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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?
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A WESTBROOK ELITE NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I don’t do commitment. And though I swing both ways, I don’t do men either.

        It’s too messy, too stressful, and just asking for trouble.

        I’d rather shine bright like the sun than drown in the rain, so I adopt a pounce-and-bounce lifestyle for which my sparkling charm keeps me from being hated.

        When I show up in Sweden for a semester abroad, I expect a roomie. What I don’t expect is Lars. The storm to my sun. The test of my patience. How easy he makes it to forget all my reasons for staying away from guys.

        No big deal. I’ll just pivot from pounce and bounce to roomies with benefits. I’ll get to indulge in that side of me, then leave it half a world away. What happens in Sweden stays in Sweden… until he follows me home.

        Lars shows up at Westbrook looking like my little brother’s new swim bro. Just as alluring as he did before.

        And all I can do is ask myself, WTF?

        My resolve for an uncomplicated, stress-free life isn’t something I’m willing to give up for anyone, even if his icy-blond hair begs for my fingers and those pale-blue eyes are haunted by shadows.

        I might be the sun, but I am not his sun, and it’s not my job to chase away whatever sent him running here. He swears it isn’t me. But I’m calling bullshit. Why else would he show up on my turf?

        But then shit starts happening, and the shadows in his eyes turn to panic. I catch a glimpse of the bruises on his creamy, flawless skin.

        I can’t keep him at arm’s length anymore. I don’t want to. Protecting him means surrendering to everything I always refused. His destruction or mine.

        The choice is simple, so achingly absolute that I can’t help but wonder once more…

        WTF?

      

      

      

      
        
        Please note that WTF contains stalking and domestic abuse (not between the main characters). There is also mention of (off-page) parental death. Some readers may find these things uncomfortable.
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SWEDEN ABOUT FIVE MONTHS AGO…

        

      

    

    
      Lars

      

      I really don’t need this, I think for probably the twelve-hundredth time in the last hour. Can a guy have that many thoughts in a single hour? Maybe I just set a record.

      Something else I did not want or need.

      Ever since getting the call summoning me to the coach’s office, my body had torpedoed itself into fight-or-flight mode. The urge to escape was like a wildfire beneath my skin, making me want to peel it back and throw it away. The need to run should have been helpful as I pointed myself in the direction of the pool… but it wasn’t. It just made things worse because I had to fight the instinct to run in the opposite direction.

      I had no clue why I was freaking out. Getting called to Coach’s office wasn’t like being sent before a firing squad. It wasn’t a life-and-death situation.

      It didn’t matter. My body paid no attention to actual reasonable thought because it was already freaking the fuck out and sounding the alarms.

      Nausea? Check.

      Quivering limbs? Check.

      Shallow, rapid breathing? Check and check.

      Speedy heart rate? Yep, that too.

      Honestly, I should be used to this by now. Fight-or-flight was a state I existed in more than not the past six months. Or maybe longer. It never got any easier, but I got better at hiding it. At least on the outside.

      On the inside, though, I was filled to the brim with everything mentioned above along with my brain telling me repeatedly that it did not need this.

      Whatever this was.

      “It’s a good excuse to not have to go back to your dorm room. It’s a good way to mix up your routine. Don’t be predictable,” I mumbled, once again trying to reason with my head.

      That argument actually helped some, and a long intake of breath expanded my lungs and helped my tight muscles unclench.

      The heavy door latched behind me, and the scent of chlorine tickled my nose, making me breathe deeply once more. The massive pool sat undisturbed, the water so still it looked like glass. The sudden urge to take a running leap over the side and plunge into the cold depths made my body turn toward it. The toes of my sneakers stopped at the edge, and I glanced down at my reflection the water mirrored back at me.

      I’d already practiced this morning, but the call of the water was strong. It was just the thing I needed to tire my body out until it was too exhausted to fight itself.

      “Eriksson!” Coach’s voice echoed around the otherwise quiet space. My head whipped up to where he stood in the open doorway leading to his office. “Get in here.”

      I left the crystalline water, my stomach jumping and robbing me of the breath I’d just found. My shoes squeaked slightly over the tile, and when I stepped into Coach’s office, he was already behind his desk.

      “Have a seat.” He gestured to a nearby chair that looked uncomfortable as hell.

      I wasn’t even perched on the edge of it when he made a gruff sound. “Stop making that face. You aren’t in trouble.”

      “I’m not making a face,” I said before I thought better of it. I guess my mood was sourer than I realized. “I apologize.” I spoke immediately. “I guess I am expecting some kind of lecture.”

      “I didn’t call you here for a lecture,” Coach said. “Your swim times are consistent, your grades are excellent, and everyone on the team likes you.”

      “So…” I said, letting the word echo with my question.

      “I need a favor. Well, it’s actually a favor for the sports med faculty.” He paused. “Which is your faculty, correct?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      With a decisive nod, Coach picked up a sheet of paper and laid it on the desk close to me. “Your foreign exchange buddy lands tomorrow.”

      A second ticked by.

      Another.

      Guess I knew how to shut up the fight-or-flight response… Shock.

      My eyes dipped to the paper I’d yet to reach for, then back up to Coach. “Excuse me?”

      “You’ve been assigned a foreign exchange student who will be with the sports medicine program for the fall semester. Make sure he settles in, finds his way around. Tell him anything he might need to know about our culture.” Coach grimaced. “Which is probably a lot.”

      “Why?” The sharp panic in my voice was clear.

      “He’s American. From the United States.”

      “No,” I said, pushing to my feet. “I’m sorry, but this is a favor I cannot grant.”

      “Did I say favor?” Coach’s chair creaked when he sat back. “I meant nonnegotiable assignment.”

      “I’m not even part of the foreign exchange program,” I refuted.

      “Is anyone?” He wondered. “Look, he’s in your department. You speak English very well.”

      “Eighty percent of the people here speak English,” I interrupted, but Coach kept going as though I hadn’t even spoken.

      “And you have space in your room.”

      I jerked upright. “My room!”

      “You are currently solo in your dorm room, right?”

      Panic, fresh and pungent, tightened my chest. At my sides, my fingers curled into my palms. “I asked for a solo room.”

      “It won’t hurt you to share for a few months.”

      Yes. Yes, it would. It would hurt more than I could explain. More than I was willing to explain. Sharing that room would rob me of all the peace and safety I’d managed to find.

      You still don’t feel safe, a voice inside me taunted.

      But I will. I would, I argued. But not if a stranger moves in.

      “I can’t share a room with someone I don’t even know.”

      “That’s literally what everyone here does.” Coach reminded me, his patience clearly wearing thin. “You’ll get to know him.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I have to say, Eriksson, I expected better from you. You’re usually a team player.”

      I chose not to remind him that swimming was not a team sport. I chose to say nothing at all. My tongue was thick, my brain fogging with overload.

      Coach sighed heavily. “Is there a reason you’re so adamant about not wanting to help a new student get acclimated to our institute?”

      I opened my mouth. Shut it. Misery draped me like a finely woven cloak. “No, sir.”

      “Then, what’s the issue?”

      I went for the thing I knew Coach would appreciate most. “I just wanted to focus on swimming this semester. Improve my time.”

      He nodded. “And you will. But you will also be hospitable to our new student and represent our school and country with pride.”

      I sighed. There was no getting out of this. Unless I wanted to tell him the real reason I wanted to keep my solo room, which I did not.

      So… new roomie it was.

      Yay.

      “His name and information are on the sheet along with his flight information. His plane lands tomorrow. Be at the airport to pick him up.”

      My lips curled in as warm anger bloomed inside me. If I wasn’t so put out, I’d probably be ashamed I hated someone whose name I didn’t even know.

      I grabbed the paper and walked out of Coach’s office without even looking back and stalked into the locker room and over to my locker. The paper crinkled when I jammed it inside and grabbed my Speedo.

      I needed to swim. I needed to push my muscles hard and let the cold water numb me.

      Once I was changed over, I shoved my rumpled clothes into a heap inside my locker, intentionally reaching in to mess them up some more. The paper I tossed inside crinkled again, and I jammed my hand under my clothes to yank it out.

      I scanned over the words, looking for the one I wanted most. The name of the guy who was literally ruining everything.

      Winston Sinclair.

      I felt my upper lip curl, and I shoved the paper back inside, slamming the metal door behind it.

      Winston Sinclair… What a stupid name.
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      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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      Lars

      

      He’s worse than I expected.

      Big. Dumb. Dopey smile. His teeth were blindingly white.

      He talked to me like I was stupid.

      Well, to be fair, you acted like you don’t know English.

      Whose side are you on? I literally argued with myself.

      This was it. This was the day I’d finally go insane.

      He’s kinda cute.

      No. No, he is not cute. He’s like a giant drooling dog that was never trained and probably pees on everything he sees.

      I stole a look at him from the corner of my eye. His thick chestnut hair was plastered to his head from the rain but still messy and ruffled. His hazel eyes were trained out the window, eagerly taking in every sight.

      What the hell was he so tall for? And wide? Probably all those hormones Americans pumped their packaged food full of. I wasn’t that small, but he made me feel it.

      I hate it. If he thinks he can use his size against me, he has another thing coming. I can’t live with him. I won’t. As soon as we got back to school, I would tell Coach. No. I would go straight to the dean!

      Just his presence was suffocating as if he were sucking all the air out of this car and leaving none at all for me. And how insulting was that app? Who comes to another country without even knowing how to greet someone in the proper language?

      The sound of his camera clicking had me whipping all my attention back to him. It was beyond rude to take photos of people without their permission. Except he wasn’t taking another photo of me. He was turned away, taking photos of whatever he found fascinating out the window.

      “This place is cool,” he said, snapping another photo. As he sank back into the seat, his fingers flew over the screen. A rather loud grumbling sound had my spine straightening a bit and me stealing another glance at him.

      His oversized hand rubbed over his stomach. “I’m starving,” he announced.

      Turning in the seat, I felt hopeful hazel eyes fall on me.

      “Is there anywhere to eat?”

      I said nothing, just concentrated on driving.

      His stomach rumbled again. This time he lifted the phone to his lips to speak into it. “Can we grab some food before hitting campus?” The sentence repeated back to me in Swedish.

      I replied in Swedish, telling him no. He could feed himself when we got to the institute.

      He frowned and clicked around on the app, then shoved it near my face. “Say it again.”

      I looked at him like he was insane.

      “Repeat?” He tried again.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him what the hell he was thinking coming all the way here when he literally knew nothing about how to communicate. But I was saved from having to speak when the phone still jammed near my face started to ring.

      He pulled it back, accepting the call instantly. “Baby bro,” he greeted, his voice warm and almost indulgent.

      My fingers tightened around the steering wheel, but my stare remained locked on the traffic ahead.

      A low grunt. “What time is it there?” A brief pause. “Shouldn’t you be in class?” Another brief pause and then a growl that made my stomach bottom out. “Wesley. You’re going to be late. You shouldn’t have called.”

      There was a beat of silence. Then another.

      As if beckoned by some unseen force, my eyes slid over to where he sat and the smile blossoming over the lower half of his face.

      “I miss you too, bro.” Then, “I made it safe. I’m here. The nine-hour flight was long and the coffee sucked, but I’m here, okay? Don’t worry about me.” Pause. “Is everything okay there?”

      He grunted again. See? He was like a dog. A noisy, hairy dog.

      Warm, low laughter filled the interior of the car. I told myself the sound affected me so much because it was a direct contrast to the storm still happening outside.

      “You see the pics I just sent? It’s cool so far. I’ll send better ones. It’s raining. Probably gonna be dark soon.”

      He sat up suddenly, making me jolt and ruining the way I was expertly pretending to ignore him.

      He pointed to the clock on the dash. “This time right?” he asked me.

      I nodded.

      “I’m six hours ahead of you,” he said into the phone.

      The person on the other end of the line spoke.

      “The time doesn’t matter, though. Call if you need me anytime, okay?” A gruff sound. “Go to class.”

      He laughed.

      He was so animated. It was like watching a cartoon live and in person. It was jarring like seeing a car wreck and not being able to look away.

      “Hey,” he called, and I imagined the faceless person on the other end pushing the phone back against their ear. “Love you.”

      Surprise made my eyes widen. He’d just told that person he loved them. Just like that. In front of a stranger as if it wasn’t hard at all. Like he really means it.

      I was back to white-knuckling the steering wheel, denying the urge to look at him again. It didn’t matter what his face looked like when he said that.

      A few minutes later, the robotic voice the app used filled the air, speaking Swedish. “That was my little brother just making sure I made it okay.”

      He didn’t have to tell me whom he was talking to. I didn’t want to know anyway.

      When I said nothing, he tossed the phone into his lap and looked out his window. He was quiet for a few minutes, quieter than I ever thought he could be. Of course he ruined it, though, by cracking open his lips.

      He spoke quietly, to himself really, and in English, which he thought I couldn’t understand. “First time I’ve ever been away from my brothers. Kinda weird.”

      My lips rolled in on themselves. No. No, sir, Lars. Don’t you do it. Don’t you feel sorry for him.

      A few minutes later, his stomach growled angrily again. His body literally did not know how to be quiet. He didn’t acknowledge it, though, and his face remained turned toward the window.

      My stomach began to prickle and then tighten. Shifting in my seat, I did my best to ignore the horrible feeling, even going so far as to think about how angry I was he was here and I was supposedly responsible for him.

      It was hard to stay mad and annoyed when he was being quiet and might be feeling homesick over there.

      We were close to the campus when I made a last-minute decision. Pulling into a spot, I parked the car and shut off the engine.

      Beside me, Winston sat forward, eyes going everywhere before settling on me. “Is this the institute? It doesn’t look like it.”

      I pocketed the keys and opened the door to get out.

      “Wait.” His hand was heavy but not aggressive when it lay on my forearm.

      I stilled, glancing down at where he touched me, momentarily distracted by how much warmer his skin tone was than mine. And despite having been in the rain, his palm wasn’t cold but radiated heat.

      Cautiously, I lifted my eyes from where he held me to stare at his face. He withdrew the touch and held up the phone again, hitting the button like he was going to make it say something else in robotic Swedish.

      I placed my hand on the phone, pushing it down. “Stop with the stupid app.”

      His mouth fell open. Then a huge grin broke out over his face. “I knew it!” Deep, robust laughter swirled around the interior, squeezing past me to escape out the partially open car door.

      A very startling and odd sense of greediness overcame me with the urge to slam the door shut so the only person privy to that laugh was me.

      “You were messing with me this whole time!” Winston exclaimed, not at all offended but rather amused. “You can speak English.”

      Shock still rendered me immobile as I reeled from the brief surges of emotion he’d literally forced out in me in the last thirty minutes. “Whatever,” I muttered, this time escaping the car and pulling the hood over my head to protect it from the still-falling rain.

      Even his footsteps were loud as they splashed over the ground when he hurried to my side. His T-shirt was getting wet again, but he paid it no attention as though it didn’t matter.

      “Where are we? This isn’t campus, is it?” he questioned. “You aren’t going to leave me here and speed off with all my stuff, are you?”

      I glared at him from around the hood, attention instantly transfixed on a drop of rain that was tracking down a nose that was thinner than mine. “Weren’t you whining about being hungry?”

      He gasped. “You stopped so I could get food?”

      “I need a coffee to deal with you,” I muttered.

      “Oooh, you like coffee too?”

      I snorted. I didn’t like coffee. I lived off it.

      I stopped abruptly on the sidewalk of the narrow street, my shoes splashing water with the abrupt stall. “Swedes love coffee. Something you would know if you did any homework on this place before coming here.”

      His eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second, enough to tighten my throat and give me a glimpse of something hard beneath his surface. A sliver of fear slinked down my spine, with it a feeling of helplessness I hated. A feeling of vulnerability. Something I was trying so hard to move past.

      Damn this foreigner for coming here and making me feel it again.

