.

I didn’t care if I impressed him. Why should I? All I did was try and keep the peace.

“He bothers you, I want to know about it.”

I nodded.

“Back in the pool! All of you!” Coach roared.

I went back to the bleachers and sat down, shoving the Airpods in my ears. I spent the rest of practice watching and wishing I was in the water.

When Coach finally called practice and the guys started filtering out of the locker room after changing, I half expected some to approach or at least shoot disgusted looks my way. None of that happened. Everything was normal. If anything, I got a few more see ya later nods than I usually did.

Ryan and Jamie came out, fully changed, Jamie with a backward baseball hat on his head and Ryan with towel-dried dark hair.

“Breakfast?” Ryan asked.

“Bro, sure,” I answered. “Shirley’s?” Sometimes we ate at the campus eatery in the mornings and then hit the diner after second swim. But just like I had unfinished business at the pool this morning, I also had some at Shirley’s.

“You need a ride?” Jamie asked.

I shook my head. “I have my brother’s Rover.”

“Let’s go, then. I’m so hungry I could eat the southbound end out of a northbound mule.”

Ryan and I laughed, and I spared a glance at the pool on our way out.

Ryan slapped me on the shoulder. “You’ll be back in the water soon.”

Not soon enough for me.
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Max

I expected to see Wes when I came downstairs. He was always the first one up, those swimmer hours long ingrained in him.

But the house was quiet, and it made me uneasy.

When footsteps sounded on the stairs, I glanced around, hoping to see a mop of floppy brown curls, but it was Win scratching his balls on his way to the coffeemaker.

“Where’s Wes?” I asked.

“Good morning, Win. Did you sleep well?” he replied. “Morning, Max. Slept like a log, thanks. You?”

“Did you get crabs over in Sweden?” I deadpanned.

Win stopped in his tracks and looked down to where he was still itching. “Fuck you.”

I laughed, but it was short-lived. “Wes?”

“He went to practice.”

“What?” I gaped. “He’s not supposed to be swimming.”

“Said he was just going to watch.”

“How’d he get there?”

Win grabbed a mug out of the cabinet. “He took the Range Rover.”

I made a sharp noise. “You let him drive your car with a head injury?” Was Win out of his damn mind?

“It’s been a few days. He seemed fine.”

Grabbing my phone, I pulled up the tracking app I had installed to find his location. When it showed nothing, I cursed. He didn’t have a phone on him to track. “I can’t believe you let him leave with a head injury and no phone,” I bitched.

“He’s fine,” Win insisted.

Is Wes with you? I texted Jamie.

As soon as the message was sent, I had a brief moment of panic, worrying that he wouldn’t answer considering the shit I’d said to them in the hospital.

But he answered right away, and I nearly sagged in relief. Yeah. We’re at Shirley’s.

“He’s at the diner with his friends,” I told Win.

“Good. I’m starving. Let’s go.”

I hesitated.

Win set aside the mug. I wasn’t even sure if there was coffee in it yet. The full weight of his hazel eyes settled on me as he folded his arms over his chest. “What’s the deal with you and Wes?”

“What?” The word came out sharp and a little too quick.

“You two have been acting weird since I got home. You barely looked at each other at all last night during dinner. A dinner he didn’t side with you on, might I add.”

But he didn’t go against me either.

“You’re seeing things,” I rebuked, ignoring my inner dialogue.

“There’s a vibe.”

I stilled. “A vibe?”

He nodded. “Oh yeah. A vibe.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I scoffed, turning to go get dressed.

“He’s nineteen now.” Win’s words followed me. “An adult.”

I stopped walking. “So?”

“So you can stop denying how much you want him.”

Sucking in a sharp breath, I spun, pinning my brother with an incredulous look. “What? I don’t—”

Win pushed away from the counter, dropping his arms. “We’ve been best friends since kindergarten. You think I can’t see it? You think I don’t know the reason you wanted me to tell him I was his guardian was that it made you feel sick for having feelings for not only your underage brother but your legal responsibility.”

“He’s not—”

“I know he’s not.” Win cut me off again. “But that’s how you felt, right? Like you were doing something wrong, like you were betraying Mom and Dad. Probably me too. But even after I turned eighteen, you wouldn’t sign over guardianship because you couldn’t bear to give up any part of him.”

Anger tore through me, resentment and rage so strong that I flew across the room, shoving myself into Win’s face, hammering my black gaze into his. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Win smirked, the only person on this planet besides Wes with enough balls to look into my simmering temper and do so. “You saying it’s not true?”

I made a strangled sound. “Mom asked me to watch out for him. Me. I couldn’t just sign away my promise.”

Win nodded. “So we lied to him instead.”

I made a sound, chest constricting. “What fucking choice did I have?”

His head cocked to the side. “Maybe you didn’t. But it’s different now.”

My eyes flashed up.

He half smiled. “He’s not great at hiding how he looks at you. You have to see.”

I swallowed thickly. I saw. I didn’t even have to look to see. I fucking felt it in my bones. I hoped whatever it was between us, his little crush would fizzle over the years. It didn’t. It only got harder to deny, the pull between us growing stronger.

I fought and fought. But then he almost died.

I almost lost him completely.

I realized what I have of him just isn’t enough.

Win frowned, and the smug, all-knowing look he sported dimmed, leaving behind concern. “Oh. I, ah… I thought you had feelings for him.” He cursed, rubbing a palm over his face. “I didn’t realize it was one-sided.”

The absolute desolation of almost losing Wes, of realizing I didn’t have him the way I wanted, must have shown on my face. Win interpreted it as me being horrified that our little brother had less-than-brotherly feelings for me.

I should have run with it. Used it as more cover.

I couldn’t. Not after the accident. The kiss. After someone had finally put out there what no one else had.

“It’s not one-sided.” My voice was like gravel, the confession rattling the bars of the caged-up feelings I kept deep inside me.

Win was quiet a beat, then, “That’s good.”

My eyebrows rose. “Good? What about this is good?” I exploded, my whole body moving with the force of my emotion and words. “I’m in love with my brother, Win. Our brother. I promised Mom on her deathbed I would keep us together. That I would take care of him. What the fuck do you think she’d say if she knew…?” All the dirty things I wanted to do to her baby. All the things I dreamed about. “How I felt about him?”

“Our parents loved and trusted you enough to leave guardianship to you. Maybe they’d be happy.”

“Happy?” I scoffed, a strangled sound following the word. “You just said it. They trusted me. Trusted me to take care of him, not to drag him into some forbidden relationship.”

“Again, I see the way he looks at you. You wouldn’t be dragging him into anything.”

I groaned. Flashes of the kiss we shared assaulted me. How needy he’d been, how fucking onboard.

“And what if it didn’t work out?” I asked my brother. “What if I gave in to whatever it is between us? What if we burned hot and heavy and then simmered out? What if my temper was too much for him to take? What if I’m too much like him?”

“You are nothing like that sperm donor,” Win intoned, anger flashing in his eyes.

He hated my father. We all did.

“Well, his DNA swims in my veins. Getting beat on from the time I was a toddler left its mark. We all know I have a short fuse. I’m prone to violence. You really want someone like that with your baby brother?”

“You’d never hurt him like that.”

The words ripped out of me, hollow and scared. “But what if I do?”

Win pursed his lips, then said, “So that time when he was in the hospital and you—”

I made a sound. “Don’t say it.”

“Why? Because you know it proves I’m right?” Win was a pushy bastard.

“What if we don’t work out?” I argued. “Then what? The three of us will never be the same. I promised Mom, Win. I promised her we’d stay together.”

“I promised her too. And we will. Even if I have to force you two assholes to sit at dinner and avoid looking at each other every week.”

“I can’t,” I whispered. How could I put what I want over what he needs?

Wes needed his family, what little of us was left. I couldn’t risk that.

Win’s quiet voice cut into my spiraling. “Did you ever think that maybe everything Mom did on her deathbed was to get us to this point?”

My head snapped up.

“Maybe Mom did what she had to do to keep us together because she knew Wes belonged with you. Maybe they never officially adopted you because they didn’t want to make it harder for you to be together.”

“You know my biologics refused to let them adopt me,” I quarreled, my heart stinging in my chest. Why was he saying this shit? Why was he acting like it was all okay? Please don’t make me love him more.

“Maybe they knew they didn’t need to adopt you because Wes would make you official someday.”

I sucked in a breath, pain lancing my chest. “Why are you saying this?”

“Because it’s time I did.”

I looked up, searching his gaze. “And what about you? You aren’t pissed off?”

He half smiled. “That you’re totally in love with my little brother?”

I didn’t deny it. I didn’t agree with him either. I was still in partial shock we were even having this conversation.

“I always knew when he laid into you especially hard. Even though you never said so, I always knew. Know how?”

I shook my head. The knot in my throat made it impossible to speak.

“Because those were the nights you climbed into bed with Wes. The nights you needed the most comfort, it was his blanket you went under, his side you went to.”

I stiffened, hating what he was implying.

Win put his hand on my shoulder, stopping the brewing outburst. “I’m not saying it was like that, but even as kids, there was a pull between you both. When you were your most broken and beaten, it was him you sought. Little curly-headed Wes who slept with a nightlight just so you could find your way to him if you needed to.”

I made a stricken sound. “Just stop, Win.”

His fingers tightened on my shoulder. “You and me, we’re best friends. Brothers. Nothing will ever change that. But even still, Wes is the reason you kept coming back.”

“Fuck you,” I rasped. “Just… fuck you.”

“You think I didn’t see that letter about the apprenticeship in New York City? That you were invited by one of the biggest tattoo artists there to come study under him?”

Once again, Win surprised me. “You knew about that?”

He nodded. “I also know you’d never go that far from Wes.”

In a sudden burst of movement, I fisted my hand in Win’s shirt, jerking him close to threaten. “Don’t you ever fucking tell him that.”

He’d blame himself. He’d think I gave up on something great because of him. But nothing was great if it pulled me away from him.

Win laughed under his breath, making my fingers tighten even more in his tee. “My brother could do a lot worse than you, Max. In fact, I think you’re probably the only one I’d approve of.”

I shoved him back, dragging in air like I’d been standing there forgetting to breathe. “There is no me and Wes.”

“There could be.”

“No.” I was adamant, panic setting in. “It could ruin everything. The only family I have.”

Win’s eyes turned sympathetic, and I turned my back on him. I couldn’t keep talking about this.

I was partway up the stairs when his quiet voice reached out.

“This family is already altering. Denying your feelings doesn’t stop them from existing. The way I see it, we can be a drifting family strung together by promises or a family bonded by love.”

When I came back downstairs later, he was gone. But the things he said still lingered.
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Wes

The girls were already sitting in our usual booth when we arrived at Shirley’s. The second we walked in, they slid out of the ivy-green seat and rushed forward, bypassing Ryan and Jamie to hug me.

“Wes! How are you?” Rory asked, embracing me from the right.

“We missed you yesterday,” Madison added, doing exactly the same on the left.

Smiling a little, I hugged them both, ignoring the curious glances from the others inside the diner.

“We couldn’t even text you,” Madison complained.

I laughed under my breath, warmth suffusing my chest. They were acting like it had been weeks since we’d seen each other, not just days. I had a soft spot for these two women, the way they just accepted me and made me feel like I belonged.

“Bro, that’s just wrong,” Jamie lamented, staring at the girls clinging to me.

Ryan shook his head. “Next time she needs fairy lights hung, I’m calling you.”

Jamie guffawed. “Bro, your house is gonna be covered in that shit when you two move in together.”

Ryan groaned.

Madison pulled back, glancing up at the bandage on my head. “How are you feeling?”

“Better than I was,” I told her.

“How about your ankle?” Rory asked, glancing down at the Adidas that was tied loosely, the wrap around my ankle sticking out.

“Seems to be in working order.”

“Hellooo,” Jamie called behind us.

“Come sit, get some breakfast,” Rory said, taking my arm like I needed help.

Ryan pursed his lips, then smacked Jamie in the middle. “This calls for extreme measures.”

“Go!” Jamie yelled, and the two dove forward, making both girls squeal in surprise as they were snatched up off their feet and tossed over the shoulders of whom they belonged to.

“Woman, I oughta paddle that ass,” Jamie declared, tugging on the skirt Madison was wearing so she didn’t flash anyone.

“Jamie Michael Owens! Put me down.”

“Can’t do it, Mads.”

“Ry,” Rory pleaded, tapping him in the midback.

“Don’t try and sweet-talk me, Carrot. You know what you did.”

“We’ve got to put our feet down, bro. These women think they can run over us,” Jamie declared.

“I ordered you extra waffles and bacon,” Madison sang.

“Well, baby, why didn’t you say so?” he asked, pulling her away from his shoulder but still holding her up.

“Hi,” Madison said, cheeks flushed.

“You’re pretty,” Jamie told her, then kissed her in the middle of the diner.

These two liked their PDA.

“You get me breakfast too?” Ryan asked Rory who was still dangling over his shoulder.

“I’m telling them to burn it!” Rory smarted off.

Ryan laughed and pulled her down. “Gimme some sugar.”

“No.”

“Rory.”

She sighed and leaned in.

Shaking my head, I moved around them, heading straight to our table and not thinking at all about that kiss the other night with Max. Just the memory of it hit me with an overwhelming feeling of homesickness.

As I slid into the booth, I pondered what was worse: the nagging emptiness of wondering what it would be like to have his lips on mine or experiencing it full force only to know it would never happen again.

Rory slid into the booth beside me, and Ryan followed along, pulling her into his lap so I was basically alongside them both. Jamie and Madison slid in across from us, and then seconds later, Kruger and Prism squished themselves in as well.

Reaching into my hoodie, I pulled out the Airpods and slid them across the tabletop to Prism. “Thanks for the loan.”

Prism nodded and slipped them into his pocket. He definitely hadn’t been lying when he said he had many pairs because he currently had some in his ears.

Another group of Elite came into the diner, piling into the two booths behind ours.

I tensed, partly expecting someone to say or do something, but no one did.

“The team is cool,” Ryan said, obviously knowing what I was thinking.

I glanced at him. “Maybe in front of Coach.”

He shook his head. “Not just in front of Coach.”

Jamie was nodding, and I divided my stare between them. “What did you do?”

“We just had a little talky-talk with the guys,” Jamie replied.

I made a noise and looked directly at Ryan. “I told you I don’t need you to fight my battles.”

“I said we, not Ryan,” Jamie muttered.

I shot him a dirty look. “We all know Ryan is the one they all bow to.”

Ryan grunted. “I’m not fighting any battles. I just asked the locker room if there were any issues.”

I pursed my lips. “And no one said anything?”

“Nope,” Jamie replied.

Ryan shook his head, backing him up.

“I don’t know. I think it’s hard to believe Rinkin is the only asshole on the team.” I disagreed.

“Oh, there’s definitely other assholes, just not homophobic ones,” Ryan replied.

I hesitated.

Kruger glanced up. Sometimes his different-colored eyes were startling. “It’s true. No one has a problem. Rinkin is outnumbered, and with Coach threatening his spot on Elite this morning, he’ll calm down.”

“Don’t worry about the guys on the team, bro. We got your back,” Jamie tacked on, obviously seeing my hesitancy.

I fidgeted a little in my seat. “It’s not that easy.”

“Why?” Jamie pressed.

Madison gave him a baleful look before turning to me to gently say, “You don’t have to tell us.”

I swallowed thickly. I knew I didn’t have to tell them, but I wanted to. “The last time I came out to a group of guys—guys I thought were my friends—they turned on me.”

The air around Ryan went flat. “Turned on you how?”

In the spirit of facing things head on, I said, “They put me in the ICU. I had to have surgery to relieve the swelling on my brain.”

“They attacked you?” Madison paled, immediately turning into Jamie’s chest.

A muscle in Jamie’s jaw ticked as he wrapped his arms around her, eyes looking at me but not really seeing. With a small sound, Rory looped her arm through mine, laying her orange head on my shoulder, and all the other guys at the table sat stunned with varying degrees of anger and shock on their faces.

“Seriously?” Kruger finally asked. Beside him, Prism looked pale.

I nodded, trying not to get too caught up in the memories of that time. Of being held down and beaten. “Yeah.”

“When was this?” Ryan demanded. Bro always said he wasn’t about fighting my battles, but he looked ready to go to war.

In that moment, I appreciated it. It made me feel less alone. Hell, everyone at this table made me feel that way. It was a sentiment I was inanely grateful for because I’d felt alone for so long. Sure, I had my two brothers, but given the way I felt about Max… yeah, I sometimes felt isolated.

“I was sixteen, so three years ago. After that, I kept to myself. I only hung out with Max and Win. It was why I wasn’t too keen on telling people about my orientation when I came to Westbrook.”

No one said anything, so I continued. “Recovery took a while. I left the swim team and wasn’t sure I’d swim anymore. I missed it, though. Win hired a personal coach, and I swam on my own. It took a while to build my time back up.” I glanced at Ryan. “I didn’t rejoin a team until I made it into Elite. You training with me these last few months really helped.”

“I didn’t know,” Ryan said, a look of guilt crossing his blue eyes. “I gave you shit about your time.”

I laughed. “I liked it. Still do. You hung with me because you wanted to, not out of pity.”

“No one here pities you,” Madison said fiercely, pulling out of Jamie’s chest.

Insecurity was something that lived inside me, something I might always battle. “Not even now that you know I got my ass kicked?”

“Hells no,” Jamie declared. Then he added, “And assault is not an ass-kicking.”

“Took a lot of guts to join Elite after something like that,” Prism said. “And then to face off with Rinkin. Hell, the entire team.”

I half smiled. “I didn’t really have a choice. Besides, it helps that I have you guys.” I cleared my throat. “So yeah, thanks for being there.”

“Waffles!” The cheerful voice was startling as it cut into the serious conversation.

I looked up, tendrils of nerves still clinging to me. It was the first time I’d really told anyone about being attacked, being turned on by people I thought were my friends.

It was so hard to put yourself out there, especially when the first time I did it, I ended up in surgery. Next to my parents’ death, it was the worst time in my life. How out of it I’d been, confused. Waking up with all those beeping monitors and echoes of pain in my medicated body. How wrecked Win was. How I’d searched the room for Max.

“Wes?”

I snapped out of the past, looking up to see Veronica staring at me with hopeful blue eyes. My stomach dipped a bit, but I forced a smile. “Hey, Veronica.”

“I didn’t expect you to be here today. How are you?”

“Hungry,” I replied, rueful.

She smiled. “Well, that’s a good sign. Waffles?”

“Duh,” I answered, and she giggled.

“Us too,” Kruger said, motioning between himself and Prism.

“Eggs,” Prism added.

She nodded, her blue eyes returning to me. “Coffee?”

“Definitely.”

“I’ll be right back,” she said, starting off.

“Wait. I’ll come with you,” I called after her.

Beside me, Rory gave me some side-eye, and everyone else just stared.

“Can you let me out?” I asked.

Ryan, Rory, and Prism slid out so I could move to where Veronica stood waiting.

“You must really need some caffeine,” she mused.

“Actually, I was hoping we could talk a minute,” I said. “Is that, uh, allowed while you’re working?”

“For you, I’ll risk it,” she replied with a smile.

My gut clenched, and guilt assaulted me. I felt bad about what I was going to do. Even if it was the right thing.

I followed her over to the long counter running along the back of Shirley’s. At the very end, closest to the wall separating the place from the kitchen, was an open stool so I slid onto it while she put in our table’s orders and poured me a cup of coffee, carrying it over to slide it across the counter between us.

After she put some cream and sugar beside it, she plopped both elbows on the counter, leaning toward me. “Did you get a new phone yet?”

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

Taking that in stride, she pulled back, and I watched in amazement as she made my coffee exactly like I always did.

“How do you know how I drink my coffee?”

“I pay attention.”

I swallowed. “So I wanted to talk to you about something.”

She nodded, leaning over the counter toward me once more. Her dark hair was pulled up in those two buns again, which must be her favorite way to wear it to work.

“Have you, ah, heard any rumors or anything about me lately?”

Her nose wrinkled. “Rumors?” Then her eyes widened. “Is someone spreading rumors about you?”

“No. I mean, probably, but I guess they wouldn’t be rumors.”

“I don’t understand.” Then she added, “Even so, I’d never listen to any rumors about you.”

“You’re a good friend.”

The light in her eyes dimmed, and I sighed.

Get it over with already, Wes. You know how this feels.

“I’m gay,” I rushed out.

The person sitting two stools away turned to look at me.

Veronica flicked her stare at them. “Mind your business.”

Clearing their throat, they got up and moved.

I laughed beneath my breath. “No one better mess with you.”

“Wes,” she said, eyes going serious. “Is that the rumor going around? That you’re gay?”

“It’s not a rumor. I am. I just came out to Elite… so I figure it’s probably spreading pretty fast around campus.”

“I…” She faltered, her mouth moving but not saying anything. Her brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“Yeah.” I nodded, guilt hitting me again. “And that’s on me.”

“What?”

“I, ah, get the impression that you might be interested in me.”

She giggled. “Took you long enough to notice.”

I smiled. “Yeah, well, I’m kinda dumb when it comes to girls.” Boys too.

Her red-painted lips turned up. “I think it’s sweet.”

“So, um, I just wanted to, ah, apologize for asking you for a ride home from the hospital. I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t want to lead you on.”

“Lead me on,” she echoed.

I pressed on, nodding once. “Yeah. Even though I think you’re pretty cool, I wanted to make it clear that I’m not interested in you like that. ‘Cause, you know, I’m gay.”

“You think I’m cool?”

I suppressed a groan. After everything I’d been through, I actually totally appreciated when people acted like it was no big deal when I told them I’m gay. But I mean, that was kinda the point of this particular conversation, and she was acting like she didn’t hear that part.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “You’re always good to us here at the diner, and you even came to the hospital to check on me.” She was looking at me like I wasn’t done, so I added, “And I like your hair.”

Her eyes rounded. “You do?”

I nodded. Why did I feel like we were getting off track here?

She reached out, fingers slipping into the hair flopping over my forehead. “I like your hair too. It’s cute.”

I froze for a minute, surprised at this turn of events. The door behind us opened, a rush of frigid morning air blasting into the otherwise warm diner. I used the distraction to pull back, dislodging her fingers to glance around.

Win stepped inside. Our stares collided immediately. Then his eyes shifted to Veronica, probably still leaning over the counter toward me, and then back to me. One of his nicely shaped brows arched.

My cheeks heated, and I turned back toward Veronica. “That’s my brother.”

“I thought he was studying abroad this semester.”

Startled, I said, “How’d you know that?”

“Was it a secret? I mean, he’s like the most popular guy in the sports med program. All the girls swoon over him.”

She had a point. “He came home because of my accident.”

Her head bobbed. “He’s a good brother to you.”

“So you understand what I said, right?” Are all girls so hard to talk to? I feel bad for Ryan and Jamie.

“That you’re gay.”

I nodded, relieved she got it. “Yeah. So I’m sorry if I made you think that we could be more than friends.”

“Have you ever been with a girl?”

The question caught me off guard, and I sat back on the stool, momentarily speechless. “Ah, what?” I finally managed.

“Have you ever been with a girl?” she repeated.

I opened my mouth. Shut it. Opened it again. “I like guys.”

“Well, how do you know you don’t like girls too if you never tried?”

I coughed. This is not at all the conversation I expected to have this morning. Is she arguing with me about being gay?

I wasn’t even sure how to answer that. Following her logic, I said, “Have you ever tried with a girl?”

Her chin plopped into her hand, and the buns on her head bobbed. “Once. It wasn’t for me.”

I glanced around, hoping Win was still standing there. He was talking to someone I didn’t know. He caught me looking, and I sent him a dear God, please help me look.

Turning back to Veronica I said, “Girls aren’t for me either. At least like that. So, ah, friends?”

As she straightened off the counter, her stare went behind me where my brother approached.

“Who’s your friend, Wes?” he asked.

I got up off the stool to stand beside him. “This is Veronica,” I answered. “Veronica, this is my brother Win.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

“Likewise.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked him, internally breathing a sigh of relief that I wasn’t alone with her anymore.

“Came to have breakfast with my baby bro,” Win said, ruffling my hair. I made a sound, ducking out from under his hand, and he chuckled. “Come on. Introduce me to your friends.”

Nodding, I picked up the coffee Veronica made and caught her eye. “Are we good?”

She smiled. “Of course, Wes. We’re good.”

The tension sitting on my shoulders lifted, and I smiled. “Cool.”

“Do you want to order?” she asked Win.

He threw his arm over my shoulder. “Just bring me what Wes is having.”

She nodded and then went into the back, and I turned away from the counter.

Win’s amused expression landed on mine. “What the hell was that about?”

I groaned. “You wouldn’t even believe me if I told you.”

His brows shot up. “You gotta tell me now.”

My eyes swept the diner, landing on our booth, but no one new was there.

“Max isn’t here,” Win said, making my eyes leap to his.

“How’d you get here, then?” I asked, playing it off. I mean, it was a totally reasonable thing to wonder. I wasn’t at all disappointed Max wasn’t here.

He smiled. “Uber.”

I gaped. “You called an Uber?”

“Had to. Someone stole my car.”

I rolled my eyes and led him over to the booth. “Hey, guys,” I started, but Jamie cut me off. “Winston Sinclair, about time you show your face around here.”

Win laughed under his breath. “Just call me Win.”

“More laid-back than Maxen already,” Jamie quipped.

Win turned a questioning eye in my direction, and I sighed. “Max told them they had to call him Maxen.”

Win laughed.

“So of course we never call him that.” Jamie continued.

Amused, Win asked, “And which one are you?”

“I’m the cherry on top of this friend sundae.”

“Jamie, then?”

Jamie flashed his pearly whites. “Ah, I see Wes has told you about me.”

“He did mention Jamie was the idiot of the bunch.”

“Rude,” Jamie deadpanned, then glanced at me. “How could you do it to me, bro?”

“I didn’t tell him that,” I said, flinging Win’s arm from around my shoulders.

“Hey, bro, what’s up? Ryan.” Ryan introduced himself, leaning around Rory—who was still perched in his lap—to offer his hand.

Win leaned in and they shook, and then he turned to Rory.

“Rory.” She smiled, also offering her hand.

When he pulled back, I introduced him to Madison, Kruger, and Prism.

“So that’s where you disappeared to yesterday,” Jamie said, hauling Madison into his lap so the rest of us could squish ourselves into the booth.

“I didn’t disappear. I was at home with a headache and no phone.” I reminded them as Win grabbed an empty chair and pushed it up to the end of the table, straddling it backward.

“Freestyle like Wes, right?” Win asked, pointing to Ryan who nodded. Then he pointed to Jamie, “Butterfly?”

“Bro, yeah.”

“What about you two?” he asked, dividing his pointing between Kruger and Prism.

“Backstroke,” Kruger said.

“Breaststroke,” Prism replied.

“And you two just make all these bros look pretty, right?” Win said, flashing his dimples at Madison and Rory.

“I’m the charming one here, bro,” Jamie grumbled.

Win smiled bigger. “I thought you were the cherry on top.”

“Same difference.”

“Orders up!” Veronica announced, shouldering over to the table with a giant black tray. Behind her was another waiter carrying a tray of the same size. “Wes,” Veronica said first, handing me a plate with two giant waffles dripping in butter and then another plate of scrambled eggs and bacon.

Then she handed the same to Kruger, Prism, and Win.

“Shirley, what about me, bro?” Jamie bemoaned.

“You just ate!” Madison exclaimed.

“That was just a snack.”

She grumbled, and he smacked a kiss on her cheek.

“I brought you another waffle,” Veronica told him, handing the plate over.

“Who’s the favorite now?” Jamie cackled.

Veronica paused in handing Win a coffee to look up. “It’s Wes, of course.”

When she was gone, everyone looked at me and I groaned.

“I thought you were going to talk to her,” Rory scolded.

“I did,” I mourned. “You saw me just now.” I glanced between Ryan and Jamie. “Bros. I have a new respect for the things you deal with on the daily.”

Madison and Rory gasped.

All the guys at the table rolled. Jamie and Ryan were the first to quiet when they became the subject of intense glares.

“Now, baby,” Ryan tried to cajole. “I like handling you on the daily.”

“Ryan Steven Walsh, I never asked you to handle me.”

“You sure?” His eyes became heated, and her cheeks turned bright pink.

“Stop that,” she admonished.

Win snickered and forked up a huge bite of eggs, jamming it into his mouth. “Fill me in,” he told me, smacking my arm as he chewed.

I sighed. “I told her I was gay, and she argued that I wasn’t.”

Win paused chewing. “Excuse me?”

I nodded and lowered my voice to repeat her words. “How do you know you’re gay if you’ve never been with a girl?”

Kruger made a rude sound. “How come women never hit on me like this?”

Jamie whistled. “I mean, we all knew she had it bad, but, bro.”

“You’re sure you made it clear?” Rory asked, brow furrowed.

“I literally told her I wanted to be upfront so I didn’t lead her on.”

“So have you?” Jamie asked around an excessively large bite of waffle. Dude ate like a goat.

“Have I what?”

“Tried it with a girl?”

Madison elbowed him, and he choked a little. “Jamie Michael Owens, what kind of question is that?”

“A curious one,” he said, going back to eating. “Just keeping it real. Can’t a guy wonder?”

One of the reasons I liked Jamie so much was that he just said whatever he wanted. Gay jokes, inappropriate comments. It didn’t bother me because, as I told him before, I’d rather us joke and be real than tiptoe around the fact I like men. Besides, his intentions were never bad. Moronic at times but never mean.

“You ever tried with a dude?” I asked, thinking maybe I’d make my point. It didn’t work with Veronica, so I had no idea why I thought it would work with Jamie.

Jamie sighed dramatically. “Ryan wouldn’t have me. Crushed my heart.”

Ryan laughed. “Fuck off.”

Jamie chuckled, then looked at me. “No. No desire.”

“That’s how I feel,” I said.

“You should have asked her that,” Ryan mused.

“I did,” I admitted. “Said she tried it once and didn’t like it.”

Kruger spit out the coffee he was sipping. “You got hit on by a girl who’s willing to have a threesome?”

“Pretty sure that’s not what I just said,” I deadpanned.

“You guys are entertaining as shit,” Win mused, shoveling in more eggs.

“Since when did you start eating so much?” I asked.

“Since I started working out,” he answered, flexing his bicep.

“You should hit the gym with us,” Ryan offered, and he nodded.

“So what did you tell her?” Prism asked, steering us back to the actual topic.

I shook my head. “Nothing. I gave Win a come-save-me look.”

“Well, she didn’t seem upset,” Ryan said, glancing thoughtfully across the diner. I didn’t turn to see if she was there.

I glanced at Rory. “What do you think?”

“Maybe she was just surprised, and that’s the first thing she thought of. But like Ry said, she didn’t seem upset. At least you were upfront and told her.”

I glanced at Madison, and she nodded encouragingly.

Doubt clouded my resolve to face everything head on. I mean, sure, I told her. It was the right thing.

But why did it feel like she didn’t really listen?
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Max

I was in a shit mood.

Which, to be fair, was my usual state, but this morning it was shittier than usual. Wrenching open the door to Shirley’s and seeing everyone squished around the booth like it was some kind of kumbaya moment over waffles plummeted it past shitty to outright foul.

I was off-kilter after this morning’s talk with Win, how he just sort of announced he knew all about the underlying currents between me and Wes and he didn’t care. He basically called me out right there in the kitchen, then told me he approved.

I’m sorry, but what?

Did he not see all the kinds of problems this could cause?

We can be a drifting family strung together by promises or a family bonded by love.

I scoffed at the echo of his words in my cranium. I’d like to see how he’d act if it was his heart on the line. No, not just his heart. His everything.

A head filled with mussed brown hair lifted, chocolate eyes widening the second they landed on me. He glanced away quickly, the tips of his ears turning pink. No one else noticed my arrival, only Wes, something that I tried not to observe, but I failed miserably.

Abandoning his fork, he wrapped his fingers around his mug, anticipating my arrival. It made me want to walk slower like one of those killers in an ‘80s horror movie. I thought deliciously of dragging out his awareness of me, of watching him squirm in that booth among people who had no idea he was slowly climbing out of his skin just waiting for me to arrive, just waiting for me to see what I would do.

Oh, I was fucking tempted. I was also fucking tempted to dig my fingers into that mop of hair on his head, yank it back, and smother his lips with mine. Right there in front of everyone.

This is who he belongs to.

Instead, I stalked over to the booth spilling over with Elite, stopping behind Win’s shoulder and clearing my throat. Everyone looked up but Wes. He didn’t need to. He was already very aware of me.

“Max,” Win greeted.

Reaching into the pocket of my leather jacket, I tugged out the reason I was there and laid it on the table beside Wes’s plate. “Here.”

Releasing the death grip on his mug, he rotated toward me while laying a hand over the new iPhone. “You got me a phone,” he said.

“I told you I would.”

“And I told you I could get it myself.” He might have said that, but the way his hand curled around the new device said something else entirely.

Even as my heart squeezed, satisfaction rolled through the rest of me. He wanted the phone I got for him. Even if he did want to be a brat about it.

I glowered down at him. “Yet here you are driving around with no phone three days after you were in the hospital.”

“I’m not out driving around,” he muttered.

“Pull up a seat,” Win offered, scooting his chair over to make room for me.

“I’m not staying.”

Win’s eyes narrowed just slightly, and I gave him a stony stare.

“Does it have the same number?” Wes asked.

Pulling my eyes from my brother, I nodded. “Yeah.”

He flipped it over, glancing at the black backing. “You put a case on it too. Guess I’ll keep it, then.”

My lips twitched. “You’ll have to reprogram everyone’s numbers in there.”

“Pass it around, bro. We’ll add ours,” Jamie said, motioning with his hand.

I watched Wes call up the contacts, pausing upon seeing I’d already added mine in there. I’d made it the emergency contact too. He looked up. “What about Win?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Win is going back to Sweden. What then?”

Shoving a piece of bacon in his mouth, Win snatched the phone out of Wes’s hand to type in his number. Then he handed it off to Prism, and the rest of the table started adding in theirs.

“Hope you didn’t have anything too important on the last phone. Seems like you lost everything on it.” Madison worried.

The phone came back around to Wes, and he let go of his coffee to tap on the screen a few times, then lift his scowling face to where I stood over him. “Seriously, Max?” he intoned, turning the screen so I could see the tracking app I’d installed.

You’re damn right I did. So? “You don’t need to show me. I’m the one who put it there,” I said, flicking my eyes at the screen, then away.

“This why you got me a new phone? So you could just put this tracker on here?” Wes demanded. Then he looked at our brother. “Seriously, Win?”

Win shrugged. He knew arguing was a lost cause. Wes knew it too, yet here he was arguing. Brat.

“I got you a phone ‘cause you needed it.” Wouldn’t matter who bought the damn thing. I’d have gotten that app on there one way or another.

“I’ll uninstall it.” Wes challenged.

I raised my brow, feeling the silver piercing tug a little. “You wanna play that game?”

His eyes turned into dark slits, but the high points of his cheekbones flushed lightly.

In the background of our staring contest, Jamie said, “Kinda understand why he’s like this now.”

I was not expecting that, and my attention snapped toward the broad swimmer. “What?”

“We all know I’m a fan of that app,” Ryan added, making Rory groan.

Dividing my stare between Ryan and Jamie, I said, “What would you know about my reasons for that app?”

Wes made a sound, shifting a bit under the table.

Forgetting about everyone else, I glanced down at him. “Wes?”

“I told them about my, ah, old friends.”

“You mean that bag of wrinkly dicks who put you in the hospital?” Win spat.

“Bro, I like him,” Jamie announced.

My eyes were still locked on Wes’s. As if we were two magnets with an intense gravitational pull, it didn’t matter how many people in the room spoke around us. Our focus was each other.

Wes nodded, acknowledging Win’s words.

Without thinking, I moved on instinct, crouching beside the booth so I was no longer towering over him but at his level or, rather, slightly below it. Tipping my chin up a little, I tapped my fingers on the edge of the booth he sat in. “You okay?”

His nod was imperceptible, but the glimmer of softness in his stare was not. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Just checking.”

I felt Win’s attention beside us, and it made the muscles in my shoulders tighten as he weighed and measured our interaction. The words he spoke this morning echoed in my head like a vicious taunt.

Clearing my throat, I pushed to my feet, the slight creak of my leather jacket a familiar sound.

“Well, these friends aren’t a bag of wrinkly dicks, so this isn’t necessary anymore,” Wes argued.

“My dick is not wrinkly,” Kruger lamented.

“Maybe it is. Maybe that’s why you can’t get a date,” Prism heckled.

“Fuck you, P,” Kruger retorted, giving him the finger.

Ignoring the idiots around me, I stared unflinchingly at Wes. “You literally have stitches in your head.”

“So?”

“So who knows how long you’d have lain there if my guy hadn’t pulled you out and called the cops,” I barked.

Everyone froze.

Wes’s eyes turned into wide chocolate coins. “Your guy?”

Win laughed under his breath, and I cut him a harsh look. He just kept laughing. Asshole.

“I knew you were having me followed,” Wes said.

“Then I don’t know why you’re surprised.” I never meant to actually tell him this. It just popped out. It was getting harder and harder to keep my damn cool around this brat. Ever since that kiss, I was spiraling out of control.

“You never outright admitted it,” Wes said, basically calling me out on my loose tongue.

“You want me to apologize?” I said. “I won’t. I’m not sorry. I won’t ever not be there when you need me again.”

Wes’s entire chest swelled with his massive inhale, nostrils flaring. His owl-like eyes bore into me. “Max.” He exhaled, and my name was a crackling whisper that vibrated all the other unspoken currents rippling the air around the entire table.

“Keep the damn phone or don’t. Whatever,” I said and turned to go. Fuck.

I’d made it barely three steps when his fingers slid around my wrist in a gentle yet unbreakable hold. I knew it was him without even looking by the way my heartbeat ticked up, the rush of the blood in my veins, and the dull roaring between my ears. No one else could ever affect me this way with a barely-there touch.

“Let go,” I whispered, not turning back.

The pads of his fingers tightened a fraction but then slid away, leaving me lonely and partially irritated he’d listened to me for once.

“What happened to me was not your fault,” he said for me and only me.

“I know that,” I replied, still facing away. “But I should have been there. I want to be. Please just keep the damn app.”

Goddamn, the emotion rolling off him was like a hurricane raging at my back. It took everything in me to stay solidly planted on my feet. The desperation to turn and look at him was second to none, but I denied myself because if I did, I would do something we’d both regret.

How sad that I protected him with an app instead of my arms.

“I’ll keep the app,” he whispered, and the groan I bit back vibrated my throat, making my Adam’s apple swell.

“Good boy,” I whispered so quietly I thought he wouldn’t be able to hear.

I should have known better. It seemed his awareness of me was just as discernible as mine of him. The broken sound he made was nearly my downfall, but before I could do anything, someone called his name.

“Wes?”

“Yeah?” Wes answered.

The wariness in his tone had my boots scuffing against the floor as I turned, spearing the approaching guy with a deadly, flat stare. And oh, he noticed. His eyes slid to me instantly, his footsteps faltering.

But then his eyes went back to Wes, his movements going fluid and a smile pulling up his bow-shaped mouth.

What? Yeah, I noticed the shape of the mouth talking to Wes. I also noticed that he was a little taller than Wes but not as muscular. He also wasn’t Elite, which was obvious by the way the guys in the booth all stared.

His hair was sandy brown, styled to look like he didn’t bother with it, but he totally did. And his eyes, which were still scoping out Wes, were blue.

“Hey.” He smiled, revealing a dimple. “I—”

“Who are you?” I cut in, closing the distance between us, partly pushing myself in front of Wes.

“Uh, name is Theo,” he said, eyes going over my shoulder to look back at Wes. Dude was pushing his fucking luck. “Theo Brooks.”

“Have we met?” Wes asked.

Theo shook his head, and I grabbed his shoulder. “Time to go.”

His blue eyes widened, and he lifted a flyer he clutched in his hand. “I wanted to invite you to a party.” His eyes went to the booth. “Your friends too.”

“A party?” Jamie called out. “Bro, come on over here.”

I swear he and I were going to have it out one day. I turned to glare at him as Theo moved toward the table. Wes started forward too, but I caught his arm, making him falter so I could go first, keeping myself in the middle.

“You’re ridiculous,” Wes muttered.

I flicked a glance over my shoulder. “You like it.”

He flushed, and I turned my attention back to this blue-eyed, Wes-touching interloper.

“Hey, guys, I’m Theo.”

I gave Win a look, and his subtle chin salute said he, too, was tracking this guy. Win was definitely sunnier than me, but he wasn’t a pushover, and he was just as protective of Wes.

Okay, well, maybe not quite.

Theo angled his body so Wes was included in the conversation as he went on. “I’m with the LGBTQIA+ club on campus.” He held up the flyer. “We’re having a party tomorrow night.” He turned all his attention to Wes, and my back teeth ground together. “I wanted to see if you wanted to come.”

“Me?” Wes asked, taking the flyer he was offered.

Theo nodded. “Yeah, we host a big rave—”

“Why are you asking Wes?” I butted in.

Wes gave me a hard look and then pushed around so I wasn’t standing in front of him but beside him.

Theo cleared his throat. “Well, word’s been getting around…”

“What word?”

Theo glanced at me, then back at Wes, who simply said, “That I’m gay.”

Theo looked a little sheepish. “Well, yeah. Someone coming out in Elite, that kinda is big news.”

Wes nodded.

“Thought you might want to meet some other people in the LGBT community. Sometimes it’s nice to meet people who understand.”

“That’s really nice of you,” Wes said, holding the flyer up. It was all done in rainbow colors. “What’s a blackout rave?” he asked.

“Bro, we went to that freshman year,” Jamie said. “You remember that, Ryan?”

Ryan flashed a smile. “I remember the stuff from before I got drunk.”

“I thought it was an LGBT thing,” I said.

“Our club sponsors it, but it’s open to everyone. We’re all-inclusive. The only requirement is that if you come, you have to be all-inclusive too,” Theo said, flicking a look at me before settling his attention back on Wes. “It’s pretty fun. It’s a big party that’s dark except for blacklights, and people use glow-in-the-dark body paint and stuff. There’s music. Dancing.” His eyes dipped to Wes’s body on that last word, and I shoved back in front of him again.

“No,” I said.

Theo’s eyes narrowed as if he were looking at me for the first time. “Who are you exactly?”

“He’s my br—” Wes started, and I nearly popped a vein right there.

“I’m his friend. And he has stitches in his head. He can’t be out drinking and partying.”

Theo’s eyes widened, then went back to Wes. “I heard about your accident. You’ve really had a week.”

“Yeah,” Wes said.

“Which is exactly why you should come. Blow off some steam.” Theo glanced at the table. “You’re all invited.” Turning once more back to Wes, he said, “I know it’s easier to come to parties with people you know.”

“Will you be there?” Wes asked.

What in the fucking fuck?

I rotated to stare full on at Wes. He flicked me a glance, then dismissed me completely. I turned to Win, and he gave me a told you so look.

“Hell yeah. Gotta get my dance on. I’ll save one for you.”

Wes blushed.

He fucking blushed.

I opened my mouth, but Wes stepped around me. Around me. To face Theo. “Thanks for this.” He held up the paper. “I’ll see if my friends want to come.”

“I’m in,” Kruger said immediately. I think I liked him less than Jamie.

“Me too,” Prism echoed.

“It is after the meet tomorrow,” Jamie said thoughtfully.

“Light swim the next morning,” Ryan added.

I turned to give the entire table a WTF look. Was this payback for what I said at the hospital? Did they not see this douche was literally drooling on Wes? He wants to dance with him.

“We’re in,” Jamie declared.

Wes glanced at Win, who said, “Haven’t been to a Westbrook party at all this semester.”

I was going to deck him later.

“I guess we’ll see you there, then,” Wes told Theo, who beamed.

“Awesome. I’ll tell the group. Everyone will be excited to meet you.”

Wes seemed a little unsure at that, and my anger drained away as my protective instincts roared to the surface.

“Do we need to bring body paint?” Rory asked, the flyer in her hand now instead of Wes’s.

“We’ll have some there to buy,” Theo told her. Offering a smile to Wes, he said, “But I’ll get you some.”

“Uh, thanks.”

He wanted to get Wes body paint.

This dude had a death wish. A wish I would happily fulfill.

His eyes continued to linger on Wes until I growled. Yep, rumbled right in my throat. Theo shifted to me, eyes widening. He took a step back. Then another.

Win whacked the outside of my leg, and I ignored him.

“So I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Theo called to Wes.

“See you tomorrow.” Wes confirmed.

When he was gone, I turned to look at Wes. “You are not going.”

Defiance flashed in his brown eyes and then so did resolve. “You are not the boss of me.” Brushing past me, he slid into the booth.

Kruger leaned over the table toward him. “What’s your secret, bro?”

“What?”

“Everyone be hitting on you.”

Wes made a choked sound. “Hardly.”

“He was totally interested.” Rory confirmed.

“He was just being nice.” Wes refused.

I laughed. “Nice? That’s what people said about Ted Bundy.”

Everyone ignored me.

“He’s saving you a dance.” Madison reminded everyone.

As if we would forget.

“You got game, bro.” Jamie decided. “You just became the hottest LGBTQIA+ single on campus. Good thing you got a new phone. You’re gonna need that phone book.”

The powerful, overwhelming urge to punch something—a lot of things—came over me, and I stalked out of the diner without saying goodbye.

Just as I was about to fire up my Harley, Win came out, striding across the parking lot. He stopped beside the bike, staring hard, saying nothing.

After a long stretch of nothing but the cold November wind, I snapped. “What?”

“Just because you don’t want him doesn’t mean other people won’t.”

I made a strangled sound and burst up off the bike, pushing into Win’s personal space.

He held his ground, stare steady, to say, “Just because you won’t act on your feelings doesn’t mean other people won’t.”

I appreciated the amendment, but really, it wasn’t any better.

“That guy was a total wanker,” I spat.

Win’s shoulders shook with laughter, eyes lit with mirth. “You said wanker.”

I curled my lips in, composing myself. This was not funny. “I meant it,” I intoned.

Sighing heavily, Win relaxed his stance. “Look, I get it. But what do you expect? He’s a nineteen-year-old college student. And he happens to be an Elite swimmer. He’s not going to sit at home forever.”

I cursed, then folded my arms over my chest. “You agreed to go.”

Win lifted a brow. “Would you rather I let him go alone?”

“Fuck.”

“You could stop him,” Win said, the words making my heart rate increase. Swallowing, I met his gaze. “Tell him how you feel, Max. He won’t look at anyone else ever again.”

God, the ache. The all-consuming desolate hurt tightened my chest like pungent panic trying to squeeze out all rational thought inside me. It hurt. It hurt more than any beating I’d ever taken, matched only by the death of our parents.

It was the kind of pain that would likely never, ever go away. I would only learn to live with it.

No, you won’t learn. It’s already been years, and it’s worse now than ever before.

The words were an abrasive scrape against my throat, slicing into me like jagged glass as I forced them out. “You know I can’t do that.”