      But then, remarkably, he shrugged, the temper I’d peeked disappearing. Pursing his lips, he said, “I suppose that’s fair. Guess I didn’t want to learn about your country from a book but from my own experiences. I probably come off pretty rude, though.”

      Did he just… apologize?

      “I appreciate you picking me up at the airport and bringing me to the institute. I’m sure you’re busy and this is an inconvenience, so hey, let’s just head back to the car. A little hunger never hurt a guy. I can find something on campus when I get there.” He started back in the direction of where I parked, not an ounce of anger or even resentment around him. It made me suspicious.

      No one was this nice. No one.

      “Hey.” I spoke without lifting my voice.

      Despite the little distance between us, he stopped and rotated back around. His hair was wet and plastered to his forehead. “My name is Win.”

      “We’re here,” I told Win and gestured to the shop right in front of me. “Do you want coffee or not?”

      His eyes flew to the warmly lit windows trimmed in black, which matched a black awning over the largest one. Stretching along the entire front of the shop was a white sign that said Espresso House in bold black letters.

      He made a sound, a big smile flashing over his face. “Oh, thank God, I’m so hungry I could eat my own arm!” He rushed forward, practically running past me to the door that had a small red carpet spread out in front of it.

      Was this how to get him to leave me alone? Feed him? Spinning on my heel, I went to the door as well, lips twitching as I stared at my feet.

      Instead of stepping into the warm, richly scented coffeehouse, my entire body collided into something wet and solid. I bounced back with a startled grunt, the bell on the door jingling fiercely.

      “Whoa,” Win said, reaching out to steady me.

      I pushed his hand away, straightening. “Why didn’t you go inside?”

      “‘Cause I was being rude again.”

      I laughed. The sound was so unexpected I slapped my hand over my mouth to muffle the noise.

      Win’s hazel eyes danced with merriment as they searched my features, almost as though he was trying to read a map.

      The laugh turned into a lump in my throat, and I tried to force it down before saying, “What?”

      “I forgot to ask your name.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to refuse, but even I knew how childish that was. And he did thank me for picking him up. I guess it would be okay to tell him my name.

      “It’s Lars.”

      “You have a last name, Lars?”

      The second my name fell off his lips with that stupid American twang, my stomach bottomed out. “Why do you need to know it?”

      “You know mine.”

      I blinked.

      “Sinclair,” he explained. “It was on the sign you were trying to hide at the airport.”

      “I was not trying to hide it,” I argued.

      He smiled. “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s Eriksson,” I said. “Lars Eriksson. Can we go inside now?”

      “Nice to meet you, Lars Eriksson,” Win said, pulling the door wider and gesturing me ahead. “After you.”

      I rolled my eyes but went. I definitely needed a coffee to deal with him. Maybe even two.
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      Linska Institute wasn’t exactly as I expected. Sure, I’d seen photos and maybe a video or two showing the campus, but seeing something online or in a photograph was so different from laying eyes on it in person.

      The second we drove through the redbrick walls lining the entrance, I felt as if I was in two different places at once. The road wasn’t paved. It kinda looked like it was just worn down into the rolling green grass to create a path for cars to travel. Mature trees dotted the grass, and nestled ahead was a large redbrick building that looked as though it could have been there for ages. The whole place would have made me feel like I was stepping back in time if it weren’t for the massive and shiny modern building that rose massively behind the old one.

      “Talk about making yourself known,” I mused as I stared at the all-glass building. It was seemingly made up entirely of windows that would no doubt glint in the sun. As we got closer, I could tell it was curved on one side.

      “What?” Lars muttered.

      Turning away from the view, I glanced at him. Dude was a little less prickly since he got some coffee in him. Pretty sure his eyes rolled into the back of his head when he took that first sip. Made me wonder what kinda face he’d make when someone rocked his world.

      Not information you need to know, I reminded myself.

      Hitching my chin toward the building, I said, “That building doesn’t really look like it belongs here.”

      “The medical buildings here are state-of-the-art,” he replied as if that explained everything as he drove deeper into campus.

      It was bigger than I expected, though I wasn’t sure why. It was the best college for medicine in this country, and it ranked high in all of Europe. It was basically what Westbrook was in the States. But where Westbrook blended its historic campus with modern upgrades, there was not much blending here.

      The buildings were either tall and brick, looking as though they’d been here a while, or all chrome and glass, glowing with newness. Instead of blending together, it looked like a clash of very different worlds.

      With the sun setting, I couldn’t see as much as I wanted, but since I was going to be calling this place home for the next few months, I had time. No point in rushing it.

      “Let me look up the name of where I’m staying. You can drop me there,” I said, grabbing my phone to light up the screen.

      “You don’t even know where you’re staying?” He scoffed.

      “‘Course I do,” I replied. “I got the info right here in this email.” Except I didn’t see said info. Clearing my throat, I tossed him a sheepish look. “Let me just check this other email.”

      The car slowed, turning onto a street winding between some tall buildings that looked like apartments made of gray brick. “Don’t bother. This is it.”

      I dropped the phone into my lap, looking around a little more fully. “Bro, you know where I live?”

      “Ja.”

      “That means yes, right?”

      “Ja.”

      I smiled. “How did you know? Is it because you picked me up from the airport? Bro!” I said, sitting up a little straighter in my seat. “Do you know my roomie?”

      “Roomie,” he repeated.

      I nodded. “Yeah, you know, my roommate?” I snapped, trying to remember. “My buddy!” I exclaimed.

      He winced. “Do you do everything with so much energy?”

      I leaned over the center console of the small car, crowding into his space, something he definitely did not seem to like. Lowering my voice, I answered, “Everything. Never heard any complaints.”

      His pale cheeks darkened, and a rush of something filled me. Oh, getting under his skin was so satisfying.

      The little car whipped into a parking spot, and he hit the brake abruptly, which sent me sprawling back into my seat.

      Gasping, I said, “You spilled your coffee!”

      The look of horror on his face was freaking epic as he rotated his entire upper body to the cup holder where his coffee was nestled securely. Seeing his coffee was just fine, his eyes whipped up, piercing me with their pale color.

      I smiled. “Just kidding.”

      “Get out of my car.”

      “Sure thing.” I agreed, pushing open the door and stepping out into the twilight hour. The rain had finally stopped, but everything was still good and drenched. After stretching out my muscles, I grabbed my coffee and what was left of the food I’d gotten at Espresso House. Place was a lot like Starbucks.

      I went to the trunk, and Lars popped it open so I could grab my stuff. When I slammed the lid, I was surprised to see him standing so close.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” he intoned, white hair glowing in the fading sun.

      It was like a halo. He was a little grumpy angel.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you’re going to be switching rooms as soon as I make some calls.”

      My eyes rounded. “Wait.” A slow smile dragged my lips upward. “You’re my buddy?” It made sense. Why else would they ask him to pick me up at the airport?

      He shook his head adamantly. “Not for long.”

      Amusement swelled my chest as I settled a little more firmly into the pavement, my eyes already very comfortable on him. “I take it you didn’t sign up for this?”

      He made a rude sound. “No!” he burst out. “Coach dropped a paper with your name on me yesterday. Yesterday.”

      My interest was piqued. “Coach? You play a sport?”

      A defensive look crossed his features before he smoothed it out, straightening to his full height, which was a few good inches less than mine.

      He might even be shorter than Wes.

      “I swim,” he said, his tone just as defensive as that first glimmer in his arctic stare. Then, “I’m a swimmer here at the institute.”

      A rush of fond familiarity had my arms dropping to my sides. A little of that homesick feeling I’d been ignoring valiantly receded. “No shit?” I mused. “My little brother is a swimmer at Westbrook.”

      That seemed to surprise him. Curiosity lit his electric eyes. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yep. He’s a freshman this year. He’s been swimming since he was a kid. He’s pretty good. What’s your stroke?”

      He jolted a little. “Why do you care?”

      I shrugged. “Wes swims freestyle.”

      “Wes is your brother?”

      I nodded. “And Max is my other brother.”

      After another slight hesitation, he said, “I swim backstroke.”

      “Ah, the one everyone thinks is easy because your mouth and nose are out of the water. But it’s one of the hardest after butterfly. Plus, you’re at a disadvantage because you can’t see where you’re going.”

      “Yeah,” he said, voice echoing with that same surprise from earlier but also, if I wasn’t mistaken, a little bit of relief. It was almost as if he were used to people giving him shit about being a swimmer.

      An odd protective feeling overcame me, and I found myself angry at those faceless people who might not even exist. I mean, really, swimmers were cool. “Sorry they kinda just dumped me on you. I figured they would have people in like a foreign exchange program for that.”

      “That’s what I said,” he muttered.

      “I’ll keep my bags packed,” I said, motioning toward them. “And I’ll stay out of your way until I can switch rooms.”

      “I didn’t plan on a roommate,” he rushed out. “I asked for my own room this semester.” His lips clamped shut, and his eyes darted everywhere but at me like he was embarrassed he let that slip.

      I held up my hands in surrender. Dude was clearly hella stressed over sharing his space. “Understood. Maybe I can bunk in there tonight, then tomorrow find somewhere else?” Leaning toward him, I whispered, “I’m not cut out for sleeping outside.”

      His blue eyes rolled. “Fine. I’m calling the dean in the morning.”

      “Okay.” I agreed amiably even though disappointment ricocheted beneath my skin as I turned to throw my duffle over my back and palm the handle on my suitcase. As irritable and unimpressed with me as he was, I was bummed I wouldn’t be sticking around.

      Barely two steps later, I body-checked into a hella solid invisible forcefield. Bouncing back, I stopped in my tracks. The hair on the back of my neck lifted as an odd sense of foreboding filled me. Immediately, I searched the surrounding area for Lars, finding him a few feet down the sidewalk where he was rigid and unmoving.

      I barely knew him, right? But I knew.

      Something was wrong. My heart pounded as adrenaline coursed through my veins. The instinct to shield him was overwhelming, so much so it overran any questioning of such feelings my brain might logically have.

      Grip tightening on the handle, I stalked through the distance separating us, eyes moving around the surrounding area, trying to see whatever it was that made the very air around my grumpy angel so… timid.

      My grumpy angel? a voice in the back of my head whispered. I ignored it in favor of more pressing matters. Like the fact that he, in fact, seemed suddenly timid. A word I would have thought was not in his vocabulary.

      He’d been feisty as fuck since I laid eyes on him. So this was new.

      Again, you’ve known him for like an hour.

      I don’t know who the hell is in there whispering all this shit, but, bro, it ain’t helpful.

      “Lars,” I said, stopping beside him.

      He said nothing, as his Adam’s apple bobbed, and his gaze remained fixed across the street. Following his stare, I watched someone step out of a car parked at the curb. The bang of his car door made Lars flinch, and I frowned.

      “Hey,” I said, voice soft.

      His eyes whipped to me and widened as if he’d forgotten I was even there. Rude.

      “Let’s go inside,” he said, pivoting from the man jogging across the street.

      “Lars.”

      Everything about him changed again, the energy around him tightening so much I practically heard it shatter like glass. His pale skin leeched the color it did have, leaving him paper white, almost like a ghost.

      My eyes snapped to the man as he stepped up onto the sidewalk.

      “You know him?” I asked out of the side of my mouth.

      “No.” A simple word. But, damn, had that reply been loaded.

      The adrenaline already soaking my veins started to buzz as if it were alerting me to this newcomer’s presence, as if it were telling me to beware.

      “Let’s just go,” Lars said, his voice almost pleading.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, stepping back so he could go forward and I could follow. The need to put my body in between his and this new guy’s was almost like an extra heartbeat in me.

      Protect. Protect. Protect.

      Lars took one step, and the man lunged, his hand clamping around the back of Lars’s arm, pulling him back. “I know you heard me call for you.”

      Lars sucked in a breath and tried to pull away, but the man dug his fingers in deeper.

      My hand shot out, fingers locking around this asshole’s wrist like a vise. I squeezed until his fingers went slack, and then I yanked him away, swiftly sliding myself between him and Lars. Tossing his arm back at him, I drew myself up to my full six-foot height (actually, it was closer to six-one, but details) and narrowed my gaze.

      “You understand English?” I intoned, the charm that naturally dripped from my vocal cords bowing down to the hard edge I housed but barely ever needed.

      The man stared incredulously, a little anger simmering in his eyes. Eyes that were nowhere near as impressive as the ones behind me.

      I shrugged. “Guess it doesn’t matter if you speak it or not,” I said, closing the distance between us so my toes bumped his. “My body language will make it clear you aren’t wanted here.”

      The man’s lip curled up into a snarl, and I smiled serenely. Did he think that was scary?

      “Snarl all you want, dude. I bite.”

      A bolt of surprise illuminated his flat eyes, and then he glanced beyond me toward Lars. “Who the hell is this?”

      Ah, he does speak English.

      “Name’s Winston,” I answered, drawing his eyes back to me. “Who the hell are you?”

      “He’s no one.” Lars spoke up behind me. His voice was strong, but I still felt his nervous energy.

      Anger, swift and fierce, darkened no-name’s face. “No one?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, arching a brow at Lars.

      Panic stole over his features but was quickly smoothed out. “I, ah, owed him some money, okay? I paid it back. But he keeps coming back for more.” There was a slight whine to his explanation at first, but it swiftly gave way to desperation and something that tasted a hell of a lot like fear.

      I never knew fear had a flavor, but it was pungently distinct. It tasted worse than shit.

      “He won’t leave me alone.” The words were quiet and drenched in sadness.

      I turned back to no-name. “That true?”

      “His debt isn’t paid till I say it is. I own him.”

      I laughed. “What is this, some bad B-rated movie on cable?”

      Everything paused as if my laughter had somehow shocked him.

      “Win,” Lars hissed behind me, and that god-awful-tasting fear? It coated my tongue again.

      “Look, American, I don’t know how it is in your country, but this isn’t your place.”

      I leaned down, insanely smug because he was shorter than me and I could accentuate it this way. All the sunshine I usually glowed with snuffed out, leaving behind all the dark my sun disguised.

      No-name paused midsentence, clearly taken off guard and perhaps—hopefully—intimidated. “It is my place because I’m standing here. Because Lars is my new roomie, and that means if you come around harassing him, then you’re harassing me. Back in America—” I emphasized it because he seemed to think calling me what I am was an insult. Joke’s on him. “When someone pays what they owe, that’s the end of the debt. We don’t harass people like gangsters.”

      No-name’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth.

      I held up my finger, stopping him. “Seems to me that Lars doesn’t want you coming around, so I suggest you get back in your car and drive away. Don’t come back.”

      “Yeah? And what if I do?” He challenged.

      I did not miss Lars’s swift intake of breath.

      “Then I’ll show you just how uncivilized we Americans really are,” I said, taking a threatening step forward.

      “You gonna hit me?” he shoved me back. “Go ahead. Hit me!”

      The side of my mouth quirked up. “If I ever get to the point of needing to hit you to get my point across, then your fate is already sealed.” I spoke calm and quiet. Almost conversationally. I didn’t have to be violent to get my point across. All I had to do was hide my sun.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I quirked my head to the side, regarding him coolly without blinking at all. “Don’t so much as breathe in our direction. If you do, I’ll be sure to let whoever is in charge around here know just what kind of impression their students are making on those coming from abroad and how I will regretfully have to let my prestigious university back home know this place is persona non grata.” Then without even changing expression, I leaned down again. “That means unwelcoming and full of suck.”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked. His infuriated stare flicked toward Lars.

      I clucked my tongue, making it fire back to me instead. “Bye, now.”

      After a charged, heated silence during which I stood there acting bored but fully prepared to take a punch, no-name turned and walked back across the street.

      I stood there staring while he got in his car. I stared when he looked through the windshield. I stared when the engine turned over and he pulled out onto the street. I watched him drive off until his taillights disappeared, and then I stood there longer.

      Finally, when I was sure he was gone, I relaxed and turned.

      Lars’s eyes were the size of saucers, incredulous and partly awed.

      “What?” I shrugged. “Also, I thought Swedes were supposed to be uber polite and valued patience. I hope you all don’t have that on like a brochure anywhere because, bro, that’s a bunch of lies.”

      So yeah, maybe I did read up a little on the place before I boarded the plane. I told you it was a waste of time. Can’t trust anything on the internet.

      A little giggle, or maybe a hiccup, burst from between Lars’s slightly parted lips. “You just… you…”

      I arched an eyebrow, patiently waiting for him to say whatever he thought was so damn amazing.

      “You intimidated him.”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “I’m a big, unruly American,” I said, then winked. “It’s easy to intimidate someone who doesn’t know what I’m capable of.”

      “No one intimidates him.”

      I paused. “He been giving you a hard time for a while?”

      His lips rolled in as he answered with a curt nod. But then his face darkened. “But I can take care of myself. And you don’t intimidate me.”

      I smiled. “Well, why would I want to intimidate you? You got me coffee and a sandwich.”

      He stood there saying nothing, this unsure look on his face. He looked softer like that. Vulnerable somehow… even more angelic.

      I yawned loudly. “How about you show me to my bed for the night? It’s been a hell of a long day.”

      We went in silence into the building, rode up an elevator, and got off on the third floor. Everything was white, bare, and pristine. It was almost blinding. He pulled out his keys and unlocked the door, but before going inside, he peeked over his shoulder at me.

      “Just for tonight.” I reminded him.

      He pushed inside, holding the door for me as I carried my stuff past him. The room opened into what I would call a living room. The walls were white with nothing on them. The floor was light wood, and the couch was a deep forest green that kinda reminded me of the colors for Westbrook.

      There was a rug under it covered in multicolored squares and a basic coffee table on top. Heavy brick-red drapes framed the small window behind the couch. Beyond the couch was a small basic table with four chairs and a tiny kitchen with one row of white cabinetry, black backsplash tile, and a fridge.

      I dropped my bags by the couch. “Nice,” I remarked. “Bigger than the dorms at Westbrook.”

      “Really?” he asked, that curiosity of his coming out again.

      I smiled a little. “Yeah. Our dorm rooms don’t have a kitchen or couches. It’s just one room with two beds and a place for some desks.”

      His eyes widened. “For real?”

      I chuckled. “Yep. We managed to get my brother a solo room.” I grinned at him. “He likes his personal space too.”

      “This is the common area,” he said, gesturing around the room as he walked to the archway in the kitchen that led to somewhere. “Back here are both bedrooms and the shared bathroom.”

      My brows rose. “There’s two bedrooms?”

      He nodded once. “One for me. One for you.”

      Before I could remark on that, he opened the fridge. “Don’t eat my food. I’ll label it all with my name. I’m not your maid or your servant. If you want to eat, you can buy your own stuff.”

      I drew in a breath, but he held up his hand. “There’s a store on campus. I’ll show you where it is.”

      I nodded.

      “My bedroom is off-limits. It’s my space. If you go in there, you’ll be sorry.”

      I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile.

      “We take turns cleaning the bathroom. There’s laundry and a gym on the first floor.” He went to one of the kitchen cabinets and pointed to the food inside. “This stuff is all mine too. And do your own dishes.”

      I started to speak again.

      “This is not a party spot. I don’t want strangers around. I go to bed early because of my swim hours. If you keep me awake, you’ll regret it.”

      I started to laugh.

      Daggers shot out of his eyes. “Something funny?”

      “I thought I was leaving in the morning?”

      “I don’t have time to get you reassigned. Besides, Coach will just give me a lecture. So we can try it out,” he allowed, eyeing me suspiciously. “But if you break any of these rules—”

      “I’ll regret it.” I finished sagely.

      “Are you mocking me?”

      I pointed to myself. “Who, me?”

      “I have stuff to do,” he declared, heading toward the bedrooms. “Be quiet.” His footsteps stalled. “Put your class schedule on the table.” He pointed to it in case I, you know, didn’t see it. “I’ll show you how to get around tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, bro.”

      “I’m not your bro.”

      No. No, he definitely is not.

      Just when I expected him to stomp out of sight, he hesitated again, this time beneath the archway as though he were trying to work up the nerve for something.

      “Did you forget a rule?” I teased.

      He glared at me over his shoulder.

      Jesus, his eyes are beautiful.

      “Thank you.” He mumbled the words so low I barely heard them.

      “What was that?” I said, turning my ear toward him.

      He made a face.

      “Gotta speak louder than that. Your accent makes it hard to understand.”

      “You’re the one with the accent!”

      “English is my language.” I goaded. He was just too easy.

      “Well, at least I can speak it. Unlike some people who come to Sweden and can’t even say hi in Swedish!”

      “Hej,” I said immediately. It sounded just like hey in English.

      He turned suspicious. “I thought you didn’t know any Swedish.”

      “I heard you say it back at the coffee place. I’m a fast learner.”

      His lips pursed.

      “Thanks for teaching me something new.” I couldn’t help myself. I winked.

      He flushed. He was all white, pink, and icy blue. A combination that I could probably make my entire personality if I let it.

      No. No letting. He’s your roommate, not a one-night stand.

      One night with him would never be enough.

      That thought was like a slap in the face with a cold hand. I jerked upright and spun toward my stuff. Teasing him was fun… until it wasn’t.

      Hands full, I moved toward the bedrooms, but he was still standing in the archway, blocking my path.

      I stared down at him, waiting for him to get the idea and move.

      Surprisingly, he didn’t move right away. Instead, his chin tipped back, and I was looking down at wide, high cheekbones and those fucking piercing eyes.

      Look away, Win. Look the fuck away.

      I didn’t look away.

      “Thank you,” he said, still just as mumbly as before, but this time I was so close I heard him loud and clear.

      “For what?”

      “For scaring him off.”

      My heart pinched, the little nick leaving a much larger bruise I would probably still feel tomorrow. “You’re welcome, angel,” I replied, my voice just as low and mumbly as his had been.

      He jolted and scurried off into his bedroom, practically slamming the door in my face. “Don’t call me that!”

      “Be quiet!” I hollered at the wood, letting him know he broke one of his own rules.

      He let out a muffled string of Swedish, none of which I understood, but I knew it was probably horrible insults all directed at me.

      I smiled anyway.
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WESTBROOK UNIVERSITY (USA) PRESENT DAY…

        

      

    

    
      Lars

      

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Correction. I already did it. It’s done. There’s no going back.

      There’s nothing to go back to.

      So…

      Here we go.

      Overwhelmed was an understatement for the way everything beneath my skin vibrated uncomfortably as my head fogged with useless yet persistent thoughts. It didn’t matter how many times I shook them off. They reappeared, making it feel as though I were existing in a weird hazy state.

      Operating in a state of survival mode was something my body knew well, but it didn’t matter there was no getting used to it. Pulling in a deep breath, my chest expanded with my lungs, slowly deflating as I exhaled through my nose.

      “You okay?” the guy on my left asked. “You look like you walked in here by accident and someone jammed some Speedos in your arms and you were afraid to argue.”

      I snorted. “I’m not afraid to argue.”

      “So you are supposed to be here?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course.”

      “Then what’s with the face?”

      I turned my head to look at the tall, broad swimmer with dark hair and eyes. His skin was olive-toned and warm-hued, which wasn’t strange for me to notice considering we were both standing here in tiny Speedos.

      At his side, he clutched a pair of swim goggles with sweet silver frames, but I didn’t allow my eyes to linger on them long for fear he’d think I was looking at something else.

      “What face?” I asked, my eyes colliding with his.

      He swung his finger around in front of me. “That one.”

      “I’m not making a face. I just came all the way from Sweden. It’s a big change.”

      He whistled beneath his breath. “Damn, makes my cross-country transfer look like a cakewalk.”

      “A cakewalk,” I repeated. Americans had some weird sayings.

      He nodded, not bothering to explain. I didn’t really care if he did anyway. “That explains the accent.”

      I didn’t have an accent, but I was tired of telling people that. “You came here from across the country?”

      “Yep,” he said, popping the P at the end.

      “This must be a really good swim program.”

      “That why you transferred?” he questioned.

      “No,” I replied before thinking better of it.

      A quick, wolfish grin that frankly made him look like a criminal filled the lower half of his face. “Me either.”

      The door to the locker room banged open, and the shrill, ear-splitting sound of a whistle echoed through the entire room. “Didn’t you hear me call you?” Coach Resch bellowed the second he let the silver whistle fall from his lips.

      Obviously, we didn’t, or we wouldn’t be standing here.

      “Sorry, Coach,” was all I said.

      “Well, come on. Meet your new team.”

      I fell into step behind the other new guy, my stomach twisting with nerves as we stepped out of the locker room. A bunch of other swimmers dressed just like us stared from the bleachers as we trailed along behind Coach. I felt their scrutiny, and with that came the urge to prove myself.

      “Listen up!” Coach’s voice boomed through the massively large pool area. “As you know, last semester, Elite lost two swimmers.”

      “More like we flushed out the water pollution,” a guy sitting in the front cracked. He had messy dark-blond hair and broad, muscular shoulders.

      Coach blew his whistle. “Owens! I didn’t ask you.”

      The big guy laid a hand over his chest. “You never do, Coach. It hurts my feelings.”

      A few low snickers echoed around the room, and a shot of amusement burst through the nervous fog hanging over my brain.

      “You wanna talk about your feelings, go see your adviser,” Coach quipped.

      My eyes slid to a guy sitting on the other side of the jokester. He was smaller than his friend, with brown hair flopping over his forehead in big, loopy curls. Feeling my gaze, he lifted his, and instant familiarity rushed through me, bringing a surprising sense of warmth.

      I looked away instantly, stomach fluttering.

      “Meet your new teammates,” Coach said, gesturing toward me and the other new guy. “Lars Eriksson and Jason Rush.”

      A throat cleared. “It’s just Rush,” the dark-headed guy told everyone.

      “Rush here transferred in from California. Used to swim for Pembrook.”

      Someone whistled low.

      From the other side of the jokester, a guy with dark hair and blue eyes lifted his chin. “What’s your stroke?”

      A cocky glint came into Rush’s eyes. “All of them.”

      “Bullshit,” someone a few rows back called.

      I winced, ducking my head when Coach performed yet another tribute on the whistle.

      Dear God, is he always like this?

      “Watch your mouth!”

      Rush grinned, arrogance rolling off him as he spread his arms. “I’m a wildcard ‘cause I don’t have just one value, one stroke… one talent. I’m unpredictable in and out of the pool, and I can swim any stroke that’s needed and do it better than anyone else.”

      “Good thing oxygen is just optional for us,” the joker drawled. “‘Cause you just sucked it all out of this room.”

      Beside him, his friend stifled a laugh.

      Rush took a step forward, lifting his chin. “What’s your stroke?” He challenged.

      Everyone went quiet almost as if the new guy had just stepped in some no-no zone and challenged the wrong guy.

      “Ryan Walsh,” the blue-eyed swimmer replied.

      “Best freestyle swimmer Elite has.” His friend backed him up. “I’m Jamie Owens. Butterfly.”

      “Best freestyle?” Rush mused. “We’ll see about that.”

      Squeeeaaal.

      This time, I stuck a finger into the ear closest to Coach. At this rate, I’d be deaf by the end of the day. Dear God.

      “Clearly, the all your brains are waterlogged, and we need a refresher course on Elite rules for the new semester,” Coach announced. “Swimming might be an individual sport, but we are a team! You guys want to shoot for best swim time? Fine. Do the work. But the only one you are competing with here is yourself! I’m not having my swimmers bitter and butt hurt.” He pinned Ryan with a look. “There will be no repeat of what happened with Hughes, Walsh.”

      “Maybe you should tell him that,” Ryan said, voice calm and low. “Because I didn’t start anything last semester. I just finished it.”

      Rush laughed under his breath. Coach spun his hard stare on him. “We both know you can’t afford any more trouble, Rush. I’m your last shot, and don’t forget it.”

      Rush went stony silent, crossing his arms over his toned chest while planting his stance a bit wider. “Sure, Coach.”

      Coach made a sound like he was choking and turned his attention to me. “Lars, introduce yourself.”

      I nodded once and took a step forward. “Lars Eriksson,” I said, noticing right away when the guy with curly hair sat up a little straighter and stared. “I swim backstroke and just transferred here from Sweden.”

      “Sweden?” Jamie echoed, turning to look at the guy staring at me. “That’s where Win was, right?”

      Just hearing his name out loud made a rush of air leave me. It had felt like forever since I’d heard that name out loud. Sometimes when I was in bed at night, I’d wonder if it was all a dream.

      But it wasn’t. He wasn’t.

      And as the curly-haired swimmer nodded, I knew the rush of warm familiarity I got the second I looked at him was because this was Wes. This was Win’s brother.

      “You know my brother Win Sinclair?” Wes asked.

      I nodded. “We met last semester.”

      “You were his—”

      The entire question wasn’t even out yet, and my entire heart seized.

      I was his what? Annoying roommate? Buddy from abroad? Friend with benefits? Lover? Someone he never wanted to see again?

      The hunger in me that ripped open and growled fiercely as I anticipated the end of that question was astounding. I practically leaned forward as I waited to hear how Win’s beloved brother would describe me. To find out how Win had described me.

      It doesn’t matter. He left without looking back.

      “This ain’t Sally Jessy Raphael!” Coach interrupted, his words like a rubber band snapping me violently. “If you all know each other, you can figure it out when you aren’t on my time!”

      “Coach, what’s Sally Jessy Raphael?” asked a guy sitting behind Wes and his two friends.

      Jamie laughed. “Bro, right?”

      “Like you don’t know,” Coach muttered.

      Everyone stared at him, silent but also clueless.

      He sighed. “I’m not that old,” he muttered, then threw his hands out. “It was a talk show on cable.”

      “Coach watched a talk show called Sally Jessy Raphael,” Jamie mused.

      “Did you drink hot tea while you watched, Coach?” said the same guy who’d asked what it was.

      Coach blew on his whistle. For a long, long time. When he was done, his face was red.

      “Coach, we gotta talk about this,” Jamie lamented. “This is mistreatment.”

      “Get your asses in the pool!”

      Everyone stood up to do just that, and it was clear that while they loved to give Coach shit, they also knew when to quit.

      On his way past, the guy sitting behind Jamie offered me his hand. “Kruger.”

      I took the offered hand, mesmerized a little by the guy’s different-colored eyes. I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone with heterochromia before. One was green and one was brown.

      “You get used to it,” he said, half smiling.

      I tugged my hand back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “Nah, bro. Your eyes are pretty unique too.”

      “Why aren’t you wet?” Coach snapped.

      Kruger slapped me on the shoulder. “C’mon. I swim backstroke too. Let’s see what you got.”

      I nodded, letting him lead me to a lane, but the entire time, my eyes searched the group for Wes. The second I found him, our stares collided. He offered me a small smile, and some of the heinous anxiety clinging to me let go.

      And just like that, I remembered so clearly why I’d left everything behind to become Elite.
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      Win

      

      I’m sorry, but who was the person who signed me up for an ass-crack-of-dawn biochemistry lab this semester?

      I was the person. It was me. So I said to myself, Fuck you very much.

      I could literally think of nothing worse than dragging myself out of bed three days a week—three!—to be on campus by the start of my seven-forty-five lab. Excuse me, but who wants to do science at that ungodly hour? Torture. Pure effing torture.

      I hope the professor doesn’t mind bedhead and coffee because I’ll be showing up with both on the daily.

      Why do it to yourself, bro? Is that what you just asked? First of all, stop hanging out with Jamie. Second, allow me to answer. I didn’t have a choice. It was literally the only time the dumb class was offered, and I needed it to graduate. Sure, I could have saved it until next year, my senior year, but might as well embrace the suck and get it over with.