Win’s stare studied mine for long moments before he shook his head resolutely. “Then you have no right to stand in his way, Max. If you won’t give him the happiness he needs, let him find it somewhere else.”

All the air whooshed out of me, entire chest deflating with those harsh words. Win turned and walked back into the diner, burnished, warped leaves blowing around his feet as winter air whistled through the hollowed-out cavern his words had carved in my chest.
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Wes

The LGBTQIA+ blackout party was located on the edge of campus at the old gymnasium that had been upgraded years ago for a state-of-the-art building more centrally located and much more “fitting” of Westbrook. In other words, they got a massive donation and threw money at a new building to make the college look even more luxe than it already did.

The old gym never got remodeled into something else, so it just sat on the edge of campus like the redheaded stepchild of the university. And that was how it became the unofficial yet official place for raves.

I was sure the dean and other staff knew this place was used as party central, but no one ever stopped it. Hell, according to Ryan and Jamie, the reason the building still stood was so clubs could have parties there and charge a cover. There was probably a manual of rules somewhere stating what kind of parties were permitted, but no one followed rules, and the alumni didn’t enforce them.

I’d never been out this way, so I stared out the window at the passing trees and rolling lawn as we drove farther from the congested buildings toward this one, which sat pretty much alone.

“Did you know about this place?” I asked Win.

He was driving his Rover, and we were following behind Kruger and Prism who were in Kruger’s Audi. Ryan, Jamie, and the girls were in front of them in Ryan’s Jeep.

“I’ve been out here a few times.”

“Of course you have,” I muttered.

Win laughed, his smile illuminated by the brightly lit dash as he drove. “Probably won’t be your last time out here either.”

I returned to staring out the window. This was actually my first party at Westbrook. Since enrolling, I’d done my best to lie low and concentrate fully on swim and classes. Partying was something I wasn’t ever into, probably because the years in high school I would have spent partying it up were curtailed by a hospital stay, PTSD, and physical therapy. After that, partying was something I never even considered because I didn’t trust anyone enough to be around them.

Even now, my stomach was slightly queasy at the idea of being in such a huge crowd filled with people I didn’t know with limited light and excessive alcohol. To me, it just seemed kinda dangerous. I knew it really wasn’t if I was careful and aware of my surroundings. I mean, I had a whole group of friends, but old habits die hard, and some paranoia was ingrained for life.

“Hey, you okay?” Win asked, likely picking up on my mood.

If I’d thought being apart for a semester would somehow dull our bond, I was completely wrong. Win seemed more in tune with me than ever before, which was a little unsettling considering we didn’t really talk much about anything. Anything = my forbidden crush on our brother.

“Yeah. Just not sure what to expect.”

“Fun. Expect fun.” Then he tacked on, “And loud music.”

I smiled. After another few silent moments, keeping my eyes trained on the night sky, my lips moved, “He’s pretty pissed.”

Win made a noise. I didn’t have to say who because there was only one other person we’d be talking about. Ever since yesterday morning, Max had been in a black mood. He barely came around, and when he did, his anger permeated the whole house, making my stomach twist uncomfortably.

I mentioned to Win that I was going back to my dorm, but he gave me the spiel of staying a few more days while he was still in town because he missed me while he was gone. I’d missed Win too, more than I realized. However, Max’s anger was something I intensely, intensely disliked. It created discord within me like an earthquake had gone through and shaken everything up. I couldn’t find any of my emotions, and when I did, I couldn’t find where they were supposed to go. Instead, I walked around with a vague feeling of discomfort and anxiety.

I altered between that and short bursts of anger. Mad that he could affect me so much and mad that I allowed it. Truth was I couldn’t stop it. And though I knew going out tonight was my right and there was absolutely nothing wrong with it, I felt guilty… like I was betraying him.

But what else was I supposed to do?

Sit home and yearn for a man who didn’t love me?

I was nineteen years old. A virgin. It was embarrassing. Sure, I’d been through a lot and trusting people was super hard for me, but… I wanted more. The longer I sat home and hid and embraced my one-sided love, the harder it was going to be.

And fuck, I sincerely couldn’t imagine it being any harder.

It would kill me.

So here I was riding shotgun toward what I kinda thought of as a date… toward a guy who wanted to dance with me and smear my body with glow-in-the-dark paint and with my friends who wanted to have fun and didn’t care that it was a guy I danced with.

I didn’t think I’d ever have these things. And yeah, they were hella hard to want… but still, I wanted them.

You want them with Max.

Again, this is where I remind you that choice for me might as well be a wish. So I would take what I could get. Maybe I’d have fun anyway.

“That bothers you a lot,” Win said, butting into my internal dialogue and reminding me I’d spoken.

“Yeah, it does.”

Max had asked me earlier today if I was still going out tonight. I told him I was and asked if he wanted to come. I thought it might make him less… pissed. He flat out refused to come and then stormed out of the house. I hadn’t seen him since.

“You know how Max is. He’s just very protective of what’s his. You know why he’s like that.”

I did. Because his parents were the worst people on this planet, and despite being handed things money could buy, he had to scrape and claw and go without things that should be free.

“But I’m not his. Not really.”

Win was silent a long time. I felt the unspoken tension in the car, pressing against the windows and roof, sucking up the air like it needed oxygen.

“There it is,” Win said, and I gazed through the windshield at the large stone building.

It was basically a light blob against the night sky, but as we drove closer, I could make out the wide rectangular shape and pitched roof. Windows lined the length of the building, but they were all dark.

“It really is a dark party?” I asked my brother.

“No traditional lights. Just black lights. But don’t worry. Most everything glows.”

I nodded, watching as my friends in front of us peeled off into the grass to park. Cars lined the street and littered the grass. The second the engine shut off, the pumping beat of the music started to vibrate my insides.

“Hey,” Win called when I opened the door to get out.

I glanced back.

“Just do what you’re comfortable with tonight, okay? You don’t have anything to prove.”

“What do you mean?”

Win’s eyes landed on mine. “I mean don’t give up firsts to people you don’t want to have them.”

My stomach bottomed out, fingers sliding away from the handle on the door. “What if who I want to give them to doesn’t want them?”

A knowing look flashed behind his eyes. I saw it clearly even in the darkened interior of the car. Another flip of my stomach, and everything beneath my skin quivered. Did he freaking know?

Oh my God, he knows. Everyone freaking knows, but we all pretend we don’t.

But then the look was gone. “Just have fun tonight, okay?” Then he glanced at the covered stitches on my head. “But not too much.”

All my friends were waiting on the road, and we walked to the old gymnasium together, my organs vibrating more and more the closer we got.

When the wide door swung open, flashing lights poured out and a crush of gyrating bodies glowed. The second we stepped up in line, we were waved to the front, the bouncer at the door telling us that Elite had front-of-the-line privileges. I would have preferred not. I could have used the time to get myself ready for the crowd.

“Twenty bucks a head,” the guy said. He was huge, almost as big as Jamie, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he played a sport.

Everyone handed over their cash.

When he got to me, he tilted his head. “You Wes?”

“Who wants to know?” I asked.

His mouth twitched. “You get in free.”

My brother shifted beside me, and Ryan pushed in closer to my other side.

“Why?” I deadpanned.

“Someone already paid your way.”

I felt my eyes round. “What? Who?”

“He’ll tell you if he wants you to know.” Then he winked. “Have a good time, cutie.”

I sputtered, cheeks flaming.

Ryan laughed, and Jamie chortled like a clown.

Win ushered me inside where the darkness enveloped everything and the music was so loud it stopped all thought.

Damn, this was kinda nice.

“Paint!” Madison squealed, grabbing Jamie’s arm and pointing. She must have only grabbed him out of excitement because his other arm was already around her, his eyes searching the immediate space around them.

I glanced at Ryan, and he had his hands on Rory as well, making sure she was wearing a whistle around her neck.

I laughed, but the sound got lost in the music and shouting people. They were so overprotective. I hoped they relaxed enough to have some fun tonight.

Win’s lips brushed my ear when he leaned in to say, “Ah, a good reminder of why we should stay single.”

I grinned, and when he returned the smile, his teeth glowed neon.

Another totally intense, rhythmic song started pounding through the air, the vein in my temple dancing to the beat.

“Wes!” Madison yelled, and I turned toward my friends.

Jamie and Ryan were shirtless, both girls drawing designs over their cut torsos with bright pink, yellow, and orange markers. Girls standing nearby were already staring, taking in the carved bodies of the swimmers.

Rory shook her paint pen at one with a particularly wandering eye, and Ryan laughed. So she jammed the pen into his hand and tugged off her sweater, revealing a strappy little tank top.

Ryan stopped laughing.

She crooked her finger at him, and he leaned down so she could speak in his ear. When she was done, he smiled and started drawing on all her newly exposed skin.

A quick glance at Madison and Jamie, and I noted she was also in a much smaller top than before and she had glowing kiss marks all over her neck and collarbone.

Win yelled his name, and Jamie looked up, his lips glowing hot pink.

We both laughed, and Jamie smirked.

In that moment, I wasn’t so sure staying single seemed like the best option.

“Come on, bro,” Win said, swiping his shirt off in one movement. He’d definitely been working out more since going to Sweden. His body was cut. “Make me glow!”

I handed a couple twenties to the guy manning the paint table and grabbed a few pens. I made one of Win’s nipples look like a bullseye and then shook one of the pens over his head so that paint peppered his hair and made it look like he had glowing glitter in it.

He slashed orange marks under his eyes like warpaint and then told me to draw a pink heart over his chest. “Chicks dig it,” he yelled over the music.

When he was good and covered with paint, he grabbed a few extra pens and shoved them in his jeans pockets. You know, in case any of those chicks wanted to make him their canvas.

My brother was a dog.

Honestly, I wished I was more like him.

“Come on. You’re next!” he said, motioning for me to take off my shirt.

I shoved my tee into the back pocket of my ripped-up jeans. The bruise from the seatbelt was still very visible, so we covered it in stars and scribbles, making it look like I had the Milky Way streaking across my chest.

When that was done, Win drew an arrow pointing toward my dick and laughed like it was the best thing since sliced bread.

Out of paint, he turned away, and I reached into my pocket, pulling out something I had no business bringing with me. The second it was revealed, it lit up neon like it did every night.

The moon.

Right before leaving, I’d snatched it off my ceiling. The same moon Max helped me hang. The moon he’d kissed me under. I shied away from asking myself why I tucked it in my pocket. All I knew was that I was utterly compelled to grab it.

And now here I was holding it in my palm, watching it glow under the blacklights. Glancing down at the stars stretching across my chest, I found a spot among them and stuck it to my skin.

I thought it might fall off, but it clung like it was exactly where it belonged.

Win returned, eyes finding the moon immediately, lifting a brow, which was stained with pink paint. I shrugged.

He let it go, choosing instead to speckle my hair with pink and yellow.

“Let’s dance!” Madison yelled, and everyone started toward the dance floor, which was pretty much the entire building. There were so many people packed in here there was no way this was up to fire code.

Another song came through the speakers, and I looked toward the end of the giant space where the DJ was set up on a lifted platform. He had on glow-in-the-dark headphones and a black T-shirt that was splattered with glowing paint.

“Westbrook in da house!” he yelled, the music cutting out before blasting again, and everyone in the place roared so loud the roof vibrated.

“Is that the campus DJ?” I asked, thinking no one would be able to hear.

“Yeah, from the radio station!” someone answered.

I turned to see Prism standing beside me. He was also without a shirt, stripes of paint streaking his defined chest and abs.

Grabbing his chin, I pushed his head to look into his ears. “No earbuds!” I yelled over the music.

“Like I need them in here,” he yelled back. His eyes went back to the DJ.

“You know him?” I called.

He shook his head. “Just from the radio.”

Kruger appeared. He was wearing a pair of glow-in-the-dark neon-green sunglasses and was also missing his shirt and holding a beer. “Bros!”

Grabbing the pen out of my pocket, I leaned in and drew a green mustache under his nose. Prism laughed.

On her way past, a girl covered in body paint and wearing only a bikini top stopped. “You guys are Elite?”

We all nodded.

She pulled out a hot-pink pen. “Sign me!”

We scrawled our names across her chest, and then Kruger pulled her onto the dance floor, motioning for us to join him.

Prism went first, and I glanced around to see Win already in the middle of a hot-girl sandwich. He caught my eye and grinned like he’d won the lotto.

I started forward, but a hand fell onto my shoulder, and I jolted around.

Theo held up his hand. “Didn’t mean to scare you!” he yelled, leaning in. “I called your name, but it’s too loud.”

I nodded, relaxing. “Great party!” I hollered back.

“Thanks!” He had about ten multicolored glowing necklaces around his neck, and he reached up to pull away a pink and purple one, gesturing for me. I bent my head, and he slipped them around my neck.

“Awesome!” I yelled, looking at them against my pecs.

He pulled out a fistful of markers and gestured to me. I hesitated for one second and then shrugged. Sure, why the hell not? It was paint, not glue.

Uncapping a pen with his teeth, he reached out, hand palming my bare waist. I jolted at the contact, not really expecting him to just touch me like that. His skin was hot, likely because it was a million degrees in here, and his grip was firm but not aggressive.

“Okay?” he asked, gesturing toward my stomach.

I nodded. He shifted closer, our feet bumping, and my stomach dipped a little. His head bent, and he started drawing long, light strokes across my stomach. His hand stayed clamped on my waist the entire time.

When he was done, he glanced up, our eyes colliding before he stepped back. “Done!”

I glanced down and laughed. He’d drawn a rainbow arching over my belly button. And right under it was the arrow my brother drew.

“Nice!” I yelled.

“Now me!” he insisted, forcing the pens into my hand.

“Where?” I asked, glancing at his bare chest but noting how colorful it already was.

He pointed to a bare spot over his heart. “Saved this spot for you.”

He was totally flirting with me. I wasn’t sure I liked it. I wanted to, though.

Smiling, I leaned in, pressing my fingers against the spot over his heart. His skin rippled a little against my touch, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his nipples tightened.

I glanced up, momentarily caught by the desire in his eyes. Was this what it looked like when someone wanted you?

The tip of his tongue poked out, wetting his lips before he leaned in to talk into my ear. “I might not be as cut as you and your friends, but I promise what I lack in muscle, I make up for in enthusiasm.”

I jerked back, my wide eyes colliding with his.

He winked. “Come on,” he said, patting his chest.

I didn’t know what to draw, so I drew a rainbow too. The whole time I worked, my body hummed with nerves. I couldn’t believe this was happening. This guy was absolutely hitting on me. He was totally interested. In me.

No one had ever been interested in me before. And more than that, he had no problem just saying it. His confidence was sexy… or rather, it should have been.

How many nights did I wonder if anyone would ever find me attractive? If anyone would ever want me.

And here I was. Standing in a lit party, body glowing with paint, and drawing on a half-naked man who’d basically just propositioned me.

And still, I thought of Max.

I wanted Max.

I wanted the one who didn’t want me.

Swallowing, I glanced at the stars across my chest. I wish.

“We match!” Theo yelled.

My attention snapped to where he pointed to the rainbow I’d drawn, and I nodded.

“Let’s dance!” He grabbed my hand, no hesitation, curling his fingers around mine.

I waited for the butterflies. For the thrill. All I felt was the vibration of the music.

His footsteps halted abruptly, and I collided with his back.

“Whoa.” He laughed, spinning and grabbing me with his free hand. “Let’s get a beer!”

Without waiting for me to reply, he tugged me along, and we wound through the crowd, still holding hands. At the keg, he filled a red cup with beer, holding it out. I shook my head. He frowned, so I pointed to the bandage covering my stitches.

Truth was I could drink. I hadn’t even taken any pain meds since yesterday. But I didn’t want to. I wanted a clear head. I wanted to remember tonight.

And also, I didn’t want alcohol to lower my inhibitions. I already felt slightly vulnerable.

Seeing the bandage, Theo nodded, eyes going a little soft. If he’d been Max, I would have been a melted puddle from just that.

“Hold this,” he said, thrusting the cup into my hand. I held it as he uncapped a pen and leaned in, drawing something on the bandage covering my stitches. He pressed a little too hard, and I held back a wince.

When he was done, he smiled, grabbed the beer, and downed some of it, taking my hand once more. We went toward the dancing bodies, disappearing into the crowd.

He started moving almost immediately, eyes meeting mine as if saying, What are you waiting for?

“I’m not too good of a dancer,” I yelled.

Smirking, he finished off the beer and tossed the cup somewhere I’d never see it again, then grabbed me by the hips. Dragging me close, he swayed and moved while holding on to me.

His beer-tainted breath brushed against my ear. “You’re a swimmer. I know you have moves, Wes. Show me.”

I pulled back enough to look into his eyes. There was the hint of a challenge there, but there was also the promise of fun.

I started to move. His lips curled up, and he nodded in approval, fingers settling a little harder against my hips. A couple of his digits slid up off my jeans, his skin rubbing against mine. A new song came on, and the beat changed, this one a little more my style, and my body moved with it fluidly.

“There you go,” he yelled, shifting a little closer.

We said nothing else as we learned how the other moved, his hands occasionally guiding me in a certain direction or his eyes catching mine so he could smile.

I started to relax some, the music loosening the tension I always seemed to carry. We were both slick with sweat, our chests heaving, when he leaned in again.

“When I heard you came out, my dick got so hard.”

Shocked, I jolted back enough so I could look into his eyes. One of his hands left my hip and slid up my back toward my shoulder. His teeth flashed, glowing bright in the black light.

I felt rather than heard his laugh. “You have no idea how fucking hot you are.”

I continued to stare, finally managing a, “Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. You could have your pick of any single member of our club.” His eyes crinkled when he added, “Hell, probably some of the taken ones too.”

“No way!” I yelled.

His head bobbed. Leaning in, he yell-whispered, “Oh, yes way.”

His face pulled back, but both arms slipped around my waist, tugging me in so our bodies were flush against each other. His hips pulsed, thrusting lightly against mine, and as he moved, I felt his dick slightly hardening beneath his jeans.

He was a good-looking guy. Easy to talk to. Upfront about his feelings. Totally into me. So when he wet his lips, pushed his thigh between my legs, and lowered his head… I should have kissed him.

At the last minute, I turned my face, his lips brushing across my cheek instead. Unoffended, he kissed there, his nose tracing across my skin toward my ear where he dipped into my neck.

I waited for the brush of his lips, wondering why I didn’t anticipate it. Wondering why my skin couldn’t burn for his.

But it wasn’t him I wanted. It wasn’t him my heart fluttered for. For him, I found curiosity and maybe even a little awe… but not desire. Not want.

Those things, it seemed, were exclusively reserved for Max.

Theo’s body shifted even closer, our chests colliding. My stomach clenched, the urge to push away coming in hot, my body and mind putting on the brakes like a crash was imminent.

Before I could back away, a hard, possessive hand slammed down around the back of my neck, squeezing with so much force that, for a second, it was all I knew. I was yanked back, nearly off my feet, and spun around where I tumbled into a solid chest. An arm belted around me, pinning my body tight, and the hand still gripping the back of my neck applied crushing pressure behind my ears, making my head fall back.

All the confidence I thought the dude behind me had? It disintegrated as though it didn’t even exist compared to the absolute ownership in the lips that overtook mine.
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Max

Let him find it somewhere else.

Those words were an icepick to my heart. Mental torture to an already suffering man.

I refused to come.

I couldn’t stay away.

So here I was in the middle of a bunch of drunks gyrating against each other like this was some kind of glow-in-the-dark orgy. An orgy Wes insisted on attending to meet a guy who was hot for him. A man who was not me.

Heat trapped beneath my jacket made my skin bead with sweat and my shirt stick to me. It only increased the agitation I felt as I shoved through the bodies looking for Wes.

What if I’m too late?

What if he left with that flyer-toting golden retriever and was getting his drool all over him? Just the thought of someone else putting their lips on Wes, marking him in any way, made all the violence inside me that I vehemently tried to deny rise.

The longer I searched, the more frantic I became. I swear I heard the clock on my shoulder ticking, reminding me time was not on my side.

My attention snagged on two bodies dancing off to the side. The guy with his back turned was sinew and grace. The body wrapped around him hid almost all his other features and made spots swim in my vision. His hands were everywhere. His mouth was too.

Letting out a shout, I shoved toward them, ready to fight. Their tangled bodies rotated as I reached out, a snarl curling my upper lip. They both froze under my ire, blinking in surprise.

It took a moment to see past the rage tinging my sight, but when I did, I deflated.

It wasn’t him. Not Wes.

A hand curled around my bicep, and I spun so hard the body stumbled back. I didn’t reach to right them, instead watching them knock into someone else before standing up straight. It took a moment to realize who she was. The two dumb buns she usually wore weren’t in place. Instead, her long hair fell around her shoulders like that morning at the hospital.

What the fuck was Shirley doing here?

“Are you looking for Wes?” she yelled over the music.

Suddenly, it didn’t matter how or why she was here. “You know where he is?”

“I think someone’s trying to take advantage of him. I wasn’t sure what to do.”

“Where?” I demanded, eyes skimming the crowd.

She led the way like she knew it by heart, and frankly, it pissed me off she could find Wes so much easier than me. When she stopped, she lifted her arm and pointed. My eyes found him in the crowd as though there was a spotlight over his head. I stared breathless for long moments, relieved to see I wasn’t too late. Then his body shifted as he danced, and I saw it.

The moon. Our moon.

It glowed against the stars painted on his chest, reminding me exactly who he was to me. Who I could never allow him to be to anyone else.

I’m sorry, Mom and Dad. I guess if I have to choose… it’s him.

It will always be him.

For a moment, he was all I saw until another half-naked body covered in paint pushed his thigh between Wes’s. I watched his hands glide up the bare muscles of Wes’s back.

If I thought I was riled before, an unmatched fury rose inside me then. Something so furious and potent that the cage I kept tucked deep inside me blew apart. The bars of restraint snapped, crumbling as the beast of my desires burst free, swelling with so much speed and force I knew I would never cage it up again.

Lips lowered toward Wes’s, and the only thing that kept me from detonating was the fact that Wes turned his head.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

My shout was muffled by the music, and I started forward.

A hand grabbed mine, stopping me. Halting, I looked between the hand and Shirley’s face. “Go home. I’ll handle this.”

Completely dismissing her, I thundered forward, the people near me scattering out of the way. I grabbed what was mine by the back of his neck, yanking him away from where he did not belong.

He stumbled in confusion, but I kept going, too incensed to stop. I was tired of fighting, tired of denying, and tired of hurting us both.

Tonight, I was going to take.

My lips smashed against his, and I felt his body stiffen. I made a soft sound, the whole of my tongue swiping over the seam of his lips, and they parted immediately, inviting me inside. I held him as if he might disappear, crushing him against me as though I could somehow mold us into one. He sighed into my mouth, the vibration skittering down my spine, tingling all my senses as I kissed even deeper, reveling in his yield but never taking it for granted. His body practically melted in my arms, the warmth of his mouth welcoming and wet as if the taste of me was enough to make him salivate.

Pushing my hand up into his hair, I gripped his curls, his mouth slackening a little more as our tongues twirled and gyrated, and I fucked his mouth right there on the dance floor where everyone could see.

Let them all look.

His hand went between us, anchoring in the cotton of my T-shirt. My heart beat harder than the rhythm of the music, and we ravaged each other until I felt his chest heaving.

I gentled my lips, letting some oxygen filter between us, letting him suck it in, and then covered his mouth again. When at last I ripped my mouth away, my lips tingled and burned as I pressed them together while my head swam.

His lashes fluttered heavily, a few spatters of glowing paint stuck in their length. When at last his unfocused stare swept over my face, the relief glimmering beneath it all made me wonder how the hell I stayed away for so long.

“I wished for you,” he whispered.

“I know,” I whispered back.

“What the fuck?” a nearby voice blurted.

That unchained beast inside me peered out through my black eyes. “What the fuck are you still here for?” I spat. “Can’t you see? He’s mine.”

“Wes.” The asshole who’d been touching what was mine stepped forward.

I snatched Wes into me, enclosing him with leather-covered arms. “Touch him and die,” I said, meaning every single syllable.

Wes made a strangled sound, trying to shift in the crushing hold. “Max.” His palms flattened on my chest, and he pushed. “Let go.”

“No.”

He didn’t fight. At least not in the way he usually did. Instead, he changed tactics… leaning up to whisper, “I won’t let him touch me.”

My hands fell to his hips as he turned, putting me behind him. I despised the inches between us, so I pulled him in so my chest blanketed his back.

“Theo, can we talk later?” Wes yelled over the music.

“Do I have a choice?” he yelled back.

My entire body tensed, and Wes reached around, stuffing his hand in the back pocket of my jeans. I settled immediately, the heat from his hand searing me even through my clothes.

“Later is better,” Wes answered.

Theo glanced at me, then back at Wes. “You gonna be okay?”

Wes nodded.

I watched until Theo disappeared into the crowd, then watched a little longer to make sure the asshat didn’t come back.

“He’s lucky I didn’t punch him,” I rumbled.

Wes spun, dislodging my hands and fisting his on his hips. “What the hell was that?”

My eyes slipped down his body, taking in all the paint and the way it highlighted his exposed torso. The low-slung, ripped-up jeans showed even more skin, making me jealous all over again. Forcing my eyes back up, I took in the colored flecks dancing in his curls. Huffing, he turned his face away, making my eyes turn to slits.

Shooting forward, I caught his chin, forcing his head to the side. “What the fuck is this?”

His eyes slid to me. “What?”

“You have a lip print on your cheek.”

He shrugged. He fucking shrugged.

Pulling his face around, I drilled my stare into him. “You let some other man kiss you. Put marks on you.”

A spark of anger lit his eyes. “So?”

“So you are mine.”

“Since when?”

“Since right the fuck now.”

“No.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “The fuck you just say?”

“I said no.”

He gave a surprised shout, which was drowned out by the music when I swung him over my shoulder, planting my hand firmly on his ass.

I stalked through the crowd, finally finding Win in the middle of a group of girls.

“Win!”

His head popped up, eyes wide. Pushing through the girls, he came forward. “I thought you weren’t coming?”

“Fuck you, asshole!”

He grinned. His teeth glowed so bright it made me recoil. “Knew this would do it!”

I narrowed my eyes. Did he encourage Wes to party like this on purpose?

Leaning in, he said into my ear, “You’re welcome.”

“Win!” Wes bellowed. “Win, help me!”

Win just patted Wes’s ass.

“Don’t touch him,” I snapped.

Win cackled.

“Give me your keys,” I said, holding out my hand.

“Why?”

“It’s too cold to drive him home on the Harley. I’m taking the Rover.”

“What about me?” Win said, slapping the keys into my palm.

“You can freeze,” I said, holding out the keys to my bike. He knew how to drive it.

He accepted them with a smirk. “I’ll stay out late.”

“Win!” Wes yelled again, his hand grabbing the back of my jacket.

Win pursed his lips and moved around my back to where Wes dangled. “You want to go with him?” he yelled over the music.

My hand slid a little more firmly over his ass, giving it a light squeeze.

Seconds later, Win appeared, a smile on his face.

“What’d he say?” I asked my brother because I hadn’t been able to hear his reply.

Win rolled his eyes. “Please, he’d follow you into the depths of hell.” Then he patted my shoulder and leaned in close. “You better wear a rubber.”

I glared. He cackled more, then melted back into a crush of waiting women.

Outside, the air was frigid, and a few flurries blew around.

“Put me down,” Wes demanded.

I swung him down, our eyes meeting for the first time.

“What the hell, Max?” Confusion, hope, and a multitude of a million other emotions flitted across his face.

I knew what I did was wrong. Forbidden even.

But the thought of anyone else touching Wes made me want to murder.

He shivered, and I frowned. “Where’s your shirt?”

Wes reached around, hand going to his back pocket but coming up empty. “Guess I lost it.”

I muttered a few curses, shrugging out of my jacket and wrapping it around him. Shivering again, he pushed his arms in, and I pulled the front closed to keep the air off his chest.

“Let’s go,” I said, putting my hand at the small of his back and nudging him to walk.

He took one step and then suddenly yanked free, backing away. His eyes were wide, owlishly so. His skin seemed pale in the dark, and the paint on his face didn’t glow out here in the night.

He shook his head, throat bobbing. “I’m not coming with you.”

“Yes,” I intoned, my patience near see-through. “You are.”

I took a step forward, and he took one back, maintaining the distance between us. Have I mentioned how goddamn tired I was of the distance between us?

Holding out his hands as if he could stave me off, he said, “I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me what the hell that was in there.”

“Didn’t I make it clear?”

He laughed, a pained sound. “Nothing you do is ever clear.”

My angry impatience dimmed a bit, and beneath the savage jealousy still pulsing through my limbs, I knew he was hurt. And confused.

And it was my fault.

Boots crunching over gravel, I closed the distance between us while he watched warily. When our feet bumped, his eyes darted away, the tip of his pink tongue zipping out to swipe at his lower lip.

Catching his chin, I forced his face up. “Look at me.”

His broody irises lifted, and this entire parking lot, the entire party scene, faded into nothing.

“That was me claiming what is mine. That was me refusing to let someone who isn’t me touch you.”

His eyes melted, then began to glimmer with pain. “You don’t want me,” he whispered, lower lip trembling just enough to be visible.

“Oh, Nemo. Yes the fuck I do.”

His eyes flared with the nickname, and then in a burst of movement, he shoved me back, dislodging the hold I had on him. His chest heaved. I watched the bare skin rise and fall as my jacket fell open. “Fuck you, Max! If you wanted me so much, you wouldn’t have held me, then pulled her into the bathroom to get me off your skin.”

I reared back as if he’d hit me, as if the pain in his voice was actually mine. “That’s what you think?” I rasped.

“I don’t think it. Your actions proved it.”

“Baby.” My voice cracked, and I pulled him into my arms again, his feeble attempts at evading no match at all for my will. “That’s not at all how it was.”

A rude sound resonated in his throat, and I dipped my lips to his. He refused to kiss me back at first, rolling his lips inward as though it could keep me away. I wasn’t staying away ever again.

“I want you,” I murmured, my lips brushing his with every spoken word. “Do you want me?”

His broken sound was the sweetest give, his lips coming out of hiding, reaching softly for mine. I settled firmly against them, rubbing us together as I hummed in my throat. His sweet whimper made me scoop him closer, hunching around him. He kissed tentatively at first, but it wasn’t enough, and soon he was clinging to my shirt, plastered against my chest as our lips went at it again and again. One of my hands slid up to grasp his neck, and he made a needy sound when the cold metal of one of my rings brushed against his jaw.

I left one hand wrapped around his neck, the other pressed firmly against the small of his back when I pulled off his lips.

“Did you sleep with her?” His voice was ragged.

“No.”

His eyes flashed to mine, hope burnishing the brown with a golden hue. “Please don’t lie.”

“I’m not lying, Wes. I mean it. I did not sleep with her.”

He blinked, searching my eyes, and I stared back at him calmly, letting him search all he wanted. Letting him see it all. Finally, he relented, ducking his head. “I’m cold.”

With him tucked into my side, we went to the Range Rover, passing my Harley that was parked right beside it. When Wes was inside, I asked him for my jacket and then draped it over the bike. It would help block some of the wind Win was going to have to drive home in.

I felt a little bad… but then I thought about that guy with his hands all over Wes just moments ago, and suddenly, a few-minutes’ drive home on the Harley seemed like a fitting punishment.

Inside the car, I turned the heat on full blast, driving us home in silence.

Wes said nothing. I said nothing. Though, the thick tension in the car was everything but nothing.

The townhouse was quiet and dark when I let us inside. The only sounds came from the keys clattering onto a table and my boots being shucked against the wall.

Wes hovered near the door leading in from the garage after having kicked off his shoes too. Dragging my eyes over his half-dressed body, another wave of jealousy crashed over me. There was an arrow pointing toward his dick.

My dick.

“Who did that?” I barked, making his eyes widen.

“What?”

Grumbling, I moved to him, jabbing a finger at the arrow. He laughed under his breath. I caught his face in a punishing grip. “You drunk? Did that asshole ply you with liquor?”

Oh, the urge to go back and cause bodily damage made me shake.

“No,” Wes said, not resisting the way I held his face. “I didn’t have anything.”

My eyes narrowed. “Not even a beer?”

“No. He offered. I declined.”

“Fucker wanted to get you drunk and take advantage.”

“Maybe. But I wanted a clear head for every decision I made tonight.”

I growled. “And what decision was that?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Guess we’ll never know.”

Just the suggestion that someone else could have had him made my blood boil. “You are such a brat.”

“Then why’d you come?” He challenged.

“Because you’re my brat.”

His brow lifted. “Am I?”

I released his face in favor of wrapping my hand around his wrist to tow him along behind me. “I’m not talking to you anymore until I wash away every mark some other man put on your body.”

“Sucks, doesn’t it?” Wes mused as I hauled him up the stairs.

“What?”

“Knowing someone else touched what you wanted to be yours.”

I nearly tripped on the top step, throwing out my free hand to catch myself and straighten. Spinning around, I stared down at Wes who was one step lower, whose eyes were lit with what looked like anger. “You couldn’t even let me kiss someone else. Imagine what it’s been like for me. Watching you disappear with all your hookups.”

My fingers sank into the curls at the back of his head, fingertips kneading his scalp. “Is that what you want? You want to kiss someone else… hook up with someone else so we’ll be even?”

Maybe that’s what I deserved. But I didn’t think I could allow it. I was too selfish. Too possessive. Too much of an asshole.

My stare dropped to the moon pressed into his chest. It didn’t glow even in the dark stairwell, the charge already faded away. “Is that why you wore this? To hurt me the way I hurt you?”

“No.” His voice was gravelly and low. “I wore it because I couldn’t go there without you.”

I made a rough sound. God, the fucking power he has over me.

His face filled with vulnerable honesty, and he said, “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even kiss him. Even when I hate you…” His words trailed into a whisper. “I love you more.”

I grabbed him so fast we tumbled backward over the top stair with him landing over me, my body cushioning his fall. Our calves stuck straight out over the stairs, but we didn’t notice because we were nose to nose, stare to stare, and I could feel the rapid insistent beating of his heart against mine.

He started to push up, but I pulled him back down, anchoring my arms around his body, holding him to me, clinging as if he might suddenly disappear.

“Let me hold you a minute,” I pleaded.

His body melted. Then he was pushing his face into my neck, hair snagging on the scruff on my jaw, somehow making himself smaller as he curled into my torso.

My entire chest squeezed so tight that pain shot through my core, echoing into my bones. The surge of protectiveness that rose rivaled everything I’d ever done to keep him safe, to keep the three of us together.

If I’d been relentless before, I would be unstoppable now. With one whispered I-love-you and three kisses, he tore down the walls I’d spent almost our entire lives building. I didn’t know how I lasted so long, but that was over. I would never be able to go back to the way it was before.

Please forgive me, Mom and Dad.

A light snuffle and the dispel of his breath against my neck tingled my skin and set my nerve endings ablaze. Dragging my fingertips down his spine, I reveled in the way his skin rippled and the satisfied purr he let loose.

But then I recalled how that asshat did the same thing, how he’d been groping up his back while trying to get a piece of his neck.

Wes must have felt the change in me because his head lifted. “Max?”

My eyes strayed to that partial lip print on his cheek. “Shower.” I reminded him.

He rolled off me, turning in the direction of the bathroom he shared with his brother. I caught him around the waist, lifting him off his feet to turn him in the direction of my bedroom, which had an en suite.

His eyebrows rose. “You want me to use your shower?”

“Did you not hear what I said downstairs? I am washing him off you.”

Wes’s eyes turned into saucers. “What?”

Leaning in, I let my words and breath float against his ear. “When I’m done with you, there won’t be a trace of him left on your skin.”

The sound of him swallowing made my dick jump.

“Go on,” I said, gruff, patting his ass. “Get in there and strip.”


21
[image: ]



Wes

Was I tripping? Did Theo somehow secretly drop me a drug capable of skewing reality?

This didn’t feel like some hallucination. It was too real. The blood in my veins was fire, burning up the confusion trying to reason with my head. The unmistakable flavor that was Max coated my tongue, and I kept swallowing, prying more of him from the inside of my mouth, desperate for another taste.

Below my ribs, my heart knocked erratically, and adrenaline fueled my raging hormones, making it hard to think because my entire body screamed for him. I’d wanted him for so long, was completely convinced he didn’t want me, and now I was stepping into his bathroom, my reflection glinting off the glass shower door where he wanted me to wash off the touch of someone else. He stepped close, his reflection joining mine, and I looked at us both.

I wished for you.

I know.

I spun, the sudden movement reminding me my ankle was still not one hundred percent. Suddenly, I felt the absence of my shirt even though I walked around without one just as much as I didn’t.

Right now, it seemed too intimate. I was already so stripped down in front of him, vulnerable in ways I would never be with anyone else. Folding my arms across my chest, I regarded him, trying to put in place some kind of shield to protect what was left of me.

Who are you kidding, Wes? He literally has it all.

No. Not yet he doesn’t.

My head was like a vat of alphabet soup, jumbled letters, words, and sentences. So much left unspoken that now the letters lay abandoned in a pile, floating around in feelings that had also been repressed. I struggled to assemble a sentence but, in the end, could only find two words.

“You knew?”

Damn his opaque stare so skilled at hiding things I desperately wanted to see. When he said nothing and just stared, I spoke again.

“You knew all this time?”

“Wes.”

A rough sound burst from me, and my arms flung out. “Answer the goddamn question, Max! You knew I was in love with you.”

His eyes flashed, a slight crack in his unreadable expression. “Was?”

I laughed hollowly. “Don’t expect me to answer if you won’t.”

“Yeah.” He was gruff. “Of course I knew.”

I choked on those words. “How?” I asked, voice strained. I tried so hard, so fucking hard, to keep my heart on lockdown. To let no one see.

“Your eyes are very expressive.”

“Yeah?” I accused, chest tight. “Well, yours are like an impenetrable wall.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“How long?”

“How long what?”

“How long have you known?”

He pursed his lips. “A few years.”

A bitter laugh escaped me. “And Win?”

“Pretty sure he knows too.”

“How long?”

He shrugged.

“Max.” I warned.

“I don’t know. We never talked about it until a few days ago.”

This caught me by surprise, and I felt myself gape at him. “Seriously?”

“I guess Win can read us both.”

A sour tang coated my tongue at the thought of Win being able to read Max better than me. I hated the idea, knowing that someone else could see things about him that I could not.

I wanted to be the one to know him the most. The deepest. And then suddenly, an overwhelming sense of sadness hit me. What the fuck for?

I fought against myself, tortured myself, trying to keep my feelings on lockdown. All the nights I’d tried to stop loving him the way I do, aching so deep because it didn’t matter how hard I tried. I wished for him still. The constant whisper in my head of how disgusted they would all be to know about my less-than-appropriate feelings for my own brother.

At times, loneliness swallowed me up because I bore it all on my own, afraid to even confide in Win because I was so terrified our family of three would be altered and the only people I had left would abandon me too.

Mom and Dad had no choice… but Win and Max? If they walked, it was because they chose to. Because they wouldn’t be able to look at me.

A broken groan rumbled in my chest, echoing up my throat. Max’s eyes deepened, and he took a small step forward. The glass doors of the shower shuddered under my weight when I practically fell back into them.

“Stay where you are.” I warned him, my insides shredded.

“Wes.”

“Neither of you said a word,” I rasped. “Did you two just laugh at how stupid I was, how transparent? Did you feel sorry for me, maybe think I was fucked up in the head from that beating I took?”

Growling, Max flew across the room, grabbing me by the shoulders and spinning to plow me into the nearby wall. My body hit, but the collision was buffered by the way his hands spread out across my upper back and shoulders.

“Don’t ever fucking say that again,” he demanded. “You are not stupid.”

“Yeah?” I asked, staring over his shoulder, seeing nothing at all. “Then what am I?”

His fingers spasmed against my back, but I didn’t need the reminder he was touching me. That was a reminder I would never ever need.

So long I’d spent aching for his touch, and even when I knew I shouldn’t want it, I was loath to turn it down.

“You’re perfect.”

A piece of me shattered, a piece I’d been trying to protect. “Don’t say shit like that to me.”

“Why?” he asked, hips shifting toward mine.

I lifted my eyes, letting him see. Knowing he would be able to because, apparently, my poker face didn’t even exist. “Because it will hurt too much when you take it back.”

He sucked in a breath, hands pulling from beneath my shoulders to cup my face, and lowered his head. Before he could make contact, I laid my hands on him and shoved, forcing him back.

“And stop kissing me,” I said, chest heaving. My lips tingled, heart weeping for what I’d just denied.

A frustrated sound echoed up to the ceiling as Max plowed his hand through his raven hair, the strands flopping over his forehead and creating a frame for his flashing eyes.

I started for the door, needing out of this space. I needed to lick my wounds in private, wait until they became scars.

It won’t matter. Everything is changed.

“And what would you have had me do?” Max yelled at my retreating back. Anger was something he always simmered with, but this was something else. Desperation.

I paused.

“Was I supposed to call you out on what I saw in your eyes? Was I supposed to ask you if you loved me as more than a brother? And what then?” He went on as if the floodgates to a part of him I’d never been privy to burst wide.

And even though it hurt like hell, even though I was standing here bleeding out… the very blood leaving me trailed toward him.

“What if you said, Yes, Max, I love you? I’d have had to reject you. I’d have had to turn my back on the purest love a black soul like me would ever get. And then I would have lost you completely, maybe Win too. I’d rather pretend not to see and keep you as a brother because it’s better than having none of you at all.”

Slowly, I rotated, one foot in front of the other, until I faced him. He looked older all of a sudden, ragged and tired to the bone. I recognized the look well because it was one I saw in the mirror every single day. I wanted to go to him, offer every ounce of comfort I had left to give. In that moment, I would have tossed aside my shield to offer him the few remaining parts of me if it made him feel better. I didn’t want Max to hurt. I didn’t want him to anguish.

And then once more, it seemed everything I did had been for nothing because, in the end, we came here still.

“Why kiss me, then?” I asked, tortured yet somehow holding my ground. Though I trembled, though I swayed, I would stand here and ask. I’d waited too long to speak the words in my heart. I couldn’t go back now. I wouldn’t. “Why pull me out of that rave tonight? Why tell me you know now?”

His nostrils flared. That violent streak that had been cultivated since he was a child flickered over his features like lightning in a stormy sky. “Because you’re mine.”

I shivered a little at the possession in his voice. A part of me yearned to give in. Instead, I raised an eyebrow, ignoring the tug on my stitches. “So you don’t want me, but no one else can have me either?”

“I do want you!” he roared. “Aren’t you listening? I want you so goddamn bad that I’m willing to blow up this entire family. I’m willing to go against a promise I made to Mom on her deathbed.”

Despite his ire and angry rumble, everything inside me went quiet and still. “What promise?”

His lips rolled in on themselves, eyes pleading.

I shook my head. “Tell me.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I never wanted you to know.”

“Well, you just said you’d blow it all up for me. Did you mean it?”

The muscle in his jaw ticked, and I was momentarily distracted by the memory of that soft scruff brushing against my chin.

“Before Mom passed, she asked to talk to me.”

I nodded, the memory clear. “Me and Win waited in the hall. That guy was there too… the lawyer.” I’d never given him much thought because Mom died a few hours later. And after that, grief was all we knew.

He nodded. “Mom had some last-minute papers drawn up. She asked me to sign them.”

I frowned. I didn’t know anything about this. “What kind of papers?”

“Guardianship papers.”

It took me a second, and then my eyes went wide. “For me?”

“I was the only one that was eighteen. Win still had a few months.”

I puzzled over that. “But Win—”

“Yeah.” He cut me off, voice gentle. “I know you think Win was the one to keep us together.”

“He wasn’t?” I whispered, reeling.

“Without a legal guardian, you would have gone into foster care. When Win turned eighteen, he could have fought for you, but you would already be in the system… already taken away from us.”

“Win too?” I asked. If he wasn’t eighteen yet, then wouldn’t he have been hauled into the system as well? Would they really have separated us like that? The anxiety the thought caused was instantaneous. I’d just lost my parents… I’d never have survived losing my brothers too.

Max shrugged. “Maybe? No one seemed to think foster care would try and take him for a few months. You, though… you weren’t even sixteen.”

“Mom asked you to be my guardian?” I asked. How had I not known this?

His ring-covered hands moved when he spoke as though the words stirred so much emotion in him he couldn’t just speak. “She wanted us to stay together. It was her last wish, Wes. She wanted me to take care of you, make sure you were safe and—”

“But I always assumed it was Win.”

“I told Win to let you think that.”

The warm burn of anger ignited once more in my belly. Why would they lie to me? “But he’s the one who signed all my papers and stuff, the one the school always called, the—”

“Think about it, Wes. I was always there too.”

Well, yeah, because Max and Win were always together.

I shook my head, somehow unable to wrap my mind around this. “But the hospital, after my accident, Win was there. He talked to the doctors, signed the paperwork. You…” My voice faltered as I thought back to waking from surgery. How I looked for him, but… “You weren’t there.”

He made a strangled sound, one hand pressing into his chest for the briefest of moments as though the accusation hurt him. “Oh yes, Nemo. I was there. I was there every single day.”

“Don’t call me that,” I whispered, voice wet. Then I looked at him and challenged. “Where were you?”

“I sat with you mostly when you were sleeping. I slept in the waiting room chairs.”

My heart thudded slowly, warmth pooling in my chest. All this time, I thought he wasn’t there. But he was. “But… why?”

“I didn’t want to confuse you.”

I let loose a rude noise. “I thought you were disgusted by me. Disappointed.”

He moved so fast I couldn’t evade him. One minute, he was across the room, and the next, I was being squeezed into his broad chest, his palm curling around the back of my head to hold me tight. “You have never once, not ever, disgusted me. I’m so goddamn proud of you. I just couldn’t get too close. It was… too much.”

“I don’t understand.” My heart wanted to make his words pretty, to accept and move on. But how could I? Three years of yearning. Three years of thinking everything he did was because he didn’t want me.

But maybe he did. Maybe he suffered just like me.

It didn’t matter. I still needed an explanation.

“I was angry after your assault. Violently so. I made some decisions that weren’t the best, decisions I shouldn’t have made, and they put you in danger. I didn’t want you to see me like that. I didn’t want you to know. Win has always been our sunshine, yeah?”

I nodded, my arms winding around him to clutch at the muscles in his back.

“He was better for you that first week. But I was there. I was always there.”

“I thought maybe you just accepted me being gay because we’re brothers,” I whispered.

“Wanna know a secret?”

I nearly gave myself whiplash pulling back so fast to nod. His chuckle was like warm honey, coating all the raw pieces of me, soothing it with comfort and sweetness.

“Come back here, and I’ll tell you.”

I hesitated, but when his palm curled around my shoulder to pull me in, I went. I couldn’t not go.

The second my arms wound around his back, he whispered like he was indeed confessing a secret. “I’m bi.”

I jolted and would have slipped away if he hadn’t grabbed me tighter. Patting his back, I lifted my head to look into his unwavering gaze. “What?”

He half smiled. “It can’t be that big of a surprise.”

“I thought you were straight.”

He squinted, and my heart turned upside down. “Did you really?”

I ducked my head, slightly embarrassed. “I hoped you weren’t. But hope isn’t exactly evidence.”

Laughter rumbled in his chest, and I had the intense urge to push my ear against it to listen.

“But that’s not the secret.”

“It was a secret to me,” I muttered.

“Do you want to know or not?” he countered.

“Just tell me,” I demanded. I was getting too comfortable against his chest.

“Brat.”

I started to pull back. His arms turned to vises, but it was his whisper that held me in place.

“When you came out to me and Win, the first thing I thought was, So there’s a chance.”

I heard what he said. Then I listened to it echo around my brain. My stomach buzzed, my ears felt hot, and hope—that horrible bastard—tried to take over my brain.

“Wes?” The hesitation in Max’s voice made me lift my head.

“I’m listening,” I told him.

“That’s how I realized I swing both ways. Because the second you announced you liked men, I knew I wanted you.”

My chest felt swollen, my heart near to bursting. “But you never said anything.”

“Because I was your legal guardian. You were a minor. My brother. My best friend’s brother. Our mother asked me on her deathbed to watch out for you, to keep us all together. It would have been a sick violation to act on any feelings I had.”

“But…” My voice trailed away as I searched for the courage to ask, to hear the answer. “You want me?”

Groaning, he laid his forehead against mine. “So fucking much that I’m literally risking it all. And it makes me a terrible person.”

My nose wrinkled. “Why?”

“Because I always told myself I’d never risk you. But here I am…”

Lifting my palm, I rested it against his scruffy jaw. “It’s not a risk if it’s a sure thing.”

“Are you a sure thing?”

“The surest,” I whispered.

He scowled. “Then why do you have a kiss print from another man on your cheek?”

“Because I wouldn’t let him have my lips.”

He made the softest of sounds, making my stomach turn over. Our lips met, a fluttery, soft touch at first, but the second we fused, the chemistry we’d always denied sparked brightly and burst into flames.

The world seemed to tilt on its axis, or maybe I was just dizzy as hell, but Max didn’t just kiss. He consumed. He wrapped himself around me, somehow making me feel small, and staked his claim. There in the protection of his body, I could fall apart because he would hold me together. The fragments of me that had long since gone empty were replenished by the love I tasted on his tongue.

With our chests plastered together, my hand climbed the back of his neck, sinking into his hair as the angle of the kiss changed and I moaned under the coarse scrape of his scruff. My entire body loosened like a tight knot finally coming untied. Our heavy breaths, smacking lips, and fervent sighs swirled around the bathroom, enclosing us in an intimacy I didn’t even know existed.

When he started to pull away, I caught his face, dragging the whole of my tongue over his stubbled chin and across his lips. When I finally looked up, his lips glistened and his eyes were heavy.

“Get in the shower and wash off that paint.”

“You don’t like it?”

“There is an arrow pointing to your dick,” he deadpanned.

While I laughed, he reached around me to open the door and turn on the spray. “Let’s go.”

I paused. “You’re really coming too?”

He stalked closer, making me gulp. Our feet collided, our chests met, and his body bowed over mine as he leaned in. Onyx eyes bore into mine, making his words into a promise. “I’ve spent the last three years trying to keep my hands off you. Nothing will keep me away now, Wes. Nothing.”

I lifted my chin. “What if I say I don’t want it?”

He didn’t move an inch. “Oh, you want it.”

“How do you know?”

“I can smell it. Taste it.” Reaching out, he palmed my rigid dick. “Feel it.”

My breath hissed between my lips, and a smug glint lightened his eyes. Without breaking eye contact, I reached for him as well. The second my hand cupped his definitely hard cock, he pressed it farther into my hand.

“You really do want me,” I said, unmasked awe filling my tone.

“Trust me when I tell you I have never wanted anything or anyone more than I want you.”

A fine tremor started in my limbs, heavy want and nerves coursing through my body.

In a gesture I didn’t expect, he gently kissed the tip of my nose. “In you go, Nemo,” he rasped, his hand sliding from my dick to undo the button on my jeans. “I’m gonna wash away everything but me.”
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Max

I’m not good with talking. Or with feelings. I’m not confident there is a way to explain how absolutely trapped I felt all those years. Maybe because I’d become so skilled at holding back.

Was there really even a way to make Wes understand how much I was willing to deny myself just to keep him in my life? Likely not. Sometimes my ardency surprised even me.

Yet he was still here. Standing here looking at me like I was the moon. Looking at me like I was the only thing he could ever want.

God, the fucking rush he was. How much more unbridled would he be when I finally destroyed the wall we had to have between us?

Nothing I could say was capable of conveying the intensity of my want. So I wouldn’t speak. I would use the thing I was best with. Use what would speak better than my tongue ever could.

My hands. My touch.

The steady sound of the waterfall of the shower hummed around us, muffling anything that might intrude upon this moment. The sultry temperature turned the air balmy and inviting. The shower door was slightly open, droplets gently splattering beyond it and onto the tops of my feet. The top button of Wes’s undone jeans revealed smooth and hairless skin devoid of even a light happy trail disappearing into his boxers. My stare was greedy, raking over his body in a way I’d never been able to before. For so long, I’d had to satisfy myself with stolen glances and lingering looks I hoped no one saw. As a swimmer, he was without clothes often, but it was hard to fully appreciate him the way I so desired in a room filled with other people.

Now we were alone.

Now I could drop my ever-present guard and devour him with everything I am.

“I hope you’re ready for me,” I murmured, overfull with repressed desire.

He said nothing as I reached out, peeling open the jeans a little more, revealing the black fabric of his boxers. Hooking my fingers in the waistband, I pulled the paint-splattered pants down his legs until they pooled at his feet.

His legs were hairless too. The only hair on his body was the curls on his head. He was all long, lean muscle without an inch of give. The tightness of his form was so fucking sexy, the muscle he worked hard for more than capable of withstanding my intensity.

The boxers strained against his erect dick, and as I stared, it throbbed under the attention. I made a sound in the back of my throat, curling a single finger beneath the waistband, dragging it back and forth against his skin. His body rippled and moved, responding to the slightest of touches. Not even the falling water could mask his intake of breath or the way his body began to vibrate like an exposed wire.

Dragging away from his center, my finger caught on the defined V muscle carving out his hip. I explored that little valley, rocking the length of my finger in the dip. A light whimper punctuated by a full-body shudder brought a satisfied smile to my lips.

“You have no idea how many times I’ve thought of touching you. Of dragging my fingers over every inch of your smooth skin. When you swim, the water skims over you like a silky caress, and it makes me so insanely jealous, knowing something can touch you like that but I never could.”

He made a muffled sound, and I lifted my eyes, more truths spilling off my tongue.

“Did you know I would watch the water droplets trickle over your body and wish it was my tongue?”

Another broken sound echoed behind his closed lips, and the rising desire in his eyes made me feel powerful.

Impatient, I hooked my fingers into his waistband and tugged them over his throbbing dick. It stood out from his body, the tip already flushed and pointing at me.

“Just as fucking perfect as the rest of you,” I said, staring.

It pulsed under my praise as I slowly lingered up his body, eyes finally meeting his face. Splotches of red tinged his cheeks, his eyes trying but failing to hold mine.

My chest squeezed, fondness rising like a tidal wave. “Are you shy?”

A stubborn look glinted in his chocolate eyes. “I don’t go around showing my dick to everyone like you.”

I growled, reaching out to grasp his neck in a tight hold. His pupils blew wide, and his dick jumped again. Not just a brat, then, but a kinky brat.

“You’d better not be showing this dick to anyone, Wesley,” I intoned, squeezing my fingers just a little bit more. Beneath the grip, his neck convulsed. “Some things are for my eyes only.”

The dark fringe of lashes framing his hazy stare narrowed, and then in a burst of movement, his hand wrapped around my throat. I laughed huskily, and his fingers tightened.

“Same rules apply to you,” he rasped.

I squeezed him tighter, making his eyes blow wide and a little flash of alarm play across his features. I leaned in, my clothed body pressing against his naked one. The alarm transformed to stark need, and it made my dick leak.

“Don’t you worry, baby,” I murmured, gentling my hand just enough. “The only one I want is you.”

“Take your pants off,” he demanded.

I raised an eyebrow. “Maybe we should get something clear right now,” I said, leaning in to tug his lower lip between my teeth and nip.

The little whine he let loose was better than some hookups I’d had.

“I’m the one in charge here, not you.”

Defiance sparked in his eyes as he tried to tug his lip from between my teeth. I sank my bite harder. Maybe he meant to push me away, but the second his hands landed on my shoulders, he pulled me closer, tilting his chin to give me more.

“That’s my good boy,” I crooned, releasing his lip.

Tongue darting out, he dropped his eyes to my pants.

“What do you want?”

“I already told you,” he said, completely stubborn.

“Tell me again. Do it better.”

He shuddered delicately.

Fuck, how did I live so long without this?

“I want to see you. Take your pants off. Please.”

Instead of immediately doing what he asked, I reached between us and wrapped my hand around his cock. It was warm and thick in my grasp, and when I squeezed, it quivered against my palm.

Hissing, he arched his hips toward me, silently requesting more. Because he asked so nicely, I gave him a stroke and then swiped my thumb over his slit. He cursed under his breath, and then we were kissing as I lapped up all his crudeness on my tongue.

As we tongue-fucked, I let go of his dick, and he whimpered. But the second I reached for my pants, he reached too, and we shoved them down together. Our lips disconnected when he gripped the hem of my shirt and ripped it over my head. Sighing happily, he settled his palms on my bare shoulders to slowly drag over my pecs.

The base of my spine tingled under his exploration, and my heartbeat turned shallow when he looked up from beneath heavy lashes. His cheeks were still red, as was the tip of his nose. Paint-splattered hair flopped over his forehead, and the muscle in his jaw worked as he circled my nipples. He watched me carefully when his fingers brushed over them, sucking his lower lip into his mouth the second they tightened.

He took a minute to pluck at them, and I moaned in my throat, but then his eager, impatient hands drew back as did his entire body so he could look down at what he’d asked so nicely to see. His intake of breath and parting lips were all I needed. Hands danced in the air around my throbbing cock as it stood out between us like it was ready to stake its claim.

“I always knew you’d have a big dick,” Wes muttered, hands still fluttering.

I laughed deep in my throat, pleased he liked what he saw.

Hands stretching toward me, he hesitated and looked up. “Do I have to ask again?”

Oh fuck. He’s fucking perfect. “You’re such a good boy. I’ll let you get away with it this time.”

He needed no other encouragement, his fingers diving into the coarse black curls at the base of my manhood, his hand so close but so far away.

“I haven’t had hair here for so long,” he murmured, lightly scratching into the groomed curls.

His hands on me felt so good that my voice was nothing but a rumble. “You like it?”

“If it’s on you, I like it.” His voice was almost reverent, and it made my stomach tighten. Fingers trailing out of the hair, they traced downward around the base of my dick and under so he could palm my sack. His fingers moved, massaging me, measuring my weight and size before releasing to wrap around my flustered, sensitive length.

My breath hissed, and my throat convulsed. If I thought I was prepared for his hands, I was dead wrong. Laying my hand over his, I gently pulled him away. “In the shower.”

He kicked the pants from around his ankles and then stepped under the spray, a little groan of satisfaction leaving his lips.

Once my pants were also kicked aside, I stepped in behind him, enclosing us in the steamy, hot space. Water poured over him, sloughing over his shoulders and pecs, catching in the paint, and dragging it over his body, making him look like a watercolor.

Before it could get rinsed away, I plucked the moon off his chest and tossed it out on the floor where I could find it later.

“Do your hair,” I told him, reaching up to cup his head. He tilted it back, the strands saturating immediately, water dragging it away from his face. “Watch your stitches.” I reminded him, cupping one hand over the bandage as I made sure the rest of his hair was wet.

“Maybe you should help me.” He beckoned, and in that moment, I’d have given him anything he asked for, anything at all.

Grasping the shampoo, I drizzled it on his hair and massaged it in while he stood there swaying in pleasure. Suds fell over his ears, plopping onto his shoulders, but he just hummed pleasantly.

“I’m going to smell like you now,” he murmured, eyes closed, smile on his lips.

I loved him so much. So goddamn much.

“I don’t want you smelling like anything else.” I tried to make it a demand, but it came out as a whisper.

“‘Kay.”

My lips rolled inward as I grabbed the body wash and white loofah I had nearby. Squirting too much on the poof, I started at his shoulders, moving in circles, dipping over his chest. Before I even reached them, his nipples puckered so tight I wondered if they hurt. When I brushed the loofah over one, his whole body spasmed as a moan filled the shower stall. With a handful of water, I rinsed the soap off his pec and dipped my head to drag my tongue across the tight bud.

A low curse fell from his lips, and his palm smacked into the shower wall. Without hesitation, I latched back on, this time sucking the entire thing deep into my mouth. He groaned, body trembling as his knees sagged to the floor. Wrapping an arm around his waist, I sucked harder, drawing out a helpless whine.

I sucked and kissed until he writhed against me, then I bit down on the swollen nip. His hips thrust toward me, boner desperate for friction, and a hand delved into my hair to tug. I bit him again and then soothed it with my tongue before latching on to the muscle around it, sucking deep.

He said some shit I didn’t understand and then forced my head over to the other. I gave it the same treatment, sucking, licking, and then biting until his hips snapped at me in frustration.

My scalp ached where he tugged my hair, and my balls ached from my dick being so hard.

When I pulled back, he looked at me with lusty eyes, a glimmer of awe in their depths. “I really thought you’d never love me. Not like this.”

A tsunami of emotion rose inside me, overtaking everything else. The loofah plopped somewhere on the floor, and I bulldozed him into the shower wall, pinning him there with my bigger body. “The only person I’m capable of loving like this is you. You and only you.”

His lower lip wobbled, water-drenched lashes blinking at me. “Say it again, Max. Please.”

Stomach fluttering, I voiced the words only my heart knew. “I love you.”

His hands palmed my ears, and I went to him. We kissed endlessly, lapping at each other as though we might never kiss again, like we could soothe years of pining with a single desperate kiss.

“Nemo,” I chanted between kisses, lifting my head to change the angle and then kissing him all over again. His fingers fell from my ears to clutch needily at my back, nails pricking into my skin bringing a sharpness to the embrace.

We were both breathing heavily when I forced my head back, only to return and lick a droplet of water off his nose. The back of his head rested on the wall I had him pinned against, and his head rolled as though he couldn’t hold it up. The kiss mark from another man was still on his cheek, and seeing it there tinged my vision with red. Bending down, I grabbed the loofah and used the edge to scrub it away.

“Ow,” he complained even as he held his face up for me to do it.

“Don’t you ow me. This is what you get for letting someone else touch you.”

Once it was gone, I finished scrubbing the rest of the paint from his body and tugged him beneath the spray to rinse.

His ass was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Tight, round, and completely smooth. It practically begged for my hands, and I imagined what it was going to be like parting those perfect cheeks to reveal what was inside.

Wrapping my arms around him from behind, I plastered us together, his ass nestled in the center of my body. He stilled when I thrust my aching dick against his ass but then wiggled experimentally against it, making me groan.

Looking over his shoulder, his brown eyes bore into mine when he did it again. Heat flared inside me, and I rolled my hips again. This time, he gasped when my fat head nudged his crack.

I practically purred when the small of his back arched, pushing those round globes farther against me. Shifting, I reached between us, positioning my stiffy between his thighs, thrusting into the muscle. He panted, so I did it again, this time straining forward until my tip nudged the back of his balls.

His head fell back on my shoulder, body draping across mine as if he couldn’t stand. My palm flattened on his stomach, holding him against me as I thrust again.

His hand wrapped around his dick, and I stopped moving, fingers tightening against his abs.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I growled into his ear.

“Touching myself.”

“Did I say you could do that?”

“You said I was good.”

In a flash, I had him pinned against the wall, my body bracketing his with both his wrists pinned above his head by one of my hands.

“Look at you,” I taunted. “Desperate, aren’t you?”

“Max…”

“I bet you do that all the time, don’t you? Touch yourself while thinking of me.”

His lips rolled in, refusing to answer.

Still pinning his arms overhead, I leaned down to suck at his nipple. He cried out, melting a little more into the wall.

“Do you think of me when you touch yourself?” I repeated.

“You know I do.”

“I won’t know unless you tell me.”

He whimpered. I bit at his nipple, then flattened my tongue to drag over it.

“Yes.” He panted, twisting so I would do the same to the other. “I think of you when I touch myself. You and only you.”

I released his hands, and they fell limply at his sides. Reaching for the soap, I poured some on my hand. “You aren’t allowed to touch yourself right now, Nemo. Because I’m going to do it.”

“Hurry up already,” he grumped.

Pausing, I looked at him with a lifted brow.

He huffed. “Please.”

“I love it when you beg.”

His hips jutted out from the wall, dick jerking excitedly. I wrapped my slick hand around it and stroked. He moaned, teeth sinking into his lip as his eyes went right to my face.

“So hard,” I whispered, dragging my fist down to his base. “So smooth.”

“I shave for swimming.”

“I know, baby.” I confirmed, taking a handful of his balls. The weight of them in my palm was heady, and I was so overwhelmed by finally having my hands on him that I could barely think straight. Releasing his sack, I smoothed over his inner thigh, his legs parting automatically.

“So eager.” I approved. “Do you shave back here too?”

His breath caught as my fingers slid over his perineum and up into his crack. His legs quivered as I slid up, nudging at the ring of muscle of his hole.

He whined.

“Nemo.” I beckoned, gently tapping between his cheeks. “Do you shave here too?”

“Yes.” His voice was barely there.

He blew out a nervous breath as I curled my hands around his hips, stepping in so we were flush, our rock-hard dicks slotted alongside the other.

Instinct and need took over, and he thrust against me, moaning when his length rubbed against mine. Almost instantly, he froze, wide eyes going to me.

He was going to be the death of me.

“Do you like that?” I asked, repeating his action.

“You have no idea.” He moaned.

“Come on, then, fuck yourself against me.”

His cheeks pinkened again, and I leaned in, capturing his mouth in a deep kiss. As our tongues danced, he grew bolder, and we started to sway against each other, our movements slow at first but quickly growing fervent. My cock was so hard it wept against our stomachs, and the urge to explode all over him, to see him covered in my cum, was starting to take over. Breaking apart, I gasped for breath, looking down at our angry red dicks and the pearly white bead at the top of his.

Bracing one palm on the wall beside his head, I grabbed both our dicks in my hand. He made a sound, eyes going to where I stroked us both.

“Oh,” he murmured, thighs shaking.

“Look at us,” I said, husky. I’d never been a talker, but damn, if I didn’t want to talk dirty to him. “Look at our hard dicks dripping all over each other, our cum mixing like it came from the same body.”

“Max,” he groaned, partly scandalized, but the way his hips rolled in tune with my movements told me he liked it more.

“You feel so silky against me, baby. So hot and hard.” I sped up, dipping my head to mouth at his neck.

“Oh God,” he said, suddenly restless.

I pushed harder into him, holding him in place. “Come all over my dick, Wes. I want to watch.”

With one last twist of my wrist, he fell over, white ropes of cum spurting out of him as he spasmed against my hand. Moaning and bucking, he splashed on both our stomachs, the release dripping over my dick.

The sinful sight was so fucking hot my balls seized up and my dick erupted, blowing with the force of a volcano. My head dropped to his shoulder as I groaned and convulsed, my own release spurting out all over us, splattering everywhere and mixing with his.

Wes leaned lazily against the wall, head lolling as his chest rose and fell. But then his hand was pushing at me, putting a little distance between us and turning all my bliss to panic.

Before I could freak completely, he delved two fingers between us, scooped up some jizz, and sucked the coated fingers into his mouth. He sighed happily, his tongue rolling around his mouthful. My dick twitched as I watched his cheeks hollow around those fingers to suck down every drop.

When he was done, I attacked his mouth, devouring every single hint of us I found on his tongue. It didn’t take long to realize the water had gone cold, and I grumbled about it, quickly washing and rinsing under the chilly spray.

Wes remained quiet, cum drunk, lazy eyes never once leaving me. When I was done, I grabbed his dick to wash it again, and he all but fell into my chest, nuzzling against my neck. Emotion rose in me, stealing all thought and breath. No longer washing, I tucked my arms around him, holding him tight under the cold spray, not even noticing the icy drops pounding against my skin.

Eventually, he pulled back, shyness reflecting in his eyes when he bent to grab the loofah off the ground. Eyes firing to mine and then away, he reached behind him to wash, and by the blush once more staining his cheeks, I knew exactly where he was washing.

And I knew why.

My dick rallied despite the orgasm that had just drained it, and I told myself to take it slow. But goddamn, I’d wanted him for years. Years.

This isn’t about you, Max. This is about him.

Grasping his chin, I forced his face up. Then I waited for his bashful eyes to meet mine. So fucking cute.

I had to clear my throat to get the words out. “We don’t have to do that tonight.”

“But I want to,” he all but whined.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

His eyes widened, realizing what he’d done, and he tried to push me away.

Wrapping both arms around him, I leaned in to nose his red cheek. “I want you too.”

“I will never get used to hearing those words,” he whispered, relaxing into me.

“I’ll keep saying them.”

“Promise?”

A slither of guilt tried to steal some of this blissful moment because the second he asked for my promise, something inside me whispered, Why would he want your promise when you broke the one you made to Mom?

The thought was tormenting, and I had a moment to doubt myself. It must have been a moment too long because Wes stirred, pulling back to look at me with vulnerable, wide eyes.

“Max?”

I dropkicked my own self-torment somewhere away from him because it wasn’t his weight to carry. And because I’d made my decision tonight and I wasn’t going back.

The openness in his searching gaze made my resolve even greater.

Dragging my thumb over his cheekbone, I smiled, hoping he could see the softness I had for only him. “I promise, Nemo,” I said, catching his face between my palms. “I vow it.”

The vulnerability evaporated, and he smiled, the amount of trust he had blowing me away. I hoped one day I would trust myself as much as he did.
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Wes

“Come here.” The soft command in his voice induced shivers.

And not the run away kind but the make your knees weak kind.

Tingling all over, I closed the small distance between us as droplets of water fell from the ends of my hair to trickle down my neck. Despite the humid air inside this bathroom, my skin was covered in goose bumps, but it wasn’t because I was cold.

Holy fucking shit. Max jacked you off. Max confessed. Max said I love you.

Look, if this was me tripping, I was addicted. I would be paying for more of whatever was doing this because, seriously, this was some epic-ass shit.

A rush of air blasted my lower half when he unknotted and ripped the towel from around my waist. Making a small grunt, I watched it smack against the floor and then looked back up.

For a moment, my mind blanked out because his visuals were literally unmatched. He stood there completely confident. Entirely naked, skin damp with a few lingering droplets clinging to his muscle. He wasn’t just a man but a piece of art, all sculpted skin and ink, the onyx tattoos covering his right arm almost a shield. The intricate and bold designs swirled together, creating a symbiotic piece no one could wear but him. Eyes skimming from that place, my gaze shifted briefly to the tree branch stretching across his collarbone. It grew into the ornate design on his left shoulder, a clock confined by an infertile forest. Where most people thought it was fascinating and kind of creepy, I always thought it bespoke loneliness.

Perhaps it was me projecting my own heart into the design, but I never asked him what it meant to him. I was afraid to.

Even without the meaning, he wore the art well, not at all the kind of man the art would wear. It was compelling the way Max owned his skin, his space, even his darkness. Everyone always thought I was afraid of the dark, likely because of the nightlight I always kept in the hall. Truth was I could never be afraid of the dark, not when everything I loved embodied it. I merely kept that light on because sometimes even darkness needed a guide.

Inevitably, my attention turned to the thick cock resting between his legs where it pillowed against full balls, crowned with wiry black hair. Max was all man. Unshaven, unrefined, and with a dirty-as-hell mouth in the bedroom.

While I’d never thought of myself as less manly, I was very different from him. Shaved smooth, sleek, and shy.

Maybe that was why I was drawn to him. He was all the things I wished I was. It didn’t really matter to me why I wanted him because knowing why wouldn’t change it. Given the option, I wouldn’t change it anyway.

“You’re staring.” His voice was gruff, the silver ring in his eyebrow glinting.

Without hesitating, I reached up to finger it, giving it a light tug. My fingers dropped to his nipple, the pad of my finger brushing over it. “I’m surprised you don’t have this pierced.”

“My nipples aren’t as sensitive as yours.”

My eyes flashed up, and I felt my ears heat. His chuckle induced another shiver, and I averted my gaze to his cock.

“Thought about piercing it,” he said, knowing what I was thinking yet too shy to voice.

“Why didn’t you?” I wondered.

“Wasn’t sure if you would like it.”

I jolted so hard that his hand came out to wrap around my arm and draw me back in. I couldn’t even appreciate the simple touch because my heart was pounding and my head was trying to process what he said. “W-what?”

He shrugged one shoulder as though we were talking about the weather. “Wasn’t sure that would be safe for you.”

I nearly choked on my spit, and amusement lightened his eyes. Sliding my tongue over my teeth, I said, “Who says I’m a bottom?”

The smile wiped off his face, but then it reappeared. “Says the man washing in the shower for me.”

Look. I was used to arguing with Max. Bantering. Bickering. But this? I didn’t even know what this was—so no, I didn’t know how to do it.

“I was not!” was all I managed. Good one, Wes. Not.

He threw back his head on a laugh. The fucking asshole turned me on doing that too. Knowing I was good and pissed, he grabbed me before I could storm off.

Could one even storm off properly if they were naked?

The palm of his hand flattened over the small of my back, and he drew me into his body. His skin was warm and tight. There was so much restrained power in him, and it really did it for me. I wouldn’t let him know that, though. He already had too much of the upper hand.

The echo of his rumbly good boy echoed through my head, and I shivered. I moved to smack against his chest, but my hand clung, reveling in the fact I could just reach out and cop a feel.

“You don’t need to say swoony stuff to me, okay? Especially if it’s not true. I’m already completely in love with you.”

He took in a deep breath, drawing me in to nuzzle my neck. Satisfaction zinged through me, and I shifted to give him more access. He took it greedily, latching on to my neck and sucking with strength I was not expecting. My gasp of surprise turned into a slutty moan when a tinge of pain shot down to my balls.

After I was definitely hickeyed up, he lazily drew back, satisfied and full. “I don’t have to make stuff up. The truth works just fine.”

It took me a minute to remember what we were talking about. “You said you never planned on getting involved with me, so why would that be your excuse to not pierce your dick?”

“I guess even a man as dark as me still managed a spark of hope. And the existence of that tiny spark meant I would never, ever do anything that might put you at risk.”

Fucking swoon.

“And this is why I couldn’t even let Theo kiss me,” I muttered, completely off balance and over the moon for this man and his asshole-ish sweet ways.

All the playful banter evaporated, and Max’s body tightened. Pulling back, he settled a potent stare on me, making it feel as though his hand were wrapped around my throat. But this wasn’t foreplay. This was real.

“Don’t ever say his name to me again.”

Damn. Jealous much? I rolled my eyes, maybe enjoying his annoyance. “It was a party, not an orgy. I literally just said I didn’t ki—”

“I mean it, Wesley. Not another word about it.” His jaw was granite, eyes flat. The pinched expression made me slightly queasy. I wasn’t afraid of Max. I never would be, but his being angry with me was something I could not stand. I found it hard to function, to draw in a complete breath.

Glancing around, I saw my discarded jeans. Tugging away from Max, I grabbed them, fishing around in the pocket.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

I held up the hot-pink paint pen. Going back to him, I held it between us. “Here.”

Both his brows lifted. “I don’t want that.”

I argued, “Yes, you do.”

His stony stare met mine, and I smiled, uncapping the pen. “You want to draw on me too, Max? Maybe mark me up? Write your name right here on my skin?”

I saw the possessive flare in his eyes. But then he said, “I already marked you,” eyes drifting to the hickey.

I shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.”

I started to toss the pen on the counter, but he snatched it from my fingers with a snarl. “Hold still.”

I suppressed a smile as he curled his hand around my hip and scrawled across my chest. When he was done, he grunted in satisfaction. When I looked in the mirror, I laughed. “Seriously?”

MINE.

“Guess you decided your name wasn’t enough,” I mused.

He rumbled, proud of himself.

Glancing at the marker, I picked it up. “You gonna let me mark you?”

“It’s pink,” he grumped.

“A little color won’t kill you,” I said.

He made a face like he smelled something bad.

“Please?”

He relented instantly, all his hard edges melting, softness shining in his eyes. “Of course you can, baby.”

Ahh, he gave me butterflies.

I stepped back, studying his body like a canvas.

He rolled his eyes. “Just do it already.”

I tsked. “I have to pick a place.”

“It’s going to wash off.” He reminded me irritably.

“Forget it, then,” I surmised, turning away.

He grabbed me by the back of the neck, pulling me in. “Do it.”

“Can I draw a heart?”

“No.”

“I didn’t want to anyway,” I muttered. “It’d probably melt off your skin.”

He laughed.

Lips twitching, I went back to studying him again. “I could do it here,” I said, grazing my fingers over his pec. “Or here,” I whispered, trailing across his abs.

His lashes drooped a little, and a feeling of power radiated inside me. I had more control than I thought.

“Hmm.” I continued, reaching up to fondle his earlobe. He twitched a little and shifted his weight. Leaning in, I kissed his neck. “How about here? Or here.” I licked his shoulder.

Delving farther down his body, I leaned in toward one nipple, letting my breath fan across it. “Here would be a waste since apparently you aren’t that sensitive.”

I started to pull back, but he palmed the back of my head with a growl, pushing my lips against the puckered pebble.

“Oh, someone likes that now?” I teased.

“Wesley.” He warned.

My lips closed around him and sucked. He moaned, and I went a little harder, swirling my tongue around his skin before dragging it deep again. Between us, his cock started to harden, and I nipped him with my teeth.

Pulling off, I sank to my knees in front of him, and the noise he let out tightened my gut and had my dick jumping to attention.

“You like seeing me on my knees for you?” I asked, looking up his body.

“Fuck.”

I smiled, leaning in to nuzzle his hip and breathe deep. His fingers were gentle in my hair, coaxing me to turn my head. I wouldn’t deny him, so I swiped my tongue up the length of his hardening rod. Then I planted a kiss on the tip.

His breath shuddered, and I sat back, smiling. “Don’t start something you can’t finish,” he told me.

“But I was already doing something.” I reminded him, holding up the pen, making him groan.

My heart flipped, and it overcame me again that we were here right now like this. He was literally everything I ever wanted. Everything I thought I would never have.

And in this moment, he was mine.

Blinking rapidly, I tried to get my emotions under control.

“Wes?” Max’s voice was concerned, his fingers dropping to my shoulder.

I shook my head, smiling. “I’m fine. Gonna write my name.”

I turned back to his body, taking in his strong thighs. Fingers itching, I dragged them down the front of his legs, feeling the muscle and rough hair.

He sighed appreciatively, shifting a little, widening his stance.

The movement caught my eye. Or rather, the flash of color. Caught off guard, I looked back, leaning closer toward his thighs.

My eyes whipped up. “You have another tattoo?”

Something in his eyes made my stomach bottom out. “Yeah.”

“You never told me,” I said, a pang of familiar hurt pinching my heart. So many pieces of him I never had.

I started to withdraw, familiar insecurity flaring to life within me.

He caught me by the hair, fingers tangling in the damp curls just enough to keep me in place, not enough to hurt. “Where you going?”

“Let’s just forget the paint, okay?”

“Baby.”

I felt like I swallowed a shard of glass. “Don’t—”

“Wesley.”

I looked up, unable to ignore the command.

“Look at the tattoo.”

“I don’t want to,” I whispered.

“Why?”

I said nothing, embarrassment and hurt clouding my head.

The fingers in my hair tugged. “Why?” he repeated.

The words rushed out, practically running together as if they knew if they hesitated, I would somehow lock them down. “Because it’s just another piece of you I’ll never have. A piece you kept from me.”

Max hit his knees in front of me, bringing us eye to eye. “Look at me.”

I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. He’d see the tears I was desperately trying to hide.

Sighing, he leaned in, pressing the sweetest kiss to my temple. It only made the tears well more.

“I love you,” he whispered into my hair, then slowly stood. “Now look at the tattoo.”

The last part was spoken without softness, a demand he expected me to heed. Bossy bastard.

Sniffing, I swiped my eyes and lifted my head. He opened his leg, turning it so his inner thigh was exposed.

The sob I’d valiantly been holding back ripped free and brought with it those unshed tears. I stared, vision blurred, at the only spot of color on Max’s entire body, the tattoo I had no idea he had.

Another sob vibrated my throat, and the slap of my hands on his bare leg echoed around the room. “What is this?” I said, my thumbs and pointer fingers creating a frame around the design.

“It’s the only color in my entire world.”

You know, maybe I was an emotional guy, but I was good at keeping it inside. But this? Oh hell no. This was spilling out of every pore. Every crevice, every single outlet my body had.

“Max.” I wept his name, wanting to look at him but unable to tear my eyes away.

I leaned closer, refusing to remove my hands from his body, turning my face to wipe my tears on my arm. The second the wetness was gone, more took its place.

“You got a Nemo tattoo,” I said reverently as though I were speaking of something sacred.

Technically, it was a clownfish, vibrant orange, white, and black. The design truly was the only color on his entire body. He hadn’t even wanted me to draw on him with a pink pen that washed off, but this? This would never wash away.

“It’s permanent.” I echoed my thoughts.

“Tattoos are.” If he was sardonic in the reply, I was too emotional to notice.

“How long have you had this?”

“Years.”

Finally, my eyes ripped away from the little fish to gaze up his body. “Years?”

Leaning down, he swiped the stray wetness left on my cheeks. “Even when I couldn’t say it out loud. Even when I knew it was wrong. You were always who I wanted. My Nemo. My little fish. My everything.”

And just like that, the dreamlike, unreal quality of this entire night shifted and changed, becoming tangible. Max was really mine, made permanent by the inerasable tattoo on his body, proving that my love had never actually been one-sided.

Another sob ripped out of me as I surged to my feet, leaping at him without hesitation. He caught me easily, my legs wrapping around his waist, his arms anchoring themselves beneath my ass.

“Of all the things you could have said or done,” I told him, “that stupid fish just beat it all.”

“It’s not stupid.” His voice was gruff.

“No.” I agreed. “It’s not.”

It was literally the most meaningful thing I could ever receive. The one gesture my heart would never doubt.

As I filled my hands with his face, my forehead met his. “Take me to bed.”

He carried me into his room, the air a shock compared to the steamy warmth of the bathroom. Shivering, I pressed closer, looping my arms around his neck, burying my face against him.

His knee hit the mattress as he lowered my body, his following closely behind. It was dim in here, the only light filtering in from the bathroom. The bed was cold against my bare back, but I didn’t mind because his scent rose around me while his naked form blanketed me from above. His dark tattoos, inky hair, and onyx eyes swallowed me in shadow, hidden away in a secret place only he could see.

Vaguely, I wondered how I ever thought I could give myself to anyone else. Why I even wanted to try. It would have been mediocre at best, a means to an end. But here with him, I was consumed. I wasn’t just losing my V-card. I was handing over my body and soul.

The significance of that slammed into me, and my hand splayed over his shoulder, stopping his descent. “Max.”

“What is it?” he asked softly, the give in his voice wrecking me, making me not give a shit how much of me he took.

My lower lip trembled, and I shook my head, telling him to forget it. The width of his palm cupped the side of my head, and his fingers gently brushed the hair away from my face. “Tell me.”

I sucked my lower lip into my mouth, stomach pulsing with a heartbeat of its own. “If we do this,” I said around a ragged breath, “I can’t go back to being your brother. I won’t be able to be that ever again.”

If you tell me in the morning this was a mistake, it will break me beyond repair.

“Ah, baby.” His voice was soft, the term of endearment punctuated by his lips brushing across my forehead. As he braced all his weight on an elbow beside my head, his eyes turned into a caress. “How about you be my heart instead?”

The lump in my throat left me mute, so I settled for bobbing my head instead. His lips claimed mine, and I tumbled into the kiss, opening myself to allow his tongue to sweep inside. Words ceased to exist, and emotion took over as my body hummed for his.

I moaned under his skilled attention, the drag of his lips over my jaw and down my throat. The open-mouthed kisses left traces of him everywhere he touched, and I panted, digging my fingers into his skin, demanding more.

When he started to dip lower, I fisted my fingers in his hair, pulling his head up so he had to meet my eyes. “I’m not done kissing you yet,” I told him, tugging the strands again.

With a growl, he came back over me, all his weight forcing me into the mattress as we went at it again, our bodies creating a single indent in the bed. We rutted against each other, fully erect dicks grinding together as I tugged his upper lip into my mouth to suck. He groaned appreciatively, rocking into me again, smearing my skin with pre-cum. Knowing I excited him, knowing his cock wept for me caused goose bumps to ripple over my skin.

Stunned by just how much I wanted, I released his mouth, throwing my head back to moan. His hand curled around my exposed throat, and my Adam’s apple bobbed excitedly against his palm. Holding me, he slid down my body, outlining my abs with his tongue. My dick pulsed desperately as it wept for his attention.

He slid lower and lower, giving my throat one last squeeze before letting go. Both hands grabbed my hips, his grip like a vise. Without warning, he swallowed me down, slipping his hot, silky mouth over me until his nose hit my pelvis.

Choking on bliss, I arched up the bed, and he hummed around my cock, the vibration making me groan and stretch again. His head began to bob, the long strands of his silky hair brushing my sensitive skin when he slid all the way down. Between that light tickle and the tight lock his lips had around me, everything else faded away.

Mumbled, incoherent words babbled out of me as he buried me deep inside his throat. My dick was drenched in his saliva when he pulled off, and I watched heatedly as it stretched between his lips and my shaft. Enclosing me in his fist, he twisted a little just below my head, and a bead of pearly liquid dripped from my tip. Transfixed, I watched the whole of his tongue lap it up.

He purred, lifting his head while licking what was left of me off his lips. “You taste damn good, baby.”

I shuddered, knowing he swallowed a piece of me, hoping selfishly it would somehow be absorbed into his skin. In a burst of want, I sat up, eye level with his impressive cock. Even though I had no idea what I was doing, I grabbed it around the base and licked over the head.

He groaned, head falling back, and I latched on to swallow it down. Unrivaled hunger ripped through me, tinged with desperation. I loved the way my lips glided over him, loved the way he sank deeper into my throat. I pushed farther onto him, my throat convulsing with the urge to gag.

“Careful,” he murmured, pulling back.

Annoyed, I grabbed his ass and pulled him back in, feeling his tip nudge the back of my throat, letting it squeeze him as my eyes watered. I only pulled back when I needed air, and even then, I sucked it in and then licked up his shaft, slurping up some of the wetness I’d left behind.

I went for more, but he denied me, going as far as stepping off the bed.

“Max,” I rasped, my vocal cords wrecked.

“If you touch me again, I’ll explode all over you.”

“Good.”

His teeth flashed white in the night. “I’m not done with you yet.”

Punctuating the words, he reached into his nightstand to pull out a bottle of lube and a few condoms. An inkling of that hurt rose in me again as I stared at the lube, wondering who else he’d used that on.

Grabbing my chin, he forced my eyes up, his clouded with desire. “Just you. I bought that just for you.”

I lunged to kiss him, jamming my tongue between his lips. Moaning, he climbed back over me, our bodies once again moving in tandem. Panting, he pulled away, sliding down my body and pushing my legs wide. The lube was cold against my overheated skin, but I didn’t care because it was being applied by his fingers. Instead of going right to my hole, he slathered it on my dick, jacking me a few times until I started to squirm. Only then did he drizzle more of the slippery liquid onto his fingertips, dragging them across my sack to sink between my cheeks.

“Open for me, baby.” He beckoned, and I shoved my legs even farther apart. He circled the tight rim of muscle, making my stomach quiver. He did it again and again until anticipation had my hips lifting off the bed as I practically presented him my ass.

“Look at you,” he crooned. “Offering yourself up to me.”

“Please, Max…”

“Please what?”

Flustered, I demanded, “Touch me already!”

Surprise made me gasp when my body flipped so I was lying belly down on the bed. Before I could say anything, he bit lightly into one of my cheeks, and I groaned against the blankets.

“Such a little brat,” he mused, fingers trailing over my globes.

I lifted my ass off the bed, my hard cock falling away from my body.

“That’s it,” he said, reaching to position me on my knees. “Hold yourself up there. I want to see everything.”

My face heated, and shyness coursed through me as I pictured what I looked like, legs spread, ass on display for him.

“Fucking perfect. Such a good boy.”

I whimpered. He chuckled like he knew the praise was my kryptonite. Embarrassed, I started to push up onto my elbows to tell him what I thought, but his palms peeled my cheeks apart and his slippery thumb lay against my entrance.

I forgot all about what I was doing, upper body collapsing onto the bed with a groan.

More lube drizzled over me until I was practically dripping. When the first finger pushed in knuckle deep, I stopped breathing.

“You’re so tight,” he moaned. “So soft.”

Overwhelmed with sensation and a feeling of fullness, I could only pant.

“Breathe, baby.”

Lungs expanding, my body started to relax as he pushed deeper, swirling his finger in a little circle. I purred into the room when his other hand caressed my ass cheek, dragging down to fondle my sack.

“You like having me inside you,” he rumbled, tugging my balls gently.

I whimpered.

“You want more?”

I nodded, unable to speak, but he must have seen because soon I had two fingers fully seated inside as my channel clenched around him. I could feel my body try and suck him deeper, and he groaned every time I flexed. My thighs were shaking, my body trembling as he worked me open with his fingers, jacking my rod. The attention coming from both sides made me exist in a haze of desire. He could easily have taken advantage of my blissed-out state, but he was patient and thorough, whispering praise and moaning like he couldn’t get enough until I was fucking back on three full fingers, begging for more.

When he withdrew from my body, an overwhelming sense of loss befell me, and I sobbed into a pillow. My legs were so weak my body sagged onto the bed, and the second my sensitive dick brushed the covers, I thrust into them with a satisfied groan.

“What do you think you’re doing?” His strong voice floated over me. It turned me on too, and I fucked into the bed again.

He growled, and then I was blinking up at him, as he hovered over me with intense bottomless eyes. His pupils were blown, cheeks flushed, and his lips were swollen from our kissing. Sexy as sin.

“The only thing you can hump is me. The only place you’re allowed to come is on my cock,” he intoned as though his words were my new law.

I spread my legs, accepting all his terms and conditions.

He grasped my chin, settling between them, but he wasn’t satisfied with just that. “You understand me?”

My head bobbed.

“Say. It.”

“Just you.” I agreed. “Just you.”

Gratified, he pulled back, and I noted he was already sheathed in a condom, already glistening with more lube.

“God, you look fucking sinful like this.” He swore. “All fucking hot and leaking. I’m going to claim you now, Wes. You’re mine and no one else’s.”

I reached for him, sighing in relief when his body moved over mine. When the head of his cock nudged my hole, my eyes flew up to his. He was already looking at me, and my heart turned over. Leaning in, he kissed me deep, pushing his tongue between my lips as his dick slid into my body.

Our lips fell away, my head falling to the side as I panted, an overwhelming sense of pressure taking over everything else. My body stretched and burned, his dick much bigger than three fingers.

I might have panicked, but gentle fingers found my face, pulling my head around so I could find eyes that were alight with what could only be awe. I forgot to be nervous. I forgot to be overwhelmed. The only thing I knew just then was how much I wanted him.

“You are so goddamn tight.” His voice was strained. “I have never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

I relaxed for him, body opening just as my heart did years before. “Deeper, Max.” I beckoned, reaching around to grab his ass.

A lick of doubt passed behind the bliss in his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

He is nervous too.

Pulling one of my legs in, I rested my foot flat on the bed. At the same time, I rubbed my palm against his shadowy scruff, heart tightening with the weight of my love. “Not being with you is so much more painful than this could ever be.”

He gave in with a groan, pushing the rest of the way in, both of us breathless by the time he bottomed out. The quivering in his arms from holding himself over me as I adjusted to his girth was matched by the quivering of everything beneath my skin. Soon the pain subsided and the urge to move was all I knew. I wiggled on him, and his stare nearly burned me alive.

Smiling, I whispered, “I love you.”

His restraint snapped, and he pulled back, only to plunge back in. His forehead dropped beside my head, and I reached around, marveling at the bunching muscles in his back as he fucked me. There was so much lube it squelched around his cock, something utterly erotic in the way it dripped between my cheeks and smeared on my thighs. Straining, I tilted up, and he thrust deeper.

Stars burst behind my eyes, and I let out a loud moan. Pleasure unlike anything I’d ever felt before tingled me so hard I could feel it in the bottom of my feet. “Oh God.”

A satisfied grunt vibrated his throat, and he began assaulting that spot inside me until my mouth hung slack, but no sound came out. Shifting back, Max wrapped an arm around my bent leg, using it as leverage to increase his pace. I writhed against the bed, arching and bucking, trying to fuck myself on him even more.

His labored breathing filled the space over my head, and I glanced through slitted eyes at the picture he made. He was flushed and shiny with sweat, the muscles in his body bulging with control, and a thick vein stood out against his neck. His eyes were heavy and hazy, his jaw locked as he hammered into my body as it clenched greedily around him.

“I swear to God I would let you swallow me whole.” The strangled confession ripped right out of him as his balls slapped my skin.

Unparalleled lust had me reaching for my weeping cock, but he pushed my hand away, wrapping his around me instead. With one last assault to my prostate and a firm grip on my dick, the orgasm crested over me, filling my world with nothing but intense, pulsing pleasure. The throbbing went on and on as he milked every single drop I had to give. My body arched and convulsed, his name merely a gasp on my tongue.

When at last the intensity of bliss let go, I collapsed onto the bed, completely boneless and covered in my own pleasure. Releasing me, Max’s hands hit the pillow on either side of my head. His body pressed into mine, smearing my jizz all over us both. Inside me, his dick spasmed impatiently, but he ignored it.

“Hey,” he called softly, making my eyes drag open as breath puffed between my lips.

The pride and affection I saw in his stare made me swallow thickly.

“You’re my best boy.” He praised, leaning down to peck a kiss against the tip of my nose.

Oh shit. Emotion welled inside me, spilling over with a shaky whimper.

“I love you so much,” he whispered, then rose over me, the king of my heart.

His hips snapped forward, drawing out a lengthy groan. He pounded into me so good that the tears welling behind my eyes spilled out and slipped down the sides of my face. I felt him tense, his nails digging into my skin. The orgasm ripped through him, body arching toward mine as his head fell back with a satisfied shout. He fucked me through it, hips no longer in rhythm but chasing the pleasure my body gave him until he was wrung out and spent.

When he collapsed onto me, our sweat and cum-slick skin stuck together.

“Damn.” He panted.