      Truth? Getting back into the swing of things since coming home from Sweden had been harder than expected. I didn’t have this problem at all when I came home briefly a few months ago after Wes’s accident. So really, it shouldn’t have been any different now.

      My conclusion? It was the lab.

      Fine. It wasn’t the biochem lab. It was something else. Something I didn’t want to talk about. Or think about. Or basically acknowledge ever. So instead, I sat bleary-eyed and fighting sleep while nursing a coffee until the professor cut us loose.

      “Dude, this is going to be fucking painful,” Peter, my lab partner for the semester, grieved as we trudged out of the building and into the frigid morning air, which was filled with wayward snowflakes.

      I grunted in agreement and slapped him on the back. “At least we have each other. We can suffer together and laugh next year when those poor schmucks have to spend their senior year sleep deprived.”

      “You know you could make it even easier on yourself and charm up one of the girls in there who would be more than happy to do your share of the work.”

      I smirked. “But then who would help you?”

      He held up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for the help. God knows I need it, but I’m just saying. Free answers and some ass? I’d ditch me if I were you.”

      I laughed. “Good thing I’m not you.”

      “Hey, Win.” A lyrical voice floated down the sidewalk.

      I glanced up, noting the group of three girls standing around like it wasn’t freezing. I guess gossiping kept them warm.

      I smiled wide. “Ladies.”

      Unlike them, Peter and I kept moving because gossiping didn’t keep me warm, and I wasn’t interested in getting frostbite. I got only a few steps before a gloved hand curled around my bicep, the hold light, but I stopped anyway.

      Turning back, I glanced down at the girl who grabbed me. She was definitely familiar, meaning I’d likely seen her naked. And judging by the way she was looking at me now, she was hoping for a repeat.

      I didn’t do repeats. But I wasn’t a dickhead, so I didn’t say it out loud.

      “Campus just wasn’t the same without you last semester, Win,” she said.

      Her name was Sydney? No, Sara.

      “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      “Well, the view over there was definitely lacking without you three making the place all pretty.”

      All three girls giggled. Behind me, Peter made a sound.

      Turning, I slyly dislodged the hold on my arm to drag him forward. “Have you ladies met Peter? He’s my lab partner.”

      I couldn’t tell if his cheeks were red because he was shy or because it really was frosty as fuck out there.

      “Hey,” he said, offering a slight smile.

      They all greeted him at the same time, then turned back to me.

      “Your hair is longer. I like it,” the girl whose name started with an S noted.

      “Coming from someone as fashionable as you, I’ll take that as a compliment,” I told her. I had no idea if she was fashionable, but girls like being called that.

      Smiling, she took a step closer, which was my cue to leave.

      “Gotta go,” I said, taking a step back. “Places to be.”

      “Will I see you at any parties this weekend?” Sara asked, pursing her lips like she was pouting a bit. I didn’t like pouty.

      I grinned, my feet upping their pace. “You just never know where I might turn up,” I said with a wink, quickly turning away before she could ask anything else.

      “If I had half the game you did, I’d already be halfway to my dorm with her,” Peter muttered.

      “Been there, done that,” I quipped.

      “Again, I wonder why you don’t just get yourself a hot tutor for lab.”

      “An entire semester is just too much commitment for all that.”

      Peter laughed. “Ah, I get it. You want to keep your options open.”

      I snickered. “Something like that.”

      “Hey, you hear we have a new student in the program this semester?” Peter asked as we headed into one of the main buildings on campus. In it was the campus bookstore, a small café, and the student lounge. The entire upper level was the campus eatery, which was sort of laid out like a food court.

      My stomach growled aggressively the second all the food scents hit my senses, and I had to actively ignore them to stay focused on the conversation. “Don’t we have new students every semester?” I asked, tossing the coffee that had gone cold into a nearby trash bin.

      “Usually not in the second semester. And usually not from another country.”

      Any lingering thoughts I had about food and fresh coffee were forgotten, and I glanced around at him. “We have an exchange student this semester?”

      “Seems like it. I thought you’d maybe know since you basically did the same thing last semester.”

      Westbrook was a sizable campus with a lot of different degrees being offered. However, the sports medicine department wasn’t huge. We all saw each other in our little section of campus, and faces became familiar. I’d say it was likely the same for every department, each one becoming a community of sorts. And even though exchange students weren’t anything new, they really weren’t that common. I was the only one in our entire department last semester, and news of that spread like wildfire. People thought I was insane to leave such a cushy, monied campus like Westbrook for a place where I couldn’t even speak the language. A place where I was known as the golden boy of our department. Where I had it easy.

      Appearances could be deceiving, but I didn’t bother to point that out. I let people think what they wanted. My reasons were my own.

      So in that sense, it really wasn’t a surprise that news of an exchange student was getting around.

      “Where are they from?” I asked as my brain immediately supplied flashes of pale-blond hair and arctic-blue eyes.

      Do not go there.

      Peter shrugged. “No clue. Was hoping you did.”

      “It’s the crack of dawn on the first day of the new semester. I haven’t heard anything.”

      “Losing your touch,” Peter goaded.

      I flipped him off. “And to think I just did you a solid by introducing you to three ladies.”

      Peter laughed. “Well, knowing you, it will be some hot chick, and you’ll have her number by the end of the day.”

      “Thought you said I was losing my touch.”

      “Golden boy Win Sinclair? Never.”

      I laughed. “Whatever. I’ll see you later.” I lifted my hand and started toward the café so I could get fresh coffee before a meeting my adviser requested.

      Stepping in line for the café, I blew out a breath. My stomach felt tight but fluttery at the same time, a sensation I did not enjoy. Even though I tried like hell, my thoughts kept circling back to the new exchange student. It could be anyone from anywhere.

      It most definitely was not him.

      You want it to be.

      The thought made me snort, and the person ahead of me glanced over their shoulder.

      I held up my phone and grinned. “Can you believe the crap they put on the internet these days?” Before they could engage me in conversation I was not interested in, I gestured over their shoulder. “Line is moving.”

      They turned back, and everyone moved up.

      I found it so ironic that one of the main reasons I went to Sweden was for some freedom, and I came home feeling more restrained than before.

      But no one here knew that, and they never would.

      What happened in Sweden stayed in Sweden… and that’s just the way it had to be.
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      “Mr. Sinclair,” my adviser greeted the second my knuckles rapped on the partially open door.

      I stuck my head into the room before pushing the wood the rest of the way and smiled. “I told you to call me Win.”

      The older man laughed from behind his glass-topped desk. “That you did,” he allowed, waving for me to come in. “Good to see you, Win. It appears Sweden treated you well.”

      “It was definitely an experience I will never forget,” I said, dropping into the chair opposite his.

      “Oh? What was your favorite thing about studying abroad?”

      The dick. I cleared my throat at the immediate and overly confident assertion inside my head. For real, though. Who was that in there?

      Aware Professor Miller was waiting for my reply, I cleared my throat and repeated his question, buying some time.

      Not that it did any good because that hard-earned spare moment when I was supposed to be coming up with something appropriate to say was taken over by flashes of white-blond hair, whimpers in the dark, and crystalline eyes that burned hotter than dry ice.

      Blinking away the memories, I smiled. “Experiencing a new culture, of course. Plus, their more relaxed pace was a nice change. Did you know they have fika every day? They literally shut down everything for a coffee break in the middle of the day.”

      “You certainly do seem more relaxed than in our previous meetings,” he observed.

      Yeah, because of the dick.

      What the hell was up with me today? Was I horny? Maybe I needed to get laid.

      Before I could follow along the trail of those thoughts, I was thankfully diverted.

      “I’m sure you are curious as to why I asked for this meeting,” Prof. Miller said, sliding a folder in front of him and opening the cover.

      I nodded. “Is there a problem with my schedule? All the classes I chose this semester support my major.”

      “Yes, I saw that. Your course selection looks great. It’s good to see you getting the biochemistry lab out of the way.”

      I grabbed my earlobe, giving it a brief tug. “So…” I left the sentence open-ended, encouraging him to get on with it.

      “I’m afraid there is another issue.”

      “Which is?”

      “You are behind on your clinical hours.”

      He was right. My time in Sweden gave me many advantages and credits that would look good on my future resume, but the one drawback was now I was behind on clinicals.

      I nodded. “I planned to make them up and then some over the summer with an internship. I’ve already started applying to a few places.”

      “You’re still applying? You don’t have one lined up yet?”

      Suppressing a grimace, I said, “Well, I just got home…”

      “I know I don’t need to school you on this thing we have called the internet.”

      I flashed a smile. “No. Pretty sure I got that covered. It just fell off my radar while I was overseas.”

      Distracted by the dick. I coughed, trying to drown out these filthy thoughts.

      Don’t get me wrong. If I wasn’t sitting across from a middle-aged man trying to lecture me about my future, my dirty-as-fuck thoughts would be hella welcome.

      “I have a friend who heads up the top physiotherapy clinic here in Westbrook. I can make a call to see if they have their internships full. If not, I’ll make a recommendation.”

      “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      “Until then, I have another opportunity.”

      Sitting a little straighter, I nodded.

      “Elite’s athletic trainer has agreed to take on an intern for six hours a week. In addition to that, the intern would also be present at the team meets, which as I’m sure you are aware can last anywhere from three to five hours each. With a swim meet being held once a week, this is a good way to tack on clinical hours. The season is over in late March, but you will stay on the entire semester as Elite still trains even after the season ends.”

      Mentally, I calculated those six hours, realizing I could easily do them on the days I didn’t have my early lab. The thought had me grimacing a little because the early hours of the swim team made that morning biochem lab look like an opportunity to sleep in.

      Nothing but early mornings from here on out.

      “And the spot hasn’t been filled?” I asked, skeptical.

      “It will be within minutes if you say no.”

      “Is this because of Wes?”

      His brow furrowed. “This has nothing to do with your brother. However, I’m sure knowing someone on Elite will make it easier to work there.”

      I didn’t bother to tell him I knew the entire team. Wes’s swim bros were around all the time. At this point, they were practically family.

      “You’re a promising student, Win. Your resume speaks for itself. If you want to keep that advantage, you need clinical hours. Getting them here on campus is something anyone in the sports medicine department would jump at. Because of your standing in the department, I’m offering them to you first.”

      “I’ll take it,” I said, decisive, quickly following up with, “Thank you for offering me this opportunity.”

      My mom didn’t raise no hooligan.

      I hope she’d be proud.

      I shook my head, trying to get rid of the floating thought. I remembered her often, but all these stray thoughts this morning were really getting on my nerves.

      “Wonderful!” Prof. Miller beamed as he pulled out a few papers, handing them across the desk. “Fill all this out and give it to the trainer you will be meeting at the pool this afternoon at three.”

      My head whipped up. “Today at three?”

      “Yes. There is no time like the present to get started.”

      “Thank you again, sir,” I said, remembering my manners.

      “Have a good semester,” he called behind me as I left the office, tucking the paperwork into my bag.

      This semester was going to be busy as hell, but I couldn’t complain. Well, I could. But why the hell would I want to? Ain’t nobody got time for that.

      I was lucky to get this chance to do clinical hours on campus, and even better? I would get to see my brother and my swim bros.

      The swimmer you want to see most won’t be there.

      And this was exactly why being busy was the best thing. It would leave less time for nagging, unwanted thoughts.
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      Lars

      

      Anticipation curled inside me, making everything else seem like noise. Perhaps it wasn’t so much anticipation at this point but impatience.

      It annoyed me. Too bad being annoyed didn’t stop me from feeling it.

      I’d been pretty okay until I met Wes. Seeing him flipped a switch inside me. That little flare of familiarity burst into full-blown homesickness. He wasn’t a lot like his brother… but it was enough.

      I wanted to see Win. No. At this point, I was pretty sure I needed to see him. This entire university was secondary to that one necessity. A constant thrum like a heartbeat. An itch beneath my skin that could be satisfied by one thing alone.

      Pathetic. Self-loathing accompanied my impatience. They made quite a harrowing pair. I swore I’d never let this happen again. I vowed and vowed and promised I would never become dependent on anyone else ever again. That someone else would never ever be able to influence the way I lived or felt.

      Just call me the Titanic. My iceberg was Win Sinclair. One collision with him and I sank to the bottom of the vast ocean where I was sure not even I would be able to find my own wreckage.

      Here I was in a whole other country, anticipating a glimpse of someone I tried to hate. Someone who left without a backward glance. It pissed me off, and I wasn’t sure whom I was more pissed with: him or me.

      But despite all of this, there was something else that paled in comparison. My survival instinct.

      Yeah, yeah. I just said I was a sunken ship at the bottom of the ocean. But I wasn’t dead yet, and even if Win was the one to sink me… he was also apparently my life raft.

      Look. I never said I made sense. Feelings rarely do.

      The truth was Win made me feel safe. Something no one else had ever been able to do.

      So despite hating him a little, being mad and annoyed and even scared, I wanted to feel safe most. I craved that rush of safe-secure-sheltered.

      Damn him for giving it to me. For making me unable to function without it. Damn him for taking it away.

      As I was walking across the lot leading to the massive building where the pool was located, I watched a bright-yellow four-door Jeep swing into a vacant spot right beside two that looked just like it, one cherry red and the other black.

      The driver’s door opened, and Wes got out. My stare latched on to him instantly, seeking out those mannerisms that were the same as his older brother’s. His hair was curly and not the same shade of brown. Win’s hair was richer in color, and sometimes in the sun, there were hints of red. It was also longer, flopping over his ears and flipping up at his neck.

      After reaching into the back to grab his duffle, Wes turned and waved in my direction. I lifted a hand, hoping that sufficed for a wave, and changed direction to meet him at the back of his Wrangler.

      “You made it,” Wes said, offering me a smile.

      “Elite really has two practices a day?” I asked. After this morning’s practice, Wes approached me in the locker room and introduced himself. Then he invited me to second practice, something I was surprised to hear about.

      Back in Sweden, we very rarely had two practices in a day. Coach said our bodies needed rest time.

      “Officially, we have just one. Two isn’t required. Some of us come twice a few days a week. It’s more relaxed because Coach usually isn’t here blowing that whistle—unless he crashes—but we do it to improve our time.”

      I grimaced. “Seriously, does he always blow the whistle like that?”

      Wes laughed. My heart flipped a little at the sound. At how it felt like an echo from the past.

      “Hey. You okay?” Wes’s concern made my head snap up. His brows were furrowed, and he was frowning at the way my hand pressed against my chest.

      Not realizing what I’d been doing, I yanked my hand down to nod. “Yeah. Of course. I was just imagining listening to that screeching every morning.” I lied.

      Wes laughed again. A little of the impatience I was feeling ebbed. It was as if just being in proximity of anything to do with Win was enough to settle me.

      “You get used to it.”

      “Really?” I questioned, doubt lacing my tone.

      “No,” Wes mused, the dimple in his chin indenting.

      I smiled back.

      “Come on,” he said, starting toward the door.

      “Are you sure it’s okay if I swim?”

      Wes swung around. “You’re Elite now. One of us.”

      My hand tightened on the strap of my bag. A host of emotions ghosted through me, but I pushed them all away.

      “I can’t believe Win didn’t tell me you were coming.” Wes went on, turning back to the door. “Or that you were a swimmer!”

      My feet stuttered a bit. Win didn’t tell him I’m a swimmer? “Uh, he didn’t know.”

      The door in his hand, Wes glanced over his shoulder, surprise making his eyes wide. “That you are a swimmer or you were coming?”

      Swallowing, I shook my head. “The second one. It was a kinda last-minute thing.”

      “Bros!” A loud voice echoed through the building, swirling around us with the scent of chlorine as we stepped inside.

      “Bro!” Wes called back. Glancing at me, he said, “Well, Win will be excited to see you.”

      Maybe that was where the anticipation came in, with the nerves. Because I didn’t know how Win would react.

      “You think?” I heard myself asking, exposing my self-doubt and making me wish I could recall those words.

      “For sure. Max doesn’t call him our sun for nothing.”