My eyes drifted a little when his fingers found their way into my hair, playing lazily. You’d think with all the pleasure he’d wrung out of me tonight, there’d be none left at all. But tingles lifted across my scalp, massaging me with waves of satisfaction from just the gentle way he stroked.

After a moment, he rolled off me and started to rise.

Distressed, I palmed his waist, feeling a twinge of discomfort in my lower body. “Don’t leave.”

“I’m just cleaning up.”

“Don’t leave.”

With a small sound, he stripped the condom, and then it slapped the top of the nightstand.

Gross. I laughed under my breath, and he glanced over his shoulder at me, arching a brow. “You asked me so cutely not to leave.”

“I’m not cute.”

“Oh, Nemo,” he mused, rolling back into the bed so we were facing each other. “You are.”

Surging up, I pushed him flat on his back to slip down his body.

“What are you doing?” His voice was an amused rumble.

“I want to see it again.”

Chuckling, he spread his legs, and I settled between them, grabbing his thigh to stare. Since it was so dim, I couldn’t make out the entire design, just the shape of it against his skin. But it didn’t matter. Knowing it was there was more than enough.

“You like it?” he asked, voice deliciously deep.

Instead of answering with words, I leaned down, pressing my lips against it, letting the kiss linger before pulling away.

“Come here,” he commanded, and yep, chills rushed across my skin.

Crawling up, I flopped onto him with a heavy sigh.

Laughing under his breath, he scooped me even closer, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “My little Nemo,” he mused fondly, making me smile into his chest.

“I’m not little. Not anymore.”

“No. But you will always be mine.”

It wasn’t really a secret I liked to argue with Max, but with this, I didn’t want to. He was right.
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Max

“Do you think Mom and Dad would hate us?”

The soft question spoken into the darkness created instant knots of tension inside me. Because Wes was in my arms, his cheek pillowed on my chest and his legs tangled with mine, I tried to keep my reaction contained beneath my skin. Honestly, it wasn’t hard, and not because having him on me like this was better than I ever imagined or because my little fish was heavier than he looked. But the emotion that single question stirred up in me was already hidden deep. So many nights, I lay in bed and wondered. So many days I wished I could see them just one more time. The torment of having feelings and acting on those feelings I suspected they would never approve of was far crueler than anything my biologics had ever inflicted upon me.

But even with my own deep fears, I answered, “They love us too much to ever hate us,” knowing with my head it was one hundred percent true yet unwilling to subject him to the whisper of doubt in my heart.

“You’re right,” Wes replied softly, a little puff of his breath tickling my chest. “Disappointed, then. Do you think they’d be disappointed?”

I swallowed, staring up at the dark ceiling, the darkness I lived in just a little too opaque tonight. True, I didn’t want to subject Wes to my personal demons, however, I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t want to hurt him. But I also didn’t know how to tell him the truth without causing pain.

I took a long time to answer, dragging my fingers along his spine, tracing over the contours of his back and noting the calm rhythm of his heart. He waited patiently for me to answer, fingers drawing small circles against my side before tucking his fingers between me and the bed.

“Yes,” I said finally, knowing I couldn’t sugarcoat my truth. “I think as good as they were, as much as they loved us… I think their sons wanting a relationship beyond brotherhood would be hard to swallow.”

It became my turn to wait him out, to lie there quietly while he looked inside himself or perhaps searched the inky shadows for whatever it was he wanted to say… to feel.

“I’m not sure I care.”

My caressing fingers stalled in the middle of his back, the tips lifting from his skin as I angled my head down to look at him. Of all the things he could have said, this was least expected.

“What?” I said, unable to keep the surprise from my voice.

His head tilted up, curls wild. There was nothing wild about his eyes, though, nothing defiant or even traces of hurt. All I saw was calm resolve.

“They left us here,” he told me. “And yeah, it wasn’t their choice, but we’re alone just the same. So why should their death dictate my life? My happiness.”

The words I’d told myself so many times before fell thick with melancholy out of my mouth as if I disliked them but accepted their existence, as if I could make him believe what I always told myself. “Maybe you could be happy without me.”

His nostrils flared, incredulity filling his eyes. “No,” he argued, body pulling away from mine so he could sit up at my side. “I can’t. I can live. I can exist. I can do things that I like. But happiness? It’s like water through a sieve if I don’t have you.”

For so long, I ached, trying to make myself believe he could be happy if we remained just brothers. For so long, I tried to make it true. The harder I forced myself to believe it, the more painful it became.

His words just now? The absolute denial? It made me hurt less.

But this was the brat in Wes, the defiant, stubborn baby of the family. Always ready to go for what he wanted because deep down he knew everyone would love him still. No one would abandon him. I envied that. I wanted to protect it.

I knew what it was like to be discarded. To be unloved and unaccepted. To be thought unworthy because I didn’t do what others wanted. Sure, I gave those people the finger, and they could take a nice long look at me not giving a flying fuck.

But…

There was an exception. My parents. My true mom and dad.

They took me in. Loved me. Saved my life. They were there even when they didn’t have to be, even when I was a little ass. So to so boldly do something I knew they wouldn’t support was in a sense harder for me than Wes. Even if they weren’t here anymore, I couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing them. Of them taking back their love. It was that love that saved me. That love that taught me how to love.

Every day, I asked myself, Would they still have taught me love if they knew I would direct it all at their son?

So while Wes was right—their death shouldn’t dictate our lives—it was their love that even gave me one at all.

I didn’t know how to say that, how to put words to my deepest emotions. I also didn’t want to make them his responsibility because they weren’t.

“You think bad of me now.”

My eyes whipped up to him, to the way he watched me warily while nibbling on his entirely kissable lower lip.

Sitting up, I tugged the lip away from his abuse, reaching to brush at his wayward curls. “I could never think bad of you. You could murder twenty people, and I would defend you still.”

His little half smile was short-lived but enough to make my heart skip a beat. “You care, though, right? It’s what held you back. It’s killing you they wouldn’t like this.”

“I do care.” The small admission felt like letting go of a giant secret. The flash of hurt in his eyes pierced my heart and made me want to soothe him. To try and explain what I worried I couldn’t. “They were the only people to love me, you know? So doing something that might make them take it away hurts.”

Brows drawn down, he parted his lips, but when I reached for his fingers, wrapping mine around them, he let me speak instead. “But honestly, that’s not the thing that held me back the most. After all, we still made it here.”

Breath rushed out of him, his fingers clinging tighter to mine. “I’m so afraid you’re going to tell me this was a mistake. That tomorrow you’re going to want to pretend this never happened.”

A deep sound vibrated my throat. “Look at me, Wes. Look at me and hear my words—no.” I changed my mind, taking his face in my hands and leaning in to implore. “Don’t just hear them, believe.”

I kept his face firmly in my grasp so he couldn’t nod. Instead, he licked his lips, saying, “Okay.”

“Nothing about this, about you, is a mistake. I could deny my own existence easier than what we did here tonight, what we will be doing again.”

His eyes turned downcast, the shyness he embodied coming out to charm the shit out of me.

“Right here,” I commanded, and he looked back.

“I love you. I love you so much that I choose you over everything. Everyone. Yes, I care that Mom and Dad would probably be pissed off, but I care about you more. I’m willing to risk their love to keep yours. The only regret I have is that I waited so long to claim you.”

Pushing my hands from his face, he climbed into my lap, straddling my legs and pushing close until our naked chests met.

“We need to shower,” I rumbled, feeling the mess we made of each other stick between us.

“I like it.” He confessed. “I like having you all over me. I wish you were inside me too.”

A flash of possession cracked through me. Desire hot and swift punched my veins like vodka. “You’d like that?”

He whispered. “So much.”

I pulled him in, tongue diving deep to explore his mouth with enthusiasm. My stomach flipped when he sighed like this was the only place he wanted to be.

“Max?” he said, lifting his lips from mine.

“Hmm?”

“Why did you wait so long?”

Reaching down, I rubbed up and down his bare thighs and leaned my head against the headboard. “I wanted to give you time to change your mind.”

He jolted back and would have fallen out of my lap if I hadn’t caught him.

“Trying to get away already?” I teased.

“Change my mind?” He fumed, anger overtaking him. “What the fuck, Max—”

My hand wrapped around his throat, halting the rest of his tirade. “Calm down,” I said.

His eyes flared. Being told to calm down clearly had the opposite effect.

Leaning in, I kissed him again, flirting with the seam of his lips until they went slack and his body rested into mine.

“Better?” I asked after long minutes of lazy exploration.

He made a little harumphing sound that made me smile and kiss him again. He collapsed against my chest, cheek pillowed on my shoulder, face turned toward my neck.

Fingers playing on his lower back, I explained, “You were so young. I thought maybe I was just your first crush.”

He made a sound and started to get up.

I pushed him down and commanded, “Stay there.”

Before he even relaxed again, I kept talking. “Our parents died, you were attacked, went through a major operation, and then had to deal with recovery, plus the betrayal from people you thought were friends… all of that while being a hormonal teenager.”

“You talk like you’re some old man,” he grumped. “And like I’m some horny perv.”

I grinned over his head. “I like horny pervs.”

He snorted. “Clearly not.”

“You needed time, Wes,” I said, irritated he couldn’t understand. “Time to recover, to learn about yourself. What if I acted on it, which frankly would make me the horny perv, and then you regretted it later? What if what you really needed was a big brother and not a dick?”

“I like your dick.”

Ah, I liked hearing that. “Better be the only dick you like.”

“Maybe I should try out a few others—” Oomph. The breath rushed out of him when he hit his back as I used all my weight to press him into the mattress.

“Wesley Evan Sinclair.” I threatened. “You even look at another dick, and I will spank your ass and make it so you can’t sit for a week.”

“Is that supposed to be a threat?”

This little shit.

I smirked. “Okay, how about I tie you to this bed and edge you until you cry, then make you watch as I get off all over you and leave you empty and aching.”

His eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

He pouted, and it made me want to give in. I knew better, though. He already had way too much power over me. “You gonna listen now?”

He nodded once.

“When you turned eighteen and I was no longer legally your guardian, you enrolled at Westbrook. I wanted to give you some more time, see if maybe college made you look at me different.”

His face softened. “Nothing will ever make me look at you as anything other than the one I love most.”

Heart flipping, I nodded. “I wanted you to be sure.”

“What if my feelings had changed? What would you have done?”

As much as I fought against us, as much as I worried about betraying Mom and Dad, the idea his feelings for me had only been a crush was worse than all of that combined. But even still, I would have endured for him. “I’d have stayed your brother. I’d have let you go.”

He swallowed, stark pain taking over his face.

“Shh.” I soothed, leaning in to kiss him again. “I have you now. I won’t ever let you go.”

“Promise me.”

I already promised him, but I would do it again. And again. As many times as he needed.

“I promise, baby.”

“Put your hand around my throat and promise me again.”

My eyebrows rose.

He flushed, eyes blinking away but then back. “I like the way your rings feel against my skin, how tight you hold me.”

I grabbed his neck, pressing my fingers with the rings firmly against him. His eyes went a little hazy, but they never left my face.

“Like this?”

He nodded.

“No,” I intoned. “I think tighter. Like this.” He shuddered beneath me the second my hand tightened, and I smirked. “I own you, Wes. I won’t ever give you up, and if you try and get away from me, I’ll find you. I’ll bring you back where you belong.” Still clutching his neck, I leaned in to rake my teeth over his earlobe then whisper roughly in his ear. “I promise.”

He purred, wrapped his legs around my waist, and thrust up. He was hard. Again.

“Hmm,” I mused, “someone likes being owned.”

He whimpered, rocking against me again. The feel of him under me was such a rush, all that sinewy muscle surrendering. When his legs parted, my body dropped between his, his knees rising to cradle me against him.

His need spurred my own. The way his eyes smoldered when we rubbed together had my dick standing at attention.

Letting go of his throat, I slid my hand under his bare ass to lift so we were plastered even closer together. My hips moved, our cocks sliding together.

“Max.” He panted as I nibbled over his collarbone.

My fingers massaged his ass, making his muscles clench.

“Max.”

“What?” I growled, letting the ends of my hair drag over his chest as I licked down to his nipple.

He moaned and arched up into the attention as I licked and sucked. Hands finding my biceps, he squeezed, trying to pull me back but really just tugging me closer.

“Inside me.”

That got my attention, and I lifted my head. Bracing myself over him, I took in the flustered mess he made beneath me. His breathing was uneven, his hair a mess, and his overall expression was blissed out. The hickey I’d sucked on his neck looked lonely, and I lowered my head to give it a friend.

His fingers caught in my hair, tugging, keeping me up, and making me growl.

“Inside me,” he repeated, spreading his thighs even wider.

“Aren’t you sore?” I asked, my cock already jumping with anticipation.

“I hurt,” he admitted. “Because I’m empty.”

Fuck. Rising to my knees, I glanced around, finding the lube and another condom.

“I’m still wet from before,” he told me, voice gravelly.

“I’m using more,” I intoned, no room at all for argument. I didn’t care if I went overboard with the stuff. It was better than not using enough.

Rising on his elbow, he snatched the condom out of my hand and threw it somewhere away from us. “I don’t want that.”

My hand whipped out so fast that his gasp turned strangled when I caught him by the throat. “Did you ask me to fuck you without a rubber?”

His eyes widened, and I squeezed a little tighter.

“Ask me.”

He nodded once, and I let go. After sucking in a breath, he lay back in the blankets, lifting wide dark eyes to me. “Fuck me without anything between us, Max. Fill me up with all your cum. Please.”

The need to shove myself deep inside him was so strong I shuddered. Holding back, I lowered, dropping some of my dominance to let all the softness I had for him show through. “Are you sure, baby?”

“I’ve never been so sure about anything.”

I kissed him briefly before rising to my knees between his legs. The snap of the cap on the lube was loud, as was the sound it made squirting onto my fingers. His chest heaved as he stared while I warmed it between my fingers. When I reached down, he tilted up, so eager and ready for my touch.

“That’s a good boy.” I praised him. “You want this, don’t you?”

“More than you could ever know,” he rumbled.

His hole was still puffy and soft from earlier, and I had a moment of hesitation about taking him again. But the second I touched him, he moaned like a little slut, and animalistic desire took over.

“Greedy,” I told him, adding a little more lube.

His head bobbed, and I laughed, coating my dick.

I started over him, taking in his hungry stare and swollen lips. Pausing, I asked, “You wanna drive?”

A spark of interest shot through his face, but then he shook his head and reached for me. “Not tonight.”

“I’ll take care of you.” I promised. “Make you feel good.”

Reaching between us, I took hold of his erection as I pushed inside his warm, tight body. He tensed a little, the shock of me entering making him pause, so I stroked him lightly until he relaxed.

God, his ass was indescribable, unlike anything I’d ever known before. The way his body sucked me in, how there was literally nothing softer than his tight walls. His body squeezed me so good the excess lube pooled around my base and coated my balls.

I whispered his name, and he whispered mine back. Reaching under him, I cupped the back of his head, kissing him tenderly while starting to move.

He moaned with every thrust, body straining against mine as the bed creaked rhythmically while we made love in the darkened room. In those moments, the only things that existed were him and me, the way we melted into one another.

Pushing onto my palms, I gazed between us, mesmerized at the way his body so willingly accepted mine. “Look at you,” I crooned. “Gobbling me up like you can’t get enough.”

“Never enough.” He gasped, hips rising so he could fuck back onto me, eliciting a sigh.

Grabbing his hips, I pulled his upper body off the bed completely, holding him as I snapped my hips into him anew.

A low keening sound ripped from his throat, and his body clenched mine so tight my hips stuttered. “Don’t stop.” He gasped. “Don’t fucking stop.”

I picked up the pace, and he threw his arm up over his face, another moan erupting beneath it. His dick was so hard it throbbed, bouncing against his stomach with every thrust. I kept at the little bundle of nerves inside him until he was practically sobbing for relief.

“Touch yourself, baby,” I rasped, fingers digging into his hips.

He reached for himself, and I thrust again, his arm falling away, limp at his side. “I can’t,” he whined. “I need you.”

Grabbing a pillow, I shoved it under his ass, my body following his as we lowered, my hands free. I wrapped one around his cock, making him cry out.

“That’s it.” I encouraged him, pushing so deep my balls hit ass. My lips closed over his nipple, and he shattered beneath me, coming undone around my dick, in my hand, and against my tongue.

The warm ropes of cum shooting out of him sent me over the edge. Lips unlatching from his chest, I groaned long and low as I poured into him. His body clenched almost as if he could swallow it all, burying it even deeper inside of him. A feeling of awe spread through me of having someone want me so much.

My hand fell away from his softening cock as aftershocks rocked us both. The only thing I could hear was the thundering of my heart in my ears. Trying to support as much of my weight as I could, I turned my cheek on his shoulder. “You okay?”

He turned his head, our noses bumping when he answered me with a gentle kiss. “Max?”

“Hmm?”

“Mom and Dad weren’t the only ones who love you. Win does. I do. I love you most.”

“I know, sweetheart.”

He scoffed at the term of endearment, but he didn’t tell me not to say it.

“I’ll never stop.” He promised.

My heart inverted, suddenly too full to stay upright. Being here with him like this made me wonder how I’d ever thought there had been a choice.

There wasn’t. It was him. It could never be anyone else.
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Wes

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

My eye cracked open with the annoying sound, but the big, warm body wrapped around mine had them drifting closed almost as fast as they opened.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. “Morning!”

Startled, I jolted up with a strangled yell, blankets falling around my waist. “Win!” I gasped, yanking the blankets to make sure my lower half stayed covered.

“Guess I don’t have to ask if things went well last night,” he quipped, shoving another gigantic bite of cereal into his mouth as he stood at the foot of the bed, staring.

Max groaned, arm looping around my waist and making butterflies take off in my stomach.

“What the hell are you doing in here?” I demanded as a hot blush pooled in my cheeks.

Hearing that, Max stiffened, lifting his head to gape at our brother. “What the fuck, Win?” he yelled, throwing the pillow from under his head at him.

Dodging it, Win looked offended. “I’m eating.”

“Go eat somewhere else,” Max grumped, then seemed to realize we were in bed, naked. Grabbing the covers, he shoved them up to my chin. “Don’t look at him!”

Win cackled. “Guess I don’t have to ask if you’re naked.”

“Get out!” we both yelled.

Win chomped some more. “Rude. I waited all night to see if my matchmaking worked.”

“I knew it!” Max roared, forgetting about the blankets to let them fall and glaring at my brother. “You totally did that on purpose.”

“Did the arrow I drew help you find your way?” he goaded.

I choked.

“You did that!” Max fumed, launching himself toward the end of the bed.

I caught him around the waist, towing him back.

“Let go!” he demanded. “He deserves it.”

“You’re naked.” I reminded him.

“So?” He challenged.

“So if you get out of this bed naked, so will I.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “The fuck you will.”

“Lovers’ first spat?” Win wondered.

“Shut up!” we both snapped.

Crunch. Crunch, Crunch. Win went back to eating, but he continued to stand there and stare.

“What time is it?” I grumbled.

“Ten,” Win answered.

A moment of panic slapped me, and then I remembered I wasn’t cleared for swimming yet and this morning had been a light swim anyway. They were probably just finishing up at the pool. Glancing around, I saw my phone where I put it last night after we cleaned up and I found it in my jeans.

There was an unread text from Ryan. Breakfast at eleven.

Reaching into my lap, Max tilted the phone so he could read the screen. When he saw, he grunted. “You wanna go?”

My stomach growled loudly.

Laughing under his breath, he pressed his lips to my temple while his palm brushed over the small of my bare back. “Breakfast it is.”

“Ooh, breakfast,” Win said.

“You’re already eating,” I pointed out.

“Cereal is just a snack.”

I shrugged. He was right.

Win’s eyes shifted, a more serious note coming into his expression. “You okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I countered.

“‘Cause I told our dear brother to wrap it, but the unopened condom is lying over there.” He pointed with the spoon. He widened his eyes dramatically to say, “Unless you’re still a virgin.”

First of all, there were so many things wrong with that entire sentence. Second of all, Oh my God, embarrassing.

“You better run,” Max growled, lunging for the end of the bed.

The spoon clattered inside Win’s empty bowl, but the sound couldn’t overshadow their arguing or even my embarrassment. And my thoughts couldn’t overshadow the flash of bare ass.

“You’re really okay with us?”

Silence cloaked the room. My question hit pause on everything. For years, I told myself Win would never understand, that he would think I was sick. That this could ruin his relationship with Max.

Aside from it being embarrassing as hell that he was eating cereal and asking about my virginity, it was also surreal… He acted like he didn’t care.

Max fell back onto the bed, pulling me to sit in between his legs. His body blanketed my back, arms looping around me underneath the blankets he made sure hid everything below my waist. He felt good. Natural. So natural that I leaned into him immediately, not even thinking about what Win might think.

“You love him, right?” Win asked point blank.

I felt the muscles in Max’s stomach stiffen at my back, but I kept focused on Win. “Yes,” I answered, completely confident. “I love him. I always have.”

Win nodded once. “Then, yeah. I’m okay with it.”

“I mean I love him as more than a brother.” I pressed, making sure he understood.

He made a rude sound. “You have a big hickey on your neck. I get it.”

I fingered the tender spot where Max marked me. I wasn’t embarrassed. I was glad it was there, a visual reminder that Max chose me.

Feeling my brother’s gaze, I lowered my hand and blurted, “But why?”

“Why not?” Win countered.

I was struck silent for a second, not expecting him to respond with a question. “Because we’re brothers.”

“Not by blood. By heart. And along the way, your heart decided he was more. Right?”

He made it sound so simple. So easy.

“Ah, yeah.”

“Good,” Win said like it was done.

“Why didn’t you ask him if he loves me?” I said, stubborn, not quite ready to just accept he didn’t care. I mean, geez, I’d worried about this for years.

Win snorted. “Because I already know he’s in love with you. Everything he does is for you.”

Max made a strangled sound. “Watch it.”

I glanced over my shoulder to Max. “What’s that mean?”

“Nothing, baby. Just that he guessed about us a long time ago.”

“Baby,” Win muttered. “Kinda weird.”

“Get used to it.” Max was unapologetic.

Win held up his hands in surrender. “You just didn’t seem like the pet name type, bro.”

“He calls me Nemo too,” I said, inwardly pleased, hand going to his thigh to caress the space with the tattoo.

Max kissed my ear.

“Cereal doesn’t taste as good the second time around.” Win cautioned, pressing a hand to his stomach.

“That’s what you get for barging in here.” Max’s voice was velvet beside my ear.

Win waved away his words. “So you two are good now? No more pining I have to pretend not to see?”

“Thank you,” I rushed out, catching Win off guard. His eyes fired to mine, surprise flicking in them. “I thought you might turn your back on me.”

With a sound, Win threw himself onto the bed, snatching my shoulder to tug me away from Max and into him. My arms went around him as he hugged me, ruffling the top of my hair.

“We’re still naked.” Max reminded him.

“It’s just a dick,” Win mused. “We all have one, and he is my brother.”

I laughed against his neck.

He patted my back. “You’re my brother always. Okay? Even if you do make it with our other brother.”

My laugh turned into a groan.

“I swear to God, Win, when I have clothes on…” Max swore.

I hugged Win tighter. “Same here, okay? I’ll always be here for you.”

Pulling back, Win kissed the top of my head.

Win climbed out of the bed, leaving his bowl and spoon. Going over to where the condom lay on the floor, he shook his head. “So irresponsible.” He sighed. “Good thing you can’t get pregnant.”

“Get out,” Max roared.

I could still hear Win cackling in the hall when he shut the door behind him.

“I swear to all that’s holy,” Max muttered, but when I turned, the words died on his tongue. The black of his eyes softened like the sun was just beginning to rise in the night.

“He really doesn’t care,” I whispered, emotion rising inside me.

His thumb swiped across my lower lip. “No, he doesn’t.”

I flung myself into his chest, burying my face to smile. Of all people, Win’s approval meant the most. And now we had it.

My stomach grumbled, and Max patted my bare ass. I lifted my head, puckering my lips. After he pecked a soft kiss against them, his eyes caught on the bandage covering my stitches, making him frown.

“What?” I said, fingering the edges. “Does it look okay?”

Gently, Max peeled it away and held it out so I could see the small heart drawn on the material.

“Win do this too?”

My lips curled in on themselves, and I shook my head.

A dark, stormy look clouded his stare. His tongue slid over his teeth as he crushed the bandage in his hand. Tossing it aside, he grabbed my head, but despite his clear anger, he was gentle.

Lips fluttered lightly over the exposed stitches, kissing the injury with infinite care. “I’ve wanted to do that since the first night in the hospital,” he said, brushing another lingering kiss to the skin. “So many times, I denied myself. But not anymore.”

My stomach broke into the moment, grumbling enthusiastically.

Max smiled, the kind of smile that melted away the sharp angles of his features and the harshness in his demeanor. “Let’s get that re-covered and get some breakfast.”

He held my hand to lead me into the bathroom, kissed me as he applied the bandage, then handed me one of his hoodies when I went to get dressed.

It was basically everything I ever wished for but better, and I found myself reluctant to leave the house because I worried things wouldn’t be the same when we did. After all, Win might have accepted our complicated and somewhat forbidden relationship…

But that didn’t mean everyone would.
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Max

The back seat of the Range Rover was filled with silence. Wes wasn’t really a noisy guy, but there was a difference between quiet and silence.

In fact, the closer we got to Shirley’s, the more potent his silence became.

By the time Win pulled into the lot, the back of my neck was prickling, and the gut feeling something was bothering him would not be pushed aside.

“I’m starving,” Win complained, shutting off the engine and pushing open his door.

“You just ate.” I reminded him.

“I’m a growing boy.”

I made a rude noise, glancing down at his upper body. “What’s the deal with that anyway?” I asked. “I thought you went to Sweden to study, not get buff.”

One of Win’s eyebrows lifted from behind his mirrored aviators. Dude loved those glasses. He also loved not combing his hair. “Why can’t I do both?”

Wes’s curly head popped in between the two front seats. “Did you meet a girl?”

Win leaned back inside the car to look at him. “A girl?”

“Yeah. Maybe that’s why you decided to muscle up.”

“I don’t have to muscle up. My charming personality is enough to hook anyone,” Win cracked.

Wes glanced at me, and we shared a look.

“He totally met a girl.” Wes decided.

“I did not,” Win argued.

“Did too,” Wes countered.

Win raised his palm, likely to smack Wes’s bratty head.

I caught his wrist. “Nope,” I drawled lazily.

Wes stuck his tongue out at his brother.

Win made a face and jabbed a finger at him. “Tame your brat.”

“I like him bratty,” I quipped, then to Wes, “Put that away unless you want to use it.”

Wes’s tongue disappeared, and he blushed.

“I’m standing right here!” Win groaned.

We ignored him.

“What’s her name?” Wes asked me.

I shrugged. “Probably something like Tiffany or Claire.”

Win made a strangled sound.

Wes pursed his lips. “Maybe it’s a Swedish name.”

“There is no girl!” Win hollered.

Okay then. I switched directions. “Classes going okay?”

An exasperated air puffed from him. “Why wouldn’t they?”

I shrugged. “Maybe you started working out to burn stress.”

“Or maybe I’m tired of my little brother and asshole best friend being more cut than me.”

I pursed my lips.

Sighing heavily, Win said, “My building has a nice gym, okay? Figured I’d use it.”

“Your roommate work out?”

He seemed startled, the question drawing him up short. “What?”

“Do you work out with your roommate?” I repeated.

He made a rude sound. “No.”

“You don’t talk about him much,” Wes put in. “Do you guys get along?”

Win sniffed. “Why wouldn’t we? I’m delightful.”

“A delightful pain in the ass,” I deadpanned.

“I did not come to breakfast to be interrogated and insulted. I’m fine. There’s no girl.” He maintained. “Worry about your own relationship instead of mine.”

In a huff, he slammed the door behind him, striding toward the diner. Amused, I glanced at Wes, expecting some smartass remark or maybe even a little bit of worry about Win’s outburst, but that wasn’t what I found.

Wes’s gaze veered from mine, silence overtaking him once more.

“Hey.” I beckoned. His eyes flitted to me before moving away just as fast. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” he replied, grabbing the handle to push open the door. “I need coffee.”

I intercepted him on his way past the Rover. He was wearing one of my hoodies, an all-black one with white strings. Just seeing it wrapped around his upper body made me want to growl with possessive glee. With it, he wore a pair of faded, worn blue jeans that clung to his lean thighs, making me recall all too easily how they felt wrapped around my waist last night.

His favorite Adidas scuffed the ground when he moved around me, my hands shooting out to catch his biceps. I stepped in front of him, taking up his line of sight, still feeling possessive enough to want him to look at me and only me.

I’d always been possessive of Wes, but after last night, it was like an extra heartbeat in me. A constant thrum of greed for his attention.

“Wes,” I entreated softly, watching the way his hair ruffled in the wintry air. It made me realize just how cold it was, and I frowned. “You should have worn a coat.”

“I wouldn’t need one if you’d let me go inside,” he countered.

Releasing his arms, I stepped to the side and gestured for him to go ahead. He made it one step before I curled my hand around his, threading our fingers together.

His footsteps stuttered, entire upper body turning to look at our newly clasped hands. “You’re holding my hand.” His voice was slightly awed, eyes fastened like super-strength Velcro to our entangled digits.

“Do you not want me to?” I asked, an inkling of unease uncoiling inside me.

He shook his head, not really an answer but almost bewilderment. “Do you?”

I scowled. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“People will see,” he whispered, eyes straying in the direction of the diner.

The scowl turned into a full-blown glower. “I’d ask if you had a problem with PDA, but given the way you were letting that asshole climb all over you last night, I already know the answer,” I snapped, pulling my hand free to fold my arms across my chest and glare. “So I’m guessing the problem is me? Do you not want to be seen with me?” I had to admit the idea of this fucking stung.

A panicked look flashed over his features. “No! That’s not it at all!”

“Then what is it?” I spat.

His face fell, insecurity brimming in his eyes. “I thought maybe you might not want to be seen with me.”

All the anger and hurt drained away, immediately replaced with the need to comfort and reassure him. Arms falling to my sides, I took a small step closer, wrapping one hand around his elbow. “Nemo. Is that what you think?”

He shrugged. “You said being bi was a secret. Maybe you aren’t ready to come out. Maybe you don’t want everyone to know you’re, ah, sleeping with your brother.”

“You aren’t my brother,” I deadpanned.

“Most people don’t know that,” he muttered. Then louder, “I’m just saying I understand if you don’t want people to know…” His voice trailed away.

“Know what?” I demanded.

He swallowed. “About whatever we are.”

I recoiled as though he’d hit me. “Whatever we are?”

“Well, we haven’t really talked about it.”

Taking his chin in my hand, I held it tight while stepping so close our chests nearly collided. I could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, see the way his pupils dilated then focused completely on me. “What part of mine did you not understand?”

“You don’t care if people know? My friends?”

My God, he was going to be the death of me.

Still holding his face, I crushed my mouth to his. His little whine of surrender made my dick twitch, and the fingers holding his chin let go so I could palm his face with both hands. Even though he responded enthusiastically, I kept my grip, letting him know in no uncertain terms he would remain that way until I was done owning his mouth.

And own it I did. I plundered my tongue as deep as it would go, swiping up every taste of him I could find. His hands gripped the lapels of my jacket, bunching the leather in his fingers as he kissed me back with equal fervor. Every time the harsh wind would blow, a thin stream of icy air would slip between us, making the kiss feel minty.

I pulled back, bringing his upper lip with me, tugging it until I had to let go. His tongue swiped at it, smoothing it back into place and locking in all the traces I’d just left behind. Unable to resist, I leaned in again, rubbing my lips over his in one last lingering kiss.

Lifting my face, I wound the long white strings of the hoodie around my fists, locking us close. “Listen and listen good, Wesley.” My voice was gravelly from all the passion swirling inside me.

A little shiver moved through him, and my already thickening dick stiffened even more.

“I will never deny you. I will never be ashamed of you. I will never downplay what you are to me no matter who is in the room. I’m gonna hold your hand in public. Grab your fine ass. Kiss your face. Hell, I’ll tongue-fuck you if I’m so inclined. And if anyone, anyone at all, has a problem with it, they can step to me, and I’ll put them on their ass.”

“Really?” he whispered, and God, I was pretty sure I heard the sound of his heart.

It was the only sound capable of bringing me to my knees.

“Yes, baby. I know it’s confusing, huh? To go from one extreme to the other.” Reaching down, I grabbed his hand, pushing it beneath my jacket so it could rest against my heart. “But in here, it’s always been the same.”

“People aren’t usually kind about being gay.” Then he rushed to say, “Not that you are, but sometimes people erase the whole bi thing because it includes men and—”

Holding his hand against my beating heart, I leaned in and kissed away his nervous rambling.

“The only person I care about is you.” I spoke against his lips.

“But you saw what happened to me.”

I pulled back. “Why do you think I work out so much?”

He blinked, the random question throwing him. “What?”

“My dad kicked my ass from the time I was a toddler. He used the excuse it would make me a stronger man, but all it did was make me feel weak and helpless for a long time.”

“Max.” His voice dripped with regret and hurt.

“Listen,” I said harshly, making his lips close. “And then you got attacked. I said no fucking more. No more being victims. Not only did I have myself to look after, but I had you to take care of. You to protect. All this anger and resentment and aggression inside me? I put it to good use. I know how to protect myself, Nemo. And I’ll protect you too.”

“That’s why you work out so much?” he echoed, fingers flexing against my heart. “To protect me?”

I nodded. I trained hard and not just on my own with weights. I boxed with a trainer, learned how to fight. It was something my dad never would understand. Anger didn’t make up for lack of skill. It just made you weaker. “And me too.”

His eyes began to twinkle. “What about Win?”

I scoffed. “You just saw his guns. Boy can take care of himself now.”

Wes laughed. “I still think there’s a girl.”

I grunted. There could be, but I knew Win. He wouldn’t say until he was ready, and I wouldn’t push. “You know I’d throw down for our brother too.”

Wes nodded.

“And by the way,” I said, eyes flashing, “you are not my brother. You’re my everything.”

“You’re my everything too,” he whispered.

Pulling his hand from beneath my coat, I looked at how they were clasped. “If you want to keep this on the down-low for a while, I’ll understand.”

A big bratty grin filled out the lower half of his face. “After you nearly tore my head off because you thought I was embarrassed by you?”

I screwed up my face. “Maybe I overreacted.” I allowed, the admission kinda painful. “But I’ll understand. You have been through a lot, and you just came out to the team. So a new relationship might feel like even more to announce.”

His hand tightened around mine to the point of pain. “Relationship?”

“I’m beginning to think the only time you understand we’re together is when my dick is in your ass.”

“Max!” he hissed, glancing around.

I laughed. Leaning in, I taunted him some more. “You knew exactly who you belonged to then, didn’t you, baby?”

His cheeks fumed, and I chuckled beneath my breath.

“Max?”

“Nemo.”

“Does that mean I can call you my boyfriend?”

“I’ll be pissed off if you don’t.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Do you want to call me that?” I asked, heart flipping.

He nodded once.

Wrapping my hand around the back of his head, I pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Boyfriend it is.”

“Can I call you Maxi?”

Now he was just trying to see what he could get away with. “No.”

“Please?”

“No.”

“But I like it.”

“Absolutely not.”

“But I let you call me Nemo.”

It was cute he thought he let me. I noticed him glaring and sighed. “You’re my little fish.”

“Well, you’re a grumpy asshole, but I thought Maxi sounded nicer.”

I threw back my head and laughed. He seemed to think my laughter meant yes.

I shook my head. “No.”

He snarled at me. I kissed him again.

“Get a room!” someone yelled.

We broke apart to see Jamie and Ryan coming toward us.

“If you wanted to eat each other for breakfast, you should have stayed home,” Jamie said when they were close.

“I guess we don’t have to ask if what Win just told the table is true,” Ryan added.

I tensed. “Win told you about us?” Immediately, I glanced at Wes, trying to gauge his reaction.

Even if I did feel saltier than a salt truck in winter about Wes possibly not wanting to let people know all about his dating status, I would still respect it. Hell, I understood it too. He’d been through so much shit. The last thing I wanted to do was push him. Rationally, I understood it had nothing to do with me.

Deep down, though? Old insecurities of being unwanted, unloved, and a disappointment tried to steal my rationale.

Wes said nothing for long, silent seconds, and anger at Win built within me.

“I’ll go talk to him,” I said, pulling my hand from Wes’s.

“No,” he said, calm and sure.

I stopped. “Wes.”

“It’s fine. Win can tell whoever he wants.”

“It was just our table,” Ryan said, gazing at Wes. “Just your friends.”

Wes nodded. “So yeah. Me and Max, we’re together.”

Ryan smiled. “About fucking time.”

Wes groaned. “Seriously. Everyone really knew?”

“Bro,” Jamie drawled. “You would suck at poker.”

Wes buried his face in his hands. “I seriously tried so hard.”

“Bro, we had you pegged from the minute Max burst into the pool and about ripped my head off for touching your abs.” Ryan snickered.

“Told us to call him Maxen.” Jamie cackled.

I gave them both the finger.

“So, ah, you guys are cool?” Wes asked.

“Bro, sure.” Jamie nodded. “As long as you’re happy.”

Ryan nodded.

“Are you happy?” Jamie asked, making me glance his way. I knew he felt my eyes, but he ignored them.

So that was the way it was.

“Yeah. I am,” Wes said, fingers slipping around mine once more.

I forgot all about Jamie.

“Let’s eat. We have somewhere to be after this,” Ryan said, gesturing toward Shirley’s.

“We do?” Wes wondered.

Both Ryan and Jamie nodded.

“Where?” Wes pressed.

“It’s a bro secret,” Jamie answered.

“I don’t like secrets,” I intoned.

“Then don’t come.”

My back teeth snapped together.

“Whoa,” Wes said, immediately picking up on the vibes whipping in the wind. Looking between the three of us, he asked, “What’s the deal with you guys?”

“Why don’t you go ahead in?” I tried. “Order us coffee.”

I didn’t know why I bothered because he was clearly suspicious as hell. “Why?”

“I want to talk to your friends.”

Wes frowned. “They’re your friends too.”

“Are they?” I probed.

Ryan and Jamie straightened.

Wes pushed himself between us. “What’s going on?”

“Jamie and Ryan seem to think I’m the reason you crashed your car. Because you saw me going in the bathroom with that girl.” I laid it out.

“We didn’t exactly say that.” Ryan hedged.

Wes made an angry sound, spinning to put his back to me and face his friends. “Seriously? Why would you put something like that on him? It was an accident. It was no one’s fault. Especially not Max’s.”

“You should have seen your face,” Jamie said, voice low and deep. “The second he disappeared… it was like something in you broke.”

His words were a blow to my chest, the sudden stabbing pain ebbing into a hollow ache that made it hard to draw in a complete breath. Truth was I also blamed myself for his accident. For what I did, how I acted. I know what I did hurt him deeply, and it was something I was going to have to live with the rest of my life. Even if I didn’t sleep with that girl, the damage was still done. I owed him an explanation for that. I owed him a sincere apology.

“Even still, that’s my business!” Wes snapped. “Just because you thought you knew, I never told anyone about my feelings for Max, so they were my responsibility and no one else’s. Not his. Not yours. Mine. I left the diner. I got in my car. Yeah, I was upset, but that’s not why I crashed. So don’t ever put something like that on him again. Some words can’t ever be unheard.”

Dismissing Ryan and Jamie, he spun to me, bunching his fist in my jacket. “What happened is not your fault.” When I said nothing, he gave me a shake. “Max. That accident was not your fault.”

“But hurting you was.”

The echo of that very pain floated behind his eyes before it disappeared.

“Sometimes I wonder how you love me at all after all the hurt I’ve caused you,” I whispered.

Rage flickered in his eyes. Releasing me, he spun, facing off with the swimmers. “Real friends would never hurt someone I love like this.”

Ryan’s stare narrowed. “Real friends aren’t afraid to call out another friend for acting like a dick.”

“Max is not a dick.” He fumed.

That’s how I knew his love was real. So real that my chest actually swelled with it. I never thought hearing someone declare I wasn’t a dick could mean so much to me. But it did.

Because I was a dick.

A giant one.

But he defended me still.

Wrapping an arm around him, I pulled him into my chest, anchoring his back to my front. “I love you for defending me, baby,” I rumbled against his ear. “But we both know I’m a dick.”

Ryan and Jamie both smiled.

“They still can’t say that to you!” Wes refuted, still pissed.

He was so cute.

“I’m hardly innocent. I threatened them at the hospital.”

Wes gasped, spinning in my hold to stare at me. “You did what?”

“I’ll erase you from his life,” Jamie intoned darkly. It was very Darth Vader-ish.

“I do not sound like that,” I snapped.

“Bro. You do,” Jamie argued.

Ryan nodded. “Yep.”

“Max.” Wes accused. “Did you say that to them?”

I shrugged. “They were being assholes.”

“Takes one to know one,” Jamie countered.

Mature. So mature.

Ryan sighed, stepping forward. “After the diner that night, we were afraid Max was going to hurt you. We thought he, ah, had feelings like you, but then he went and—”

“Whipped his dick out in the diner bathroom,” Jamie supplied.

“I did not sleep with that diner girl!” I roared.

People walking into the building across the parking lot stopped to stare.

Ryan made a sound. “Bottom line is we just want to know if Max is serious about you. We’re just trying to look out for you like real friends would.”

“The bestest bros,” Jamie added.

“Are you a parrot?” I asked. Bro had a comeback for everything.

Wes glanced at me. “Max, tell my friends you love me.”

I didn’t even hesitate. I didn’t have to anymore. “I love him. More than anyone. Ever. I couldn’t tell him before because of other circumstances. Shit I already talked about with him.”

“And this isn’t just a fling?” Jamie pressed.

I laughed. “Now you’re just being a dick.”

Wes sighed loudly, angling so he was facing all of us. “No one thought to ask me?”

“You were in the hospital,” I told him.

“Before then?” He pressed.

Ryan cleared his throat. “We weren’t sure you wanted us to know.”

Wes rubbed the back of his neck, staring at his feet for a moment. “Next time, ask. You’re my friends. No more of all this shit behind my back. Stop treating me like I’m weak.”

“No one thinks you’re weak,” I insisted.

“Then stop treating me like it,” he shot back.

I held up my hands. “Yeah, okay.”

“Apologize for threatening them,” he ordered.

“No.”

Wes lifted a brow. “No?”

“It’d be a lie.” I shrugged. “I meant what I said. All of it.”

“Whatever,” Wes spat and started away.

I caught his hand, towing him back as I said, “Including when I told you guys I like you. That I want Wes to have friends and people who care. So I won’t say I’m sorry, but I will say thank you. For being good enough friends to go toe to toe with me.”

Wes’s slack fingers moved, curling into my palm so I could cradle his entire hand. It made my stomach flip over and warmth curl in my chest. “You can’t even let me be mad at you,” he muttered.

Softly, I answered, “We’ve spent enough time fighting, don’t you think?”

Fighting our feelings. Fighting just to be brothers. Fighting to stay family despite it all.

The only fighting I wanted to do from now on was to make sure he knew how much he meant to me. And if that meant making nice with the swim bros, then I would accept my fate.

“I always knew you liked us,” Ryan mused.

I made a face. “Yeah, because I told you.”

“Admit it. We’re bros,” Jamie heckled.

“I tolerate you for Wes.”

“Max.” Wes warned, his hand going stiff in mine.

I sighed. “Fine. We’re bros.” Then in a lower voice, I said, “If you even want to be.” I wasn’t really a likable guy. I was grumpy, disagreeable, and violent. I definitely never made it easy for any of these guys.

Jamie opened his arms. “Bring it in, bro!”

I pushed him back the second he was within arm’s distance. “I draw the line at hugging.”

Ryan snickered and shouldered past Jamie to hold out his fist. “We’re all good.”

I pounded my fist against his.

“I need coffee.” Wes started toward the diner, and I let go of his hand. He glanced back, curiosity in his eyes.

“I’ll be right there.”

Frowning, he turned back.

“I just want to say something to Jamie.”

Wes started back to my side, but I shook my head. “It’s fine, Nemo. Really. We’re all good. Go on in. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Nemo,” Ryan echoed. “Like the fish?”

“Bro, that’s cute AF,” Jamie teased.

Wes ducked his head, palming his neck, and I laughed beneath my breath. At his side, I tugged his hand away and tipped his chin up with the back of my hand. “Order me a coffee?”

He nodded once, eyes gleaming. “Sure, Maxi.”

I narrowed my stare, but he wasn’t intimidated. Instead, he bounced a kiss onto my cheek and started off with Ryan right beside him.

“Brat,” I muttered under my breath, and Jamie made an amused sound. My eyes swung to him, and he tucked his hands into the pockets of his sweats.

“Got something to say?” he asked.

“I know I already thanked you guys for being good to Wes, but I should also thank you for being good to me. I’ve given you a hard time, harder than everyone else. But you always answer my texts when I’m worried about Wes. Hell, you text me when you think there’s something I need to know. You do it even if I don’t deserve it.” I cleared my throat. “I appreciate it.”

For once, Jamie didn’t crack a dumbass joke, instead leveling his eyes on mine. “You sat with Madison when I couldn’t. You watched out for her when I asked. And it wasn’t because Wes likes her. It’s because you’re a good friend.”

I scoffed.

He tilted his head. “She told me you talked to her. Told her you thought I was a good guy.”

“Women love to gossip,” I muttered. I should have known she wouldn’t keep our little convo to herself.

Jamie laughed. “Bro, yeah, they do.” His smile faded. “But you still said it. And you always show up for us. We’ll do the same for you and Wes.”

I nodded. “Bro, thanks.”

His blue eyes went wide. “Did you just bro me?”

“You’re hearing things,” I told him and started across the parking lot.

Jamie’s long-ass legs had no problem keeping up, his arm draping over my shoulders. “We just had a bro moment.”

“No, we didn’t,” I protested.

“Bro, yeah, we did.”

“Please stop.”

“You buying breakfast?” Jamie asked.

“If it gets you to stop talking, then yes.”

“I’m getting extra waffles.”

“How is that different than any other day?”

Pausing mid-reach for the door, he laid a hand over his heart. “You do know me.”

“Get your ass inside,” I told him, lips twitching.

“Hey.” The serious tone in his voice made me look up. “I’m happy for you and Wes. For reals. That bro looks at you with his heart in his eyes.”

“Yeah,” I said, voice a little hoarse. “I know.”

“Take care of him.”

I met Jamie’s eyes, making sure he saw my steady resolve. “I will.”

I’d never let anything get in between us ever again.
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Wes

Brother. Brother’s best friend. Guardian. Secret crush. Wet dream. Headache. Heartache. Wish.

Max had been so many things to me over the years.

But what he was now was my favorite. Boyfriend.

The word didn’t even harness everything he was to me, how much he made me feel. But of all the things he was, it was the one thing I wanted most. The one thing I thought was expressly forbidden.

Boyfriend.