      “Max, your other brother.” I recalled.

      A weird vibe rolled around Wes. It was almost stifling for a moment, and it made me feel guilty for reasons I didn’t understand.

      “Ah, yeah,” Wes murmured, and then we were poolside with Jamie and Ryan standing close by, both already dressed in tiny Speedos.

      “Lars, right? Or do you prefer Eriksson?” Ryan asked, holding out his hand for me to shake. “Sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk this morning. Coach rode our asses hard.”

      Jamie smacked Ryan on his bare chest. “Bro. Watch your mouth.” Then the wide-shouldered butterfly swimmer turned to me. “We don’t mince words around here. No offense.”

      I frowned, searching my brain for the meaning of that particular phrase. “Mince words?” I repeated, trying to understand.

      Ryan chuckled. “We cuss a lot.”

      “Oh,” I said, realizing. Smiling a little, I replied, “We cuss in Sweden too.”

      “Whew!” Jamie blew out. “Bro, thank God, ‘cause that was about to get hella uncomfortable.”

      “Hella.” I agreed.

      They all talked like Win. Wordy, ridiculous, and with great enthusiasm. I thought it was just him, but it seemed to be the American way.

      But not one of them makes you feel like Win.

      Can you hear that sound? It’s me ignoring my own thoughts.

      “All right then, hit me.” Jamie gestured to me.

      I blinked. “Hit you?”

      Wes laughed, and I turned toward the sound. I guess he was right. Win was like the sun, and I turned toward anything that seemed bright like him. “It’s an expression,” he explained.

      “Yeah.” Jamie agreed. “Teach me a cuss word in your language.”

      I blinked. “You want to know a cuss word in Swedish?”

      “Bro, yeah, we do!” Jamie was enthusiastic.

      “You say bro a lot,” I observed.

      Jamie nodded solemnly. “It’s gender neutral.”

      Ryan made a sound and smiled. “You’ll get used to it.” Then, “So yeah, teach us a curse word in Swedish. We can yell it at Coach, and he won’t know what it means.”

      “Until he looks it up,” I pointed out.

      “Well, it will be fun until then,” Jamie quipped.

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. It was the first real laugh I’d had in I didn’t know how long. “Skit,” I told them. “It means shit.”

      Jamie rejected it right away. “Bro, that sounds too close. Coach will know.”

      I laughed under my breath. “Fan,” I offered. “That means damn.”

      Jamie snapped. “I like it.”

      “So you guys just meet up in the afternoons and swim extra?” I asked, glancing at the pool. As usual, the water called to me, the muffled quiet of being submerged in its depth.

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah, you’re welcome to join anytime. But no pressure. We usually weight train together too.”

      “I’d like that. I used to want to swim more than once a day, but my old coach was a stickler about resting.”

      Ryan nodded. “You looked good in the lane today. Your time is good too.”

      “Bro, you outswam Kruger, and he’s our top backstroke swimmer.”

      A fissure of worry slid through me with Jamie’s words. The last thing I wanted to do was make enemies on my first day. It was on the tip of my tongue to apologize, but I bit back the words. I shouldn’t apologize for doing what I was supposed to do. I shouldn’t have to worry about being punished for making someone else feel weak.

      I shifted, not quite knowing what to say, when a door banged across the room.

      “You out here talking shit, Owens?” Kruger hollered. Right behind him was another swimmer. Prism, I thought.

      Without any thought, I took a small step toward Wes, glancing at him for his reaction.

      Wes glanced at me and smiled, no traces of anxiety anywhere on his face. I relaxed a little.

      “Kruger talks more shit than Jamie.”

      Kruger pointed at Wes. “I heard that!”

      “Well, I wasn’t whispering,” Wes shot back.

      “No one’s talking shit,” Ryan said. “We were just telling Lars he looked good this morning.” He glanced at me. “Or is it Eriksson?”

      “Lars is good,” I answered, then glanced at Kruger. He’d been nice this morning, swimming laps with me, offering me encouragement.

      He smiled, his different-colored eyes crinkling at the edges. “Gonna keep me on my toes this semester!” Stepping close, he slapped me on the back. “Don’t get too comfortable, though. I’m gonna swim hard.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” I told him.

      These guys smiled a lot. It was unnerving and made me slightly uncomfortable. I just wasn’t that smiley. I worried it would make me come off as an asshole.

      No one likes you. Stuck-up, too-good Lars. The words echoed in my head like a taunt. Or a reminder.

      “Come on. Let’s go change,” Wes called, heading toward the locker room.

      “Cannonball!” Jamie roared as I walked away, his words followed by a massive splash.

      “Is he always like this?” I asked Wes, who laughed.

      “Always. Madison is the only one who can control him.”

      “Madison?”

      “His girlfriend. And Rory is Ryan’s. He calls her Carrot, though.” The question must have shown on my face because Wes said, “She has orange hair.”

      “You guys are all friends, then?”

      Wes nodded. “We eat at Shirley’s after practices. It’s the local diner. Sometimes we have pizza, and sometimes we just eat on campus. You can join anytime.”

      “Why?”

      Wes paused. Then his head popped out from around his locker. “Why not?”

      I didn’t say anything, just went back to jamming my clothes into my locker and pulling on the Speedos and then my swim cap.

      Wes’s locker slammed, and I felt rather than saw him approach.

      “Were you not friends with your teammates back in Sweden?”

      “Sure. We all got along. We didn’t hang out or eat together, though.”

      Actually, they did do that stuff, but I didn’t hang out with anyone. In truth, it had been so long since I had a friend that now the offer of one made me suspicious.

      Wes nodded. I watched him reach out as if to pat my back, but suddenly, his hand fell back to his side. Instead, he offered a smile. “Welcome to Elite. We’re your friends now.”

      He was walking away when I said, “Because of Win?”

      “No,” Wes returned. “Because you’re you.”

      I stood there even after he left the locker room, the silence trying to erase what he said, but it couldn’t. I still heard. Still a little lost in my head when I stepped out on deck of the pool, I didn’t see or hear them coming until it was too late.

      Panic seized my lungs when I was snatched under the arms and at the same time hoisted up by my feet. Gasping, my body went horizontal over the floor as I was swung back and forth like some kind of pendulum.

      “Put me down!” I yelled. Well, I tried, but my voice was hoarse from shock. I flung my arms, lungs tight, as horrible flashes from the past started to pummel me.

      “No can do, bro!” Jamie’s boisterous voice cut through the anxiety.

      I glanced down to where he held my ankles, grinning like some kind of deranged clown.

      “You can’t officially be Elite until we toss you in the pool,” Ryan said, his voice very close.

      Lifting my chin, I met his blue gaze as he towered over me… his hands the ones beneath my arms.

      “It’s tradition,” he said, teeth flashing.

      Most of the tension drained away. The memories trying to take over my body and brain fled.

      “Welcome to the team, bro!” Kruger and Prism called from the edge of the pool.

      “Count it out, Wes!” Ryan hollered as he and Jamie started swinging my body once more.

      I didn’t even bother to protest. I just laughed.

      “One! Two!” Wes counted.

      Jamie and Ryan ran forward, swinging me out over the water, then bringing me back in.

      “Three!”

      I went airborne for one long moment in time, my body sailing out over the water before landing with a hard smack on the surface. The shock of the cold water stole my breath like always as I plunged into the depths and bubbles burst up around me. I let out a scream just because I could because the density of the water was a perfect match for all the emotions overwhelming me.

      I yelled it out, letting the waves buffer and absorb it as the cold temperature numbed my skin. I floated for long moments, using my arms to keep me under before glancing at the bright, rippling surface and pushing up.

      The second I cleared the surface, I dragged in a long breath and licked the chlorinated water off my lips. Blinking the drops from my eyes, I looked at the edge of the pool where Ryan, Jamie, Wes, Kruger, and Prism were smiling. A few guys whose names I didn’t remember yet were also standing there.

      “Elite,” they all started to chant, “Elite. Elite.”

      Cutting through the water, I swam toward them.

      “Please tell me that was not initiation.” A sarcastic voice cut off the chanting.

      Everyone turned, but they didn’t need to because Rush shouldered through to look down where I was still treading water.

      “Go!” Jamie hollered, and there was a burst of movement, some yelling, and then Rush was hitting the water with a sharp slap!

      Seconds later, he burst up, flinging water droplets from his hair, which was not covered in a swim cap. Actually… he was still dressed in jeans and a shirt.

      “You’re lucky my phone is in my bag!” he roared.

      “It’s just a little water,” Ryan mused. “It’s tradition.”

      Rush cut through the water, hoisting himself out without even breathing hard. Water poured off his wet clothes, which were plastered to his cut swimmer’s body. Unfolding from a crouch, he rose to his full height, taking a threatening step toward Ryan.

      They were fairly well matched in height, their eyes glaring into the other’s without blinking.

      “Yeah? Well, your tradition sucks,” Rush spat.

      “You know where the door is if you don’t like the way Elite does things.” And you know, though they seemed well matched, Ryan was different. He was calmer. Less volatile than Rush. He spoke without challenge but with authority.

      Rush put both hands on Ryan’s chest and shoved. Ryan rocked back onto his heels but otherwise stayed planted in place.

      “Whoa,” Jamie said, all trace of the goofball he usually embodied gone. He stepped up beside Ryan, so close their shoulders brushed. “What crawled up your ass and died, Rush?”

      “Funny. I was just about to ask your captain here the same thing.”

      “We don’t have captains here,” Ryan said, almost bored.

      “But we both know you run the show.”

      Ryan’s shoulders rolled. “Seems you don’t like that.”

      “I don’t play second fiddle to anyone.”

      “Good thing this isn’t an orchestra, then.”

      “Funny,” Rush mused, nostrils flaring a bit.

      “Look, it was just a joke,” Wes said, clearly trying to defuse the tension.

      “Yeah, bro. Chill,” Kruger put in.

      My stomach was starting to cramp. The turmoil in the air coated my tongue with a sour flavor. The fun I had being tossed into the pool disappeared, leaving me cold from treading the surface. Shivering a bit, I pulled myself up over the side, scrambling to stand immediately because I didn’t want to be lower than anyone else.

      Rush glanced around at all of us, eyes settling back on Ryan. “All I’m saying is a real leader would have a better initiation than a kindergarten prank.”

      “A real leader knows to focus on the swimming instead of the bullshit.”

      Rush scoffed. “Where I’m from, team building isn’t bullshit.”

      “You mean that place you got kicked out of?” Jamie dropped the sentence like an anvil in the center of the pool.

      Rush forgot all about Ryan and turned on Jamie, anger sparking in his eyes. “What the hell do you know about it?”

      Ryan’s hand grabbed Rush’s shoulder and pulled him back from Jamie. “All right, Rush. You want an initiation? You’re on.”

      Everyone looked at Ryan as if he’d grown an extra head.

      Rush chuckled. “Finally, things are getting interesting around here.”

      “We’ll let you know when it’s set,” Ryan told him. “If you’re swimming this afternoon, go change.” With that, he dismissed the dark-haired swimmer and turned his back.

      It alarmed me that he would be so careless to just turn his back on someone who was practically bleeding with animosity. That’s a good way to get hurt.

      I started shivering again. This time, it wasn’t because I was cold.

      “Nah. I already took a dip,” Rush said, snatching up his bag and leaving a wet trail on his way to the door.

      “Brooooo,” Jamie lamented when Rush was gone. He seemed a lot like that character Groot from Guardians of the Galaxy. You know the tree that only ever said one word, but the way he said it always had a different meaning. Jamie was Elite’s Groot.

      “What is his problem?” Wes muttered.

      Ryan swiveled to look at him. “Stay away from him.”

      Wes blanched. Then his eyes got hard. “I can handle Rush.”

      “I know, but it’s me he doesn’t like. Just stay off his radar.”

      Wes rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” Then as if he thought of something, he said, “Don’t call Max.”

      Ryan grinned. “I won’t, but it’s Jamie who’s the tattletale.”

      Jamie put a hand to his chest and looked at Ryan. “How could you do it to me, bro?”

      “I should be the one asking that,” Wes pointed out.

      I made an amused sound. Wes slid a glance at me, his eyes darting away almost as fast.

      “Let’s just swim,” he told everyone, immediately diving into the water.

      I frowned, wondering what that was about, but before I could ask, Kruger appeared at my side.

      “Come on. Let’s race.”
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      Win

      

      My knee was bouncing against the chair, the commotion out in the pool area making it hard to sit in this office and go over forms, scheduling, and expectations.

      James Russell, the athletic trainer for Elite, chuckled, bringing up my head and halting my knee midbounce.

      “Sometimes I wonder if these second swims of theirs is just a chance to goof off at the pool.”

      “They’ve helped my brother improve his time,” I said pragmatically. Well, I hoped it sounded pragmatic. Really, it was just me being a big brother and protecting Wes and his loud friends.

      “His time has been getting better.” He agreed, taking a stack of the forms I’d filled out to set them aside. Nudging another sheet—the one with my schedule on it—toward me, he said, “I think that’s everything.”

      “If we aren’t finished, I don’t mind staying,” I said, tucking away the schedule.

      “We’re finished. I’ll see you bright and early in the morning.”

      I bit back the groan building in my throat and stood. “Yes, sir. Thank you for the chance to complete my clinical hours.”

      “Sinclair.”

      I turned.

      “You earned this spot. Keep up the good work.”

      “Yes, sir,” I repeated.

      Laughing under his breath, he made a shooing motion with his hands. “Get out of here. Go make sure they aren’t hurting themselves.” The fondness in his tone implied he didn’t believe they were actually hurting themselves.

      They were loud, though. Okay, mostly, the loud came from Jamie and Kruger, but still.

      After a full day of classes and meetings, I was ready for some fun. The thought immediately conjured up the image of a pale-blond, blue-eyed angel.

      I was never one to deny my urges… until he started to fill my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. He was always there, his alluring image imprinted on the backs of my eyelids, reminding me what I’d left behind. It seemed the more I tried to forget, the more he frequented my thoughts.

      Just stop, I demanded.

      This is why you shouldn’t deny your urges. It makes him more appealing. Just have the thought, acknowledge him, and move on.

      I blinked at the rational thought. Yoda? Is that you? I questioned the voice that really liked to speak up at random and unwelcome times.

      He didn’t reply. Kinda rude, but okay.

      It didn’t matter how many times I stepped into the massive area surrounding the pool. I was always surprised by the lack of humidity. I always equated indoor pools to balmy, humid spaces that reeked of chlorine and pool water.

      It wasn’t like that, though. Not many training pools were. The water was kept too cold because the low temperature supposedly helped them swim faster. Without the heated water, the air wasn’t that balmy. Being that it was late January and the outside temps were frigid, it seemed even cooler in here.

      Yet there they all were, rocking tiny black banana hammocks with the rest of their skin exposed. My eyes skimmed over a few of the bodies, appreciating the male form. What? These guys were honed and ripped with muscle. I could appreciate the view.

      Except I didn’t check out my little brother. Or his friends. That’s just wrong.

      Okay, fine. Maybe I peeked at Jamie’s broad-ass shoulders. Don’t let a bro know, though. Our secret, ‘kay?

      Even though there was plenty of man candy on display, my eyes kept roaming, looking for something else. No, not something. Someone. Even though I knew he wasn’t here, I couldn’t stop scanning for that pale skin, the muscles I knew not just by sight but intimately by touch. Wes had swam nearly our whole lives. I’d been to hundreds of meets and sat poolside at practices more than I could count.

      But it wasn’t Wes I associated with swimming anymore.

      One semester abroad. A few months with him. And I was somehow reprogrammed to only think of him when I got near a pool.

      “Bro!”

      A wide grin broke over my face as I looked up, grateful for the distraction. “Bro!” I called back.

      Crouched at the edge of the pool, Jamie reached down and tapped someone in the water before standing up to come over.

      I met him halfway, and we smashed out fists together.

      “You come to see Wes?” Jamie asked, thumbing over his shoulder at my brother who was hauling himself out of the pool.

      Glancing over his shoulder, I waved at Wes. He smiled back, his cheeks bunching up around the tight seal of the goggles on his face.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, ripping them off along with his swim cap on his way to snatch a towel off the bleachers.

      “I’m the new intern,” I told him and Jamie. “Just met with Russell to get my schedule.”

      “You do realize you’ll have to drag your snoring ass out of bed at like five a.m., right?” Wes teased.

      “I do not snore.”

      “He so snores,” Wes told Jamie.

      “Video evidence,” Jamie quipped.

      Ryan came over, his bare feet slapping on the tiles as he rolled out his shoulders. “Bro, what’s up?”

      I felt my eyes narrow on the place he was favoring. “You hurt yourself?”

      “Nah,” Ryan said. “It’s just sore.”

      I stepped up to him, holding out my hands. “You mind?”

      “Go for it.”

      His skin was icy, muscles taut. I kneaded around the area of his shoulder, finding the knot in his muscle and pressing against it.

      Ryan groaned, his body partially sagging. “Fuck.”

      I laughed and pressed a little harder, feeling the knot quiver under the pressure. As I worked on the tight spot, my vision strayed to the pool. A fissure of something moved through me, upticking my heart rate and making my breaths come a little faster. Two swimmers were executing the backstroke, and it created this well of homesickness within me.

      The feeling was so overwhelming I couldn’t look away. My attention zeroed in on one swimmer in particular, which seemed ridiculous because it was impossible to tell who it was. He had on a cap and goggles. The way he moved and his position in the water made it nearly impossible to make out any of his features.

      Yet I was drawn to him anyway. I couldn’t look away. He was so familiar. Achingly so.

      It’s not him.

      Ryan blew out a long breath, and I refocused on him, realizing the knot surrendered to the pressure I’d applied. I had to fight not to look back at the water after tearing my gaze away.

      Gentling my hands, I pulled back. “Trigger point is released. You should probably be done in the pool for the day. Do some stretches before you hit the shower.”

      “That actually helped,” Ryan said.

      I flashed him a smile. “Sports med, remember?”

      “Win is going to intern with the team,” Wes told him.

      “Yeah? Sweet,” Ryan replied, moving to grab a towel and Gatorade off the bleachers.

      My eyes went back to the pool. Two hands slapped onto the edge, and a body lifted, water pouring off his form as he moved. The second he unfolded, my breath caught.

      Ignoring everyone else, I took a step forward, still staring. He looked so much like him. The swimmer rotated, and it was like a punch to my stomach, almost making me wince.

      Awareness flooded me. The goggles pulled away. The swim cap yanked free.

      White-blond hair.

      Square jaw.

      He turned, and our stares collided. Those electric-blue eyes were a bolt of lightning through my entire body.

      I stood there completely blown away. Electrocuted from the inside out.

      Nothing else existed in those seconds as I found what I unintentionally—what I tried not to—looked for but never found.

      He was here.

      Right in front of me.

      I could touch him. Taste him. Never let him go again.

      I jolted. No. No. No.

      This was not at all what I wanted. What the hell was he doing here? Why does he still make me feel this way?

      My angel.

      As literally nothing else existed in that second except for me, him, and the uneven pounding of my heart, I reminded myself probably for the one-millionth time…

      Lucifer was an angel once too.
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      Lars

      

      “How could you?” He fumed. I’d never seen him so mad before. I wasn’t even sure he was capable.

      No. I knew. I saw the steel edge inside him. He’d revealed it the day he met Oskar and scared him away. I liked it then.

      I did not like it now. Now that his dark ire was pointed at me.

      “News flash. This isn’t about you!” I flung back at him. His anger might make me uncomfortable, nervous even, but I wouldn’t back down. I would never back down again.

      “The fuck it isn’t!” he growled. Win never yelled. He didn’t have to. His voice dropped, turned even. It was far more menacing than the violence a yell embodied.

      Yet I wasn’t afraid.

      If I wasn’t so incensed, I would likely be awestruck.

      I was always afraid. Always. And this new form of anger should have sent me into a tailspin. Into a panic-induced attack that had me reaching for the bottle in my nightstand.

      I didn’t need a pill right now. I didn’t need to run either.

      “It became about me when I saw you fall to the floor gasping like someone ripped the lungs from your body as you swelled and welted up like some kind of zombie in a horror flick.” As he spoke, he pointed accusingly at the place in the kitchen where I’d collapsed.

      The memories around it were hazy. I mean I’d been busy at the time.

      I was sorry for that, though. It was something that seemed even worse than almost dying. Prickles and moments of awareness blew through the haze of him leaning over me. Of my head being clutched in his lap. His hoarse pleas. His shouts. Lips on my hairline.

      Oh, I’d had to have been dead for that not to get through.

      How gentle his lips were. How he brushed the hair away so he could make full contact with his lips. How his uneven breathing pattered against my skin when he pressed his mouth against my forehead.

      “I didn’t ask for your help!” I spat.

      He laughed. It caused goose bumps to rush over my skin. “If I hadn’t helped, you’d be dead.”

      I fell quiet. Then, “Maybe not. My EpiPen—”

      “Was across the fucking room!” He flung his arm out, eyes flashing. “You should have told me. Things wouldn’t have gotten that far. I would have known. You wouldn’t—” His voice broke off almost as though the rest of his unspoken sentence shattered his thoughts.

      “I wouldn’t what?” I pressed, chest still heaving.

      I didn’t know why I was angry with him, but I was. I should never have agreed to let him room here. I should have taken him and his suitcase to the dean.

      I hated him.

      I hated him so fucking much.

      “You wouldn’t have almost died in my arms.” It was a whisper. A ragged drag of words from his throat. A sound that I couldn’t explain but a sound that cut me to my core ripped out of him. “You almost fucking died.”

      The words were barely out, and he was across the room, large hands engulfing my face, pulling up so his could come down. His lips fused with mine without hesitation, with the anger we both burned with. I felt his nostrils flare, his warm breath flutter over my upper lip. The pads of his fingers tightened on my face, his grip turning possessive and greedy… just like his kiss.

      I melted right there in his hands, kissing him with every ounce of indignation he made me feel. How dare he make me feel at all? How dare he be so angry I almost died? It was as if he cared, as if he couldn’t imagine this place without me… as if my tempestuous and unagreeable personality was something he couldn’t live without.

      His tongue swept mine, taking over my mouth and exploring every inch he could reach. My jaw slackened, letting him in, marveling at how easily he consumed me, how he made me feel so fucking grateful I was still alive.

      Alive to taste him. To experience him. To want him.

      His lips ripped free, but he stayed close, pressing his nose against my cheek, dragging it back and forth in a caress as his ragged breathing consumed my hearing. His thumbs stroked the hollows of my cheeks, and then his fingers flexed at the back of my head.

      All at once, he made a desperate sound, his fingers reaching up into the uncombed strands of my hair. A noise ripped from my throat when he yanked my head back, my scalp tingling under the assault.

      “This hair,” he rasped, his voice like sandpaper over all my exposed nerves. “These pure-white stands taunt me like nothing else. Looking so pure and innocent, making me want to yank them and mess them up.”

      His tongue came out and wet his lips, and my eyes dropped to follow the action.

      “And those fucking eyes. Icy but not cold. You fucking electrify me in ways I’ve never felt before.”

      His lips pressed firmly against mine, and when I moved beneath them, trying to get more, he lifted them away, denying me. Teasing me. Making me want.

      “And then you went and almost died. I won’t allow it,” he intoned, voice writing a new law. “You, angel, belong here on Earth.”

      I lifted, trying to capture his lips. Wanting to taste those words, hoping they might brand my soul.

      He denied me again.

      “Don’t do this again. Not ever.”

      When I said nothing, he pulled my hair, the sensation zinging all the way to my cock. My lips parted to agree, but the words wouldn’t come. I wouldn’t let him boss me. I couldn’t. But damn, I really wanted to agree. Keeping myself safe seemed like a promise that might be okay to make.

      I nodded once, a compromise I made with myself, the only agreement I was capable of making.

      His eyes narrowed, and disappointment lanced through me, but then his mouth mashed against mine and everything else was forgotten as our tongues swirled and his taste overrode my senses.

      Eventually, he pulled back, desire making his eyelids droop. The fingers in my hair slid away so he could caress the bumpy rash I felt across my cheeks. “Now’s not a good time for this,” he murmured, pressing soft butterfly kisses to the textured skin.

      A sob broke in my throat, my chest partially caving in. The sweetness of that single gesture was likely my undoing.

      He started to pull away and I grabbed his wrists, crushing them in my grip.

      His eyes bounced between mine, searching. Asking. Studying my expressions as if wanting to learn all I was.

      “Now is the perfect time.” I defied.

      His entire body swayed toward mine, shoulders hunching in like a shelter around me. I anchored my hands in his shirt, knowing he would keep me steady.

      He did one better and held me completely.

      Hands cupping my ass, he lifted. My legs wound around his waist, and our chests pressed tight. I wondered if he could feel my pounding heart. But then I realized it matched his.

      His arms tightened around me as he carried me through the archway and into his room.

      “I want you under me, angel. I want inside you.”

      I sucked my lower lip into my mouth and nodded.

      Gently, he tugged the lip free, licking over it, leaving it wet. “Tell me yes, angel.”

      “Yes.”
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      “What. The. Fuck?” Those three words snapped me out of the memory, which made everything else fade away. Even though it was just a memory, my stomach fluttered and bounced like the first time.

      Impatient. Anticipating. Nervous. I was all those things… But with that memory singing through my veins, I realized I was something else.

      Fucking starved.

      How did this happen? How could I have allowed it?

      “Lars?”

      My name on his lips snapped me completely back into the present. God, his voice. It was like instant relief.

      “Ja,” I said, automatically slipping into a Swedish agreement like my default setting was all I could manage.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      I tilted my head just slightly, trying to make out that tone. It wasn’t what I was used to, but even still, the urge to run to him, to plaster myself against his front, was unnerving, and again, I marveled at how starved I suddenly felt.

      “Lars is Elite now,” Wes said, reminding me that we were at the pool and there was a whole bunch of men staring at us. “Isn’t that awesome?” Then he said, “Why didn’t you tell me your roommate in Sweden was a swimmer?”

      Win made a noise, looking at his brother and then back at me.

      His shoes squeaked over the tile, then splashed in a puddle one of the swimmers left behind. His hand curled around my wrist, my chilled skin gladly welcoming the heat he radiated.

      I rushed to keep up when he started forward. No one said anything as he towed me into the locker room, the door banging loudly behind us. His grip was firm. His back remained to me as he traipsed past a couple rows of lockers before tugging me between the last one on the end.

      He turned on me, hazel eyes a mask of confusion and anger.

      I felt my brow furrow.

      “Explain,” he said, releasing my wrist.

      I automatically reached for it, curling my other hand around the place he’d just held. My fingers rubbed the warmth he left behind.

      His eyes fell to the action, and he frowned. Reaching for me again, he cupped my forearm in his palm while gently brushing aside my hand. “Did I hurt you?” His voice was hushed and intimate, and my entire body prickled with goose bumps.

      Resisting the urge to shiver, I rolled my eyes. “Of course not,” I said, my louder tone ruining the intimacy we’d so easily slipped into.

      Impervious to my attitude, he brushed the backs of his fingers over my wrists, satisfying himself that he hadn’t left a mark.

      “You’re cold.” He spoke, eyes noting the rampant bumps prickling my skin. Dropping my arm, he scrutinized me. “Where the hell are all your clothes?”

      God, the sizzle I felt when his eyes raked over my chest. It didn’t matter he had an attitude I couldn’t quite read and something was off. Desire sang in my veins, clouding my ability to think clearly.

      “Swim practice.” I scoffed. “I was in the pool.”

      His eyes darkened like the news made him very unhappy. Look, I sort of knew he wouldn’t exactly be happy to see me. It was the reason I hadn’t told him I was here. I wasn’t sure really what to expect… but it wasn’t this. I didn’t even know what this was.

      His bag dropped off his shoulder and onto the floor. Disgruntled, he tugged the black jacket off his body, shaking it out and bringing it behind my shoulders so he could pull it around me. The inside was super soft, cushiony, and warm from his body heat.

      My fingers spider-crawled up the inside, clutching the front ends to tug it a little farther around me. His scent filled my senses, bringing with it another sense of warm relief.

      This is why I came here.

      “You’re doing a semester abroad,” he said, flat.

      I lifted my eyes, trying to dispel the comfort I’d longed for. The comfort he seemed very begrudged to give.

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “Here at Westbrook.”

      “Obviously.”

      “You’re Elite now.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      He squeezed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “You’re swimming with my brother.”

      “He’s really nice by the way.”

      Win’s head snapped up. “Stay away from him.”

      All the comfort vanished, and in its place, anger started to sizzle. “Gonna be hard to do since we’re teammates now.”

      He turned away then back. “Why are you here?”

      “To study.”

      “You had no interest in coming here. You think Americans are dumb.”

      “No, I just think you are.”

      He pursed his lips. “Then, again, I ask. What the fuck are you doing at my school?”

      I straightened my spine, rising to my full height. “I didn’t know you owned the place.”

      “Did you come here for me?”

      “What?” I asked, the accusation like a smack in my face. I felt my eyes round, and shock made it impossible to form any other thought.

      “We had an agreement. We weren’t serious. Just…” His words faltered, eyes searching my face.

      I narrowed my gaze and hardened my jaw. “Roomies with benefits?”

      A muscle in his jaw ticked. Then he nodded once.

      Hurt welled up within me, and it made me furious. I knew better than this. Yet here I was. Wet, half-naked, and vulnerable. The only shield I had was a coat he’d put around me—a coat he’d likely handed over because he didn’t want to look at me.

      The fight-or-flight response punched through me, and this time it wanted to fight.

      Flinging the coat off, I let it slap onto the floor in a heap. The rush of cold air I felt in its absence only made me embrace my fury more. And I was fucking furious. Angry he was treating me this way. Angry it hurt.

      His eyes flashed to where I’d tossed his coat.

      “Relax, Win. I’m not here for you. I’m here to study. To swim. What we had is over, and I have no interest in restarting what was. You’re not my roommate anyway.”

      He sucked in a breath. “You have a roommate? Who is it?”

      “What’s it to you?” I countered.

      His tongue slid over his front teeth.

      “Why do you think I didn’t even bother telling you I was coming? You made it clear when you left that it was over.”

      He shifted. Everything about him did. “Lars…”

      Fuck. What did I say? Why couldn’t I remember? I needed to know what I’d just said to bring out that tone.

      Oh God, there he is. The Win I knew. The guy who broke through my toughest defenses. The guy who dripped stupid charm, acted like a golden retriever, but still somehow scared all the bad away.

      “Go back to your life, Win,” I said, turning away. This conversation was over.

      His hand slid around my arm, and he pulled me around. His palm cupped the back of my head, and his fingers delved into my hair. His other arm wrapped around my back to pull me flush against his front. The sensation of my (mostly) naked body against his clothed one tightened my nipples and had me pushing up onto my tiptoes for more contact.

      He kissed just like that first time: greedy and possessive. Like he didn’t want to kiss me but he had to. I whimpered deep in my throat and kissed him back, my entire world muted except for him. Our tongues battled, lips clashing as though he might be as starved as me. I drank him in, my soul consuming the very thing it had been lacking, the very thing only he could offer.

      Around him, my arms tightened, fingers digging into his back while I dimly wished his clothes weren’t in the way, frantic to feel his hammering pulse under his skin. I pressed closer, wiggling until I felt the steely dick tenting his jeans so I could rock against it, reveling in its size and strength.

      He moaned against my mouth, palms gripping my ass and pulling me even closer. Breathing ragged, I clung to him, cock straining against the stupid Speedos until it hurt. He felt so damn good that I remained pushed up on the tips of my toes while he ravaged my slackened mouth for every last bit he could find.