Max was mine now, and he didn’t seem to care who knew it. I could say his openness to be out with me was surprising, but it would be a lie. Truth was I never let myself think of how he would be as a boyfriend because then I’d have to confront the things I’d never experience.

Max was decisive. He always had been. Maybe it was stubbornness. Or perhaps the first years of his life had been so precarious that he liked knowing where he stood. Maybe it was both. So when he did something, he did it completely. And now that something was being mine.

The second he stepped into Shirley’s with Jamie, my eyes found him over the back of the booth as if they hadn’t seen him in years. Beneath the table, my feet moved restlessly, eager to take me to him.

His dark gaze locked on mine instantly, and some of that impatience ebbed under the attention. The diner was pretty busy this morning, three booths filled with Elite. Our usual spot was packed with my friends, Win straddling a chair at the end.

Jamie slid into the seat across the table where Ryan, Rory, and Madison were already sitting. Prism and Kruger were on my side with me taking up the end. The scent of leather and fresh air swirled around me when Max stopped beside Win, dipping his chin toward his chest.

“There room in there for me?” His voice was low.

I nodded, starting to squish myself over against my two friends. Max made a sound, catching the big hood lying against my neck to tug me from the bench. The second I was on my feet, his grip left the fabric to settle onto the back of my neck instead. His fingers felt cold against my skin, but I didn’t complain as he tugged me around and leaned in.

The weight of his full lips settled against mine, kissing me without any reservation. Against him, my nostrils flared, eyes popping wide even as my lips moved against his. Black lashes lifted, and he met my stare while his tongue swiped against mine.

My vision blurred a little, and my palm slid beneath his jacket to rub against his waist.

I knew he meant it when he said he was going to kiss me and touch me and not care who watched, but him saying and me experiencing were two wholly different things.

A small hum vibrated the back of my throat, and the fingers on my neck tightened. His ring was cold from the outside air, the metal a crisp contrast to the heat of my skin.

My lashes fluttered, sweeping down against my cheeks—

Crash!

The thunderous sound jolted me back, separating our lips. He kept hold of me when I leaned around, trying to blink back some of the hazy desire his lips made me swell with.

Rooted in the center of the diner was Veronica dressed in her diner uniform, her hair in two buns. Her blue eyes shocked, face pale against the red paint always on her mouth. Our stares collided for the briefest of moments before hers ripped away to stare at the gigantic mess at her feet.

The room had fallen quiet, so her low, strangled sound carried to where we stood. The giant tray she’d dropped had been full of plates and cups. Broken glass lay at her feet as well as splattered and spilled food. A few busted mugs weren’t far off, the coffee that had filled them splashed everywhere.

One of the other waitresses rushed to her side. “Ugh, look at this mess.”

“I’m sorry,” Veronica said, staring at it all, shell-shocked. “It was an accident.”

“Of course it was!” the woman beside her exclaimed.

She started to sink to her knees, and the woman grabbed her by the elbow, stopping her. “You’re going to cut yourself!”

“I have to clean up,” she said.

The noise around the diner had restarted, but it was a much more sedate volume, people still staring at the massive upended tray.

“I’ll get a mop and broom. Don’t move,” the woman said, rushing off.

Once alone, Veronica sank to her knees.

I started forward, but Max caught my hand. I glanced back. “I’m going to help her.”

He didn’t look too thrilled, but he didn’t stop me as I hurried across the floor to bend down where Veronica was trying to pick up chunks of broken plates.

“Hey,” I said, “let me help you.”

The glass in her hands dropped to the floor again when her head lifted. “I thought he was your brother.” Her voice was sharp, maybe a little accusatory.

“Ah,” I said, taken a little off guard.

“You told me he was your brother.”

“I said he sort of was,” I echoed, thinking back to that day in her car.

“Well, he either is or he isn’t,” she snapped.

“We grew up together,” I said by way of explanation. “My parents thought of him as a son. But we aren’t actually related.” I grabbed up a few broken plates, placing them on the tray lying on the floor nearby.

Planting her hands in the mess, she leaned over it toward me. “You were kissing him.”

Her blue eyes sparked with something that looked a lot like anger. Her voice was a definite accusation as if what I’d been doing was wrong.

I couldn’t help it. I bristled, the need to protect Max and what we had coming out full force. “He’s my boyfriend.”

“What?” she shrieked.

“Veronica—” I started.

She smacked her palm against the floor, a small yelp cutting into her obvious ire. Holding her hand up, we both noted the freshly welling blood.

“You cut yourself.” I pointed out the obvious. “You should go clean that up.”

“Since when is he your boyfriend?” she said, stabbing a finger in the direction of our table. “I just saw you dancing with someone else last night!”

I rocked back on my heels. “You were at the blackout party?”

“When?” she demanded.

The other waitress returned with a broom, bucket, and mop. “Let me help you, honey.”

Standing, I grabbed the broom from the older woman. “I’ll help too.”

Veronica shot up from the mess. “I asked you a question!”

The place fell quiet again. I felt the stare of literally everyone in the place.

Max appeared at my back, his body heat familiar and welcoming. Without even thinking, I stepped back into it.

“What the hell is going on?” Max wrapped his hand just above my elbow.

Veronica’s eyes whipped to him, the blue narrowing into slits. “You told me you were going to help him.” She criticized him. “But it looks like you did way more than that.”

I glanced at Max. WTF?

The hand around my elbow let go for his arm to snake around my waist instead.

The other waitress glanced at us uncomfortably, saying, “Veronica, honey, let’s get you cleaned up.”

“I don’t want to clean up!” she yelled. “I want an explanation.”

Max’s body tensed, his arm anchoring me closer to his side. I would have rolled my eyes, but his voice cut me off. “Wes is mine.”

I turned, giving him yet another WTF look. I seriously needed to teach him some people skills.

I faced Veronica to explain, “Max and I have a complicated relationship. We always have. But we’re together now.”

“No.”

I drew back. Max made a rude sound.

Gently, I said, “Veronica, I told you I liked guys. Remember?”

“But you said you like me too.”

“As a friend,” I repeated.

Did she drop this tray because she saw me kissing Max?

Her eyes flew to Max. “This is all your fault.”

She launched herself at him, and Max pushed me away. There was a shout behind us, and then Veronica’s foot slipped in some of the spilled food, and she pitched sideways.

Lunging forward, I caught her before she hit her ass.

Stunned, she looked up, her eyes wide. The anger was gone. “You caught me.”

“Head injuries aren’t fun,” I said, moving to right her.

Reaching out, she clung to me, not wanting to let go.

Max pulled her out of my arms, plunking her down on her feet and then stepping between us.

“You,” she spat.

Win appeared, catching her around the waist and lifting her off her feet completely. “Time out,” he told her, carrying her around the counter and into the back of the kitchen, out of sight.

I turned to Max, eyes going to Ryan and Jamie who stood behind him.

“Sure you still want to be out with me?” I said quietly around a grimace.

“One hundred percent.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, boys,” the waitress we only knew as Shirley said. She tsked, staring at the floor. Two other workers came out of the back with bus trays and started cleaning up. “I’ll get another order in for your table.”

“No,” Max said. “We’re leaving.”

Win appeared. “Good idea. Let’s go.”

“Oh, you boys don’t have to do that.” She fretted, wringing her hands.

I slid a glance toward the back where Veronica was. “Maybe we should.” I felt like an asshole all of the sudden. A guilty asshole. “I’m sorry about this,” I told Shirley. “I feel like this is my fault.”

Madison and Rory gasped from somewhere behind the guys. “It is not!”

Max’s jaw jumped. “It’s not your fault she’s crazy.”

“She’s not crazy,” I said. Then to Shirley, “I didn’t realize her crush was so big.”

“Cuckoo,” Jamie whispered.

“How much was this?” Ryan waved at the mess. “We’ll cover it before we leave.”

“You will not.” Shirley seemed horrified. “You didn’t cause this.”

“But it was our order,” I put in.

“Absolutely not. Our customers don’t pay for accidents. Especially our most loyal ones.”

“Thank you,” I said for lack of anything else to say. Frankly, I was still a little shocked.

Glancing at Max, I asked, “Did you see her last night?”

“Briefly,” he replied. Seeing the questions in my eyes, he added, “I’ll tell you later.”

“Come on,” Jamie said, ushering Madison by the small of her back. “Let’s go.”

“You really don’t need to go.” Shirley tried again. She seemed anxious. “Will you come back?”

It dawned on me that she was worried if Elite stopped coming, then other people from Westbrook would too.

Ryan stopped beside her, Rory at his side. “Don’t worry, Shirley. This is still our favorite place. We won’t stop coming. We’ll just duck out for today.”

“Are you sure we can’t help clean up?” Rory asked.

“Oh, no, honey. You go on. Sorry about the mess.”

We filed out of the diner into the parking lot.

“Bro, what the fuck was that?” Jamie was the first to speak.

“She seemed jealous,” I answered, the confusion I felt clear.

“That’s the polite way to put it,” Win said. “I think she was actually going to try and fight you,” he told Max.

“Did you see her at the party last night?” I questioned him again.

Max nodded. “I was looking for you. She came out of nowhere and told me some guy was trying to take advantage of you. She led me in your direction, and that was the last I saw of her.”

“She didn’t say anything else?” Rory asked.

Max shook his head. “No. I told her I would take care of Wes.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Jamie cracked.

I rolled my eyes.

“Did anyone else see her last night?” I asked my friends.

They all shook their heads.

It made me feel weird to think she’d been there watching me. She had to have been, right? If she knew where I was in the crowd. If she knew I’d been dancing with Theo.

Uneasy, I looked at Max. His expression softened as he reached for my hand. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

I nodded. Logically, I knew. “I feel bad, though.”

Why was it that when I really grabbed what I wanted, something always made it feel wrong? Still clinging to Max’s hand, I looked to Rory and Madison. “Do you think it’s my fault?”

Max made a strangled noise. “I told you it’s not!”

My eyes strayed to his. “They’re girls. Maybe they understand Veronica better.”

“I really hate when you say her name,” he grumbled.

I leaned toward him. “I could say Maxi instead.”

His lips twitched. “No.”

Ah, he likes it.

“You were upfront with her,” Madison said. “You told her you just wanted to be friends, right?”

I nodded. “I told her I didn’t like her like that.”

Rory’s carroty head bobbed. “You did the right thing. Even if she was upset there was nothing between you, she shouldn’t have gone off like that.” She frowned. “It was kinda scary.”

“Did you see her eyes?” Madison whispered.

Rory nodded emphatically.

“Well, now she knows she’s got zero chance,” Jamie declared. “She’ll calm down.”

“Should I try and talk to her in a few days?” I asked the girls.

“No,” Max deadpanned. “No way.”

“It’s not a good idea,” Win said, backing up Max.

He grunted, satisfied.

“Yeah, she’ll find someone else to crush on.” Ryan turned to Kruger who stood quietly beside Prism. “Kruger, here’s your chance.”

Kruger made a face. “Hell no, man. I don’t date crazy.”

Ryan laughed. “Ah, you got standards now.”

“If Wes can find true love, then there’s hope for me,” Kruger declared.

I gave him the finger.

“I’m starving,” Jamie complained. “There’s a breakfast place over by where we gotta be later. Let’s go.”

“Where are we going again?” I asked.

“Nice try,” Ryan said. “You can find out after we eat.”

We moved off toward our cars, all agreeing to follow the Jeeps. When we got to the Range Rover, Max opened the passenger door to usher me inside.

“You’re letting me have shotgun?” I teased.

He made a rude noise, and I laughed.

On my way past him, he caught me, spinning us so my back was against the SUV and he was at my front. “You didn’t get cut, did you?” he asked, grabbing my hands to inspect them.

“I’m fine.”

His eyes held mine as he lifted my hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to my fingers. My stomach fluttered, the breath coming out of me in small gasps.

“You good?” he murmured, lips brushing my skin when he spoke.

I nodded. “She was pretty upset.”

“Not your fault, baby.”

“I know.”

He dropped my fingers to hook his in the belt loop of my jeans. “She’ll get over it.”

“You two can whisper sweet nothings later!” Win hollered out the open door. “I’m starving!”

Both of us climbed into the Rover. Before Win drove away, I glanced through the windshield at the diner.

Everyone seemed to think Veronica would get over her one-sided crush. But I knew firsthand just how tight the heart could hold on.
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Max

“Surprise!” Jamie hollered before he was even completely out of his cherry-red, four-door Jeep Wrangler Rubicon. His loud mouth carried across the lot to where we were exiting the Range Rover.

Beside me, Wes turned to Ryan who was sliding out of a Wrangler that looked just like Jamie’s except it was black. “Is this one of your dad’s dealerships?”

“Yeah, one of the biggest he owns,” Ryan replied as I glanced around the massive car dealership located on the other side of town from Westbrook.

The paved lot was lined with spotless, shiny cars and trucks. In the center was a white building, all sleek lines and large windows. Set off behind it was a service center, which was lined with massive garage doors for cars to be moved in and out.

“What are we doing here?” Wes wondered.

Ryan dropped an arm around Wes’s shoulders, rotating them both to point. “Thought you might want to have a look.”

Parked at the curb of the fancy building were two four-door Rubicons. One of them was blue and the other bright yellow. Both Wranglers looked just like the ones Ryan and Jamie drove.

Beside me, Win whistled. “Those are some nice wheels.”

Wes glanced at Ryan, surprise all over his face. “You brought me here to look at cars?”

“Well, you need a new one, don’t you?” Ryan replied.

Jamie appeared on his other side. “Not just any car, though. Those beauties right there.”

Wes drew back. “You guys want me to get a Wrangler like you?”

If I was feeling any type of way—okay, jealous and possessive—well, it might have dimmed a bit because of Wes’s voice. He was completely taken off guard, but not only that. He was part awed.

Clearly, it meant something to him that these guys wanted to make him part of their car bromance. I really meant what I said. I wanted Wes to have people around him who cared. Real friends. Win and I would always be there for him, but he needed to know there were people out there besides us that would accept him.

Figured it had to be these two idiots with some weird car bromance.

“Bro, sure,” Jamie answered. “Why wouldn’t you want a sweet ride like this?”

Pulling his arm from around Wes’s shoulders, Ryan added. “You’re one of us now, so why the hell not?”

Wes glanced at the two Wranglers ahead, then glanced around, eyes finding me. I saw the question in his eyes, the sudden need for my approval. I also saw the stark want. He wanted in on this bromance, but he wouldn’t agree to anything unless I agreed.

I love him so fucking hard.

I shrugged. “We’re here. Might as well take a look.”

A smile transformed the lower half of his face, the dimple in his chin indenting completely. The three of them went to the Wranglers, popping open doors and exclaiming about whatever the fuck was inside.

Win made a rude sound. “That brat didn’t even look at me. Guess you’re the only one whose opinion matters now.”

I laughed.

“I like them.” Win decided, watching them. “They’re loyal to Wes.”

I grunted. “Yeah, they are. And I didn’t make it easy for them.”

“Good,” Win quipped. “Means we can trust them.”

“I think so.” I agreed.

“Win!” Wes called. “Come look at this!”

“He knows I exist!” Win cracked before jogging over to where Wes was leaning into the driver’s side door of a Wrangler.

I walked around the Jeeps, checking out the bodies, the features, and the large upgraded tires. The yellow Rubicon had a hard top with a large rack on the top, which would be good for skis. It also had a bar of lights above the windshield and a black bumper with a towbar.

Rubicon was written across the front fender in black block letters, and the rims were silver. The blue Jeep was very similar, but it had a ragtop, not a hard shell. It didn’t have a bar of lights on top either.

When I stepped onto the curb in front of both Wranglers, Jamie slid up to my side. “Those roll bars might be a nice feature.”

Considering the fact Wes just took about ten years off my life by rolling his BMW, yeah, roll bars were a hella nice feature.

“Loaded up with airbags too.” He went on.

I laughed under my breath. “You don’t have to sell me, bro. It’s up to Wes what kind of car he gets.”

Ryan appeared. “We all know he won’t do anything without a green light from you.”

Satisfaction coursed through me. I did know. Sorry not sorry.

One of the doors snapped shut, and Wes stepped up on the curb beside me. I watched him start to reach out but immediately hesitate. Fuck that, I thought, taking his hand to thread my fingers through his.

“Well, what do you think?” I asked, using our connected hands to gesture at the two rides.

“It’s a lot different than my BMW.”

“If you don’t like them, it’s cool. No pressure. This lot has plenty of options,” Ryan put in.

“No. I do like them,” Wes said, then hesitated. I gave his fingers a light squeeze. He glanced at his friends. “You sure you want me to drive one of these too?”

Ryan and Jamie looked at each other and then back at Wes. “Bro, yeah, we do,” they said at the same time.

Win leaned into me. “If he gets one of these, will all three of them share a brain?”

“I sure as hell hope not.” I spoke out of the side of my lips.

“How about you take one for the afternoon? Drive it around a bit. See if you like it,” Ryan suggested.

“Can I do that?” Wes asked.

Ryan nodded. “Of course. My dad knew we were coming. That’s why they’re parked here, waiting. Once you decide, we’ll go in and get the keys.”

“Your dad is here?” Wes asked.

My heart ached at the underlying tone of the question. I knew Wes missed our dad. Hell, all three of us did. It seemed like such a novelty to be able to walk inside a building to see him anytime we wanted.

Ryan nodded. “He wants to meet you.”

Wes inched a little closer into my side, and I untangled our hands to slip an arm around his waist. “What do you think?” he asked me quietly.

“I think you like them.”

His lips rolled in. “Do you?”

Ryan laughed beneath his breath, clearly enjoying that he was right.

My heart swollen, my lips curled upward. “I like the roll bars. It’s bigger than the Beamer. Might be safer.” Excitement sparked in his eyes, making my smile grow. “If it’s what you want, you should do it.”

Wes glanced back at the Jeeps. “My insurance check hasn’t come in yet.”

Just like I thought, the BMW had been totaled, so pending the paperwork, Wes would be getting a check for a new car.

“My dad knows you’re good for it,” Ryan said.

“So?” Win asked. “Which color are you picking?”

Wes’s eyes bounced between the blue and the yellow, but his stare lingered a little longer on the yellow. It was a little surprising because it was the one that would draw the most attention. A bright color like that would not blend in like Wes always tried to do.

I saw the hesitation, how he debated and likely was inwardly trying to convince himself to go with the blue. The “safer” option.

“I like the yellow,” I declared.

Wes’s eyes flew to my face. “Really?”

“Yeah. It’s cool.”

“You hate bright colors,” Wes said. Like I would forget.

“That’s not true, Nemo,” I murmured, reminding him of the only color on my body.

His eyes turned bashful, the tips of his ears pinkening. “I do like the yellow,” he said.

“Bro, that’s what I’d have picked,” Jamie announced.

“It has better upgrades than the blue one.” Ryan agreed.

“We can use the rack for skis this winter,” Win added, and I nodded.

“You guys ski?” Ryan asked.

The three of us nodded.

“Us too.” He confirmed.

“Guess we know what we’re doing on winter break,” Jamie announced.

Wes nodded. “I like the yellow one too.”

“Well, let me see the inside,” I said, letting him lead me over.

Win climbed into the back, making himself at home.

“You don’t think it’s too flashy?” Wes asked as I checked out all the features.

Pulling back, I twisted so I was sitting in the driver’s seat but my legs were outside the car. Tugging him between my knees, I palmed his hip. “I think you should do what makes you happy. And if driving a bright-yellow bus around campus makes you happy, then that’s what you should do.”

Win howled. “Wes the bus driver!”

His eyes narrowed, and as Win laughed, Wes’s lips pressed against my ear. “See if I blow you in the back after that.”

A rush of molten desire swept through me, making my fingers tighten against his hips. “Now, baby, I was just kidding. I love your new car.”

“I should hope so,” Win said, his laugh settling into a snicker. “You’re probably going to be driving around in it a lot.”

Smiling, I tugged on one of the hoodie strings. “You gonna let me drive your car, Nemo?”

His chin jutted out, stubborn. “You won’t let me drive your Harley.”

“It’s too dangerous,” I barked at the same time as Win.

“Who shares a brain now?” Wes mocked.

“When I get around to getting something that isn’t a Harley, you can drive it anytime you want.”

“You can drive my Rover anytime you want,” Win put in.

Kiss-ass.

There was a loud rap on the hood, making us all look up. Ryan gestured toward the building. “Come on. Let’s get the keys!”

Wes started away, but I caught his hand. “Hey.”

Smiling, Wes came back, leaning into the driver’s side to brush a kiss over my mouth. “Of course I’ll let you drive my car, Maxi.”

I growled at the use of the stupid nickname. I’d never, ever admit it made my stomach flutter. “Don’t call me that.”

He kissed me again. Brat.

A total look of amusement covered Win’s face as we got out of the Wrangler.

“What?” I grumbled.

“You two are cute.”

I gave him the finger.

“You’re totally paying for this bus, aren’t you?” Win mused, slapping me on the shoulder.

“Of course,” I remarked.

“I’ll transfer half into your account.” I gave him a look, and he shrugged. “It’s what we do, right?”

Taking care of Wes was definitely what we did. Sometimes I think it was what got us through the epic grief of Mom and Dad dying. If we hadn’t had Wes to watch over, we might have spiraled into trouble.

Well, maybe not Win, but me? I’d probably be in jail.

“Hey, Win?” I asked, stopping his progress toward the building.

He turned back. “Yeah?”

“You really don’t think it’s… weird? The fact that we kinda parented Wes for the last few years, and now I’m, ah…”

“Screwing him?” Win mused.

I coughed, screwing up my face. “In love with him.”

Win grinned, a twinkle coming into his eye that meant only one thing. Assholery. “You can slap some lipstick on a pig, but it’s still a pig.”

I bit back a laugh. “I’m not prettying up anything. I do love him.”

“But you’re screwing him too. Without a condom, I might add.”

I groaned. “I used one the first time, okay?”

“But after that…”

Damn. Was he actually pissed about that?

Scrubbing a hand over my face, I sighed. “I would never do anything to put Wes in any kind of danger,” I vowed. “I’m not some man-whore. I’ve been tested recently. I’m negative.”

Win nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

I raised my eyebrows, calling his bluff.

He made a face. “He’s still my baby brother.”

“I swear I won’t hurt him.”

Everything about Win relaxed, even the air around him. “I know, Max. I trust you. I guess I just had to make you say it.”

I nodded, totally understanding where he was coming from. And that brought back my earlier anxiety. “So, ah, about it…”

Win exhaled, a sincere gleam entering his hazel stare that lay steadily on me. When I told Wes I didn’t care what anyone thought about us being together, about us being “out,” I meant it. Truly. But on a deep, personal level, I still worried maybe I was doing something terribly wrong. Something Mom and Dad would be horrified by. Maybe the abuse I suffered so young twisted something inside me, and now I was dragging Wes into some kind of debauched relationship.

The ghost of my own voice still haunted me, telling me I was wrong to want Wes even though my heart literally beat for him.

And though we’d already gotten Win’s approval and support, I guess I also needed reassurance. Reassurance I’d never ask for from Wes because I’d never put that on him.

“Is it a little weird? Yeah, maybe the circumstances.”

I made a sound.

Win half smiled. “But not in the way you’re thinking. We did kinda parent Wes. And you had the document to prove it. But we didn’t have a choice. It was us or strangers who would take him away. He needed us to do it. And honestly, if Mom and Dad had lived, we wouldn’t have been in that position at all. Sure, we would have continued as brothers and watched over Wes, but it wouldn’t have been the same.”

I grunted. “I’m not sure.”

Win laughed. “That’s your heart speaking. The part of you that has feelings for Wes that are not brotherly. They probably would have evolved a lot more naturally and feel less… wrong if our parents were still here.”

“You really think that?”

“Yeah, bro, I do. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. You two weren’t the only ones pretending not to see what was going on.” He shifted, taking a step closer.

We were in the middle of a giant car dealership, in a wide-open parking lot, and I was basically baring my deepest worries to him. Probably not the best time or place for this. Yet with us sandwiched between the two big Jeeps and Wes inside with Ryan and Jamie, it seemed like the perfect time.

“You did right by him. Even when it was hard. Even when it hurt. Even when you felt like a dirty motherfucker.” I laughed, and he grinned. “That’s how I know the love you have for my brother is genuine. It’s not twisted and incestual. You don’t have daddy issues because your biologic is a twat waffle asshole.”

I snorted.

“At eighteen, you stepped up to take legal responsibility for a kid who was not your blood relative. Not only that, but he came out as gay not long after.”

“We always kinda knew,” I whispered.

“Yeah, we did. But him officially telling us was still a big deal.”

I nodded because he was right. I couldn’t imagine what that took. Our parents were gone, all he had left was us, and he probably worried we would shun him.

“Not to mention everything after his assault.”

I held up my hand, stopping that particular conversation.

Win nodded. “All I’m saying is you could have bailed. You could have taken advantage of the fact he was totally horny for you. But you didn’t. You were there for him. Hell, you even waited an entire year after he became legal and your guardianship was over.”

“Yeah.” I agreed, voice a little hoarse.

“You aren’t his parent. You never were. And though we are family, you aren’t his brother. You just loved him. Nothing about that is weird, Max. In fact, it’s actually kinda impressive.”

“I really needed to hear that.”

He scoffed. “I know. Everyone thinks you’re such an asshole, but I know better.” My eyes flashed up, and he smirked. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell.”

“You know I love you, right?” I said.

His chestnut hair blew around when he came forward, yanking me into a hug. “Love you too, brother.”

“What are you guys doing out here?” Wes called, coming around the hood of the blue Wrangler.

Feeling a little sheepish, I pulled back.

“Is everything okay?” Wes asked, concern darkening his features.

“Of course,” I told him. “We were just making sure the tires look good.”

“They’re brand new,” Ryan said, bland.

“Did you get the key?” I asked.

Wes held it up.

“Whoop! Let’s go!” Win said, practically diving into the back seat.

I opened the driver’s door for Wes as Ryan and Jamie climbed in the back with Win.

“You sure everything’s okay?” Wes asked quietly.

Sunlight glinted in the gold flecks of his chocolate eyes, and the words Win said settled deep inside me.

“Yeah, baby. It’s all good.” I kissed him briefly before pulling back. “Come on. Show me your new ride.”
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Wes

If something is too good to be true, then it probably is.

We’ve all heard the saying, right? I don’t know if you agree with it or not, but I kinda do. And that scared me.

Things were good. No. Better than good. Maybe even the best they’d been since before my parents died.

In the span of twenty-four hours, Max became my boyfriend and my brother gave us his stamp of approval. My friends made me feel like I really belonged with them, and I got a hella sweet new ride. I hadn’t even thought about a new car yet, hadn’t considered what I’d get. I never considered a Jeep until Ryan and Jamie pointed to them parked at the curb.

Were we too old for matching cars? I didn’t really care. I liked it. I more than liked it. I missed out on a lot when I was a teenager. Trying to grieve our parents. Navigating the fact that I was gay and other people didn’t like it. Being put in the hospital. A brain operation. Being overwhelmingly in love with Max. I didn’t go to parties. I didn’t have friends. I even gave up swimming for a while.

The BMW had been my dad’s. Instead of getting a car when I got my license, I just pulled it out of the garage. Mom’s car was a casualty of the wreck that killed them, but Dad’s had sat pretty much untouched until I decided to drive it.

For a while, it made me feel closer to him. Traces of his scent lingered in it the first few times I drove it around. Kinda made me feel like he was part of me learning how to drive. It was a mindfuck I kept to myself that I’d totaled Dad’s car. That I destroyed one of the things we had left of him. I also found it eerie that now both my parents’ cars were totaled in accidents. The fact we still had the house and all the possessions inside was probably what kept me from totally losing it over something else of theirs being gone.

I knew deep down he’d be glad the car protected me, so whenever my thoughts turned dark, I would remind myself of that.

Honestly, it was probably the reason I was reluctant to think about what kind of car to get or when. Replacing something so sentimental wasn’t at the top of my list of fun things to do.

But Ryan and Jamie changed that. I didn’t think another car could beget the same kind of sentimental value, but I was wrong. This Wrangler was more than flashy eye candy and sweet upgrades. It was something tangible that linked me to my friends. The fact they’d invited me into an uber-exclusive club meant something to me. A lot actually. Maybe people would scoff at the fact we all drove matching rides. Maybe they would think we were immature.

I didn’t care.

I spent so much time caring. Caring what Max would think if he knew I loved him. Caring what Win would think. Our parents. Being gay. Coming out to the guys in Elite. People walking around campus. Faceless people I didn’t even know.

For what? A constant stomachache and fear of inadequacy. It also wiped out my teenage years and left me with trust issues.

But now I had Max. All of him. And I knew Win was okay with it. My friends accepted me the way I am. Elite had mostly accepted me. And like I told Max, our parents weren’t here. So fuck everyone else. My life had been on hold long enough.

If I wanted to drive a Jeep that would draw eyes with its bright-ass color, I would. Let them look. Enjoy the show. My orientation was no longer something I kept on the down-low. And if Max kept up his clear commitment to PDA, well, if people didn’t know yet, they would.

Also, how fucking hot was it that he was so handsy in public? Like he was showing me off. Like he was proud of me.

I wasn’t going to apologize anymore for being me. Why should I invalidate my own feelings to validate someone else who didn’t even matter? The people who mattered to me already showed up, so, bro, yeah, I was gonna drive the Jeep.

Good thing the Wrangler had big tires. There was a whole lot of symbolism it was carrying around for me.

After dropping Win off at his Range Rover, I drove back to the house, parking it in the driveway and turning off the engine.

“So?” Max asked as he unlatched his seatbelt. “You want to buy it?”

I smiled. “Yeah, I want to.”

He nodded as if he already knew I was going to say it. “I’ll text Ryan. Tell him to have his dad finalize all the paperwork. We can go by later and sign it all.”

“I can text him.”

His leather jacket rubbed together when he leaned over the center to grab my face and bring it around. I really liked when he did that. When he wanted my attention so he just took it. Warm want blossomed in my stomach as I leaned into the touch.

“I said I will. I want to.”

“Win went to the library.” The words came out low and suggestive.

The silver hoop in his eyebrow lifted halfway up his forehead. “And?”

“And we have the house to ourselves for a couple hours.”

A glint shone in his black stare. “Get in the house, Wes.”

I didn’t have to be told twice. I scrambled out of the Jeep, practically falling on my ass.

I only had one foot on the sidewalk when he caught me around the waist, entire body blanketing my back, his scruff scraping against my ear as he growled. “Good boys are careful when they get out of their cars. Are you my good boy, Wes?”

I made a sound, pushing back into him. “Yes.”

He hummed in my ear, making my scalp prickle deliciously. “Then why did I see you fall?”

“I didn’t.”

His body tensed, hand gripping my hip.

I hurried to add, “I just stumbled.”

My heart was beating heavily, the blood in my veins thick and hot. His cock thickened boldly against my ass, and I wanted to rut against it right there on the sidewalk.

“Are you arguing with me?” The dark dominance he spoke with did things to me nothing else could. It made me want to yield completely, hand myself over body and soul.

“No.” My voice was shaky, a mere breath. Without even thinking, I rubbed against his dick.

“Look at you,” he murmured, hand leaving my waist to slide up and palm my neck. The metal rings seared my hot skin, making me hiss. “Acting like you want me to fuck you right here in the front yard for everyone to see.”

I bit my lip.

“Is that what you want, baby? You want everyone to see who owns you?”

“Max.” Desire literally made me vibrate.

A rumbly chuckle made my lungs stutter. “Well, I’m not fucking you out here. You know why? Because you’re mine and no one else’s. I’m the only one who is allowed to see the way you come apart on my dick.”

I said nothing. Hell, my vocabulary had already vacated my brain.

He gave my throat a squeeze. “You got that?”

I made a sound.

He let me go. “Inside.”

It took me two tries to get the key in the door. The entire time, I could feel Max behind me, his eyes burning through my clothes. Goddamn, I’d always been horny for him, but this was something else entirely. This was practically desperation. In my jeans, my cock throbbed, the front of my boxers damp.

And he did that just with words. With just his hand on my throat. I wondered dully if he could make me come untouched. I was so fucking wound up already I was betting he could. It was almost unfair he did this to me. I wanted to make him desperate too.

I left the door open as I strode inside, kicking off my sneakers, letting them lie where they landed. Catching the hem of the hoodie, I dragged it up over my body and tossed it over the back of the couch. I was too rough, and the edge of the bandage on my stitches caught and pulled off with the shirt. I winced a little when it happened, the area still tender.

“Wesley.”

I froze.

“Come here.”

My stomach quivered as I rotated, watching him standing in the partially open door. God, he looked like fucking sex on a stick. His black boot-covered feet planted strongly muscled legs wrapped up in ripped black jeans that stretched up to a flat waist, vintage T-shirt, and that leather jacket that hugged his broad shoulders like nobody’s business.

His eyes were steady and cool as he waited for me to basically do as commanded, and when I took longer than he thought I should, his hand fell off the door handle and his eyes narrowed.

My sock-covered feet made no sound as I went to him, feeling like prey going willingly to its predator. My nipples were already painfully hard, shooting shocks of desire all the way to the base of my dick.

I stopped in front of him, his eyes whipping up to the newly exposed stitches. I expected him to grab my chin. I anticipated it. He didn’t.

Instead, his hand pushed into the curls at the back of my head, tightening until it bordered on pain. Bringing my head in, he studied the wound. “Didn’t I tell you to be more careful?”

The sudden urge to push him, to bring out the brat he loved to tame, spiked inside of me, and I felt myself smirk. His expression narrowed as if he knew what I was about to do, ready to deal with whatever I dished out.

The sound of a car door slamming was so close I jolted up, grimacing when the movement tugged my hair. Max’s grip slackened instantly, his fingers rubbing gently at the spot. I couldn’t enjoy it, though, because all my attention went outside through the door that still wasn’t closed all the way.

Disgust and anger slammed into me so strong that my rock-hard dick began to wilt. “Max.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at the man coming up the sidewalk toward the front door. All the tension in Max’s body changed from delicious dominance to defense.

“Go upstairs,” he intoned. “And don’t come back down here until I say so.”

“I’m not leaving you alone with him,” I argued. It was one thing to let him dominate in the bedroom, but this? I would not hide while Max dealt with his abusive asshole sperm donor.

Despite the fact the asshole was within speaking distance now, Max slammed the door shut completely and turned to face me. His eyes were flat and cold. All the heat from before long gone. His face was stony, and his body was practically granite.

“I will not have you in the same room as him, Wes. Go upstairs right now.”

I folded my arms over my chest, completely ready to stand my ground.

Knock, knock, knock. The door behind Max vibrated under his father’s heavy pounds. “Open up, Maxen. I know you’re there.”

My jaw went tight, teeth grinding together. “Let him in,” I said, my voice resolved.

A flash of genuine fear was like a bolt of lightning through Max’s opaque eyes. It made me falter. Is he still afraid of his father? I was definitely not leaving this room now.

“Please, Wes,” he said, his voice low, nearly pleading. “If you stay in this room, I’ll protect you instead of myself.”

Damn. If those words were an arrow, they hit their target. The impact of them nearly brought me to my knees. “Just don’t open it,” I whispered.

On the other side of the door, the man spoke. “Maxen. This is ridiculous. I saw you.”

Unfiltered hate coursed through me as potent as the love I had for Max. It was dangerous, I knew, but there was no watering it down. It wasn’t a feeling I was accustomed to because he was the only person who ever inspired such putrid emotion.

I glanced between the door and Max.

“Please, baby. Go upstairs.”

Fuck. “You did that on purpose.” I accused, backing down.

“Go on,” he said.

I went, snatching my shirt off the couch on my way into the dining room. The second I ducked out of sight on the stairs, I heard the front door pull open.

“What do you want?” Max said, the tone of his voice making the bottom of my stomach fall out. He’d never once used that tone with me. And even though I knew he was filled with darkness, I didn’t even know he was capable of so much malice.

“Son.”

“I told you never to call me that.”

“Can I come in, or should I stand out here so the neighbors can hear our business?”

The sound of shuffling feet and the door latching made my grip tighten around the shirt in my hands. Glancing down, I unclenched the fabric, quickly tugging it over my head as I stood there and listened.

Yeah, he told me to go upstairs. I wasn’t listening. I’d stay out of sight as Max wanted, but if something happened, if that bastard even lifted one finger toward him, all bets were off.

“What do you want?” Max’s voice was hollow and empty, devoid of every emotion there could be.

“Did you get a new car?”

“No.”

“Whose Jeep is that in the driveway?”

“None of your business.”

“Win is still in Poland. Must be the little one.”

I rolled my eyes. This man acted like he knew everything. Win was in Sweden, not Poland, and right now, he was home. And the little one? Was that supposed to be me? I’d show him how little I was. Dickface.

“Get out,” Max deadpanned.

“Is he here?”

Tension spiked in the air. “I said get out.”

Something icy scraped over my spine.

“Thanksgiving is next week,” the old man said as though Max hadn’t even spoken.

“So?”

“So we’re having a dinner party for the associates and the like on Tuesday. You are expected to be there.”

“No.”

“Wear a suit. Make sure it hides all that graffiti you covered your body with.”

A growl vibrated my throat. How dare he? How fucking dare he?

“And take out that ring in your face. You look like a criminal.”

“I’m not coming,” was all Max said.

“Lose the rings and shave too. People will think you’re some emo freak with mental problems.”

Spots swam before my vision, my body swayed, and blindly, I reached out for the handrail bolted to the wall.

Max said nothing at all, just blasted the entire room with frigid silence. It was so compelling that I started to get cold.

“Need I remind you?” He spoke, acting as though he were superior to it all. “We have an agreement. Six o’clock. Bring your mother flowers.”

An agreement? What the hell was he talking about? Max would never agree to anything with this man.

“That bitch is not my mother.” Max spoke low, but still, I made out the words.

There was a heartbeat of deafening silence, and then there was a shout, a scuffle, and the sound of a fist meeting skin. Without hesitation, I flew down the stairs and into the living room just in time to see Max pull his hand from his lip and pull his arm back.

Even though he was facing me, the rage he exploded with seemed to give him tunnel vision. Splotches of red covered his face, and his eyes shone a crazy type of hungry that drew me up short.

It was like he craved violence. Like he enjoyed punching his only son.

Max’s fist drew back, but the man laughed. Cackled really. “Oh, bring it on, little boy. You will never beat me.”

With a yell, I threw myself into the room, sliding between Max and his abuser, using my body as a battering ram and knocking the older man against the door.

He grunted with surprise, eyes wide.

“Don’t ever put your hands on him again.” I snarled and drew back my fist, adrenaline pumping through me, and I knew my punch would pack more power because of it. I’d always wanted to hit this asshole, and now was my chance.

Seeing what I was about to do, he smirked, and a slither of apprehension slid over me. The man moved fast, pushing off the door to bring up his own fist.

Max’s shout filled the room, and he grabbed me, wrapping his body around mine and spinning. I felt the punch bounce off his back, felt the force of it vibrate through him and into me.

He didn’t even grunt, just took the blow and then pulled me back, hands so tight on me I knew I’d have bruises. “You okay?”

“Watch out,” I called, seeing movement behind him as I fought to wrench away and fight again.

Max whirled, catching his father’s fist in his, squeezing so hard that the old man grimaced. Still holding his fist in a punishing grip, Max walked forward, which forced the asshole back. “You just made a big fucking mistake.”

The man brought his leg up in a kick, and I made a strangled sound. Max twisted away, releasing the sperm donor’s hand and shoving him back.

His back hit the door, and he pushed up immediately, flushed with ire. His eyes went beyond Max to me, and they narrowed.

Slam! Max’s fist snapped the man’s head to the side, blood spurting out of his nose like a faucet. He reached up in shock, and when his hand came away, it was red.

Rage and shock warred as he straightened, simmering eyes landing solely on Max.

Max’s shoulders rose and fell heavily under the jacket he was still wearing. “Wes is off-limits. Full stop. If you don’t want a set of black eyes and some broken ribs to go with that nose, then I suggest you leave. Now. And don’t ever fucking come here again. Ever.”

“Our agreement—”

“Is over.”

Max had said many times that his biologic had more anger than brains, and for the first time, I saw what he meant because he charged Max again.

Clearly expecting the attack, Max was ready and swung. The sperm donor landed with a hard grunt when he hit his ass, his busted lip matching his nose. Incredulous, he dabbed his mouth, looking between me and Max until Max stepped sideways, blocking his line of sight.

“Is that what this is?” the man rasped. “Are you fucking him?”

“You better get out while you can still walk.” Max’s voice was deadly.

The old man actually paused like he was genuinely afraid. “You’re sicker than even I knew,” he said at last, getting up off the floor, eyes never once leaving Max. “I should have beat you harder when you were a boy.”

I gave a shout and rushed forward. Max caught me around the waist, but I kept going, my feet running over the floor. “You asshole!” I roared.

“Where’d you get those stitches, Wesley?” the man taunted. The second my name passed his lips, Max started to vibrate. “Maybe the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree after all.”

I lunged again, but Max refused to let me near him.

“He’d never hurt me, you sick son of a bitch. Max is nothing like you. Nothing!” I roared, sick to my stomach that Max even had to hear something like that.

“Enough,” Max intoned, turning and placing me on my feet.

I dragged in a shuddering breath, still eyeing the abusive asshole.

“Out!” Max barked, feet pounding the floor as he flung open the door and stared down his bloody biologic.

The man went to the door, pausing just beside Max. “You better hope those stitches are his last because you will get no help from me ever again.”

Max said nothing. The second he was gone, he slammed and locked the door.

He kept his back to me for long moments, head bowed toward his chest as he breathed deep. Then in a burst of movement that startled me, he ripped the jacket off his body and threw it across the room.

“Fuck!” he roared.

“Max—” I started.

He spun, all glittering eyes and hard edges. “I told you to go upstairs.”

My temper spiked. “He hit you.” My eyes dropped to his lip, which had a smear of blood on the corner.

“It doesn’t matter.”

I rocked back on my heels. “Yes!” I yelled. “Yes, it does fucking matter. I might have been too small and helpless when we were kids, but I’m not anymore. And I will never sit back while that dickface raises a fist to you.”

“It’s not your job to protect me!” he roared.

“Yes, it is!” I roared back. “That’s what we do. We protect each other!”

He came at me like a linebacker ready to take me out. I didn’t run or even try and struggle when he plowed me into the wall, his hand coming up to protect the back of my head even in his fury.

His free hand slapped onto the sheetrock beside my head, the fingers in my hair tightening against my scalp. “If you want to protect me, stay the fuck away from him. I don’t even want his eyes on you.”

“He hit you instead of me.” The pain of that was worse than actually being struck.

Emotion literally bled from his eyes. “I would take a thousand hits for you.”

“What did he mean about getting help from him?”

Max’s eyes turned shuttered and cold, his jaw stiffening until his face looked like it was carved from granite. He pushed away from me, agitation and anger practically creating a halo around his entire form. “Nothing. He was just talking out his ass.”

“He seemed to think you were coming to dinner.”

Max stiffened. “Just drop it, Wes.”

“A business dinner?” I prodded.

“Did you listen to the entire conversation?” he barked.

I shrugged. Of course I did. “Why did he seem to think you would come?”

“Because he’s a narcissistic, abusive asshole.”

“What help?” I questioned again. I was missing something. Something that seemed important.

He growled. “I told you to drop it.”

“No.”

His nostrils flared, eyes narrowing into slits. “Now is not the time for your brat behavior, Wes. I am in no mood.”

“He mentioned my stitches. Does that have something to do with his help?”

“It’s none of your damn business!” he burst out.

Silence fell, blanketing the thick tension and anger in the room. As thick as it was, it still couldn’t muffle the hurt his words stabbed me with.

Pushing off the wall, I exited the room. I’d made it to the dining room table when he snatched me from behind, his entire body wrapping around mine. Chin on my shoulder, he made a sound. A broken sound that injured my already tender heart.

“Everything about you is my business,” I whispered, words thick.

“Yes, baby, it is.” He agreed. “I’m sorry.” The gravelly tone of the apology echoed deep into my ear, making my eardrum tingle and echo. “Having him in the same room as you. Breathing the same air.” His arms tightened around me. “I can’t take it. I wanted to fucking kill him.”

“But you didn’t. Because you are nothing like him.”

He didn’t say anything.

I tried to look over my shoulder, but he was wrapped around me so tight I couldn’t even turn my head. “You know that, right?”

“A part of me will always be like him.”

“If you really were like him, you wouldn’t have wanted to kill him. You would have.”

He turned his face into my neck. “I’d never do something that would take me from your side.”

My heart shattered, but it was a pain I actually loved. Welcomed. It just meant that now there were more pieces of me to love him with.

“Maxi.”

He made a broken sound.

I wrapped my arms around his where they squeezed me.

“I’ve been seeing the biologics when they call,” he admitted.

I stiffened, head falling back onto his shoulder. “What? I thought you hadn’t seen them in years.”

“Because that’s what we told you.”

I tried to pull away. I fought and stomped on his foot, but he refused to let me go. When I sagged back against him, guilt washed over me. “I shouldn’t have stomped on you. I’m sorry.”

A low rumble, what could have been a laugh, vibrated his chest. “I deserve it. I deserve worse.”

“No.” I was vehement. “You don’t deserve that, Max. Even when you are a lying asshole, you don’t deserve any type of abuse.”

“That wasn’t abuse, baby. That was just you being a brat.”

“I’m sorry just the same.”

He kissed my ear, and to my surprise, tears welled up behind my eyes. “Let me go.”

“Please let me hold you when I say this.”

I relented. I would always relent to him. He was my greatest weakness.

“When those assholes attacked you back then, I, ah, kinda lost it.”

Tilting my head, I let it rest against the side of his. “Lost it how?”

“I beat the living shit out of them.”

I gasped, entire body spasming. “You did what?”

“I coul—” He stopped, clearing his throat. “I couldn’t do it. I saw you lying in that hospital bed, all pale and lifeless, and I couldn’t beat back my rage. For the first and only time in my entire life, I tapped into everything that old man taught me, and I unleashed it all.”

“I thought they did time in juvie for what they did,” I murmured. I never bothered to ask much else about them because the police let me know they were being locked up for what they did.

“They did. This was before that. Ah, before you woke up.”

I had a distinct memory of waking up in the hospital, of looking for Max, but he wasn’t there. I sucked in a breath. “Is that why you weren’t in my room? Were you in jail?”

“No,” he said, curling even closer around me.

Dear God, this conversation was so ugly, but the way he held me was anything but. I would gladly crawl beneath his skin and live there, be wholly part of him instead of solely mine if I could.

“Did they not tell anyone what you did?” I asked.

He grunted. “They didn’t have to. I called the ambulance when I was done.”

My eyes flew up, staring at the wall across the room. “How bad?”

“Bad. I should have done jail time. Especially since they were minors and I was not.”

I sucked in a breath. “Why?” I whimpered. “Why would you do that?”

“Because no one touches you and gets away with it. No one.”

I shuddered under the animosity of that vow.

“What happened?” I asked.

“He bailed me out.” The hostility in his voice told me immediately who he meant. “I called him from the police station. He came in and lawyered up. That’s the thing with having a rich, powerful asshole for a father. No one wants to be on his bad side. No one.”

I knew that. I did. It was one of the reasons my parents never told the authorities about the abuse Max suffered. They were afraid he would either take it out on Max for telling, no one would believe them, or their worst fear… that Zane Navarro would make it so Max would never see us again. Instead, they struck a deal for Max to live with us.

“What did he do?”

“He paid off the families of the kids I beat. Made them sign NDAs. Then he had the charges dropped.”

“I’m surprised he helped you.”

Max snorted. “Can’t have the only son of Zane Navarro in jail for assault. It would muddy the good family name.”

“Right.”

“Besides, I think he was proud in a fucked-up way. He seemed happy to hear about all the damage I did to those dickwads.”

Empathy filled me near to brimming. The tears were back to pushing against my eyes, threatening to spill over. I could only imagine what a horrible mindfuck it must have been to finally get some sort of approval from a man who withheld it literally his entire life. And the reason for the approval?

Acting like a monster like him.

“Baby,” I whispered, rubbing my palm up and down his arm.

He made a small sound but then shifted. “Don’t get too soft yet. I’m not finished.”

“There’s more?”

“You needed surgery.”

His words drenched me in horror. The kind that was sticky and clingy and would take years to wash away. “What?” I rasped, not sure I even wanted to hear this.

Almost as if reading my thoughts, he said, “You sure you want to know?”

“I want to know everything,” I swore. “If it has to do with you, I want it.”

“I love you so much,” he murmured, the words making me buzz. “Even then, I loved you so much I couldn’t see straight. I would do anything for you, Nemo. Anything.”

My voice cracked. “Just tell me what you did.”

“The swelling on your brain wasn’t going down on its own. The longer it went on, the more worried everyone got. They said you needed surgery, and I couldn’t just trust the local surgeon.”

I swallowed, not trusting myself to speak. I had a very bad feeling I knew where this was going.

“My dad, he knows a lot of people. People in high places. He made a call. Got the best surgeon on the East Coast, someone who could do this kind of surgery in his sleep. He came and did the operation. You woke up the next day.”

All the air in my body escaped in one long exhale. My limbs began to tremble, and my knees turned weak. Squeezing my eyes shut, I asked the question even though I was afraid of the answer.

“What did it cost you, Max?”
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Max

I never wanted him to know this. I never wanted him to know about the deal I made with the devil to make sure he woke up. To make sure he stayed with me and Win where he belonged.

I rarely got what I wanted, and I knew continuing to keep this secret would come between us, and that was something I absolutely refused to allow.

It was just one more thing to add to the never-ending list of shit to hate the sperm donor for.

“What did it cost you, Max?” Wes asked, his voice wary and low.

“Nothing because it kept you here with me.” I truly meant it. There was no price I wouldn’t pay for that.

“Tell me.”

I shut my eyes, rubbing my stubbled chin against his shoulder. “A couple broken ribs. A mild concussion. Black eye. The usual.”

A strangled sound ripped out of him as he tore himself free from my hold. Chest heaving, he spun, staring at me through owlishly wide eyes. Stark pain radiated not only in his features but in the very air around him.

“He beat you?”

I shrugged.

“You let your father beat you so I could have an operation,” he repeated as though he couldn’t quite believe what I was saying. His eyes flew up, a spark of hope igniting in the depths. “Did you fight back at least?”

My lips rolled inward.

He groaned, the sound cutting me like a knife.

“No,” he wailed, reaching out to take fistfuls of my shirt. “Why would you do that? Why?”

“Because enduring a ten-minute beating pales in comparison to a lifetime without you.”

Something else dawned in his eyes. “Is that the real reason you stayed out of my room? Because you were battered and didn’t want me to see.”

I gave a curt nod.

A tear tracked down his cheek. It glistened as it rolled, dripping under his jaw to continue down his neck. “You should have let the other surgeon do it. You never should have gone to him.”

“The other surgeon wasn’t as qualified. I wasn’t taking a chance with your life.”

“You said you’d never let him beat you again.” Wes reminded.

It was something I said after our parents died. After I found myself an adult and a guardian. I underestimated myself, though. I underestimated the shit I would do for someone I love. “It was just that one time,” was all I said out loud.

“Who fucking beats their child as a payment for a favor? In exchange for medical care!”

My stomach twisted. “I show up at their work events, dinners, whatever when they call. Let them parade me around as their trophy in front of all their friends and colleagues.”

“That’s what this was about?” Anger sparked in his eyes as he pointed toward the front of the house. “He was expecting another payment on the debt my surgery created.”

“You didn’t create anything. I did this. Me. I made the choice because I wanted to.”

Wes burst up, arms flying out at his sides as his chest heaved. “A choice you made because of me! Me! You shackled yourself to a leash those monsters held and subjected yourself to years of more abuse and degradation because of me.”

“It’s not that bad.” I reached out, wanting to comfort him, but he skittered back, not willing to accept any relief.

This was why I didn’t want him to know. He would put this all on himself. He would feel responsible. In reality, this was not his fault. If anyone, it was my sperm donor’s because he lorded his power and resources over me, over us, and used it to get what he wanted. But it didn’t matter because what he wanted was nothing in comparison to what I did.

“It was worth it,” I whispered.

“No. You sacrificing yourself for me is not worth it.”

“It is to me.”

“This ends right now.” The firm finality in his voice had my head shooting up. My stomach bottomed out as fresh adrenaline coursed uncomfortably through my limbs.

“You…” I could barely force the words out. “You’re breaking up with me?”

He laughed, a humorless sound. “Never.” The swift denial of that created a wave of relief in me that rivaled the adrenaline. “But the willingness to put yourself over me stops now. I forbid it.”

I strangled sound echoed through the dining room. “You forbid it?”

Wes drew up, the muscles beneath his shirt bunching and shifting. His eyes were calm and serious, no brat in sight. This was pure Wes, and he was trying to lay down the law. “You’re damn right I do. No more putting yourself in harm’s way. Your safety and mental well-being are not more important than mine.”

My tongue scraped across my teeth. Why did it turn me on when he thought he could boss me? “Is that so?”

His eyes narrowed, recognizing the challenge in my tone. “Yes.”

“And who are you to tell me that?”

At his sides, Wes’s hands curled into his palms. “Your boyfriend.”

“That’s right,” I allowed, making him relax. The second I smirked, he realized he relaxed too soon. “My boyfriend. Mine.” I stalked forward, watching him watch me as I advanced.

Adrenaline, anxiety, and unadulterated anger still coursed through me, creating a dangerous cocktail that was turning more dangerous by the moment as it mixed with unrelenting lust.

“You are mine, and that means you do what I say.”

His chin jutted out stubbornly. “Aren’t you mine?”

“Always.”

His palms spread out between us as if to say, I rest my case.

Our chests bumped. He stumbled back. I caught his hips, dragging him forward until our lower halves collided. “Are you my good boy?”

His eyes lifted, and realization slammed into them. He whimpered as the war inside him burst free.

“Good boys do as they’re told. Good boys do not issue orders.”

His back hit the wall when I pushed us against it. His face turned to the side, breath puffing from between his parted lips. “You definitely aren’t a good boy, then.”

“No.” I agreed. “I’m not.”

We were pressed so tight together I felt him shudder.

Our noses bumped when he brought his face back around. “Then I guess I won’t be a good boy either.”

Pushing his head to the side once more, I lowered my face into his neck, dragging my nose up toward his ear. “You don’t like being good for me?”

He whined.

Satisfaction curled my toes. “I think you like being my good boy. I think you like it when I’m proud of you.”

“Max,” he whimpered. “Don’t do this.”

“Not my good boy, then?” I asked, drawing back just a little. His eye tracked me out of the corner as I moved. “How about my best boy?”

I literally felt the give in him like something in him caved in, and then another whimper swirled around us. That act of surrender brought down part of me too. Just when I thought he owned me totally, he went and found more to take.

“I hate you for this,” he whispered.

“You love me.”

“I do. I fucking love you so much.” His arms wound around my neck as he plastered himself against my chest, burying his face in the side of my neck. I rubbed along his back, up and down in steady movements, until my hands found their way into his curls.

When I tugged his head, it fell back into my palms so I could cradle it softly and look into his emotion-laden eyes. “Stay away from him. Do not ever go near him again. If you see him on the street, you turn and go the other way.”

Conflict swirled in his eyes as he whispered, “What he did to you…”

“Is over.” And I regretted nothing.

Leaning in, I scraped the stubble on my chin over his cheek and jaw. He purred, fingers curling through the belt loops at my hips.

“Promise me,” I cajoled. “Promise me you won’t go near him.”

I heard him swallow and pulled back enough to watch his pink tongue dart out to dampen his lips. God, I wanted him. I wanted him so fucking much.

“I can’t.” His voice was forlorn, knowing the disobedience was costing him something he wanted so much.

I made a rough sound, but he didn’t recoil. Instead, his stare strayed to my mouth. “You’re bleeding.” The pad of his thumb dabbed at the injury before drawing back to hold his red-smeared digit between us. “Does it hurt?”

“No.”

He stared at me intently as he pushed his thumb between his lips, sucking off my blood. I felt my eyes droop, the lust inside me flaring anew at the action. Grabbing my face, he leaned in, dragging his tongue over the corner of my mouth, lapping at the injury as though he could make it go away.

A low buzzing sound started between my ears, and my knees turned weak.

When he pulled back, his eyes were hazy like my blood had intoxicated him. “Better,” he rasped, letting his hands fall.

Chest heaving, I pressed him to the wall with my body, not allowing even a centimeter between us, his sweetness making me even more desperate than before. “I need you to promise me.”

His eyes averted with a quick shake of his head. “I can’t.”

I flipped his body, belly and chest smacking into the wall as I shoved against him. Grabbing his hands, I pinned them on either side of his head, dragging my teeth over the back of his neck. “I could make you.”

He let out a grunt and pushed his ass into my hips. The second he rubbed against my rigid dick, he whined. His need spurred my own, and my hand pushed between him and the wall to unbutton his jeans.

The hand I wasn’t holding started to drop away from the wall, and I stopped what I was doing. “I did not say you could move your hands.”

He slapped it back against the drywall.

I grunted my approval and went back to undoing his jeans. His cock was already straining against his boxers and jeans, so I had to use two hands to strip them down to his knees and then slide them over his feet. When I glanced up, his round, tight ass was at my eye level, and it was so fucking perfect I let out a growl.

“Take your shirt off and then put your hands right back on the wall,” I demanded, leaning in to bite at the fleshy part of his cheek, and he shuddered and bucked into the wall. Once his shirt fell beside us, I laid my forearm across his lower back to pin him in place before moving to the other cheek to give it a bite too.

Starting at his ankles, I lightly scraped my fingernails up his legs, caressing his calves and tickling the backs of his knees. His skin prickled with goose bumps, breathing stuttering when I hit the backs of his thighs.

Instead of touching where I knew he wanted, I slid my palms between his legs and pushed. “Open wider for me.”

His stance widened instantly, spreading his legs like the eager lover he was.

I purred, and he whimpered, but I refused to say it. I knew exactly the praise he wanted, but if I couldn’t have what I wanted, then I would deny him too.

As I leaned in, my tongue traced the bottom of his ass cheek where it met with his tight thigh and dipped lower to latch on the inside of his thigh to suck. His body sagged a bit while he pushed his leg out, making even more room for me between them. I sucked hard and deep, only pulling away when I knew there’d be a mark.

He panted, leaning into the wall, but tensed all over again when my tongue swiped sloppily up his crack. His hands made a slapping sound when they hit his ass cheeks as he greedily pulled them apart. I stood, grabbing his wrists, forcing his hands up onto the wall again.

“What did I tell you?” I growled.

“Max.” He squirmed.

“You stand there and take what I give you,” I spoke into his ear, blanketing his body with mine. I licked and sucked his earlobe, making sure to pant and moan right beside it before mouthing down his neck and latching on to a spot just below his hairline. Little sounds echoed in his throat as I sucked and nibbled, sliding down to his shoulder.

As I kissed, I undid my own jeans, pushing down them and my boxers to pool around my knees.

The second my naked lower body met his, he let out a long, low hiss. “Yesss.”

“You like that, hm?” I murmured, letting my hard dick slide along his crack while tonguing his ear.

“Take your shirt off,” he said, eyeing me over his shoulder.

“Ask me nicely.”

He let out a frustrated sound, and I rubbed my shirt-covered body against his back.

“Please, Maxi. I want your skin on mine.”

“That’s better,” I purred, stripping off the shirt and tossing it aside.

He stilled, glancing over his shoulder, obviously hoping I’d say something else.

I almost broke. I almost gave in. But then I remembered what was at risk. “Are you ready to promise yet?”

He turned his face toward the wall. Reaching into the back pocket of my jeans, I pulled out two packets of lube, ripping them both open with my teeth. It was warm from my body heat, and I drizzled it into the dip of his back just above his crack.

Feeling the sensation, he arched into me, presenting his ass like the fucking trophy it was. I moaned, wrapping my fingers around his hips and using my thumbs to swipe and massage the dripping liquid farther between his cheeks.

Wes hummed quietly, laying his face against the wall while I worked my fingers between his plump cheeks.

“Look how wet you are,” I murmured, both thumbs massaging the sides of his hole. “All slippery and waiting for my cock.”

He wiggled against my fingers, and the pad of my thumb slid right against his hole. He moaned, rising on his toes. After another drizzle of the lube, I pressed my thumb inside. His hands pressed harder into the wall, and his head bowed between them as he rocked against the intrusion.

“You like that?” I murmured, watching his little hole greedily swallow my thumb.

He moaned, and I pulled from his body, replacing my thumb with two fingers. He grunted against the intrusion, the soft walls of his ass sucking me hungrily.

I cursed, using my other hand to massage his ass cheek as I fucked a little deeper into him. Between us, my dick throbbed, hips thrusting forward, desperate to get in on the action. My swollen head pushed against him just below where my fingers fucked him, and we both let out a groan.

Releasing his ass cheek, I thrust my hips against him, fucking him on my fingers and teasing him with the girth of my dick. Reaching around, I took hold of his cock, and he whimpered beautifully as I stroked him.

“You’re mine,” I grunted, scissoring him open with my fingers. “Mine to love. Mine to fuck. Mine to protect.”

“Max.”

I pulled my fingers out, loving the way his ass grabbed at them as though he didn’t want to give me up. “Tell me what you want.”

Reaching around, he grasped my slippery, throbbing dick and guided it toward his open and ready hole. “I want your dick inside me.”

I purred in delight. “Go ahead, then,” I said, staring at his fist tugging me closer to his body. “Let me watch that perfect ass swallow me up.”

His fingers squeezed me, and then he was pushing my fat head against his pulsing hole. When the little nudge he gave wasn’t enough to push me past the tight ring of muscle, he made a frustrated sound.

“Try again,” I rasped, spreading his cheeks wide to give me a better view.

He panted, widened his stance, and then pushed his ass back.

Both of our groans echoed through the empty house as my body breached his. He panted and pushed farther back, easing us closer together.

A fine sheen of sweat prickled my forehead as I watched his body clench as he swallowed me whole. I squeezed what was left out of the packets still in my fist, letting the liquid pool around the space where my body intruded upon his.

Dropping the empty packages, I took hold of his hips and pushed until my balls hit his. I bent over his body, kissing across his shoulders and up to the back of his neck. “You ready for me?”

“Always,” he whispered.

I pulled back and thrust in, making us both grunt. Planting my booted feet just a little wider, I drew back, looking at the way he was bent over for me, arms braced onto the wall with his body speared by my dick.

The sight was so sinful all my restraint broke, and pure lust took over as I set a pace I hoped he could withstand. The sound of my skin slapping against his was loud in the room, and his moans only made me go at him harder.

My thighs were burning, fingers aching, when I felt him clench around me.

“Oh no you don’t,” I grunted, stopping mid-thrust.

He whimpered, and I reached around, pulling him off the wall so he was standing upright, his entire back supported by my front. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I grabbed his dick, squeezing it at the base and holding off the orgasm threatening to explode.

“You don’t cum unless I say you can,” I growled into his ear.

He whimpered, collapsing even more against my chest. His body wiggled down onto my dick, our new position forcing me even deeper inside him.

Humming, I thrust up, rotating my hips to stretch him a little wider.

His legs were shaking, his body relying on me to keep him up. Reaching down, he grabbed at my hand, trying to pull it off his dick. “Please, Max.” He panted.

The hand not holding his dick shot up to wrap around his throat, squeezing just enough. His hands fell to his sides, then reached around to clutch at my hips.

“Only good boys get to cum,” I said against his ear, making him whimper. “Do you want to cum?”

His head bobbed.

“Promise me.”

His languid body went rigid. I felt the protest in his limbs. I thrust up, making him rise onto his toes. He moaned, all the tension fleeing his body. I thrust again, rubbing against the bundle of nerves inside him. His cock spasmed, and I squeezed it harder, making him weep.

“Promise me, Nemo. Promise you will do what I asked and keep yourself safe.”

I felt him swallow against my palm, his body clenching around mine.

“I’ll stay away from him if you do,” he said, voice weak.

I nipped his shoulder. “Deal.”

He thrust into my hand, desperate for release. Still, I denied him. “Say it, Wes.”

“I promise.”

The hand on his throat and the hold I had on his dick turned into a caress. “That’s my good boy,” I crooned, and he melted back into my body, the back of his head resting on my shoulder.

“Come for me,” I said, jacking him slowly as I shoved deep to rub over his P-spot. “Paint the wall with it.”

My hip stung when he slapped his hand on it, his death grip only turning me on. He pushed even harder onto my dick, fucking back as my hand sped up to match his desperation.

Seconds later, his entire body seized up and then arched as the orgasm took over. In my hand, his dick pulsated as thick, white ropes of cum shot out all over the wall. Aftershocks made him quake even after he crested, his breathing heavy. One last nudge against his prostate had more of him dripping over my fingers.

I used the silky liquid to jack him until he pulled back, clearly having had enough.

“Fuck,” he swore beneath his breath, body boneless.

My legs were toast from holding us both up, but my dick was still hard as steel.

“Can you take more?” I rumbled against his ear.

“I can take everything you give me.”

Whirling, I pushed him over the dining room table, planting my hand in the middle of his back and holding him down on the smooth wooden surface. He widened his legs, holding up his ass, and I plunged back in without warning.

His body tried to arch, but I held him down and pounded into him so hard the table started to slide over the floor and the chairs around it banged into the edges.

I grunted and growled as my balls seized up against my body and the hot rush of my release tingled the base of my rod.

With one last hard thrust, the orgasm crested over me, and I pulled out just as I exploded. His red, loose hole was immediately splattered with white, and the sight of it had more of me spilling out. One hand on my dick, I stroked it as I shot out over his perfect ass, marking up his skin.

Lifting his cheek off the table, he glanced behind him, watching the last of me squirt over him. His cheeks were flushed, his hair plastered to his damp forehead, and his eyes were hazy with desire.

His hips had fingerprints from how hard I held him, and satiny white ribbons of my cum roped over his perfect skin.

More lust and possession consumed me, and I shoved my still-hard dick back into his body. The cum I’d decorated his entrance with pushed deep inside him, and it made me groan.

Wes sighed, laying his cheek back on the table, and I thrust into him lazily while rubbing my release into his skin with both my palms.

When he was good and smeared outside and in, I leaned over his body, grabbing his chin with my sticky hand.

He looked around, eyes finding mine immediately, satisfaction swirling in his gaze. “That promise you made…”

He scowled a little. “You totally took advantage of that.”

“I can breathe easier now,” I confessed, not wanting to argue. Just wanting him to know how much he gave me. “I love you so much, Wes. The idea of him hurting you in any way is something I can’t handle. Maybe you think of that promise as giving in. But to me, it’s peace of mind. It’s breath in my lungs.”

“You promised to stay away from him too.”

“I won’t break my promise.” But what Wes failed to realize was the only time I ever went to my father was when Wes needed me to. Otherwise, he was the one who came to me.

So keeping that promise wouldn’t be hard, but it also didn’t guarantee I’d never see the asshole again.

I slipped from his body, stepping back enough for him to sit up. His bare, cum-covered ass hit the tabletop, and I stepped back between his legs.

“Maxi?”

That fucking nickname was terrible. But the way he said made me melt.

I grunted acknowledgment, and Wes looked up at me through lowered lashes. “Say it again.”

Judging by his burning cheeks and the bashful glint in his half-hidden stare, I knew exactly what he wanted. “You are such a praise whore,” I mused.

He gave a huff and pushed me back so he could stand. “For so long, I thought you would hate me,” he muttered.

Ahh. I caught him around the waist, towing him against me before he could rush off. “You’re my best boy,” I whispered, and he turned to putty in my hands, soft and willing to let me mold him into any shape I desired. But he was already exactly what I wanted, so I didn’t have to do anything at all. I stroked the side of his head, loving the silky feel of his curls. “You are so good for me. I love you so much.”

His lower lip stuck out, and then he turned, capturing my mouth with his. We kissed languidly, tongues twirling together intimately. I poured all the feelings I had no words for into that kiss, into him hoping he would taste them long after our lips parted.

When at last we separated, I patted his sticky ass and smiled. “Go start the shower. I’ll be up after I clean up the art you put all over the wall.”

“You’re the one who told me to do it.”

“And you listened like the good boy you are.”

His lips curled in.

“Go on. I’ll be right up.”

When I had the dining room back in order, I gathered up all our discarded clothes and went upstairs to slip into the shower behind him.
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Wes

Freaking finally.

I was free of the stitches in my head and cleared to be back in the pool. It felt like forever since the last time I’d dove into the crystal-clear, cold-as-ice depths of the Elite pool. The shock to my lungs and system was more than I expected for someone who, up until a week ago, lived in the water.

I welcomed it, though. Even if my fingers and toes stung with the low temperature and my body seemed sluggish and uncoordinated, I kept at it until my limbs were warm and my movements became more coordinated.

Coach’s whistle was shrill when he blew it overhead as I came up for air. Water dripped off my goggles when I glanced up. His face was pinched, and if he were green, he might pass for the Grinch. I steadied myself for his sure-to-be grim assessment of my performance. “Could be worse, Sinclair.”

I blinked. Blinked again. “What?” I echoed, clear disbelief in my voice.

“Look at that, Coach. You’re normally so mean to us that he probably thinks his head injury isn’t as healed as they told him and he’s hearing things,” Jamie cracked, swimming up beside me.

“No one asked you, Owens,” Coach muttered.

The lane rope disappeared beneath the water when he draped his massive upper body over it to smile at me. “Not bad for a fish who had to stay on land for a week.” Jamie heckled.

I scoffed. Has it really only been a week? The car accident seemed so long ago, probably because so much happened since then.

“I said not bad. That didn’t mean your performance was great,” Coach intoned, making me look up once more. “You got work to do. You better do it.”

I nodded. “I will.”

Ryan popped up from underwater inside my lane. I was so used to seeing these guys with swim caps and goggles, it wasn’t even startling. “I’ll swim with you every afternoon,” he offered.

“Thanks, bro,” I said.

Ryan could easily view me as his competition, especially since we both swam freestyle. But he didn’t. He always offered to help me, and he was always happy when my time got better instead of worrying I might swim better than him.

It was probably why the entire team considered him team leader even though we weren’t technically a team.

Coach abused the whistle again, then dropped it from his lips. “Practice is over!”

Before I could haul myself out of the pool, his eyes landed on me, and I groaned. “Three more laps.”

Despite the exhaustion in my limbs, I nodded.

“Why you gotta do us like this, Coach?” Jamie complained.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“You talk to Wes, you talk to all three of us,” Ryan said.

“What he said.” Jamie agreed.

“If you want to swim, I’m not stopping you.” Coach shrugged. “But no half-assing it.”

By the time I was halfway through the third lap, my arms were shaking and my heart pounding. It took sheer will to drag myself the rest of the way down the lane, and I knew damn well my form looked like shit.

Gasping, I threw my arm up over the side of the pool, lungs desperate for air.

Coach grunted. “I’ve seen corpses swim better than that.”

I pulled up so my chest was lying across the tile, my lower body still in the water. Lifting my head, I said, “Corpses float.”

“Well, you sure as hell don’t.”

“I’ll do better tomorrow.”

Ryan and Jamie appeared over me, the water dripping off their bodies and falling onto mine. Leaning down, they each grabbed an arm and hauled me the rest of the way out of the pool. When they let go, I flopped onto the tile.

“Just let me lie here.” I groaned.

“Drama queen,” Jamie muttered.

A red Gatorade appeared in front of me a few moments later.

“Bless you,” I said, and Ryan laughed.

Grabbing the drink, I sat up and downed half without taking a breath.

“First couple swims back are always hardest.” Ryan sympathized as he toweled off his dark hair.

I nodded, mentally embracing the suck it was going to be to get back into it. There was definitely suckage, but I still loved it. Most of the team was heading out by the time I got up on jelly legs and grabbed up my towel.

“I’m starving,” Ryan complained.

“Can we eat at the campus eatery today?” I asked.

“Already told the girls,” Ryan answered.

“Thanks. Not sure I’m ready to deal with Veronica, especially after Coach shredded me in the pool.”

“Bro, what was up with that anyway? She was acting like she was gonna claw Max’s eyes out.”

My stomach twisted. The thought of her blaming Max for something that wasn’t even his fault didn’t sit well. Especially after seeing that wild look in her eyes. “Have you seen her since the other morning?”

“No. We haven’t been back. None of the team has,” Ryan replied.

That surprised me, and it must have shown on my face because they both laughed.

“I told you Elite is behind you,” Ryan said.

“I really would suck at poker,” I muttered, totally embarrassed.

“Nothing wrong with wearing your heart on your sleeve, bro. Makes it easy for us,” Jamie mused.

“We can’t keep avoiding the place,” I said, choosing to ignore the heart-on-my-sleeve observation. It kinda stung since I tried so hard to not be such an open book. Clearly, I sucked at it. “Shirley seemed worried about it.”

Ryan nodded. “We’ll go back. Just let us know when you’re ready.”

Kruger and Prism came out of the locker room, Prism with a beanie on his head and Airpods already in his ears. Kruger had his bag slung across his chest and his hands buried in the pockets of his sweatpants.

“Bros, where we eating this morning?” Kruger asked as the duo walked closer.

“Campus,” Ryan answered.

Kruger lifted his chin. “See ya there.”

“Shirley’s tomorrow?” I said loud enough for everyone to hear.

“I miss their waffles,” Jamie said, forlorn.

“Me too,” Prism echoed.

One of the swimmers who was just coming out of the locker room heard me and opened the door back up to yell, “Back to Shirley’s tomorrow a.m.!”

I mean, I knew what Ryan had just said, but damn. On his way past, he nodded to me. “Passed word for ya.”

I laughed under my breath. “Thanks, Vargas.”

Once Kruger, Prism, and Vargas were gone, I pulled off my swim cap as the three of us headed toward the locker room for a quick change. Even though my stomach growled hungrily and we’d just made plans for breakfast, I thought longingly of driving back to the townhouse and slipping into bed with Max for another hour before I had to head to classes.

I never had a problem getting up for these earlier-than-early swim practices… until there was a warm, muscular, tattooed body wrapped around me. I hit the snooze twice this morning and was almost late for my first practice back.

“How you liking the Wrangler?” Ryan asked.

Before I could answer, Rinkin shoved out of the locker room, nearly colliding with us. His shoes squeaked against the tile when his feet planted so we didn’t all end up in a heap.

When he saw it was me, his face darkened and upper lip curled a bit. “So nice of you to allow us back to Shirley’s tomorrow.”

“You can eat wherever you want. I’m not stopping you,” I told him.

“You’d love it if I was the pariah of the team, wouldn’t you?”

Jamie stepped forward, and I held my hand up, not taking my eyes off Rinkin. “Going to eat at Shirley’s doesn’t make you a pariah. It makes you hungry.”

He scoffed. “Yeah, and if I go against the team, I’ll be the traitor.”

“Sucks to worry about your team turning their backs on you, doesn’t it?” Not exactly the best thing to say in the moment, but oh wells. It was true. And yeah, maybe I was sorta bitter at his assholery.

His eyes narrowed a bit, but I still saw the flash of anger. Actually, no. Not anger. Disgust. He really was disgusted by me. That realization would have affected me before. Might even have sent me into hiding.

But not anymore.

Now I had friends who had my back and had proved it more than once. I had Win who ducked out of classes and flew across the globe to make sure I was okay. And Max… I had all of him.

Rinkin took a threatening step forward, his body tense, jaw tight. “That what this is? Retaliation of some kind?”

I made a rude noise. “No. We called a truce, remember? I plan on sticking to my end. What I do and where I eat has nothing at all to do with you.”

“You smug asshole,” he growled, coming forward again.

So much for that truce. The thought flitted through my mind even as I readied for a fight. Beside me, Ryan and Jamie also tensed.

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” The quiet deadly words resonated around the massive room, stopping everything.

My head didn’t just turn. My entire body did, my whole being drawn to the sound of that voice. Even pissed and threatening, it was my favorite sound. “Max.”

His eyes flicked to me, softening just like his voice. “Hey, Nemo.” But they shifted right back to settle on Rinkin, all that softness disappearing.

“Oh, look who it is. Your brother. No. Your boyfriend.” He smirked. “Oh, wait. It’s both.”

I rolled my eyes. Douchebag. If he thought his petty little observation could cause any kind of pain, self-loathing, or even shame, it was clear he’d never spent a minute inside my head.

Been there. Done that. Never again.

“You know what they say,” I said mildly. “Once you go brother, you never go back.”

Jamie snorted. “Good one, bro.”

“Sick,” Rinkin spat and pivoted toward the door. He didn’t get far because he nearly stumbled into a scowling wall of black leather.

“Wes might think your comments are amusing, but I sure as fuck don’t.” His eyes were so dark, a threat all their own. As if he would yank Rinkin into that opaque, endless nothing and trap him there for all eternity. “Guess you don’t remember the last time you pissed me off.”

“Break it up,” Coach intoned from the doorway of the locker room.

Everyone looked toward him except for Max. His unblinking stare remained pinned to Rinkin.

“You causing trouble again, Rinkin?”

“Me?” He scoffed. “Didn’t you hear this asshole just threaten me?”

“Navarro, you threatening my swimmers?” Coach deadpanned.

“Nope.”

“Rinkin, get out of here. You three, go change. And you,” Coach said, looking at Max. “What the hell are you doing in my pool?”

“Came to pick up Wes.”

“Haven’t you heard, Coach? They’re dating.” Rinkin goaded.

Coach’s eyebrows flew up to his hairline. Then his face flushed. “Didn’t I tell you to get out?”

Rinkin left, muttering beneath his breath the entire way.

When the doors slammed behind him, I started to explain. “Coach, I—”

Coach held up his hand. “It ain’t my business.” Then he disappeared back into the locker room.

“Good times,” Jamie mused. “But I’m going to change. My boys are turning into soggy raisins.”

“You have to stop saying that,” Ryan told him.

“Yours are probably soggy raisins too,” Jamie refuted.

Ryan smacked him in the back of the head, and they went inside. I glanced at Max, my heart fluttering a little. “Be right back.”

“Not so fast,” he said, catching me around the wrist. The cool metal of the rings on his fingers was shocking against my skin. I turned completely, opening up my body to his. His thumb brushed lightly over the inside of my wrist, making my body prickle with awareness. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, voice soft. “I’m okay.”

He shifted closer, his body heat reaching out like a caress, just like the husky tone to his words. “My bed was too empty this morning.”

I laughed under my breath, the wild fluttering sensation making it hard to do anything else. When he just stood there watching, I nodded. “I missed you too.”

His hand left my wrist to curl around the back of my neck and draw me in. The kiss was brief, sort of like those butterfly wings I felt in my stomach.

“Hi,” He murmured.

My lips curled in on themselves as I fought the urge to smile. Charming bastard.

“Go on,” he said, patting my Speedo-covered ass. “Get changed. I have to feed you before class.”

I shuffled off to do as he said.

“You got it bad,” Ryan mused when I walked past him to my locker.

I didn’t even bother denying it. I definitely had it bad. No wonder I couldn’t get over him no matter how hard I tried.

There was literally no getting over Max. There could never be anyone else.
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Max

The signature buzzing sound of a tattoo gun filled the shop. I was so used to the sound it was almost as if I didn’t hear it anymore. Even before it grew into something familiar, the whirring noise was relaxing to me, offering a place I could escape.

Being a tattoo artist was not just about creative expression for me. Artistry was a big part, but there was more. Being a tattoo artist required a lot of focus. It required sitting in one place for long periods of time, time during which you had to concentrate and keep distractions at bay so you could concentrate on the lines and art being created. I found it was a great lesson in self-control, something I’d struggled with for a long time.

Self-control isn’t just a physical thing. Or a mind thing. It’s both. It takes resolve, focus, and sometimes sheer will to restrain impulses. Whether those impulses are lashing out in anger and pain or something much quieter like keeping the hand and mind still while working.

In a sick way, the back pain, neck strain, and even arm workout that came with being a tattoo artist was something I liked. Again, it all came back to that self-control. I liked having mind over body, being able to endure even when my body ached.

Did all this stem from being abused as a child? Likely. But hey, I could do far worse.

It hadn’t taken long for me to graduate from tattooing designs on pig skin to working on actual clients, and before them, I did some work on myself.

That little Nemo on my thigh Wes loved so much? I did it myself. I did a lot of the abstract work on my arm as well. But a lot of the bigger pieces, like the clock on my shoulder, were done by the artist I apprenticed under.

In the shop, I walked around in a tank top mostly to show off the ink I had. There was no better advertisement than my own body. I started off doing small designs, gradually working up to larger pieces.

Today, I was doing a medium-sized tattoo on a woman’s chest. It was a seedling, which represented growth and new beginnings, something I currently related to. The design was simple, its simplicity carrying a lot of meaning.

Between her breasts, I drew a single stem, thin and sort of fragile. It stretched up strongly, though, reaching toward the sun. The top of the stem was two sprouting leaves, also curling upward. They were shaded with a vibrant green, the kind all brand-new growing plants glowed with. It was at the bottom of the stem, though, where the real meaning (for me) came through.

I worked carefully on the delicate lines and details, wanting to show the complexity even in the simple art. Below the surface where the stem sprouted were long, tangling roots reaching down into the earth. These roots were done in black, thin like fragile threads. They covered the woman’s sternum, fanning out a little to create a half-rounded shape.

People rarely saw the work and effort below the surface that a person had to endure to grow and change. So much went into that little seedling sprouting out above the earth. It was bright in color, pretty and fresh… but no one knew how much effort went on below the surface to make it look so beautiful.

She reclined in the chair, her shirt completely unbuttoned and spread open. She wore no bra because it would obviously get in the way of the design. The only thing concealing her rounded breasts was the open shirt panels.

My cell rested on a small cart nearby as I practically straddled the woman to get the shading right where the stem met the roots. Even though I was wholly focused on what I was doing, I felt her stare and her desire. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman asked me for a tattoo. It wouldn’t be the first time she flirted and showed more skin than she needed to for me to do my job.

Had I banged previous clients? Yep.

But that was before. Before when I needed an outlet for pent-up tension, when I needed to try and assuage my forbidden want of Wes.

It never worked, but it didn’t matter now because he was mine and I would never give him up. And I would also never give anyone else the time of day.

Despite my focus when my phone vibrated against the tray, I paused to look at the screen. When I saw it wasn’t Wes, I hunched back down, the buzzing rising around us again.

“Almost done,” I told the woman.

“How’s it looking?” she asked.

“It’s one of my favorites. Think I can get a picture for my portfolio when it’s done?”

“Absolutely,” she said, arching her chest up into me.

My gloved hand grabbed her bare waist to guide her back into the seat. “Gotta hold still,” I told her.

I felt her pout overhead, but I didn’t look up.

My phone went off again.

Then again.

A pit of worry unfolded inside me.

“Hey, if you need to get that…” she offered.

“I’ll be quick,” I said, reaching over to grab the cell. “Win?” I asked, pressing the phone to my ear.

“Wes is fine,” he said instead of a greeting. He knew exactly what I would be thinking.

“What about you?” I asked, thinking there had to be a reason for the three calls back to back.

“I’m okay too, but I was wondering if you could meet me.”

I frowned. “Where?”

“Mom and Dad’s.”

I felt my eyes widen. “You’re at the house?”

“Yeah. Just, you know, felt like stopping by. Haven’t been here in a while.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked, moving away from my client and putting my back to her.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I just…”

“Just what?” A little impatience crept into my tone. Something was up.

“I found something.”

“You found something.”

“Yeah, and I think you should see it.”

“What is it?” I questioned.

“I’d rather just show it to you. I think you need to see it.”

“Yeah, okay.” I glanced over my shoulder to my client. She smiled. “I’m at work, finishing up a tat. I’ll be about another thirty. Then I’ll drive over.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll wait for you.”

“Win?” I didn’t know why, but I had this sense of foreboding that I did not like.

“Everything is fine, Max. Really. It’s actually something good. Something I think you’re really going to like.”

“What about Wes?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. I wouldn’t like anything that would make him unhappy.

I could practically hear the smile in his voice. “Oh, Wes too.”

“Should I call him?”

“Nah, I want to show you first.”

“Yeah, okay,” I said, my worry taken over by curiosity.

“See you in a bit,” Win said.

“Order some pizza or something, would you? I’m starving.”

Win laughed. “Will do.”

When the call ended, I hit the button for Wes and then glanced sheepishly over my shoulder and held up my finger, asking for one more minute.

Wes answered on the second ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, baby,” I said, warmth pooling in my stomach at the sound of his voice. “Where are you?”

He scoffed. “Like you don’t know.”

I smiled into the phone. “Don’t be like that, baby. I didn’t look at the app. I was calling so you could tell me yourself.”

He made a little sound. “I’m having pizza with the team.”

“Us too!” Madison and Rory chimed in from somewhere nearby.

I grunted. “They’re a given.”

“Max said you’re a given,” Wes told them.

Their laughter filled the line.

“Are you still at work?” Wes asked.

“Yeah, finishing up a tattoo now.”

“I’m sure it looks awesome. Take a pic for me.”

“Will do,” I said, charmed he wanted to see it. “Hey, I’m gonna meet Win after for dinner.”

“Okay.”

“So I won’t be home for a while yet.”

“Okay.”

I paused. “You sure you’re okay with that?”

He laughed under his breath. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

“Maybe you miss me too much,” I teased.

“I do,” he echoed. “You can make it up to me later.”

“Mmm,” I growled. “That I can do.”

“I’ll see you later.”

“Hey!” I called him back.

“Yeah?” His voice lilted with a little bit of hope.

“Go straight home after pizza.”

He made a rude sound. I could practically see the stubborn tilt of his chin.

Smiling, I said, “Love you.”

He sighed, his happiness palpable through the phone. It was so potent it reached out and wrapped around me. God, he was so fucking soft.

His voice dipped when he spoke. “Love you too, Maxi.”

After tucking the phone into my jeans, I exchanged my gloves for a new, sterile pair and went to my client. “Let’s finish this up,” I said, leaning over her once more, refusing to allow myself to wonder what it was that Win found at our parents’ house and why he was so anxious for me to see it.
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Wes

I was buried under a mountain of homework when my cell phone started to ring. I was so grateful for the interruption in this torture that I answered before I even looked to see who it was. “Hello?”

I expected Max’s voice to fill my ear, so when it was definitely not him, I blinked in surprise.

“Wes? Are you there?” The light voice filled my ear.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m here. Is this Veronica?” I asked, knowing the voice but still partially in disbelief.

What the hell is she calling for? And… how did she get my number?

“Yes. I hope it’s okay for me to call.”

“Sure. Ah, what’s up?” I asked, sitting back in my chair and staring at the wall.

“I need help, wasn’t sure who else to call.”

My brows drew down. “Help with what?”

“I got a flat tire, and I’m stuck here.”

“Where’s here?”

“Oh, at the diner. I closed up tonight, but when I went to leave, I saw my tire is completely flat.” She hesitated. “I don’t know how to change it.”

Closing up? I glanced over at the clock, surprised to see it was already ten.

“Wes?”

“I didn’t realize it was so late already,” I replied.

“Are you busy?”

“Just studying.”

“So could you come help me? Even just drive me home? I can call someone tomorrow to help with the tire.”

An inkling of wariness washed over me as I remembered the last time I’d seen her. “Uh…” I hedged. “I don’t know.”

“It will also give me a chance to apologize in person.” She cut me off. “I know how I acted the other day was horrible, and I also know you haven’t been into Shirley’s because of it. It’s also really crappy of me to call and ask you for help after that. Truth is I don’t have anyone else to call.” She paused. Then, in a smaller, voice she continued. “You said we were friends, right?”

I grimaced. I mean, sure, I said that. Before she was cray-cray and tried to attack my boyfriend.

Speaking of. Where the hell was Max? And Win?

“Please give me the chance to apologize.”

I exhaled. I couldn’t just leave her at the diner alone. It was late. She had no way home. Sure, she acted irrationally, but maybe she really did want to apologize. Maybe if we talked now, it wouldn’t be awkward when Elite showed up in the morning for breakfast.

“I’ll come change your tire, okay? Then you can drive home.”

Her relief was palpable. “Oh, thank you. Thank you so much.”

“No problem. I’ll be there in a few,” I said, pushing away from the desk.

“Wes,” she called before I could hang up.

“Yeah?” I said, partially distracted as I remembered when Max called me back on the line earlier to tell me he loved me.

I’d never get tired of those words from his lips. Never.

“You’ll let me apologize too, right?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“See you soon.”

“Make sure you stay inside and keep the door locked.” I cautioned her. I mean, she might be a little jealous, but she was still a woman alone at night.

She made a small sound. “Are you worried about me?”

I grimaced. She really had a talent for hearing things that weren’t there. “Just want you to be careful,” I said neutrally. “See you in a few.” I finished, then disconnected the call before she could misconstrue anything else I said.

As I shoved my feet into my Adidas and fished around in Max’s dresser for another hoodie, I pondered maybe calling him to let him know what was going on. I decided against it because he was with Win right now, and it was the first time they’d had to really hang out together since my brother came home from Sweden. He would be leaving again right after Thanksgiving, so I didn’t want to intrude on their best-friend time.

Besides, I was a grown-ass man. I could handle a flat tire.

The drive to Shirley’s diner didn’t take long. There weren’t any cars in the lot when I pulled in, and I figured she must be parked around back. The lights inside the diner were bright, the sign on the door flipped to closed.

As I shut off the engine, the door opened, and Veronica stepped out. She was wearing her waitress uniform beneath an open black peacoat, and her dark hair was pulled up in those buns at her crown. She gave a little wave when I stepped down from the Jeep.

“Thank you so much for coming,” she said, wringing her hands as I approached. “I really didn’t know who else to call.”

I bit back the urge to ask her if she had any friends. It was mean and also invasive. Hell, up until several months ago, I was a loner too.

Or maybe she wasn’t a loner. Maybe she’s cuckoo for cocoa puffs and everyone runs away from her.

The thought was so reassuring. But I mean, she was one girl. And not a very big one at that. I’d known her almost from the time I started coming here to eat. She only ever really acted crazy the last time I saw her. Maybe she was just having a really bad day.

“Where’s your car?” I asked.

“The employees park behind the diner, you know, to leave the parking lot for the customers.”

I nodded. “Lead the way,” I said, gesturing ahead of me.

The bell on the door tinkled when we stepped inside.

“It’s through the back door there in the kitchen,” she pointed toward the doorway. I started in that direction, but her next words stopped me. “I made you some coffee.”

I glanced behind me. There were two mugs at the bar, and beside one was a plate with a pastry on it. “You didn’t need to do that.”

“I know. It’s the least I could do,” she said, perching on one of the bar stools while patting the one beside her. “Come sit for a minute.”

I hesitated for a second but then went to where she sat, lowering on the stool opposite hers.

She smiled, lifting her mug to her lips and gesturing to mine. “I made it just the way you like it.”

I smiled and picked up the cup. “You have a good memory.”

“It’s my job.”

I drank down a little of the coffee, and it was exactly the way I liked.

“I’ll just get to the tire now.”

“Wait,” she said, laying her hand on my forearm.

I glanced down to where she touched, and she drew away.

“I want to apologize. The way I acted the other morning… it was awful.”

“You were pretty upset,” I allowed.

Her head bobbed, blue eyes wide and imploring. “I know. I almost got fired. I swore that I would apologize and make things right. I really need this job.”

I dully wondered if she was a scholarship student at Westbrook. It was a well-known, moneyed school. Most students were loaded, but there were a few scholarship students… plus, she worked here on the side.

“Elite will be here tomorrow after practice,” I told her.

“Oh, that’s great,” she said, looking a little relieved. “Please accept my apology, Wes. I was wrong to act like that. I just…” She ducked her head. “I really like you. I hoped that maybe you’d give us a chance. But then I saw you with… your brother.”

Even if I had felt some sympathy for the whole one-sided feelings thing, it pretty much blew away when she mentioned Max. Not to mention the way she mentioned him.

“He’s not my brother,” I said, voice tight.

“You said he was.”

“I said he sort of is. He grew up with me and my brother. He stayed with us a lot. My parents looked after him. But we aren’t related, and my parents never adopted him.”

“I don’t think he’s right for you.”

I choked on her words, my palm flattening on the bar top. “It’s not your choice.” I stood.

This conversation was going nowhere, and I wasn’t going to waste my time.

She caught my hand, her fingers clinging around mine with a bit of desperation I didn’t like. I pulled back, but she stood, following my movements and refusing to let go of my hand.

“Veronica—”

She shoved me hard, and I fell back onto the stool. Before I knew what she was doing, she climbed onto my lap, straddling me.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I growled, fisting the lapels of her coat. One of the buttons was missing. The buttons that looked just like the one I found beneath my kitchen window.

No. No way… Really?

Letting go of the coat, I palmed her waist to lift her off.

“Kiss me.”

I laughed.

Under my hands, her entire body went tense.

I glanced at her, completely incredulous. “You want me to kiss you.”

Her head bobbed, tongue swiping across her red-painted lips. “I know when you do, you will see it’s me you belong with.”

The benefit of the doubt I was trying to give her earlier? Let’s scratch that. This chick was whack.

“I’m not kissing you,” I deadpanned. “I’m in love with Max. Not you.”

She lunged, jamming her lips on mine and smearing them around, making me recoil. With a shout, I stood, forcing her away and nearly tossing her off me. She stumbled but caught herself on a nearby stool. Her eyes were shiny, the lipstick on her lips smeared.

Disgusted, I swiped the back of my hand over my mouth, and when I pulled it down, there was red smeared on it too.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I wondered.

“Just give me a chance, Wes. Just let me prove I can be better than anyone else.”

I took a step back. “I don’t want anyone except Max.” My voice rang with truth. “I shouldn’t have come. I’m leaving. You can call an Uber and then have someone come fix your car in the morning.”

“Wes, wait!” she called when I turned, but I ignored her.