      His chest was heaving, my body unsteady, when he pulled away. You’d think I would feel empty from the way he drained me, but strangely, I was fuller than before.

      “Fuck,” he whisper-spat toward the floor. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

      Suddenly, my back was pressed against the cold metal of the lockers. He crowded in, taking over my space like he had more rights to it than me. The domination in the act should have pissed me off, but all it did was make my trapped cock ache more. Pulse still unsteady, I lifted my chin to meet his eyes.

      His palm flattened on the locker door beside my head, bodyweight shifting closer. How could someone so far away smell like home?

      My heart did not invert when he widened his stance to bring us to eye level. “Did you come here for me?”

      My nostrils flared. “No.”

      “That’s good because I don’t do repeats.”

      Ouch.

      I didn’t know what ached more: the fact he could easily rebuff me after that burning fucking kiss or the fact that all I would be to him was nothing more than just a repeat. You got attached, Lars. You should never have gotten attached.

      “The people here don’t know I’m bi.”

      I was not expecting that, and the shock must have shown plainly in my stare. Shock was good, though. It distracted from the hurt.

      His mouth lifted in a grim smile. “My brothers don’t know.”

      My mouth dropped. “You never told Wes?”

      Every time I said his brother’s name, a weird look flashed in his eyes. Almost like panic. Was I so bad that he didn’t want me around his precious brother?

      “No one knows. That’s the way it’s going to stay.” He eyed me.

      “Is that a threat?” Again, I marveled at the fact this man did not scare me. He should. He really should.

      “My turf. My rules.”

      “Yes, because you followed rules so well on my turf,” I snapped.

      He laughed, and the sound made everything inside me loosen. How I’ve missed that sound.

      “Snarky as ever, angel.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Judging by the way a mask dropped over his gaze, I would be willing to bet he hadn’t even realized the nickname slid out.

      Putting my hands on his chest, I shoved, forcing him back so I could straighten off the lockers. He bent down to pick up the coat, and when he straightened, his eyes met mine once more.

      “I’m asking you not to tell anyone about us.”

      “Us,” I echoed.

      He made a noise. “About our arrangement in Sweden.”

      My chest stung. Almost in the same way that your fingers sting when they get too cold. Is that what was happening here? Was my heart getting frostbite?

      I hope so.

      I’d rather be cold and unfeeling than continuously hurt. It was becoming blatantly obvious I was shit at protecting myself.

      Yeah, and look at who you ran to in order to feel safe. Moron.

      “I’m not going to tell anyone,” I said, my voice steady. “Outing someone is a dick move. A choice no one should ever have taken from them.”

      Win nodded, a little relief in his eyes but, oddly, not as much as I would expect. “Thanks.”

      “As far as everyone else is concerned, we were roommates in Sweden and nothing more,” I said, decisive.

      He averted his gaze and nodded.

      I started away, but his voice stopped me.

      “Why Westbrook?”

      God, he just wouldn’t give it up, would he? It was like he wanted me to say I came for him. I couldn’t understand why when he was equally insistent there was nothing between us.

      Without turning around, I said, “You talked about it a lot. So it was… familiar? Seemed like it might make a semester abroad easier.” Then without thinking, I added, “You know I don’t like change.”

      He laughed beneath his breath, and my stomach muscles contracted. “You definitely don’t. So why come at all, then?”

      For someone who didn’t want to claim me, he sure was filled with questions.

      Looking over my shoulder, I speared him with my stare. “None of your business.”

      I left him there, striding out of the locker room past a few curious stares. Then I dove into the pool, gliding down toward the bottom. It was muted and quiet down here.

      I realized my mistake too late. The usual reprieve the quiet brought only made my disillusionment louder than before.

      I guess I could stop wondering how he’d described me to anyone. Annoying roommate. Friend. Lover. Hook-up.

      Because as it turns out…

      He hadn’t mentioned me at all.
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      Win

      

      Sighing, I pushed back from the small desk in my room, rubbing my eyes that felt gritty with sand. Maybe I should have done a bit more research on studying abroad because this shit was difficult. Not necessarily the coursework. I could handle it. But understanding it was a whole other thing.

      So many things got lost in translation. Little things that ended up making a difference. Most of my professors gave me stuff in English, but occasionally, I had to sit and translate and scour the internet to make sense of stuff.

      I knew it would get easier the more I did it, but I was tired today.

      Sounds of Lars moving around out in the kitchen made me smile. I hadn’t realized he was home. Snatching the sheet off my desk, I started forward, only to double back to grab my empty tumbler. Carrying both, I walked into our tiny shared kitchen where Lars was standing at the counter with his back to me.

      Crossing the room, I dumped the tumbler in the sink, earning a silent disapproving side-eye from my roomie. The amusement was instant. “I’ll get it. I’ll get it.” I assured him, then held up the paper to wave around. “Could I get your help on this first?”

      He turned back to the counter, muttering something beneath this breath in Swedish.

      “Don’t have to whisper. I can’t understand your insults when you talk in Swedish anyway,” I goaded.

      He made a rude noise, and it made me smile wider. Getting under his skin was like my favorite thing ever.

      “I’m busy,” he said.

      “You can look at this and eat at the same time,” I said, leaning around him to look at the sandwich he was assembling on the counter.

      He sighed.

      My chin hit his shoulder, and I whispered in his ear, “Can I have a bite?”

      “No,” he grumped, then pointed at the tiny table. “Go over there.”

      Chuckling, I went, the legs of the chair scraping on the floor when I dragged it out to sit. Sometimes I made extra noise on purpose because it drove him nuts.

      He finished making his food and took a bite before turning toward the fridge to grab a water. He looked like a chipmunk with his cheek all puffed out from the massive bite he’d shoved in his mouth.

      Noting me watching, he glared over the door of the fridge.

      I winked. He hated that too.

      Flushing, he slammed the door and turned back to the counter. Clearing his throat, he unscrewed the cap of the water. But instead of taking a drink, he set down the plastic bottle and cleared his throat again.

      And again.

      “You choking?” I teased. “Do you need mouth-to-mouth?”

      A wheeze filled the room, and his hand flew up to his throat.

      All humor vanished, and I leaped up from the chair. “Lars?”

      Another wheeze scraped from his lungs, and his body hunched in, hand grappling for the water. In his haste, the bottle fell over, water spilling out across the counter and onto the floor.

      Sagging, Lars fell against the counter, turning so I could see him, and panic clenched my heart.

      His lips were blue, the skin around them colorless, all the pigment stolen by the massive red welts covering his cheeks and nose.

      He looked at me, eyes so glassy I couldn’t even tell if he saw. His fingers clutched at his throat—no—clawed at it like he wanted to rip it open with his nails.

      “Lars.” I rushed forward. “Are you choking? What’s—” Another sound, not quite a wheeze, more of a pained whistle, cut off my words, followed by a heinous gurgling sound that made chills break out across my body.

      I reached forward, but he collapsed. Dropping right onto the floor at my feet. He didn’t move, just lay there locked up, eyes wild and panicked as he struggled to breathe.

      My entire being shut down, suddenly hurtling back, not necessarily into moments but emotion I’d never quite recovered from. Into trauma I thought I was over but that now laughed heartily in my face. My knees turned to Jell-O, and I slid to the floor as I fought to push through my shit because Lars was more important.

      Reaching down, I grabbed his body, flipping him onto his back. “Lars,” I rasped, taking in the sallow pallor of his skin and how the angelic features I couldn’t get enough of were being overrun by some kind of multiplying rash.

      “Angel,” I said, giving him a shake. “What’s happening? What do I need to do?” Looking up into the empty room, I yelled, “Help!”

      “Help!” I roared again.

      Focusing back on him, I grabbed his face, forcing his mouth open to sweep the inside with my finger. His tongue was twice its normal size.

      The door to our room burst in, the guys that lived across the hall stumbling in.

      “Help!” I yelled. “Call 9-1-1! Emergency!”

      One of them nodded and pulled out his phone.

      “You’re having an allergic reaction,” I told Lars, whose crystalline eyes had latched on to me, clinging as though I were his only hope.

      What if I’m not enough?

      A sob ripped out of me, and I bent low over him. The brush of his fingers against my leg seemed to realign my world.

      His wheezing was getting choppier. His breathing slowed down.

      “Tell me,” I yelled at him.

      His eyes slid behind me, and I jumped up and turned in that direction, seeing his bag sitting at the table. Lunging at it, I snatched it up and ripped it open, dumping the contents across the table and floor.

      Smack! The EpiPen hit my foot, and I grabbed it up and dove to his side.

      “Hang on, angel. Hang on.” I chanted as I tore off the top and then jammed it into his jean-covered thigh.

      Nothing happened at first, and I felt like if he died, I would too. I couldn’t do this again.

      Not ever again.

      “Please,” I whimpered, leaning over to hold his swollen, ravaged face. “Please breathe.”

      He gasped. The sound was so beautiful tears filled my eyes.

      “Again!” I demanded.

      His chest expanded again.

      I collapsed on top of him, gasping for my own breath, my stomach in knots. The sound of his heartbeat was my lifeline as I grappled around until I was gently cupping the side of his neck.

      “Just keep breathing, angel. Don’t ever stop.”

      “Help is on the way,” someone said near his feet. “They’re coming.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said. “I didn’t know he had an allergy.”

      Lifting off his body, I glanced over his face. His eyes were closed.

      “Lars!” I demanded. Jesus, why are his eyes closed?

      They fluttered open, looking at me through a haze.

      Relief made me sniffle. “I didn’t know. You didn’t tell me.”

      His lips moved, but nothing came out.

      I shook my head. “Don’t talk. Just breathe.”

      His eyes fluttered closed once more.

      “I can help you,” the neighbor said, reaching down toward Lars.

      I snarled, whipping around to grab his forearm, and shoved him back so hard he stumbled, falling into the table. “Do. Not. Touch. Him.” I threatened.

      He held up his hands in surrender, eyes wide and freaked.

      “We’ll just wait over here till help arrives,” the other neighbor said, pulling his roommate away from us.

      I put my back to them, returning to Lars, laying a hand against his flaming cheek.

      “Help’s coming.” I promised and then used my body like a shield until they arrived.
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      “One more.” I grunted, arms quivering like they might give out.

      “I think you’re done.” Max disagreed from above.

      “One more!” I insisted, breath blowing out in puffs.

      “All right. Go.” Max conceded, widening his stance at the top of the weight bench while holding out his hands, spotting me like I was some granny and might fall.

      I wasn’t going to drop this weight set. I didn’t care how hard it was. My muscles vibrated, the burn the only thing I could feel as I struggled to push the bar up, one side dropping lower than the other.

      Max went to catch it, but I made a noise, and he backed off. Using the last of my reserves, I punched the weighted bar up and dropped it on its stand.

      My whole body collapsed, arms freefalling to the floor as sweat dripped down the sides of my face. Blowing out a breath, I laughed a little because I did it.

      “Asshole,” Max muttered.

      I grinned, and sweat dripped onto my teeth. “Told you I could do it.”

      “Almost smashed your face in,” he retorted. “I’m not explaining that shit to Wes.”

      I gave him the finger. “You’re just worried I’m gonna outlift you soon.”

      “You wish.”

      My body was still trembling when I sat up and used the hem of my T-shirt to mop up my face. The veins in my forearms were popping from the intense training session, and my biceps had a nice pump.

      “What’s with you?” Max asked, grabbing a set of dumbbells so he could do his final set of squats.

      “Can’t a guy just work out with his best friend?” I asked. In truth, Max was more than just my best friend. He was my brother, my family. He had been since we sat next to each other in kindergarten, and nothing would ever change it. Not even when he started dating Wes.

      He made a face and continued his set without replying. I got up to grab my water and wait.

      When he was done, he put the weights down and glanced at me. “That was not a workout, Win. That was you punishing yourself. What’s the deal?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You have issues on campus already? You know I have your back.”

      I scoffed. “You know everyone loves me.”

      “Not everyone knows you like I do.”

      I laughed.

      The sound of the door opening on the floor above us made us both look up. Muffled footfalls echoed overhead.

      “Wes is home,” I said.

      All the hard edges Max embodied softened at the mention of his other half. Wes was the only person ever capable of making my brother soft.

      “Must have brought a bunch of elephants with him,” I muttered, listening the noise overhead.

      “It’s probably the Jeep bros,” Max grumped.

      “You like Wes’s friends,” I teased.

      “So do you,” he shot back.

      I shrugged. I did like them, and they treated Wes well. He deserved that after everything he’d been through.

      “Why aren’t you halfway up the stairs by now?” I ragged him.

      He raised an eyebrow, and I sighed.

      “Lars is here,” I told him. Just saying his name made me want to hit the weights again.

      The ring in Max’s eyebrow tugged when he frowned. “Your roommate from Sweden?”

      I nodded.

      “Like here in town?”

      “Here at Westbrook. He’s Elite now.”

      Surprise crossed his features. “He’s a swimmer?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You never told us that.”

      There was no accusation in his tone, but for some reason, I felt like I had to defend myself. “Wes already pointed that out.”

      His arms folded over his shirtless chest. The sleeve of tattoos on his left arm looked glossy from sweat. “Is he someone that shouldn’t be around Wes?”

      It was a logical jump, and considering how extremely protective of Wes Max was, I wasn’t surprised it was the first thing he wanted to know. Hell, I was overprotective of my brother too, but Max’s tone and the sharp look in his eyes flared my protective instincts for someone else.

      “Lars would never hurt Wes,” I snapped.

      Max’s arms dropped to his sides. “Okay, then what’s the problem? I thought you got along with him when you roomed together over there.”

      I nodded. Oh, we got along all right. Way too well. So well that I was still freaking out about it, and seeing him earlier today was fucking with my head.

      I can still taste him on my tongue.

      “It was just a surprise is all. Seeing him.”

      “That’s all?” Max seemed skeptical.

      “What else would there be?” I refuted.

      Max was silent a few moments but then nodded. “All right. Well, as long as you think he’s cool to be around Wes.”

      I nodded, thinking of how, just hours ago, I’d told him to stay away from my brother. But not because I thought he would hurt him. Because he will hurt me.

      “I’m going to see Wes.” Max started for the stairs but paused before heading up. “Win?”

      I grunted.

      “Whenever you’re ready to talk, I’m here. I’m always here for you.”

      A lump of emotion clogged my throat. Not many people saw the caring side of Max. Hell, most people would argue it didn’t even exist. But it did. And it meant more to me than he would probably ever know.

      “Thanks,” I said, my voice slightly hoarse.

      He went quietly up the stairs and exited the basement, which left me down here alone. Alone with the memories that haunted me. Alone with feelings I didn’t want but wouldn’t disappear.
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      Lars

      

      I couldn’t say no.

      I knew I should. I knew he would want me to. Hell, he practically demanded I stay away from his precious brother.

      I didn’t want to. And since he’d tried to order me? I wanted to even less.

      Besides, how was I supposed to tell the team I couldn’t meet up after our second practice to plan this initiation Rush was demanding?

      I halfheartedly tried the But doesn’t initiation apply to me too? Shouldn’t I not be allowed to help plan it? argument.

      “No way, bro. Let’s eat pizza,” was the reply I got.

      Why shouldn’t I hang out with my new team? I was Elite now. Why should I isolate myself because Win told me to stay away from his brother? I wouldn’t do it. I deserved friends too, and I liked these guys. They might be a little loud, but they were funny and accepting. Maybe it was a bonus they made so much noise. Maybe they wouldn’t notice I was too quiet.

      So here I was walking into Wes’s place along with a handful of Elite.

      My bravado waned a little when we arrived. I hadn’t realized we would be hanging at Wes’s place. As we stepped inside the townhouse with its large gray sectional and flat-screen TV, I glanced around nervously, almost expecting Win to pop out.