I was getting the hell out of here. I was going to have to wash my mouth out with bleach. I hoped I didn’t swallow her crazy.

Suddenly, the room tilted, then spun. Disoriented, I staggered, swaying on my feet.

“Wes!” Veronica worried, pushing her body against my side so she could support me. “Are you okay?”

The world tilted again, and my eyes crossed. Suddenly, it seemed I wasn’t standing on my own two feet but being tossed sideways. Without thinking, I gripped her shoulder, anchoring myself from the freefall.

“It’s okay,” she murmured. “I have you. Are you okay?”

I made a sound, trying to push past the sudden fog in my head as I tried to think clearly.

“I’ll take care of you,” she crooned. “Then you’ll see who’s the best for you.”

My eyes widened, and the action caused the world to sway even more. It was as though I were suddenly on a boat and getting very seasick.

I spun so fast I tipped over. My hip hit the unforgiving floor, and I landed in a heap. Veronica fell with me, her body landing on top of mine. Lifting my head, I stared over to the counter at our abandoned mugs.

“What the fuck did you put in my coffee?” I said, my voice sounding far away in my own ears.

“Just a little something to relax you,” she said, pushing me onto the floor and crawling up my body.

I pushed her back, the attempts weak and easily avoided. “Get off me,” I told her. “What the fuck is wrong with you? What did you give me?” I asked, looking through a gauze veil, everything hazy and slightly out of focus.

“Shh,” she said, and I swear all the hair on the back of my neck lifted. “It’s okay,” she purred, grabbing my face between her hands and leaning in. As she moved, her hips rocked against my body, and I gagged.

“Get off me right now.”

“Just one little kiss, Wes,” she murmured, brushing her lips over mine.

I tried to push her off again, but an intense wave of nausea rolled over me, and I shut my eyes.

“One kiss is all it will take.”

Horrified, I opened my eyes. “I don’t want to kiss you.”

“Yes,” she purred, stroking my face. “You do. You’ll see.”

And then she pressed her red-painted mouth against mine.
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Max

The second the lock on the front door unlatched, I rushed inside. “Wes!”

Impatient, I slammed it behind me, pounding through the main floor and up the stairs.

“Wes!”

The first prickle of unease was like the barest brush against the nape of my neck. Ignoring it, I went into my bedroom, expecting him to be there… finding the room empty.

The second prickle of unease dragged a sharp talon from the base of my hairline to the base of my neck.

“Wesley.” I spoke, not yelling this time when I barreled into the bathroom.

My heart started thumping when I moved down the hallway to his bedroom, stepping through the open door. There was a book, a notebook, and an open laptop on the desk. A lamp glowed softly in the corner. The chair was pushed back as if he’d just gotten up to get something but never came back.

The third prickle of unease never came.

Instead, it was a full rush of panic. Something was wrong.

Cussing, I grabbed my cell and called the number I had on speed dial. “Where is Wes?” I growled into the line.

There was a heartbeat of silence and then, “You gave me the night off, remember?”

I disconnected the call and let out a yell.

Downstairs, I heard Win entering the house. I raced out of the empty bedroom and onto the stairs. After hitting another button, I lifted the phone to my ear. It went straight to voice mail.

My chest was so tight I couldn’t drag in a full breath. “Is Wes not home?”

My eyes flashed up. “How’d you know that?” I looked around behind him. “Do you know where he is?”

Win’s eyes went wide. “His Jeep isn’t in the driveway.”

“Fuck!” I spat. I hadn’t even noticed. I’d been too intent to get inside, to show him.

“So he’s not here,” Win surmised.

“He’s not answering his phone,” I said, swiping across the screen and calling up the tracker I had on his phone.

The map appeared with the little red dot, and I zoomed in on the location. “What the fuck?”

“What?” Win asked, stomping across to look at the phone. He glanced up. “Isn’t that Shirley’s?”

“Let’s go,” I said, voice hoarse, fingers aching around the casing of the phone. “Right now.”

We rushed out of the house, not even bothering with the lock. We piled into the Range Rover, and I dialed Jamie as Win sped out of the driveway.

“Bro,” Jamie answered.

“Are you at the diner with Wes?”

Jamie’s vibe changed instantly. “Shirley’s is closed.”

“He’s not home. His cell phone’s there.”

“We’ll meet you,” Jamie said, then disconnected the call.

“Faster,” I told Win, everything inside me screaming that something was wrong. “It’s her,” I muttered, “She did something to him.”

I appreciated that Win didn’t try to reason with me or point out I was overreacting. With Wes’s track record, there was no point.

“I never should have given him the night off.” I groaned, thinking of the tail who usually followed Wes. “I told him to go straight home. Why doesn’t he ever listen?”

Once again, Win didn’t say anything, just pressed farther onto the gas.
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Wes

Her tongue was cold and aggressive. The second it forced past my lax lips, everything inside me seized up. Despite the sluggish weight in my limbs, the heavy fog making it hard to think, and the way I seemed to struggle for control, I jumped up.

She gave a surprised shout when her body slapped the floor, and I sprang to my feet, chest heavy, body swaying. Everything around me seemed a little blurry, but I fought for control, for clarity.

This was something I never saw coming. Not in one million years. Part of me couldn’t even fully acknowledge it because it was so outrageous.

This was outrageous, right? A woman drugging a man to take advantage of him.

Mostly, you heard about guys doing shit like this to women. Which, by the way, was completely wrong and sick. I never really thought about it being the other way around.

“You’re freaking out,” Veronica said, standing from the floor.

I stepped back from her. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I barked. “You fucking drugged my coffee under the guise of apologizing. What the hell kind of person does that? I came here to help you.”

“I know. Even after the way I acted, you came anyway. It just proves you’re it for me. I’ve been watching you a long time, Wes.”

I swayed. “What?”

She nodded. “I can be pretty invisible when I want to be. I did worry you saw me that night in your window, the night after your accident.”

I gaped. “That was you?” Holy fuck, it was her button I’d found! I hadn’t been seeing things.

“I was so worried about you after the accident. I just wanted to be close in case you needed me.”

She was unhinged. Certifiable. A freaking stalker.

Fumbling around, I jammed my hand into my jeans for my phone. I was calling the cops.

The screen was blurry when I lit it up. Every time I hit the button, it moved away from my finger. “Come on,” I muttered, hitting the screen again.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling the cops.” I hit the button again. This time, it asked me for my password. “Fuck.”

“I can’t let you do that,” she said, stepping closer.

The phone in my hand rang. Through blurred vision, I could make out an X. Max. I swiped at the screen to answer and missed. I swore, then swiped at it again.

The phone was snatched away from me, and she threw it across the room where it hit the wall with a distinct crack.

“No phones until you give us a chance.”

“The only chance you’re getting is from the cops when you tell them your side of the story.” I shoved her away, and she stumbled. I ran—well, dragged myself—to the door and fell out into the winter night.

The slap of the cold air was welcome and jolted me with a bit of clarity I desperately needed. Head swirling, I stood and headed toward the Jeep. I knew I couldn’t drive, but I could lock myself inside until whatever the fuck this stuff was wore off.

“Wes!” Veronica called behind me. “Come back here.”

I kept going, my feet scuffling over the pavement like I didn’t know how to walk. What the fuck did she give me? I only had a few sips.

“Get him!” Veronica yelled, and then I was tackled from the side to the ground. I landed with a grunt on the freezing, rough pavement, my eyes rolling around as flashes of bright yellow caught in my vision. So close to my Jeep. So far away.

“What kind of man runs from pussy when it’s being offered?”

My eyes snapped forward to the new voice belonging to the man bending over my face. “Rinkin,” I slurred. As I stared, he split into two. “What the fuck?”

He disappeared, and Veronica took his place, straddling my chest and brushing the hair from my forehead. My skin crawled and my entire body screamed to put up a fight, but my limbs weren’t listening.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” she murmured, rubbing her finger over my lower lip.

I laughed. “You could OD me with Viagra and I still wouldn’t be able to get it up for you.”

She recoiled. “You won’t even give me a chance?”

“Not if you were the last person on this planet and the survival of the human race depended on us.”

“Harsh, Sinclair,” Rinkin mused from somewhere overhead. “Harsh.”

“Shut up!” Veronica snapped over her shoulder. “You don’t mean that,” she said to me in a much sweeter voice.

Frankly, I thought her nice voice was scarier than her mean one.

Rolling my head, I looked for Rinkin, blurry vision catching on his hovering form nearby.

“What are you doing here?” I fought against the haze dragging down my thoughts and tried to focus. “Did you help her drug me?”

Veronica disappeared, and Rinkin bent, shoving his face into mine. The look in his eyes was reminiscent of the boys who attacked me three years ago.

Not again. Jesus. Not again.

“You really thought I would just call a truce and let everyone on Elite side with you? Elite is my team. You should have just kept your fag mouth shut, Sinclair.”

“Hey!” Veronica protested at the ugly slur.

“Shut it!” he yelled over his shoulder before turning glittering eyes on me once more. “I want you gone. And if teaming up with this little psycho is how to do it, then hell yes, I’m going to help her.”

Straightening away from me, he gestured toward Veronica. “Come on. Let’s do this.”

Veronica straddled my hips again, lowering herself onto my body. Her fingers dragged up my chest, making my stomach roll.

Out on the street, a car drove by, making her freeze and look up. Turning to Rinkin, she said, “We should go back inside where it’s more private.”

Go back inside for what? Whatever it was, I was going to go with hell no.

In a burst of energy, I pushed up, shoving her off me and into the pavement. She cried out and pushed to her feet. In a frenzy of movement, she plowed into my chest, knocking me back into the side of my Wrangler.

Her fingers were cold and unforgiving when she grabbed my chin, forcing my head down. “That’s the way it’s going to be, then?”

“Yep,” I said, fighting back another tilt of the universe. I would never give in to her. To Rinkin. To either of them.

“Think hard, Wes. Once you are removed from Elite and Max is gone, you won’t have anyone. Do you really want to push me away? I’m the one who truly wants you.”

My head swam, but it couldn’t stop the pungent worry from squeezing my heart. “What did you do to Max?”

Her eyes flashed, and she yelled, “Forget about him!”

“I won’t,” I told her. “I won’t ever.”

A resolved, empty look dropped over her stare. “Fine. Well, if I can’t have you, no one will.”

She turned toward her accomplice. I never would have expected these two to team up, but seeing them both here now, it seemed so obvious.

“He needs a time out. And while he’s rethinking his choices, we can move this bright-yellow sign telling everyone where he is. Once that’s done, we can get on with it.”

Get on with what?

“You said this would be easy.” Rinkin fumed. “It shouldn’t be taking this long.”

“He didn’t drink enough coffee!” she hissed. “We have to give him more.”

And that was my cue to go.

Shoving her away, I turned toward the street. I’d just go flag down help.

A hand closed around the back of my neck, and I swung, but the attempt was slow and halfhearted.

Rinkin laughed. “Fucking pathetic.”

Despite seeing his fist coming, it was like my body just couldn’t move out of the way.

And then it was lights out.
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Max

The distinctive bright yellow of the Wrangler was like a beacon in the empty lot of the diner. Before we were even in the parking lot, I had the door popped open, ready to bail.

“You can’t help him if you’re injured,” Win bitched, tires squealing around the corner at a too-high speed, and then slammed the brakes in the center of the lot.

I was out and running without looking back. The second I got around the back end of the Wrangler, I noted the driver’s side door was open and a pair of jean-clad legs was visible from beneath the door.

“Wesley,” I bellowed, beyond pissed he was standing there doing who fucking knew what when I was losing my goddamn mind. I was absolutely going to spank him for this. “Wes!” I demanded, pounding forward.

A body pulled out from inside the Jeep and lunged. He was nothing but a blur as he attacked, but I didn’t have to see to know this wasn’t Wes. It also didn’t matter his aggression was a surprise. I caught him around the arms, slamming him against the side of the Wrangler and closing my hand around his throat to squeeze.

He wheezed, feet scuffling against the pavement as he tried to twist and kick. I threw my body weight into him, my shoulder knocking what little breath I allowed him to have right out of his lungs.

“Rinkin.” His name dropped from my lips, followed by a dark, rumbling growl.

The asshole swimmer’s eyes met mine, a fissure of wariness cracking his gaze. Pissed me off. This asswipe shouldn’t just be wary. He should be downright scared.

“What the fuck are you doing in Wes’s car?”

“Max,” Win said, jogging around the Wrangler.

“Look inside,” I bit out, my fingers tightening on Rinkin’s throat. This was far different from the way I played with Wes. This was not a game.

Win ran off, and I settled my stare on Rinkin. “Where is Wes?”

He started to say something, but his voice cracked, so I gentled my hold.

“Too late.” He gasped as something beside him jingled.

I glanced down, noting the key ring grasped in his hand. They were Wes’s. The key to our house, the place he was supposed to be, was right fucking there.

I drew back and plowed my fist into Rinkin’s face. He slid down onto his ass.

Before he could get comfortable, I yanked him up by his shirt to snarl. “You tell me where the fuck he is right now, or I’ll kill you.”

Rinkin laughed. “He’s on ice.”

I hit him again, this time letting him fall completely to the ground. Headlights bounced around, but I ignored them, reaching down to rip the key ring out of Rinkin’s hand.

“Is he still here?” I asked, pulling his hair so hard he gave a yell.

“What’s going on?” Ryan asked, appearing at my side. Jamie was right behind him.

“This motherfucker won’t tell me where Wes is.”

The door to the diner opened, and Win yelled, “Max!”

I whipped around, hoping to see Wes with him, but instead, it was Veronica.

“Don’t let him leave,” I spat, turning my back on everyone to run into the diner.

“Where’s Wes?” I demanded of Veronica before I was even totally inside.

“He’s not here.”

“Well, where is he?”

She shrugged.

I leaned down and pushed my face into hers. “There are lots of men out there who think it’s wrong to hit women. I ain’t one of them.”

“Go ahead!” she screamed right in my face.

Her arms flailed about as she straightened with wide, wild eyes smudged with mascara. The lower half of her face was smeared with that red paint that was always on her mouth. She looked like a female version of the Joker in a diner uniform.

“Hit me!” She challenged. “And then when the police call, I’ll cry and whimper and tell them you attacked me.” Her eyes slid to Win. “That you both did.” A smug smile spread over her face. There was lipstick on her teeth. “And then both of you will be gone, locked away, and I will have him all to myself. He’ll have no one to comfort him but me.”

I exchanged a look with Win. “I’ll check the kitchen. You check the bathrooms,” I said, and then we both left her there in all her unbalanced glory.

“No!” she screamed behind us, but I kept moving, eyes sweeping the kitchen that was darkened and shut down for the night.

“Wes!” I yelled. In an odd twist, Veronica’s psychotic rambling made me feel better because she implied that Wes was still there somewhere.

Eyeing the walk-in cooler ahead, I unlatched it, yanking open the door. Cold air rushed out, slamming into my jeans and curling through the opening of my jacket.

“Wes,” I called, taking a step farther inside. Maybe they’d knocked him out and dumped him there.

“Ahh!” The sudden, shrill yell bounced around the interior of the frigid box, making my ears ring.

And then someone leaped on me from behind.
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Wes

I opened my eyes to darkness. Blackness so opaque I had to ask myself if my eyes were actually open or if I just thought they were. Grunting, I lifted my hands, slapping my fingers onto my eyes and peeling open my eyelids until the air made them sting.

Definitely open.

Swallowing, I waited for a wave of nausea, but none came. My head was still fuzzy, and my mouth felt like it was packed with cotton. And it was cold… so fucking cold.

Since it was dark, I tried to reach out with my other senses to get a feel for where I was. I am lying down. The surface under me is hard. It’s cold. So cold it feels like a thousand needles are stabbing into my skin. Putting a hand to my head, I started to sit up. My elbow banged against the wall.

My fingers stung, joints stiff. Dropping my arm, I laid my hand flat to push up… but the surface I thought was hard wasn’t. It gave way. Sharp edges poked into me, and I wrenched my hand up.

Whatever was under me slid together. It sounded like… ice.

Reaching out, I grabbed a handful of the stuff and lifted it. It was ice. Small square cubes like the kind they served in the soda at Shirley’s… Shit!

I was still at the diner… inside the ice chest. I slipped around as I shot up, pushing toward where I assumed the front doors would be. I threw both hands against it and shoved. The door moved, a sliver of light slipping into the crack, but it rattled and banged shut.

It was locked.

Not only did that whack job drug me, but she shoved me into an ice freezer and locked it.

If I can’t have you, no one will.

Her words echoed ominously in the back of my mind. Was that her plan, then? To try and “convince” me to give us a chance? And because I said no, she was going to kill me.

Could I freeze to death in there? How long would it take?

The diner did just close. If they really locked me in and left, I would be trapped all night.

No. I cut off that line of thought immediately. First of all, I would get out. Even if I had to rip apart the machine with my bare hands. That lock could only withstand so much. Second of all, Max would come home and find me gone. I didn’t answer his call. He would come looking.

Will the tracker still work if my phone is busted?

It wouldn’t matter.

One way or another, I was getting the hell out of here.
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Max

My knees buckled, then locked, keeping me and the sudden weight on my back upright.

“He’s mine!” Veronica yelled, clawing at my face.

My cheeks stung as her nails scraped down them. Cursing, I reached around behind me for a fistful of her uniform and yanked her over my head. She landed with a heavy thud on the chilled floor of the walk-in. Groaning in pain, she fluttered her lashes as her heavy breaths appeared in great white puffs inside the cold container.

“Where is Wes?” I demanded as she lay there stunned.

She giggled. “Cooling off.”

“Pretty sure that’s my line,” I said, backtracking out of the fridge to grab the heavy door.

Veronica shouted and scrambled up, but I slammed it shut and dropped the thick chain in place so she wouldn’t be able to get out.

Immediately, she started pounding on it from the other side, begging to be freed. I had not once ounce of remorse, and her muffled pleas fell on deaf ears.

Win raced into the kitchen, eyes sweeping around. “What happened?”

“She attacked me,” I spat. “I locked her in there.”

“Good call.”

“Anything?” I asked, pushing away from the cooler and ignoring the sticky trickle of blood on my face.

Win shook his head, worry filling his eyes.

A muffled bang sounded, and I turned to look at the fridge.

Bang!

“That wasn’t her,” I said, heart beginning to pound all over again. “Wes!” I yelled.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“This way,” Win called, rushing toward a door that led out back.

I raced after him, and we practically fell outside into an empty gravel clearing behind the brick building.

Bang! Bang! Bang! “Come on!” someone shouted.

We both swung toward the giant ice machine against the building. The door on the front was trembling under the force of someone hitting it from the inside.

A strangled sound ripped out of me, and gravel kicked up as I raced over, throwing my weight into the door to hold it down and unlatch the lock.

“We’re here, Wes!” Win yelled. “Hang on!”

I grunted. The door was bent from the force of his kicks, and I had to kick it a few times to get it to line up the way it needed for me to unlatch it. Once it was unlocked, I nearly ripped the door off its hinges.

“Wesley,” I croaked, the intense fear in me so powerful, my voice hoarse as I searched the dark opening.

“Here,” he called, which was followed by a bunch of ice rustling and a muffled curse.

Impatient and worried, I threw half my body inside, my eyes finding him instantly. I let out a groan, reaching for him. “Wes.”

“I was coming out,” he chided as though he wasn’t just attacked and shut in a fucking ice chest and I wasn’t losing my goddamn mind.

“Come here,” I rasped, filling my hands with his face. I jolted, feeling how frigid his skin was. “You’re freezing.” I worried.

His hands covered mine where I held him. “I’m okay. I knew you’d come.”

I let out a sob, straining farther inside to reach for his lips. We kissed as icy air swirled around us, and I assuaged the panic I’d known since realizing he wasn’t home.

“That is the last time I give your tail the night off,” I muttered when I finally pulled back.

“Can I come out now?” he asked, teeth chattering.

“Come on.” I guided him, refusing to let go as he appeared.

“Hey, Win,” he said as if this were some casual meeting and not an emergency situation.

“You are in so much shit,” Win mused.

One of Wes’s legs came out, followed by the other, but when he jumped down, he fell like his legs were made of jelly.

“Easy,” I cautioned, wrapping an arm around him as Win did the same on the other side.

His clothes were soaked from the ice, and his teeth wouldn’t stop chattering even though I saw him try. Immediately, I ripped the hoodie off his body, tossing it onto the ground, and pulled off my jacket and long-sleeve shirt. Win supported his wobbly frame as I pulled the warm, dry fabric over him, and Wes didn’t protest when I added the jacket overtop.

When I was done, Win eyed him warily. “You okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” Wes said, pulling free and taking a step toward the diner. His whole body tilted and swayed.

We both rushed forward, and I caught him around the waist, keeping him upright. “What the fuck did they do to you?”

Wes averted his gaze, and fear bottomed out my stomach.

“Baby,” I said gently, trying to cajole him. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

“She drugged me,” he rushed out, chin dipping toward his chest. “I was fucking stupid, and she drugged me.”

I let out a soft sound, reaching down to swing him up in my arms bridal style.

He gasped, cheek falling onto my shoulder. “Put me down, Max. I’m not some girl.”

“That’s right. You aren’t,” I said. “You’re mine, and I’m carrying you.”

“Whatever,” he muttered, pushing his cheek farther against me, his icy nose pressing into my neck.

“What did she drug you with?” Win worried, his eyes seeking mine.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I just feel out of it. I only had a few sips of coffee, so it shouldn’t last long. It’s not as bad as before.”

My gaze whipped back to Win, and we shared another look. He was worse than this.

“What else did they do to you?” I asked calmly. Frankly, I deserved an award for that because everything beneath the surface was raging wildly.

He stiffened, and one of his hands looped around my neck, seeking even more comfort. “Nothing.”

If he thought I would believe that as he clung to me, he definitely was on drugs.

“Nemo,” I warned.

He made a broken sound. “I think she wanted to take advantage of me. She kissed me.”

Win rushed forward, holding out his arms like he needed to catch Wes when I lost my shit. Oh, I wanted to.

I definitely wanted to.

But Wes needed comfort more.

I shook my head at Win and gazed down at Wes. “Did she do anything else?” I asked, bracing myself for the answer. I didn’t feel bad at all for locking her in that cooler. In fact, I should have done worse.

He shook his head. “I told her I’d never get it up for her. Even if she fed me Viagra.”

I barked a laugh, and beside us, Win grinned.

“Good boy,” I murmured, stroking the side of his head.

He smiled into my neck before finally lifting his head. His eyes were slightly dilated and unfocused, but even still, he saw. “What happened to your face?” He worried, raising a hand toward the scrapes.

I grunted. “Nothing.”

He had red lipstick all over his mouth, and it made my blood boil. What the fuck did she try and do, eat him?

“Did she do that?” Wes questioned.

“I locked her in the cooler,” I told him as we walked toward the diner.

Wes’s eyes widened as if he was just remembering something he forgot. “Rinkin is here. He was helping her. He’s the one who knocked me out and dumped me on ice.”

He’s on ice. Rinkin’s words came back to me, making the muscle in my jaw tick.

“We got him too,” I said.

“Come on inside. You need to warm up,” Win said, going ahead of us to open the door.

“Max?” The hesitation I heard in Wes’s voice made my heart ache.

“What, baby?”

“I didn’t want to kiss her. I don’t want to kiss anyone but you.”

The distress in his voice physically hurt, and I made a jagged sound. “I believe you. And when you’re ready, I’ll kiss you as much as you want.”

“I’m ready now.”

I laughed. “How about we wait till the police leave?”

He glanced around as I stepped into the diner from the kitchen. Red and blue lights flickered through the windows, and uniformed officers stood in the center. Between them was a cuffed and bloody, beat-up Rinkin.

Guess I wasn’t the only one who got in a few hits tonight. I glanced at Ryan and Jamie, and they confirmed it with their stares before smoothing their features and coming toward us.

“I didn’t know you guys were here,” Wes said, wiggling against me to get down.

I squeezed him tighter. “Don’t bother,” I rumbled beside his ear. “There’s no way I’m taking my hands off you.”

A delicate shiver worked through him, and satisfaction curled inside me. But then his teeth started to chatter, and I swore under my breath.

“Anyone got a blanket?” I asked.

Win pulled the hoodie off his body and draped it over Wes. Jamie and Ryan did the same.

“You guys,” Wes groaned, shifting under the heap of large sweatshirts piled on top of him.

“What happened?” Ryan asked, frowning.

“We’d like to know that as well,” one of the officers said, stepping up to our little group.

“They drugged him, knocked him out, then locked him in the damn ice machine out back,” I said, my tone becoming harder with every word.

“Brooo,” Jamie drawled, spinning to pin Rinkin with a glare.

Ryan turned as well. “You’re out,” he spat. “Don’t even bother coming back to Elite. You’re a fucking disgrace.”

“Screw off, Walsh!” Rinkin yelled at Ryan, his face turning purple beneath all the blood. Or maybe that was just bruises. Either way, he looked like a rotten eggplant. “You might act like the boss around Elite, but we all know it’s Coach.”

“And we all know the last time Coach went against Ryan, more than half the team walked,” Jamie deadpanned.

“Maybe then! But now that he’s letting this little fag call the shots? People won’t stand for it.”

I moved fast, sliding Wes into Win’s arms and bursting across the space to plow my fist into Rinkin’s nose. He fell back onto his ass, his body sprawling out over the diner floor.

One of the officers stepped in front of me, putting a restraining hand against my chest.

Rinkin pushed up, fresh blood mixing with what was already there. “I want him arrested. I want to press charges! This is assault.”

“You got off easy,” I spat.

“Back off,” the officer warned me.

“I want him in cuffs!” Rinkin demanded.

The other officer grabbed him beneath the arm, hauling him up and out of the diner. “You can wait in the squad car.”

When they were gone, the remaining officer looked at me. I stared him straight in the eyes and lifted my wrists out for some cuffs.

“No.” Wes gasped, bursting out of Win’s arms and falling onto the floor. Before I could even get there to help him, he was up, sliding between me and the officer, pushing his back right against my chest and reaching behind him to palm my hip. “You can’t arrest him. He didn’t mean it. He’s just upset because he had to pull me out of the ice.”

His body started to shake, teeth clattering.

“Wes.” I worried, wrapping my arms around him from behind, trying to surround him with my heat.

“Please,” Wes pleaded with the officer, not even giving a second thought to his own condition.

The officer sighed. “I’m not going to arrest him.”

Wes sagged into me, and I rocked back under the give of his weight. Still holding on to him, I guided him into the nearest chair.

“Sit down,” I said, concerned, then glanced up at the officer. “He needs to go to the hospital.”

“No,” Wes protested. “I’m fine.”

“She fucking drugged you,” I snapped.

As if on cue, the bitch started screaming and banging on the inside of the cooler.

The officer who shut Rinkin in the patrol car came back in, his eyes automatically going toward the back of the diner. “There’s another person?”

Wes nodded. “It’s Veronica. I don’t know her last name. She works here as a waitress, and she goes to Westbrook.”

The officer who decided not to arrest me pulled out a pad and wrote down the information. “And where is she right now?”

“I locked her in the walk-in cooler,” I said.

“Why?”

“Besides what she did to Wes?” I bit out. “She attacked me,” I said, pointing to my still-stinging face.

The officer glanced at the injuries. “The marks on your neck from her too?”

“Yes.”

Wes made a sound.

I lowered beside his chair and stroked the back of his head, saying low, “It’s nothing a couple kisses won’t fix.”

Veronica kept banging and yelling.

“Is anyone a witness to her attacking you?” the officer asked, and Wes bristled.

I dropped my hand into his lap, grasping his still-cold hand. With a sound, I went to gather up all the shirts his friends gave him to pile them back on his body.

“I saw the entire thing,” Win answered.

The officer nodded, then frowned at Wes. “As soon as you finish giving your statement, you can go to the hospital.”

“We should go now,” I said, impatient. To hell with his statement.

“No. I’d rather get this over with,” Wes refuted.

Across the room, the door flung open, and two small bodies rushed inside. “Wes!” Madison and Rory called at the same time.

“Oh my gosh, what’s happening?” Madison worried.

“Ryan,” Rory said, beelining straight for her boyfriend. “What happened? We’ve been so worried.”

“This is a crime scene,” one of the officers reprimanded. “No outside interference.”

“Oh, hello, Officer Paul,” Rory said, turning her gray eyes to the uniformed man. “Remember me? You responded to an incident I was involved in not too long ago.”

Ryan made a sound.

Officer Paul shifted. “Actually, more than one.” He corrected her.

Ryan made another sound.

Rory dipped her orange head back to look up at the cop and smile. “We won’t get in the way. We had to come. Wes always comes for us.”

The officer sighed, and Ryan hid his smile.

Madison stepped between everyone and held out a paper cup with a black lid. “We brought you this.”

I glanced at Ryan. “Now I understand why you hate caramel lattes so much.”

He and Jamie both grunted.

Wes made a grateful sound and wrapped both hands around the sugar-filled latte with a sigh. “Ahh, it’s so warm.”

“Thanks, Madison,” I said, offering her a grateful smile. I might hate the tradition behind these stupid lattes, but it would definitely help Wes get warm.

Reaching over, I pushed the bottom of the cup up toward his lips. “Drink some of that.”

He did what I said, and when he was done, he looked at me hopefully. My stomach flipped.

Leaning over I spoke into his ear. “Good boy.”

He made a faint sound and took another sip.

“What happened here tonight?” the officer asked.

Wes lowered the cup. “She called me earlier.” His brow wrinkled. “I don’t know how she got my number.” He gasped and looked at Ryan and Jamie. “Rinkin gave it to her.”

“And you gave it to Rinkin?” the officer clarified.

“No. But it’s on the Elite roster. We all swim together at Westbrook.”

“We’re familiar with Elite,” Officer Paul muttered. “You guys have quite the reputation.”

“We can’t help people go crazy for us,” Jamie defended. Then he muttered, “Literally crazy.”

“The woman who called you is the waitress who’s currently locked in the walk-in?” The officer taking notes clarified.

Wes nodded. “Yes. She called and told me she was closing up here and had a flat tire. She asked me to come help her change it. Said she was alone.”

“And you came!” I yelled, surging to my feet in anger.

Wes grimaced. “She said she wanted to apologize and asked if we could still be friends.”

“Apologize?” Officer Paul cut in.

Win cleared his throat and quickly explained what happened before.

“So she’s jealous.” The officer waved his pen between me and Wes. “Of you two.”

“Of our relationship,” Wes said miserably.

The way he clutched that coffee made my anger wilt. He was exhausted.

“I told her I’d help her. I mean, I didn’t think helping her with a flat tire was that big of a deal,” Wes said, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. When I just stood there, he slumped a bit more. “When I got here, she handed me a coffee she’d made.” He glanced around and pointed to the small setup on the counter. “I only took a few sips.” He shook his head. “Whatever’s in there is strong.”

Madison gasped. “She drugged you!”

The cop interviewing Wes looked at Officer Paul. “Bag that cup.”

Officer Paul went to gather the evidence. In the back, Veronica had gone quiet.

“I got really unsteady and woozy. She, ah, kissed me… tried to do some stuff,” Wes explained.

Jamie made a sound, and Rory went into Ryan’s arms.

“I made it out to my Jeep. I was gonna lock myself inside, but Rinkin showed up. He was helping her. He knocked me out, and the next thing I knew, I woke up locked in the ice machine.”

The questioning went on a while longer, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything anyone said. All I could do was be horrified at what he’d been through tonight and feel guilty that I wasn’t there. Guilty that I’d called off his tail for the night.

I underestimated that wench Veronica. I knew she was a jealous hag, but drugging someone? Assault? Who knows what they would have done if we hadn’t gotten here when we did?

Chilled fingers caressed my face, making me jolt. Wes dropped his hand and frowned.

I made a sound, snatching his hand back and lifting his fingers to kiss them. “You startled me.”

“Stop,” Wes intoned.

My lips stilled against the pads of his fingers. “What?”

“Stop blaming yourself. Your thoughts are so loud they’re giving me a headache.”

I snarled. “No, that’s the drugs you ingested.”

“Hey,” he murmured, feet shuffling closer. Pulling his hand free, he laid it on the side of my neck, his chocolate eyes staring straight into mine. “This isn’t your fault. It’s mine. I made the decision to come here, to trust her. Stop blaming yourself.”

“Well, I sure as hell am not gonna blame you.”

“Blame Win, then,” he quipped.

“What the hell, Wes?” Win said, obviously eavesdropping on our conversation. Really, we would never have a private conversation ever again if he was anywhere near us.

I laughed under my breath.

Wes’s face softened. “That’s better.”

“Come here,” I whispered, and he came, melting into me like ice cream on a July day.

He purred, pushing closer into my warmth, and the scent of leather swirled beneath my nose as he cuddled closer. The coffee in his hand was warm against my chest, but I didn’t complain. I just held him tighter, kissing the top of his head.

“We’ve let the hospital know you’re on your way. We’ve asked them to give you priority. They will check you over, make sure your body temperature is high enough, and draw some blood. We’ll have the lab analyze for whatever she put in that coffee,” the officer said, not even batting an eye at the way I was cuddling my boyfriend.

Realizing he was there, Wes started to pull back, but I pressed him back down, gazing over his head at the cop. “Thanks. We’re going now.”

He gave me a card and Win one too. “Call if you remember any more details.”

“Sure.” I agreed.

“We’ll be in touch.”

Wes pulled out of my hold. “What about Veronica?”

“We’re bringing her into the station.”

“She told me she’s been stalking me,” he said.

“What?” Win and I yelled.

Wes nodded. “Looking in the windows at my house at night. Following me to a party… She thought she could convince me I wasn’t gay.”

Both officers flushed, looking uncomfortable. “Why don’t you get out of here before we bring her out?” Officer Paul offered.

“I want a restraining order,” I demanded.

“You would be well within your rights to request one,” the officer told Wes.

Wes chewed his lower lip. “Is that really necessary?”

“Yes!” everyone in the room (except the officers) shouted.

He slumped. “Okay. I’d like one.”

“You can come down to the station tomorrow and sign the paperwork.”

Wes nodded.

I put my arm around him, guiding him away. Everyone else followed us outside.

“Thanks for the clothes,” Wes said, turning to hand Ryan and Jamie their sweatshirts. Then he held Win’s out.

Win shook his head. “Just use it in the car.”

“There’s heat in the car.”

“I said use it,” Win snapped.

I gave him a warning glance, but he ignored it, and Wes nodded.

“You want us to come to the hospital with you, bro?” Jamie offered. Both girls nodded instantly.

“No,” he said. “Really. I’ll just get poked with a needle and then go home.”

“Are you still really cold?” Madison worried.

Wes smiled. “The coffee helped.” He turned to his bros. “See you at practice in the morning.”

“Hell no!” I fumed. “You can’t go to practice.”

Wes’s eyes fired to mine. “I am. I will. I will not let that asshole Rinkin keep me out of the pool. I’ve already missed too much.”

I started shaking my head.

“Max,” Wes said calmly. Deadly. “I said I’m going.”

“Fine.” I relented. I knew I wouldn’t win, and I wasn’t going to stand here and argue with him. He’d been through enough. He wanted to swim? Fine. I’d sit in the bleachers and make sure his ass didn’t drown.

Stubborn fish.

“See you in the a.m.,” Jamie called, leading Madison to her white Mercedes as she waved.

“Thanks for coming,” Wes said, including Ryan and Rory in his words.

Ryan held out his fist, and Wes smashed his into it.

When they were gone, he looked at me. “I don’t know where my keys are. I think they took them.”

I fished them out of my jeans and held them up. “Rinkin had them.”

“I really thought our truce would last longer,” he said, sadness and weariness in his voice.

Anger was swift to rise in me.

Beside us, Win exhaled. “People suck, bro. You deserve better.”

“C’mon.” My voice was gruff as I wrapped my hand around the back of his neck, guiding him to the passenger side of the Jeep. “We need to go.”

“I’ll meet you at the hospital,” Win said.

Wes started to tell him he didn’t need to come, but I gripped his neck harder, and he fell quiet. It was a waste of words. Win was coming. Period.

He was slow to climb up into the yellow bus, and he sank into the seat with a wilted sigh. Worry clutched my heart, and I grabbed his chin, pulling it around. “Tell me how you really are.”

“I want a kiss.”

I hoisted myself up on the running boards and leaned into the cab. Bracing my arms on either side of him, I leaned in and took his mouth aggressively. He whimpered, melting into the seat, his lips dropping open. I licked inside immediately, my tongue sweeping his mouth like I needed to do inventory. I licked and sucked every place I could reach, slurping up the drool he seemed to overproduce. When I pulled back to check on him, he grabbed the front of my tank and yanked me back in, our mouths crashing once more.

Our teeth gnashed, and I immediately gentled, sucking his lower lip into my mouth and working it until it was puffy. He was boneless and his lashes were fluttering when I lifted my head again, the hold on my shirt long since gone slack.

“Better?” I whispered, licking over his damp lips.

He made a little slurping sound and nodded.

I buckled the seatbelt around him and then pulled back.

Just before I could shut his door, his head rolled in my direction. “Maxi.”

“What, baby?”

“Thanks for coming.”

I went back into the Jeep to brush my lips against the soft skin on his ear. “I will come for you always. Nothing and no one will ever keep me away.”

This time when he shivered, I knew it wasn’t from the cold.
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Wes

Traces of Rohypnol were found in my blood. In other words, Veronica dropped a roofie, a date rape drug, in my coffee and apologized to my face for being crazy while I drank it.

They said I was lucky I only had a few sips. I didn’t feel lucky.

I felt embarrassed, ashamed, and, to be honest, weak. I also felt kinda stupid.

Stupid for going there. Stupid for trusting her. Stupid for not realizing date rape was a thing that happened to men too.

We’ve all seen the campaigns cautioning women to never walk away from a drink. Never accept anything from strangers. Never leave your handbag unattended and always be careful everywhere you go.

I never thought maybe someone could do it to me. Or that it wouldn’t be in a club or at a party. It was done to me under the guise of friendship, late at night when I responded to a call for help.

It was these things that woke me before the sun even lightened the horizon. These things that had me reaching for my cell phone in the dark room. I knew trying to go back to sleep would be useless. My spinning thoughts would continue to ask questions and seek answers.

Roughly twenty-four percent of men experience some form of sexual violence in their lifetime. Over half of male victims are assaulted by someone they know.

I wasn’t raped. In truth, I didn’t understand why she roofied me. The drug didn’t make me erect or sexually excited. I was out of it, drowsy, and uncoordinated. Maybe she thought I would pass out and she could do things. Maybe she had no intention of having sex with me at all. Maybe she thought subduing and kissing me would be enough to make me want her.

Maybe she was simply out of her mind.

Beside me, Max shifted, and his arm fell over my side, pulling me into the circle of his body. I melted when his deep breathing brushed over my skin, and his soft stubble tickled my bare shoulder when he pressed a lazy kiss against my neck.

Moments later, he stiffened, his face lifting toward the lit screen on my phone. “What the hell are you googling?” His voice was gruff and still deep with sleep.

Lowering the phone facedown onto the bed, I glanced over my shoulder. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He made a soft sound and rubbed a palm over my abs. “You can wake me anytime you want, baby.”

Despite my melancholy mood, I smiled and wiggled back to get more of him.

“You having trouble sleeping?” he asked.

“Mm.” I agreed.

“And you thought googling facts about male assault would help with that?”

I heard the disapproval in his voice, and it made my stomach tighten a bit. Not enough to pull away. Not enough for the comfort he gave to be ineffective. “I can’t stop thinking about it,” I confessed into the dark.

Palming my shoulder, Max tugged me around so I was flat on my back and staring up at his looming face. Even in the dark, he was the most attractive man I’d ever seen. I lay there for long moments, taking in the strong angles of his face, thick brows, and strong nose. I’d looked at Max thousands of times. I’d seen him change from a boy into a man. It would never be enough. He was and would always be my eyes’ favorite resting place.

“Wesley.”

His tone coupled with the use of my full name had me groaning. I started to turn my head, but he caught my chin, holding it in place so I couldn’t escape his piercing stare.

“I know you told the cops she didn’t do anything but kiss you…” He paused, the sound of his swallow filling the room. “But I need to know. Did she do more?”

My eyes rounded. The realization of what he must have been thinking sent a fresh rush of horror through my limbs. “No,” I said quickly, my hand gripping his bicep. “All she did was climb on top of me and kiss me.”

A low rumble vibrated his throat, the vibe around him turning icy.

Stroking over his bare arm, I said, “I can’t stop wondering why she did that. Why she went so far as to drug me. Would she have tried more if you hadn’t shown up? And Rinkin…” I shook my head, looking up to the ceiling. The inky darkness looming overhead made me think of something else. “There are no stars on your ceiling.”

“I’ll get you some.” He promised, brushing at the hair falling over my forehead. “I’ll get you as many as you want. You can plaster the entire room with them if you want.”

My eyes shifted back to him. “I love you.”

Everything about him relaxed. “I love you too.”

“I knew Rinkin hated me, but I thought maybe he’d stick to the truce. You know?” At my side, my fingers fiddled with the sheet. “I feel stupid. I should have known better. It’s not the first time someone hated me so much they wanted to do physical harm.”

“Look at me.”

There was no denying that voice, the command he had over everything I was.

“You are not responsible for other people’s shitbag actions. It is not your fault what they did, past or present. You went there to help her, and she took advantage of your heart. That’s her karma. Not yours.”

I thought it was sweet he was defending me. “You’re mad I went there.”

He made a rude noise. “Well, I ain’t fucking happy about it. Jesus, Wes. I’m going to have gray hair before I’m twenty-five because of you.”

“You’ll still be the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.”

“Don’t try and sweet-talk me.”

“It’s not sweet talk if it’s the truth.”

“This is why you’ll have a bodyguard the rest of your life,” he grumped. Secretly, he was charmed. I could tell.

“We can’t afford that.” I chastised him. Honestly, I was done arguing with him about my secret tail, aka bodyguard. Frankly, I was secretly starting to wonder if I did need one.

Made me feel like a wiener.

“No. I can’t afford to live without you.”

I sighed, stroking over his cheekbone before dropping my hand beside us once more. “You don’t think it makes me weak? The fact that I make such an easy target. The fact that I can’t seem to protect myself.”

“Hey,” he said, voice dripping with soft sincerity.

I reveled the way his hand slid around the back of my neck, cupping me in the palm of his hand. I loved the way his body shifted, lowering so I could feel his chest pressed against mine. His stare compelled me to lock onto it even if I was lying there vulnerable and exposed.

It didn’t matter. I’d let him see. Everything. Always.

“You are not weak. You are so far from weak I’d be mad at you for suggesting such a thing if you weren’t lying here beneath me, looking at me like that.” Before I could ask how I looked to him, he dipped his head to drop a brief kiss against my lips. “You used to clean up my wounds when I came into your room… before you were even ten. You never ran from my foul attitude or shrink away when I got into fights at school. You were brave enough to come out at the age of sixteen.”

I opened my mouth, but he scowled, making my lips close.

“It doesn’t matter if people betrayed you for it. Coming out took guts and courage. You survived our parents’ death. You made it through brain surgery and then had enough bravery to keep swimming.”

“Yeah, alone,” I muttered.

“Who cares? You still did it. And then you got into Elite. You made friends.” He made a face. “Even if they are idiots.”

“You like them.”

He grunted. That meant he agreed.

“And look how many times I’ve hurt you. Yet here you are. In my bed. In my arms.” His fingers tightened around the base of my neck. “Please know everything I did was because I thought that’s what you needed. I only wanted to protect you and keep you in my life. I know I was an asshole. I know I hurt you. I really am sorry, baby. I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for it if you’ll let me.”

“You don’t have to make up for anything.”

“About that night at the diner…”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, stomach tightening. Some shady shit had gone down at Shirley’s.

“Too bad.”

“Max.”

“Truth was I wanted so badly to pull you into my arms and kiss you. I wanted to tuck you inside my body and selfishly keep you all to myself. Sometimes it was so hard to be around you and not be with you the way I wanted. You needed me that night, and I couldn’t see past my own desperation. So yeah, I grabbed that girl and pulled her into the bathroom. I thought if I could just unleash a little, then I could control myself a little better.”

“You said you didn’t sleep with her,” I said, recalling that night, the way it stabbed me when he disappeared with that girl.

“I didn’t. I couldn’t even get it up.” He laughed under his breath.

Eyes wide, I gaped at him. “What?”

“My arms still tingled from holding you. I hadn’t gotten to hold you in so long. She’d barely touched me, and I nearly bit her head off. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to.”

“Max,” I said, suddenly feeling like my heart no longer fit inside my ribs.

“I won’t ever touch anyone else but you again. I swear it. I don’t want anyone but you. I never have.”

His words created a slightly sick feeling inside me elicited by the distinct memory of me scrubbing off that red lipstick from all over my mouth in the shower just hours before.

“Wes?”

“She kissed me,” I reiterated, feeling like she was still clinging to my lips. “The only one I want to kiss is you.”

“I know, baby. I know.”

Still caught between memory and the present moment, I reached up to swipe my hand over my mouth. “I want her off me, Maxi. I want to taste you and no one else.”

“Tell me what you need,”

“Make me,” I begged. “Make me stop tasting that waxy red lipstick. Make me stop wondering about all the shit that could have happened. Make me yours again.”

In the dark, his eyes flashed. “You never stopped being mine.”

“She tried to take me.” I goaded. I knew what I was doing.

A low, ominous growl filled the space above me. Tingles of awareness and tendrils of want coated me inside and out. He pounced like a lion, inhaling through his nose as his lips met mine. The aggressive way he claimed my mouth, the way his hand clamped around the back of my neck, holding me like I was caught, had a needy whine slipping out while my eyes rolled back in my head.

Yesss.

The kiss was demanding and sloppy. The sound of our lips smacking melted with our panting breaths and filled the room with sex.

I arched up into him, wanting closer, needing more as I pulled his lower lip into my mouth to suck.

With a groan, he ripped away, hands planted on either side of my body as he hovered over me with heavy breaths. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent.”

He nearly crackled with desire, the urge to give in warring on his face even as he fought to deny us both out of some sense of morality and concern for my wellbeing. It only made me want him more.

Sweeping my tongue across my lower lip, I lifted my eyes to his. “I can still taste her. I hate it. Make it stop.”

I watched the chain of restraint snap and eyes narrow in challenge. His hand closed around my throat and squeezed. And I purred against the cold metal meeting my heated skin.

“Did you just tell me you taste someone else after I kissed you?”

“Maybe you should do a better job this time.”

His hand tightened, and a little fissure of alarm shot through me before it melted into wayward desire. “All right, brat,” he growled. “I’m about to tame you.”

I moaned, a deep, throaty sound I knew he could feel vibrate against his palm. Not letting go, he shoved his tongue deep into my mouth, forcing it wide open as I gasped for air. His tongue rubbed along mine, stroking and coaxing until I was dripping with saliva.

When I tried to swallow, his hand tightened even more on my neck. “Don’t you dare swallow all that spit. It’s mine, and I’m gonna shove my dick in your mouth and let you coat me all over.”

I moaned, throat convulsing.

Chuckling, he moved back, my eyes tracking his movements with desperation.

“Sit up,” he said, releasing my neck and moving off me. “Against the headboard.”

The reflex to swallow was so natural I had to deny the urge more than once. I was so fixated on the pool of saliva collecting in my mouth that I barely noticed the shock of the cold wood headboard against my back when I leaned against it and spread my thighs.

“I didn’t tell you to spread your legs,” Max said. “Close them.”

Immediately, I obeyed, and he straddled them.

“I’m in charge tonight. You’re mine to do with as I wish.”

I bobbed my head enthusiastically, staring at how tight his boxers were against his stiff dick.

“When I’m done with you, the only thing you’ll taste is me,” he intoned, dragging the black fabric down to reveal his smooth, flushed cock.

More drool coated my tongue as I thought about the way it would feel sliding past my lips.

Whimpering, I reached for my own erection, grabbing it through my boxers to give it a stroke.

“No,” he demanded, pulling my hand away. “The only person you’re allowed to touch tonight is me.”

His hand wrapped around his dick, pumping it right in front of me. A bead of white appeared on the swollen tip as he rose on his knees, bringing him right to my lips. I was nearly quivering with excitement, nearly drowning in my own drool.

Jutting his hips out, he swiped that cum-tipped cock right over my lips, making me groan. But then his fingers were digging into my chin, my face forced up away from that beautiful dick.

“Baby.” He beckoned, his voice no longer demanding and in control.

Lust was no match for that, apparently, because that was the voice of love. I looked up instantly, nearly dissolving under his touch.

“Is this okay?”

I nodded, unable to speak around the spit he forced me to hold.

“I will stop anytime you want. Just tap my thigh twice or tell me to stop.”

I smiled.

“Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“Good boy,” he crooned, and everything got a little hazy. The next time he spoke, though, it was with authority and command. “Open your mouth.”

I opened wide instantly, and he grunted. “Look how wet you are for me.” He admired, then pushed his thick cock into my waiting hole.

I moaned at the sensation, how rigid and hard he was, how my lips had to stretch to accommodate his girth. He grunted and pushed a little deeper, the tip of his head hitting the back of my throat. I gagged a little, but he didn’t pull back. He just rocked into the reflex.

My hands slapped onto his hips, and my lips locked around him. I pushed deeper, burying my nose in his pubes, feeling my throat spasm around him. Just when my lungs started to seize from lack of oxygen, he pulled back, and I gasped.

Then he was on me again, gliding past my lips. I started to suck and slurp, coating him with all the saliva I held on to. His fingers dug into my hair, holding my head tight while I bobbed my head and dragged my teeth lightly under his sensitive head.

He made a sound of appreciation, and my fingers played along his ass crack as I lifted my eyes up his tattooed body. Feeling my gaze, he looked down. His eyes were hazy, his cheeks flushed. His lips looked puffy, and the set of his mouth was slack.

He looked wrecked, and I loved it. It made me want to do even better.

Pulling back, I swirled my tongue around his head before pushing his dripping, throbbing length against his belly to suck his balls into my mouth. He grunted and pushed farther into me, so I sucked a little harder. He was good and wet, his sack drawn up against his perineum when he pulled my hair, yanking me back, my mouth falling open on a moan.

His dick bounced away from his stomach, angling itself against my lips. “You’re mine. The only one allowed to use this mouth is me,” he demanded and then thrust deep.

I dropped my jaw as wide as I could as he fucked my mouth with wild abandon. I choked and gasped, occasionally gagging as he did exactly what I asked him to do. Drool coated my chin, and tears streaked my cheeks. My chest heaved heavily as I breathed in between his thrusts, loving the way he completely took over. In these moments, I wasn’t anyone else’s, just his and his alone.

He pulled back abruptly, leaving me empty, leaving my throat spasming and lonely. I was about to pull him back, but he wrapped his fist around his wet, angry red dick and squeezed.

“Look what you do to me,” he intoned as a bead of precum burst across the tip.

I leaned over, swiping my tongue over it, lapping it up and sighing with delight. Closing my lips around his head, I sucked gently, playing with the tight skin and enjoying the way he hissed every time I hit a sensitive spot. My own dick was leaking profusely in my boxers, but I barely thought about it, too focused on Max.

With a grunt, he pushed deep into my throat, holding himself there while I spasmed around him. He gave little shallow thrusts, and I dug my nails into the backs of his thighs.

“Fuck,” he ground out, pulling out and palming his twitching dick. “Open,” he rasped, and I parted my lips and stuck out my tongue.

The splatter of his warm jizz hit my tongue first, but then it spurted across my cheek, my lips, and then the tip of my nose. Above me, Max moaned as he unloaded all over my face, splashing me with white ropes as though he were painting a canvas.

I held myself still, letting him cover me in his cum, my own dick suddenly screaming for release. When he sagged back into my lap, he looked satisfied and relaxed.

I closed my lips, swallowing down the salty tang that coated my tongue, humming a little with the flavor.

Max grabbed my face, tilting it up for him to admire. “You wear my cum so well, baby.”

I preened under the praise, and he let go to rub the thick liquid all around my lips and mouth.

When he was done, he grunted. “That looks much better than that awful red paint.”

I licked over my lips, tasting him and no one else, then sucked my lower lip into my mouth with a sigh.

My eyes popped wide when he peeled my boxers off my body and dove onto my dick, swallowing it down in one go. My hips bucked up off the mattress, the movement forcing me even deeper into his throat.

I groaned, collapsing at the tight fit, feeling his warmth envelop me. He sucked deep, moaning around my dick and making it vibrate. I shuddered, automatically spreading my legs, then remembering I wasn’t supposed to.

I started to close them again, but he pulled off to look up my body.

“I’m sorry,” I rasped, my vocal cords wrecked from his fucking. “I forgot.”

“You want to spread those pretty thighs for me, Wes?”

My head bobbed, and my dick jumped.

His laugh was husky, and it made me whimper.

Grabbing my legs, he yanked me farther down the bed so I was flat on the mattress, and then he pushed my thighs wide. Settling between them, he leaped back on my dick, sliding his lips all the way to the base.

I moaned as his head bobbed, my tongue swiping around for more of the leftover release he’d rubbed into my mouth.

His fingers crawled up my body, two delving into my mouth. “Suck,” he said before returning to my dick.

I made them wet, and then he laid them against my twitching hole, and I felt a gush of precum coat his tongue. His laugh was husky as he continued to suck and one of his fingers breached my body. My mouth opened, but no sound came out. I exploded, my dick spasming over and over and over as he swallowed down every drop I released.

When I finally collapsed against the bed, he pulled gently from my hole, giving it a little pat and making me smile. He was slower to pull off my dick, but when he did, he laid it carefully against my body before crumpling beside me and pulling me into his arms.

“Do you feel better?” he asked.

“So much better.”

“Was I too rough?”

I laughed. “No. I like it like that.”

“Brat,” he muttered but with definite fondness in his tone.

“Brat tamer,” I countered.

We lay there in post-orgasmic bliss until my phone started to ring.

“Shit,” I swore, jumping up. “I forgot about practice.”

I found my phone in the blankets, an apology for being late already forming on my tongue. But then I noticed the time. I still had a while before I had to leave. So why was Coach calling me?

“Coach?” I answered.

“Sinclair!” he bellowed so loud I pulled the phone away from my ear and winced.

Max lifted an eyebrow and sat up in the rumpled blankets. My throat still burned from how thoroughly he’d used me, skin tight from all the dried cum.

“Why didn’t you tell me what happened!” Coach demanded.

“It was late when we got in from the hospital. I figured I’d tell you this morning.” I paused. “Wait. You know what happened at the diner last night?”

“Of course I know. You boys must think I’m a moron!” he hollered.

I winced. “We don’t think that, Coach.”

Max snickered.

“I heard that!”

I scowled and shushed Max. Now I was going to have to swim extra laps. “I can just fill you in when I get there.”

“Get here? You can’t possibly think you’re swimming today.”

I stilled, the grip I had on my phone growing tighter. “Well, yeah. You mean… I can’t come swim?”

Oh my God, what did Rinkin tell him? Did the cops tell him something? Am I off the team? I reached out blindly, but Max was there, sliding me backward and into his lap.

“Hell no, you aren’t swimming! You were drugged. That’s not protocol.”

I let out a little squeak. “So I’m not off the team?”

“Off the team?” Coach echoed. “Why would I throw you off the team? You were the one that was wronged.”

“Well, I—”

“Well nothing.” He cut me off. “You aren’t coming to practice until the drug is out of your system.”

“It is—” I started.

“It hasn’t been twelve hours.”

“Twelve hours?” I echoed.

“Again, I am not a moron. I know how long it takes to get that shit out of your system. I said twelve hours. You can come back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

“So don’t be showing up this morning ‘cause I’ll kick you out and embarrass you.”

I glanced at Max. He smiled.

“Yes, Coach.”

He made a gruff sound. “Good.”

I sat there, not sure if I should hang up or what.

“Sinclair!”

“Yes?”

“You okay, son?”

My throat worked with the sudden emotion. “Yeah,” I said, a little hoarse. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“That’s good. And just so you know, Rinkin is dismissed.”

I shot up, eyes wide. “He’s off the team?”

“He’s out of Westbrook entirely.”

I spun, looking at Max. I knew he could hear everything Coach said. The man had one volume: extra loud.

Without a word, Max took the cell and pressed it to his ear. “Resch,” he intoned, making me gape. “You sure that asshat won’t be around on campus, causing trouble?”

“Navarro, I can assure you that Miles Rinkin is banned from campus. He won’t be bothering your charge ever again. I’ll make sure of it.”

My brows drew down. His charge?

Max didn’t seem to think it was odd because he just grunted. “Good.” Then he said, “And by the way, he’s not my charge anymore. He’s my boyfriend.”

“Guess I’m never getting rid of you,” Coach muttered.

My mouth dropped open.

Max seemed amused. “Guess not.”

“Tell Sinclair I’ll see him bright and early tomorrow and to expect extra laps.”

Max grunted in agreement and disconnected the call, tossing the phone to the end of the bed.

“Your charge?” I asked, raising a brow.

“He’s a weird man, Nemo.”

“Max.”

He sighed. “You were just shy of eighteen when you got into Westbrook and tried out for Elite.” He shrugged. “I went and introduced myself to your coach. Signed some papers.”

I made a strangled sound. “You mean you went and told him you were the boss of me?”

He made a face as if he tasted something sour. “I merely let him know I was your legal guardian and I would appreciate being kept in the loop about team things.”

And that was why Coach automatically handed the papers to Max at the hospital. It was why he knew Max and never seemed surprised to see him around.

“How often did you talk to my coach without me knowing?”

He gave me a hard look. “It’s not like I did it in secret. And not much. Just a few times.”

“The reason I got a solo dorm room wasn’t because of Win, was it?” I asked, wondering what else he did for me that I didn’t know about or had assumed was because of Win.

He shrugged.

“Maxi.”

“Don’t Maxi me,” he snapped. “It doesn’t matter. You insisted on staying at that damn dorm, and I wasn’t having some stranger around you at all times. Especially when you were sleeping.”

“I love you.”

All the stubborn fight drained out of him. His onyx eyes rose to mine.

I smiled. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. Even if it was controlling, sneaky, and high-handed.”

“It was not controlling and sneaky. I had every right.” His eyes widened, as if he’d forgotten something.

“Max?” I reached for him.

“I have something to show you.”

Surprise rippled through me. “Now?”

He nodded. “It’s important.”

“Yeah, okay.”

He leaped off the bed, bare ass a complete distraction. Suddenly, he stopped and turned back. “Wes?”

“Hm?”

He caught my face in his palms and looked into my eyes. “I love you too, baby.”

I smiled.

His face screwed up. “But go wash your face. It’s crusty.”

I slapped his hands away. “I wonder whose fault that is.”

Laughing under his breath, he pulled me up off the bed. “Let me kiss your crusty face.”

I rubbed it on him extra just because.

He patted my ass and handed me my boxers before I went into the adjoining bathroom to clean up.

When I came back, he was sitting on the end of the bed. A small lamp in the corner was lit, and a folded sheet of paper was grasped in his hands.

My stomach dipped, a sudden nervous feeling filling me up and making my fingers quiver.

I moved farther into the room, stepping close to where he sat. “Is that what you wanted to show me?” My voice was hushed.

The paper, though thin and folded, seemed to have so much presence in this room. It commanded my attention in a way little else could.

Max lifted his eyes, our stares meeting. There was so much emotion in his that I forgot to breathe. After a quiet moment, he extended the paper between us.

Anxiety clenched my heart, and I sought his gaze once more. When I found it, he nodded.

“It’s okay, baby. Take it.”

My trust in him overruled everything else, so I accepted the offering, unfolded the paper, and looked down.
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Max

My Sons, Max & Wes,

This is not a letter I ever planned to write, so forgive me if it’s ineloquent and lacking in everything you need to hear. But circumstances have forced my hand and convinced me even if what I’m about to say seems… unfathomable, I would rather be wrong versus not saying something you might desperately someday need.

First, I am so very sorry that your father and I are leaving you alone like this. It’s not fair, and you deserve better. I wanted better for all three of my boys. Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll make it to the point in your life when I could sit down and tell you this to your sweet faces, so please know that what I’m writing is directly from my heart. Also, know that I love you three more than life itself. More than you could ever know. I am so proud of you boys no matter what. Follow your dreams and your heart wherever that might take you. Life is so very short, so spend it on things that mean the most to you.

My sweet Max, the son of my heart. It doesn’t matter that you are not my blood. You’re something far more important. From the moment Win brought you home, you were mine. Mine and your dad’s. We love you just as much as Win and Wes, and I hope you know that. I’m so very sorry that we couldn’t get you away from those people sooner. I know you’re aware of how vindictive your father is. We were always so afraid he would make it so we couldn’t see you at all. We did ask him once long ago, pleaded with him actually, to let us adopt you. He wouldn’t hear of it. Eventually, we convinced him to allow you to live with us (okay, we blackmailed him, but I don’t regret it) under the condition we didn’t tell anyone so everyone thought he was a better father than he could ever be. You deserved better, my love, and I’m sorry we couldn’t protect you better. There were days when I raged and plotted his murder, days when I cried myself to sleep. But you proved to be stronger than all of us, and it’s been a joy to watch you grow into the man you are. I’m proud of you, Maxen, for being everything in spite of that man.

As time went on, I became grateful we weren’t able to make the adoption official. It became quite clear you were meant to be my “official” son another way. You and Win have always been inseparable. But you and Wes, it was always something more. Perhaps it’s just the musings of a woman fading from life, but I would dare to say you’re fated. It was always Wes you sought when you were at your most tired and angry. It was always Wes that your eyes tracked across any room. The nightlight he insisted upon was not because my brave boy was afraid of the dark but because he wanted you to find your way. Your father and I stopped pushing the adoption issue many years ago because it would only complicate the love I saw blooming between you. We grew to believe your love for Wes will someday make it official.

This is why I must apologize in advance for asking you to be his guardian. I fear it will make you confused and even suppress the way your relationship might have developed if we’d been here to let you know it’s okay. But if I must entrust my baby to anyone, it could only be to you, Max, because you love him more than anyone else. The papers are being prepared as I write this, but even without asking yet, I know. I know you will sign them without hesitation. You would do anything to keep him with you, and that is my greatest wish.

I want you to know that your dad and I have noticed the unspoken chemistry between you, even if it’s still unknown to both of you. Do not let our unique family situation keep you from loving each other the way you want, the way you’re meant to. Your dad and I love you both no matter what. We support you always.

And, Wesley, honey, I know you never got the chance to “come out” to us, but you never had to. We love you as you are. You are brave and strong and deserve all the happiness you can scoop up with both your hands. Anyone you decide to give your love to will be blessed beyond measure. I do hope that you and Max will find each other. I hope you don’t let obstacles that mean nothing stand in your path.

Perhaps you have found this and think I am indeed crazy. Perhaps the intuition that you boys are more than brothers is simply wrong. That’s okay too. On the off chance this letter finds you when you need it most, I simply want you to know that I approve of whatever you choose in your lives, even if that is each other.

I wish for you three to take care of each other always, and don’t fight. Remember time is precious. I wish I could be there for all your firsts, for your marriages, and hopefully my grandchildren. Life, it seems, has other plans. Know that we will be watching over you wherever we end up and that we have so much love for you that much of it will remain behind in my stead.

I love you in life and in death.

Mom

I watched him read, becoming so engrossed in the words on the page that the world around him ceased to exist. I watched him blink past blurry vision, through tears he rapidly swiped away. I sat there knowing what he was feeling, as I had felt it too. From the moment Win put that letter in my hands, my life was altered.

The room was silent like a tomb, still as he sat there clutching the words our mother wrote. When he finally spoke, his voice seemed foreign to my ears. “Where did you find this?”

“Win found it at their house last night. It was mixed in with some papers in the safe.”

“How did it get there?”

“I don’t know. The lawyer must have left it.”

We were sitting side by side on the end of the bed, both our feet planted on the carpet underfoot. The letter lay open against his thighs, hand still curled around the page like he was afraid it might disappear.

But even if the paper did disappear, those words she’d left behind would echo in my soul forever. Words I would never stop being grateful for.

Finally, he turned, eyes seeking mine. “She knew about us.”

I nodded, feeling the same kind of awe I heard in his voice. “Even before we did.”

“I know I said I didn’t care,” he whispered, stopping to drag in a ragged breath. “Reading this makes me realize I did. I cared so much.”

Heart pinching, I reached around to cup the back of his head. “I know, baby. I know.”

“She didn’t care, Max,” he whispered, glancing once more at the paper with the familiar handwriting I hadn’t seen in four years but would never fail to recognize.

My stomach was churning, flipping with emotions I couldn’t name. My eyes stung, and my chest was tight. Breathing took real effort, and my lungs strained with the exertion.

I missed her so much that sometimes it hit me out of nowhere. Some days, it threatened to cut me in half. I knew she apologized for things she couldn’t control, but I didn’t care about that. What I got was better than not having her at all.

“She didn’t care.” I agreed, sounding just as shell-shocked and vacant. We weren’t vacant, though. We were so full there was literally no room for anything else.

His big brown eyes were wet when they stared into mine. The way they shone robbed my lungs of breath. “She wanted us to be together. She wants me to make you official.”

I spun to face him and stretched one leg across the mattress while leaving the other planted on the floor. I tugged him between my legs, feeling his shoulder bump against my chest. “She wants you to follow your heart.” I corrected. Yes, I wanted him, but he had to want that too.

“Oh, Maxi.” Wes sighed, emotion bleeding out into his voice. “Why do you think I’ve been following you around since I was three? You are my heart. You always have been.” He glanced down at the letter, smiling softly. “And she knew.”

A sound ripped out of me as I pulled him in, our bodies rotating to press close. The paper crinkled a bit as it caught between us, sandwiched by two bare chests, a mother being hugged for the last time by the sons who loved her endlessly.

Her acceptance was the greatest gift we could ever receive. The greatest gift I would ever receive. Because she didn’t have to love me. I wasn’t her obligation, her chore, or even her namesake. She loved me anyway. She loved me enough to trust me with her baby, her soft spot.

Wes was already mine. I made him mine despite the conflict in my heart. I’d been prepared to live with the knowledge our parents might take away the love I so cherished because it was him I refused to live without.

But I could have both. I could have Wes and their love. I could have peace in knowing they approved. It felt like heavy gray storm clouds had finally parted to let in the warm rays of gold.

Our lips latched at some point as we held each other, both of us so consumed by emotion that words fell away. We kissed until my lips felt raw, and I nudged him up the bed, wanting to lay him out beneath me.

“Wait,” he whispered, pulling the letter from between our bodies. “We have to be careful with this.”

I took it reverently, black eyes sweeping over the words like they were water to a dehydrated man. I didn’t feel the tear roll over my cheek until Wes leaned up to brush it away.

I carried the letter over to my desk, laying it carefully on the flat surface before smoothing out the edges. “Thank you, Mom,” I whispered, pain and joy welling up within me to create a feeling I would never be able to explain. The words from a son to a mom who loved us so much she managed to reach out even from the grave.

When I moved over him, love and passion swelled like high tide, and when we finally crested, sweaty and spent, it was as if the tether always holding us together was stronger than ever before.

I always thought being one thing to Wes was better than being nothing at all.

But I couldn’t just be one thing to someone who was my everything. To someone who was my greatest wish.

And now?

We didn’t have to wish for each other because this wish… came true.


EPILOGUE
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Wes

Muscles quivering, lungs burning, I gave one last push through the water before stretching my hand out to tap the wall. Head popping up, I filled my lungs with oxygen, fingers slapping on the edge of the pool as I glanced at Ryan sitting off to the side with a stopwatch in his hand.

His blue eyes flicked up, making anticipation shoot down to my toes.

“Two-tenths of a second faster than yesterday,” he declared, white teeth flashing.

A few hoots and hollers sounded off to the side as I sagged in relief, gliding beneath the clear, crisp surface of the water. Two-tenths of a second seemed nominal, but for a swimmer working his ass off to better his time, it was impressive. At least to me.

Since the car accident, I’d been working double time to make up what I’d lost. It would take a little more, but I was almost there.

Cutting my arms through the water, I broke the surface, blindly reaching out for the edge. My hand met skin, and I jerked back, eyes widening behind the goggles. When I saw who it was, I smiled and reached out again.

“Maxi,” I said, curling one hand around the calf dangling in the water while my other reached up toward his lap.

He gave a sour look at the nickname I would never stop using, but it was canceled out by the warmth in his eyes. “Good swimming, Nemo.”

Ducking my head, I pulled off the goggles to toss them beside him, and a red Gatorade appeared before me, the cap already twisted off. I accepted it and chugged some down, the drink rinsing away the pungent taste of chlorine.

“Thanks,” I said, handing him back the bottle so he could set it aside. I hung on to his legs, rubbing my palms over the wiry hair, enjoying the way it felt beneath my hands. His feet swished absentmindedly in the water as he grabbed the swim cap to tug it off my head.

The second it was gone, my hair flopped over my forehead, and I shook it back away from my face.

Max’s hands delved into the mess, massaging lightly against my scalp. “I missed these curls.”

Smiling to myself, I pressed closer, hugging his legs.

“If you keep swimming like this, you’ll just blow right past your previous best,” Ryan said from Max’s side.

“That’s the goal,” I said, tipping my head back to look up.

Jamie appeared on the other side of Ryan. “We’re all swimming better since the trash got taken out.”

Max made a rude sound. “Fucking Rinkin.”

I patted his knee. “Elite’s definitely more peaceful without him.”

“I feel bad for whoever has to deal with him at his next school,” Prism put in as he rubbed a towel over his head.

“Dickweed should be in jail,” Kruger muttered.

“Good one, bro.” Jamie congratulated him on his choice of insult.

“Money talks,” Max said, his voice filled with annoyance.

I got a few answers to my unanswered questions when the police called to let us know Rinkin squealed like a little pig, hoping it would get him out of trouble. I guess technically it did. Well, that and the fact his rich parents lawyered up and moved their little criminal offspring to the other side of the country.

Since he wasn’t the one who put the drugs into my coffee, he wasn’t “guilty.” The cops could only really get him on knocking me out and being an asshole. Sadly, that doesn’t get jail time. But he was gone, and since Elite was harmonious in a way it hadn’t been before, I’d take it.

Max was salty as the ocean, though, because Rinkin revealed he and Veronica planned to put me in compromising positions and take photos to make it look like I’d slept with her. According to him, it was all Veronica’s idea and she approached him to help her knowing she wouldn’t be able to move someone of my size once I was full of drugs. It wasn’t a stretch at all that my stalker would know about the issues between me and Rinkin. Just like it wasn’t a stretch that he would take any opportunity he could to hurt me. Veronica was going to use the photos to make Max break up with me. Rinkin was going to use them to get me booted out of Elite.

They were a dream team of chilling proportions.

Maybe if they’d actually gotten the photos, Rinkin could have been charged with more, but since Max and Win showed up, their plans were thwarted. Instead, Rinkin was cut from Elite, tossed out of Westbrook, and swept to the other side of the country.

And Veronica? She was also tossed out of Westbrook, fired, and banned from Shirley’s. Her crimes were a bit heavier than Rinkin’s—stalking and drugging me—so she was spending some time in a mental health facility. I hoped it did her some good.

Either way, they were both gone. I could be mad Rinkin didn’t get more punishment, but really, he was going to spend his life being an angry, miserable dickweed, and that was punishment enough.

“I’m starving,” Jamie complained, rubbing his flat abs.

“Me too.” Win agreed.

“You didn’t even swim,” Ryan muttered.

Win scoffed. “Watching my baby bro cut through water works up an appetite.”

Max glanced at me and winked, making my stomach flip.

“What’s for dinner?” Kruger asked.

I smiled. “Tacos.”

“I could smash some tacos.” Jamie concurred.

The ringing of a phone echoed around the massive space, rising into high rafters.

“It’s me,” Win muttered, digging the phone out of his jeans to glance at the screen. Something flitted over his face, something that looked a lot like worry, before he swiped across the screen and pushed the phone to his ear. “What’s the matter?” he asked, his voice lacking the usual ease.

I shared a look with Max before turning back to my brother.

He was frowning as he listened, then suddenly made a gruff sound. “I’m flying back tomorrow,” he said. Then, as if he realized he had an audience, his eyes lifted to mine.

I raised my brows, quietly asking who it was, and he pursed his lips and turned away, walking out of earshot as he spoke quietly.

“Wes, haul ass outta that pool so we can eat. We’re going to change,” Jamie said, and the four of my swim bros went off to the locker room.

I nodded absentmindedly, still watching Win.

“Hey.” Max beckoned, reaching into the water to splash me.

“Who do you think that is?” I asked, glancing up at my favorite guy.

Max shrugged. “His roommate maybe? He’s called him a few times since he’s been home.”

“Lars, right?” I asked, recalling his name. Thinking of the morning Win muttered it in his sleep.

“Yeah, why?”

I shrugged. “How close do you think they are?”

“They’ve only known each other a couple months. And I’m pretty sure they didn’t get along at first. Why?” His voice changed with a teasing note. “Are you jealous someone is taking away your brother’s attention?”

I scoffed. “I’m not five.”

His eyes glimmered. “I’d be jealous if someone was taking away yours.”

I swam close to where he sat on the edge. “No one could ever take my attention off of you, Maxi.”

“Tacos for dinner, huh?” he mused, lips curling up at the corners.

I smiled. “Your favorite.”

“Are you still in that pool?” Win asked as he tucked the phone back into his pocket.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“My roommate,” he replied.

“What did he want?”

“My flight information. He’s picking me up at the airport when I get in.”

Why did I feel like there was more to it than that? Max gave me a look, and I knew without even trying it was because he didn’t want me questioning Win. Which was stupid. These two practically lived in my business. I should charge rent.

Still, I let it go, saying instead, “I’ll miss you when you’re back in Sweden.”

Win’s face softened, and he leaned down to ruffle my hair. “Ahh, Wes. I’ll be back before Christmas, this time for good.”

I nodded. “Jamie’s mom invited us for Christmas,” I told them. We had Thanksgiving at their house too.

Ryan’s and Jamie’s moms are really close, so both their families spend the holidays together. It was a big crowd, and the two turkeys were huge.

It was the first Thanksgiving Max, Win, and I had spent with anyone other than each other since Mom and Dad passed. It was a little bittersweet but maybe also a little less lonely.

“Do you want to go?” Max asked, studying my face intently.

I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

“Sounds good to me,” Win said.

I glanced back at Max, questions in my eyes.

He smiled. “I go where you go, Nemo.”

I frowned. “But if you don’t want to, we can stay home, just the three of us. I like that too.”

Max crooked his finger at me, and I followed, wrapping my hands around the backs of his calves. He leaned down, pecking a kiss on my nose. “I don’t care as long as you and my brother are there.”

“Freaking whipped,” Win muttered.

“Maxi?” I whispered.

“What, baby?”

“You haven’t heard from him, have you?” I still worried his biologic would show up again, having decided their deal wasn’t over and expecting Max for the holidays.

Max’s face darkened. “No.” Then in a much gentler tone, he said, “Don’t worry about him, okay? I told you he won’t be coming around anymore.”

“Yeah, because he knows we’re together,” I muttered. As if everything else that asshole had done to Max wasn’t horrible enough, the final straw was the fact his son was bi.

Max leaned in, a surprising twinkle in his eye. “Thanks for getting rid of him for me.”

I choked. “I never thought of it like that before.”

Max nodded sagely. “He’s gone, baby. For good.”

It would make keeping my promise of staying far away from him much easier because if he stayed away from Max, then I would have no reason to break it.

“And you’re okay?” I asked, knowing the abuse Max suffered all his life would always be part of him.

His smile was soft, eyes genuine. “As long as I have you, I’m more than okay.”

“I don’t know what you two are whispering over there, but it’s giving me indigestion,” Win hollered. “C’mon out of the pool. I need to eat.”

Laughing under his breath, Max pulled his feet from the water and reached down to offer me a hand. I glanced toward the bleachers where his jacket and cell lay and grinned.

Alarm flashed in his eyes, and he started shaking his head. “No way. N—”

Splash!

I tugged him into the pool, and he hit headfirst, his whole body swallowed up by the frigid waves. He popped up seconds later, black hair plastered to his head, dripping into his eyes, and water clinging to his eyebrow ring. The black clothes he wore were completely drenched.

“Wesley Evan Sinclair,” he intoned. But the threat in those three names was lessened by the slight chatter of his teeth. “This water is fucking freezing,” he bitched.

I batted my eyes. “You don’t want to swim with me?”

Max scowled, arms cutting through the water as he swam close. “I don’t have any clothes with me.”

“I have some in my locker.”

Surprise flitted over his face. “You have my clothes in your locker?”

I shrugged. “In case you ever want to swim,” I said casually. “Or you know,” I said, stealing a glance at him, “in case I wanted to wear them.”

Truth was I wore more of his clothes now than I did my own.

The scowl dropped from his face, and he towed me up against him. “You can wear my clothes whenever you want, baby.”

Win made a rude sound. “See? Whipped. It’s disgusting.”

“Your time’s coming,” Max hollered.

“Like hell,” he shot back. “You two are stressful enough. I don’t need to add to it.”

Water dripped off Max’s nose, and I swiped it away. His black-diamond stare slid back to me, and a rush of gratefulness filled me up inside. For so long, I thought I could never have him. And now? He was mine. In every way. “Wanna kiss underwater?”

“Nemo, I will kiss you anytime, anywhere.”

Holding hands, we slid beneath the surface, the entire world muted, leaving only the two of us. I spent a moment admiring the way his inky hair waved around, how his shirt plastered to his chest and the weight of the water pulled his jeans low to expose his lower stomach.

He tugged my hand, and we met in the middle, lips latching, bubbles rising between us as water and my tongue slipped into his mouth. He was warm while this watery world was cold, and the waves pushed and pulled around us, but we stayed rooted together… just as I always wished.

Just as we would always remain.
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Keep reading for a sneak peek at Win and Lars's story in WTF!


WTF


Win

When the plane went wheels down in Sweden, I decided to take a moment to review everything I knew about the country I would be calling home for the next semester.

	Sweden is in Europe.

	Linska Institute is ranked #1 in sports medicine in the entire country.



And that concluded the extent of my knowledge of this place I’d literally just flown roughly eight hours and fifty minutes to get to. Probably should have done more research.

Oh wells. What better research was there than experiencing it firsthand? Better than reading it in some stuffy old book or on Google. I read enough stuffy books for my major, and I liked to use Google for more entertaining activities. *wink*

The second the door to the plane was opened, passengers started moving around, stepping into the aisles, eager to stretch their legs. I hung back, powering on my phone and shooting out a text to the group chat I had going with my brothers, Max and Wes.

Just landed. Will call later when I’m in my room.

I wasn’t even sure what time it was there or here for that matter. The time difference was going to be a bitch to get used to. Not for the first time, a pinch of unease tightened my stomach at the realization of how far away from my brothers—my only family—I was. Being apart was something the three of us were not used to. It almost stopped me from doing a semester abroad. But this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Having this on my resume in the future would set me apart from other people in my field. How many others would be able to say they studied at the top college in Sweden?

Besides, I knew Max would be there with my little brother Wes. I knew they’d be okay. It was only a few months. A few months of freedom.

I shook my head at the thought, trying to bury the smile it brought, shoving it right beside the guilt. The plane was emptying out quickly, so I yanked my duffle from the overhead bin into my chest and headed down the narrow aisle. As we had started our decent, the pilot had announced to the cabin it was raining, and the heavy downpour echoed through the entire plane as it hit the roof.

Inside looked just like every other airport, and I barely paid it any attention as I slung the strap on my bag across my chest, anchoring the weight against my back. When I glanced up, my gaze caught on the view out the oversized windows. Deep-gray sky filled with ominous dark clouds. It had been sunny when I left Virginia. I preferred the sun to rain.

I wandered through the terminal, following the signs to baggage claim, which was a huge area with more than one giant conveyor belt to spit out luggage. A short while later, I had my large silver suitcase rolling beside me.

Knowing someone from the university was supposed to be picking me up, I walked to the edge of the crowd, scanning the space for someone who might be waiting. There were a few people near the exits with large white signs with people’s names, so I ambled over, figuring one of those might be for me.

This was like shit out a movie, right?

Not my movie, though, because no one was holding a sign with my name on it. Frowning, I dug into my jeans to grab my phone so I could double-check the email with all my arrival information. No big deal, though. I could just order an Uber—They have that here, right?—and get to the institute myself.

Another language swirled around, Swedish obviously. My brain pretty much skipped over it all because I had no clue what was being said. That’s right. My knowledge of this country was just as good as my knowledge of the Swedish language.

My body collided with someone, both of us bouncing back a little. The person I’d collided with looked up, her eyes widening. She said a full sentence… and I understood none of it. So I smiled bright and gave her a wink. “Sorry. Just trying to find my way.”

She blushed and smiled back before hurrying away.

See? A smile was universal language.

After unlocking my phone, the sudden urge to look up came over me. I wasn’t the kind of guy to question my urges. Why bother? So I lifted my chin, eyes landing on someone leaning against the black frame of the giant windows. He was right next to a giant plant, which concealed half of him, and his head was bowed.

Maybe he wouldn’t have been noticeable at all if it wasn’t for the shock of the white-blond hair covering his head. It was like a freaking neon sign, totally breaking his camouflage. His legs were spread out before him, feet crossed at the ankles. He seemed to be engaged in whatever was on the screen on his phone.

There was also something else in his hand. Something he held loosely at his side.

Smiling, I tucked my phone away and strolled the distance between us, the wheels on my suitcase gliding across the polished floor with ease. He didn’t even look up when I got closer, so I circled around to the other side of the plant, leaning down to look at the white sign against his leg.

Sinclair

Straightening, I moved a little closer, watching him between the leaves of the plant. He muttered something under his breath, and it didn’t matter it was another language. His irritation was clear.

Another smile tugged my lips, and I stood there completely amused. Somebody doesn’t want to be here.

That hair, though… Was it natural? It was so pale and shiny. Not a hint of gold or yellow in sight, just pure nearly white strands that looked soft to the touch. As I stared, my fingers tingled, practically begging to touch it, wanting to know if it would feel as pure as it appeared.

His head was still bowed, and the longer I stood there, the more irritated it made me. The urge to look at the rest of him, to acquaint myself with the features accompanying that hair, made me impatient.

The feeling was so foreign that I took a step back. The wheels on the suitcase stuttered, trying to keep up with the sudden movement.

The noise startled him, and he shot up, straightening immediately off the window. Tension and wariness, something that had not been there before, crowded around him like a bubble. I felt his stare through the wide leaves of the damn plant like the sky beyond the window felt the sudden rocket of neon lightning that illuminated an entire base of clouds. It was followed instantly by a deafening crash of thunder, making people around us startle and gasp.

Neither of us moved. We stood there measuring each other through the gaps in the plant until I shook off whatever the fuck was going on to smile. Presenting my pearly whites, I strolled over. When I reached out to pull away the damn palm leaves, he jolted back.

I felt my eyes narrow instinctively, immediately hating that reaction.

“Hey, bro,” I said, smiling even wider. “I think you might be my ride.”

My fingers tightened on the plant when he turned his full attention to me. The breath in my lungs caught, and I failed to do anything for a fraction of a second. His eyes were just as shocking as his hair. Pale blue. An arctic shade that should be cold but wasn’t.

But oh, it was piercing.

Electric, my brain supplied instantly. Lighting me up as easily and violently as the lightning had just done to the sky outside.

What the fuck? The thought crashed into the mesmerizing thoughts, bringing me back to life. Back to myself.

The plant snapped back up when I let go of the branch, walking around it to stand in front of him. “I’m Win.”

The guy continued to stare, saying nothing. His skin was fair, flawless, and seemed like it never saw the sun. His jawline was square and sharp, his nose strong. And yeah, that platinum hair had to be natural because his brows matched.

His lips were thin and pink, the lower one a brighter shade as if maybe he’d been chewing on it.

He’s fucking beautiful.

The thought stilled everything inside me. Since when did I go around thinking men were beautiful?

Since always, a voice inside me argued.

Being bi and thinking men are beautiful is two different things, I argued back.

In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I thought of anyone—man or woman—as beautiful.

Clearing my throat, I said. “You have a name?”

His lips pursed.

I felt like I was being assessed, and the results weren’t good. Time to turn up the charm.

Kicking up my lips, I leaned down to snatch the sign out of his limp hold. I pointed to my last name scrawled on it and then turned my finger to myself. “Win Sinclair. I’m the exchange student spending the semester at Linska. Are you my buddy?”

Finally, I got a response. In Swedish.

I laughed beneath my breath and held out my arms. “I’m sorry, bro. My Swedish is severely lacking. English?”

He said something else that was not in English.

“Ooo-kay,” I drawled. “No worries.” Fishing out my phone, I called up the translation app I’d downloaded before I left home.

Handy, right?

Smiling blindly, I told him, “Watch this,” then spoke into the phone and hit a button. What I said was repeated back over the speaker in what I hoped was Swedish.

“Are you my ride to the institute?”

Those unreal eyes shifted between the phone I held out and me for a second before he nodded once. “Ja.”

“Hope that means you aren’t going to drive me somewhere weird and drop me off,” I said, grasping my suitcase. “Pretty cool app, am I right?”

His eyes rolled, and he started off, disappearing out the large glass doors.

I followed along behind him, definitely not noticing the way his dark jeans hugged his long legs or his pale fingers grasped the hood lying at his neck to tug it over his head, hiding that blond hair.

The sidewalk was covered, the rain still falling in heavy sheets, blasting the roof overhead. Blue eyes walked down the sidewalk, far enough that the roof ran out. He clicked the remote in his hand, and the taillights on a small black car lit up.

He glanced briefly over his shoulder, spearing me with a single eye before jogging around the hood of the car and disappearing into the driver’s seat. Thank God, they drove on the same side of the road as Americans. How weird would it be if they didn’t?

“Guess he won’t be helping me with my bags,” I muttered, wincing as I stepped into the rain, my T-shirt instantly plastering itself to my shoulders.

Almost as if he read my mind, he popped the trunk. The rain felt like icy pellets as I hurried to jam it all in the trunk and then run around to the passenger seat and throw myself inside.

The second I was there, I leaned over the console and shook myself like a wet dog. My uncombed dark hair flung all the water it had just collected.

“Jävlar!” Blue eyes shouted, reaching over to shove my head away.

I cackled. “Oooh, I just learned my first Swedish curse word, didn’t I?”

He glared.

“Jävlar,” I said, trying it out. “Should I ask my app what it means?” I mused, leaning over the console once more. “Would I be shocked? What kind of debauchery lies behind those angel eyes?”

He sucked in a breath, the sound very distinct.

Almost as if… “You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?” I asked, cocking my head to the side.

Ignoring me completely, he turned toward the windshield to check the traffic.

“You got Uber here?” I asked, thumbing at the window. “I can just get an Uber.”

He pulled away from the curb, merging into traffic at the same time he flipped on the windshield wipers.

I sat back in the passenger seat, then lifted my phone, the sound of the camera snapping a picture fighting with the noise of the rain.

He glanced over at me, alarmed.

“I’m texting this photo to my brothers. If I go missing, they’ll come for you.”

He snorted. And I swear I saw the hint of a smile on his lips.

I tapped on the screen, speaking out loud as I was typing. “Ignore his angelic appearance. I assure you he’s nothing but trouble.”

The car swerved when he lunged for the phone.

I tugged it into my chest, hugging it tight, and laughed out loud. The second the car swerved, he pulled back, both hands white-knuckling the wheel, his sharp jaw tight.

I bet if I ran my finger along that line, he would slice me open.

The random thought would have been unsettling if the spots of pink on his fair cheeks didn’t steal my attention. I studied him a minute, totally entertained by how easy it was to get under his skin.

Feeling my stare, he glanced at me from the corner of his eye before returning immediately to the road.

I settled farther into the seat, rubbing my palms along my still-damp forearms. “Relax, angel, I won’t tease you anymore. Driving safely is more important.”

He glared at me once more from the corner of his eye.

I held up my hands in surrender. “I promise,” I told him, then went as far as to have the app promise in Swedish as well. Jag lovar.

“Jag lovar,” I repeated.

After that, his grip on the wheel loosened, and we rode in silence.
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MORE CAMBRIA


Want more of Westbrook Elite?

The next book in the Westbrook Elite series will release early 2023!

Join Cambria’s newsletter for up-to-date release information:

https://view.flodesk.com/pages/62bf54af9b2a0dd45de3fa82

Read Ryan & Rory’s book, Wet, here:

https://amzn.to/3TnPQI7

Read Jamie & Madison’s book, Wingspan, here:

https://amzn.to/3tdGG6q

Want more epic MM romance by Cambria Hebert?

Check out the GearShark series: race car drivers, French fries, and men in love.

https://amzn.to/3tyWjpr

Want more college romance by Cambria Hebert right now?

Check out #Nerd, book one in the bestselling, award-winning Hashtag series

https://amzn.to/3OVA05J

or

Butterfly (a Public Enemy standalone).

https://amzn.to/3pxER2n

How about some romantic suspense by Cambria Hebert?

Check out BearPaw Resort, a new adult romantic suspense series.

https://amzn.to/3wmLIQ9

or

The Take it Off series (a series of standalones)

https://amzn.to/3thLEPK


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Bros!

It has become apparent to me that I am run completely by fictional characters. I have an idea in my mind, the way I expect things to go, and then these characters completely ruin it.

No wonder I’m crazy.

It took me two months to write this book, longer than Wingspan and Wet. The word count is much bigger too, which was also surprising. However, I suppose these boys had a lot to unpack, which I knew, but I guess I didn’t quite know. Consider me educated because now I do.

I loved Wes and Max from when they first appeared in Wet. Wes with his sweet, reserved ways and Max with his grumpy, overbearing attitude. Oh, and the leather. And the piercing. And the tattoos. Did I mention his motorcycle?

I can’t even blame Wes for being totally in love with him. lol

To be honest, I expected this book to explode on the page in a flurry of hot, angsty sex (lol). And I think to some degree that did happen. But the more I wrote, the more it became clear they couldn’t just combust naked because the depth of emotion between them wouldn’t allow it. For all of Max’s growly, bossy ways… he deeply loves Wes. He’d never allow himself to just have sex with Wes because it could never be just that. The deep connection they have makes it so much more. And because they’ve known each other so many years (I think, what, sixteen-ish?) there was a lot to factor in. Not to mention the “forbidden” aspect of them being family.

This book is angstier than I expected it to be. And to be vulnerably honest, I don’t consider myself good at writing angst, so this was challenging. I can’t say if I delivered, but I tried.

The whole guardianship twist was a surprise to me too. And that scene with Max and his mom at the hospital when he signed the papers? Guys. I had to stop and get a tissue. I was full-on crying, and I VERY RARELY cry when I write. That scene was so emotional for me. It totally wiped me out. I also might have shed a couple tears at the end with the letter they found, but that hospital scene… Bro, pass the Kleenex. Poor Max, he has not had an easy life. I can understand why he tried so hard to keep his hands off Wes.

Win surprised me too. I don’t know why, but I expected he’d be a little more like Max. But the second he appeared with that cheesy grin and those aviators and his, “Did you miss me?” I was like oh my gosh, lol. He totally is the sun to Wes’s moon. He’s a good balance between Wes and Max, not a pushover but also not quite as rough around the edges as Max. And his smile… I think I might be in trouble with this one. Also… just who is Lars? 😉

Jamie continued to try and take over every scene (Bro, this ain’t even your book!), and I had to remind myself to give lines to Ryan. Shameful really. Jamie is also very protective over Wes, which I got the impression of in Wingspan, but I didn’t quite realize how much until this book. Trying to wrangle all these men is no easy feat. All of them are overbearing or difficult in one way or another. Except Wes. What a sweetheart he is. And now there are three Jeep Rubicons. Might as well just have a parade.

I confess. I didn’t plan for Veronica to be quite as crazy as she turned out to be. That girl needs some help. I did like the idea of writing a crazy girl character because mostly I write crazy guys. So why not turn the tables and make it a girl? The drugs in the coffee threw me for a loop. But the more I wrote, the more I realized men can be victims too, you know? Also, really, how else would someone half the size of Wes subdue him? I mean, I know Wes is a kind guy, but he’s still ripped with muscle and much bigger than ol’ Shirley. Plus, I thought maybe the male assault was something to touch on. Something to be aware of. I did do some googling and reading about it, and it really is a concern, especially among LGBTQ. I know it’s slightly over the top (not the drugs, just Veronica as a whole), but I hope you enjoyed my version of an unhinged female “villain.” Also, please remember this is a fiction book, lol.

At times while writing, I worried about the length. I worried about how long it took to get to the deed. I worried about people being mad at Max (lol). I worried about the plot… I basically just stressed the whole time. Eventually, I got to the point that I was like, well, I’m just going to write it the way they’re telling me and hope it all works out. The pressure I put on myself to give these two a good book was heavy. I’ve never done a sibling-esque plot before either, so it was new for me. My good friend, Amber B, really helped with bouncing ideas, reading early chapters, and basically just telling me, “It doesn’t suck.” So let’s all have a moment of silence and thanks for my friend who kept me going when I was struggling.

I hope you enjoyed Wish. I know many of you have been asking for these two, so I sincerely hope I delivered a book you think is fitting for them. Also, thank you, readers, for being so willing to read MM and MF within the same series (yes, they can be standalones, but they are all in the same world). I love that you are open-minded, I can write where my heart takes me, and you will read it. I like mixing MM and MF together because that’s how life is, right?

Wish will not be the only MM book in Westbrook Elite, so I hope you will embrace the others that come. For now, I’m planning on two more MF books and two more MM books. Hopefully, I can bring it all together! You can look for the next book in the series (probably Win’s book) early 2023.

Thank you for reading.

See you next book!

~XO~

Cambria
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