      Part of me secretly hoped he did. I was so messed up. Even after earlier, there was still a piece of me that wanted to see Win, that craved his presence.

      “Bro, I’m so hungry I could eat the ass of a skunk without a fork,” Jamie bemoaned, reaching into his bag to pull out a protein bar and shove half into his mouth in one bite. “I’m eating an entire pizza by myself.”

      I wrinkled my nose at his words, the picture it conjured not welcome in my brain. But even grossed out, my stomach growled angrily. Two swims would do it to a guy.

      Ryan laughed.

      “Bro, that’s nasty,” Kruger mused.

      I hung back a little as Ryan, Jamie, Kruger, and Prism flung themselves on the oversized couch, which suddenly didn’t seem as oversized anymore.

      Wes clapped me on the shoulder on his way to join them. “Have a seat.”

      “Who’s ordering the food?” Jamie asked, pulling out his phone only to drop it in his lap. “Ryan. You’re up.”

      “Fine, I’ll get it. You’re getting extra anchovies.”

      “That’s just disrespectful,” Jamie muttered.

      “Well, you just said you wanted the ass of a skunk. Figured this was comparable.”

      Jamie flipped him off. “Prism, maybe you should order.”

      Prism said nothing, and Kruger nudged him with his foot. Realizing he was in the hot seat, Prism pulled one of the AirPods out of his ear. “Huh?”

      “Is this how you always get out of paying?” Jamie wondered. “Acting like you can’t hear us.”

      “To be fair, you don’t usually say a lot worth listening to,” Prism deadpanned.

      Ryan laughed. “Burrrn.”

      Jamie shook his head. “I thought we were bros.”

      “You’re my ride or die, J. How’s a meat lover’s? Extra meat.”

      Jamie brightened. “I’m gonna tell camera girl you like me better.”

      Camera girl?

      “Rory,” Wes leaned over to whisper.

      Ah, the girlfriend.

      “What’s everyone else want?” Ryan asked the room.

      Prism and Kruger wanted pepperoni. Wes also wanted meat lover’s. When all eyes in the room turned to me, my stomach cramped. Suddenly, I remembered one of the reasons I hadn’t tried much to make friends in the past year. I hated this part.

      The part where I had to let people get to know me. The part where people usually made me feel like shit for being me.

      “What do you like on your pizza, Lars?” Ryan asked.

      “Uhhh…”

      A door across the room opened, and everyone’s attention turned to the person stepping through behind me. My entire body stiffened, anticipating Win. I should have asked Wes if he lived with his brother, but I hadn’t wanted to bring him up.

      Everyone was clearly curious about what went down when Win dragged me into the locker room. When he’d come out, he’d been all easygoing and smiles, but it was harder for me. Harder to pretend everything was fine when it wasn’t.

      Another reason I needed to not be here right now.

      Whole body prickling, I waited with bated breath to hear someone call out his name.

      “Nemo,” a voice I did not know called.

      Wes popped off the couch. I was torn between turning to see who was there and the way Wes’s face lit up.

      Noticing the attention, Wes glanced at me then away on his way past. “Maxi,” he replied, making the newcomer groan beneath his breath.

      I turned, eyes latching on to a shirtless, sweaty, dark-haired man who was covered in tattoos. His upper body was defined with muscle, his lower half in nothing but black sweats and a pair of sneakers.

      Without any hesitation at all, he grabbed Wes at the waist, towing him into his damp body, and lowered his head. They kissed right there in the middle of the room, and I couldn’t tear my eyes off the way Wes melted into him while tilting his face up for more. When he tried to pull away, Max made a rude sound, shoving his fingers into Wes’s hair and holding his head until he was done.

      When he had his fill, he pulled back, eyes crinkling at the corners as they swept over Wes’s face and ruffled the curls on his head. “Why aren’t you at Shirley’s?” he asked.

      “We’re ordering pizza,” Wes answered.

      “Can’t be divulging Elite business in the middle of the diner,” Jamie quipped, not even hiding the fact he was listening to their conversation.

      Max lifted his face, finally looking at everyone else in the room. “Bros.” His eyes landed to me, and I squirmed a little under his piercing black gaze.

      He was not at all what I was expecting. Swallowing, I said, “You’re Max?”

      His eyes narrowed a bit, and Wes turned a little wary. Even though he wasn’t looking at him, Max seemed to pick up on that slight change in the man in his arms, and his face pinched more.

      Unease slid down my spine. He was intense… unapproving.

      When his gaze shifted to Wes, it changed, turning softer somehow. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      I could tell he didn’t believe him and was about to call him out, but Wes spoke first. “This is Lars. Win’s roommate from Sweden. He’s Elite now.”

      Max’s eyes shifted back to me. “Win just told me you were in town.”

      The scrutiny I was under no longer mattered. “You know about me?” I said, hope lighting up the thought that maybe Win had told someone about me after all.

      “Win’s here?” Wes asked him.

      Max pushed his fingers into Wes’s hair again. “He’s working out downstairs.” Leaning down, he kissed him again before pulling back and closing the distance between us.

      I watched him warily, wondering if he was trying to intimidate me or if he was just naturally like this.

      He stuck his hand out between us. “Nice to meet you. I’m Win’s brother.”

      I hesitated for a second, then shook the offered hand. He just wasn’t at all what I was expecting.

      “You and Wes are together?” The words just fell right out.

      Wes sucked in a quiet breath. The awkwardness I sometimes felt from him suddenly made sense.

      Max’s mouth thinned, and he moved so he was blocking Wes from sight with his under-clothed body. “You got a problem with that?”

      “Ah, no.” I managed.

      Wes appeared at his side. “Win didn’t tell him about us.”

      Surprise widened Max’s eyes, and he looked at me.

      I shook my head. “Win didn’t tell me anything.”

      “I thought you guys were friends,” Jamie quipped.

      My heart pinched. I thought we were too. If not friends… something. But apparently, I was nothing. A warm body and a means to survive in a foreign country.

      You know that’s not true.

      But that was just it. I didn’t know. I felt it. I let my feelings influence what I “knew.” Turned out I was the only one with feelings.

      This is why you listen to your head and not your heart.

      But your heart hears things your ears cannot.

      Don’t be stupid, Lars.

      Max shifted, and I flinched. He frowned. “You okay?”

      The subconscious action embarrassed me so much that it took a minute for me to find my voice. “Ah, yeah, of course. Sorry, I started spacing out there. I’ve only had like two coffees today, and I’ve usually had four or five by now.”

      “He drinks as much coffee as you eat, Jamie,” Kruger quipped.

      “I can make coffee,” Wes offered. “You want some?”

      I nodded once. “That’d actually be great.”

      Wes started to turn, but Max caught his arm. “Wait. Me and Wes are together. In every way. You got a problem with that?” Max challenged me.

      “We aren’t blood-related,” Wes quickly put in, far less challenge in his voice. “Me, Win, and Max grew up together.”

      “You were nervous to tell me,” I said to Wes.

      Max’s eyes narrowed, and his arm looped around Wes’s waist to pull him into his side.

      Extremely protective, I noted. Then, Wes is lucky.

      “Yeah. I’ve had issues in the past with, ah, acceptance,” Wes said, cautious.

      “We accept you, bro!” Jamie yelled.

      “All of Elite has your back,” Ryan intoned, and I couldn’t help but feel like that was an unspoken warning to me as well as support for Wes.

      “I’m gay,” I told the entire room.

      It seemed to take a moment for the declaration to register, but when it did, Wes’s mouth dropped open. “You’re gay?”

      “All my life,” I said, turning around so I could look at the four guys on the couch. “So hopefully Elite will have my back too.”

      “Bro, we like the fruity folk here!” Jamie announced.

      “Fruity folk?” I echoed, completely confused.

      “Ignore him. He’s an idiot with bad jokes,” Max said.

      That was a joke?

      Ryan stood and walked to my side. “Elite has your back. If anyone gives you any trouble, you can come to me. To any of us.”

      “Thanks,” I said, oddly moved that they accepted me so easily.

      “I do need to know one thing, though,” Ryan said, the seriousness of his tone making me apprehensive.

      I knew it was too easy.

      “What?” I asked, bracing myself for the worst.

      “What do you want on your pizza?” he said, holding up his phone. “Jamie isn’t the only one starving.”

      Relief made me smile. “Ah, just get whatever.”

      “Anyone else want coffee?” Wes called on his way to what I assumed was the kitchen.

      Most everyone said no, and Wes gestured for me to follow him. Before I did, I glanced back at Max who was still watching me.

      I half smiled. “Win didn’t tell you I was gay?”

      “No.”

      I arched an eyebrow, trying to give him the same look he’d given me before. “You got a problem with it?”

      His lips twitched in the hint of a smile. “I don’t have a problem if you don’t.”

      “Look at us,” I said. “Problem free.”

      Another amused glint flickered in his opaque stare, and again, I marveled at how different he was than I expected.

      Almost as if he could read my mind, he said, “I’m not like Win. I don’t have a sun to hide my dark.”

      “You think Win has dark?”

      His eyes leveled on mine. “Don’t we all?”

      Touché.

      Wes called for me, and I used it as an escape from this conversation. From Max’s perceptive gaze.

      The full-sized kitchen was made up of black cabinetry, bright-white countertops, and stainless-steel appliances. Wes was standing beside a traditional coffeemaker and a much sleeker machine that I knew brewed espresso.

      “Which one?” he asked, holding a pod in one hand and a bag of ground coffee in the other. “I usually just use this one.” He gestured with the bag to the regular coffeemaker. “But Win just bought this a few weeks ago because he says it’s better.”

      “Does Win live here?” I asked, the need to know outweighing the need to not bring him up.

      Win nodded. “Me, Max, and Win live here. I used to live in the dorm, but I moved back when Max and I started dating.”

      He still seemed a little shy about that, and I didn’t want him to feel like it was a thing. Offering him a smile, I crossed the room to grab the pod from his grasp and put it into the Nespresso machine. After making sure the tank had water in it, I grabbed a cup nearby, put it under the spout, and hit the button to brew it.

      “Glad you know how to do all that. I still haven’t figured it all out.”

      “I had a machine like this back home.”

      “In your dorm with Win?”

      I nodded.

      “Guess that explains why he likes it so much.”

      My stomach dipped. It doesn’t mean anything that he bought the same machine. It just means he likes coffee too.

      “He told me Swedes sure love coffee.”

      “Most of us.”

      “Including you,” Wes teased.

      “I might be a little caffeine dependent,” I mused, the scent of rich espresso filling the room. Just the fragrance alone helped relax some of the tense muscles in my neck.

      “Well, help yourself to it here anytime. And I can tell you all the best places to get it on campus.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “So you and Max just started dating?”

      “We’ve been together a few months now.” Then shyly, he tacked on, “But I’ve loved him almost my whole life.”

      “He looks at you like he feels the same way,” I said, grabbing the shot of espresso off the machine and lifting it to my lips.

      “Don’t you want creamer?” he asked, partially alarmed.

      I shook my head as I sipped. “Not this time.”

      The smooth, dark brew hit my tongue, and my eyes nearly rolled back in my head. He even had the good pods. The ones I liked the most. Without even thinking about it, I groaned in my throat.

      Wes laughed. “That good?”

      I just took another sip, my growling stomach answering for me.

      Wes pushed a basket of pods across the counter toward me, silently telling me I could brew another shot, and then went to a cabinet by the window over the sink to reach in and pull something out.

      “Here,” he said, holding up a protein bar. “Catch.”

      I set aside the espresso to catch the bar that came hurtling at my face.

      And then all hell broke loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Win

      

      I finished my workout at the same time Max did. I was hiding. Sitting here with sweat drying on my skin, making me feel salty, and hiding.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t the sweat making me feel salty.

      It was stupid that I was even down here anyway. I was sure it was just the Jeep bros upstairs.

      FYI, Jeep bros = Ryan and Jamie. The pair of them and Wes drove matching Rubicons and thus had been dubbed the “Jeep bros.” This was in addition to the other title all the swimmers at Westbrook had of “Elite bros” or “swim bros.”

      It’s a lot of bros. Blame Jamie.

      Hiding was not what I was about, so I left the weights in my dust and went upstairs, damp shirt clinging to me.

      Max was in the living room with Ryan, Jamie, Kruger, and Prism.

      “We just ordered pizza,” Ryan said when he saw me.

      “Sweet,” I answered, rubbing my stomach. “After that workout, I need carbs.”

      Max looked at me.

      “Where’s Wes?” I asked, an inkling of something tickling my spine.

      “In the kitchen with Lars.”

      I froze for a fraction of a second. “Lars is here?”

      “Bro is having coffee withdrawals,” Jamie cracked.

      My eyes snapped to Max. “He’s eating. In the kitchen.”

      Max shrugged. “They’re making coffee.”

      The putrid burn of panic tightened my chest and singed the back of my throat. Feet pushing against the floor, I rushed into the kitchen, turning the corner in time to see Wes pull a protein bar out of the cabinet and toss it.

      I watched in painfully slow motion the bar sail through the air, Lars’s hand catch it midair, and his long, nimble fingers close tight around the wrapper.

      “No!” I shouted, the slow-motion bursting like a bubble as I threw myself at Lars. I knocked into him and turned, my body taking the hit against the counter even as I ripped the bar out of his hand and threw it across the room. I didn’t know where it landed, and I didn’t care. Keeping my arms around him, I half dragged, half pushed him over to the sink. Plastering him against it, my chest met his back as I leaned around him to turn on the faucet full blast.

      “Win,” I heard him say, but the sound of his voice only made my desperation more palpable, and my body blanketed his from behind. Grabbing his hand, I pulled it under the water, holding it there while I poured some soap into his palm.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” I spat, scrubbing his hand between both of mine. “I can’t do it again, Lars,” I said, furiously washing his hand. “Not again.”

      My breathing was loud in my own ears, the water near scalding as I scrubbed his hand. When it was completely covered in white suds, I grabbed the other one and washed it too.

      “Win…” Lars tried again, but I shushed him, shoving him farther against the sink and rinsing his hands.

      When the soap was gone, I snatched a nearby towel and wrapped it around his wet hands. Not bothering to dry mine, I grabbed his shoulders, easing back enough to turn him around.

      His blue, angel eyes were wide with shock when I grabbed his face and forced it up so I could study it. “Can you breathe?” I asked, searching his skin for welts, rashes, or swelling.

      He only stared as I held his face, studying every angle.

      “Lars.” I gave him a shake. “Can you breathe? Did you eat anything?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Max!” I roared. “Max!”

      “I’m right here,” Max answered, his voice closer than I expected.

      “I need my bag,” I yelled. “Hurry up. Get my bag.”

      Max left, Lars’s eyes following him, but I made a sound, calling them back. “Eyes on me, angel.”

      They came back, and breath expanded my lungs.

      “Did you eat that?” I worried. “Did you eat anything in here?”

      “No.”

      “You didn’t tell them, did you?” I panicked, back in the moment that lived in my head rent free. Back in that horrible day when I watched the life literally drain right out of him. “You promised.” My voice cracked.

      “Win.” Lars’s firm voice penetrated the chaotic fear drowning me. The towel I’d put over his hands fell onto my foot, and his still-wet hands gripped the front of my shirt, twisting tightly in the cotton. “I’m fine, Win. I’m not having a reaction.”

      A noise vibrated my throat, my eyes desperately searching his face.

      “Here’s your bag,” Max said, holding it out.

      Lars’s hands left my shirt, reaching up to cup my face. My eyes slid closed for the briefest of moments. God, I missed his touch.

      “Win.” He beckoned, and I looked at him. “I’m fine, okay? Everything’s fine. I’m right here.”

      A broken sound fell between us, and I snatched him close, folding my arms around him and holding tight as if he might disappear. One of my hands slid up his back, finding its way into the strands of his hair. The second those pure, silky strands wrapped themselves around my fingers, a shudder moved through my body.

      I exhaled, the panic and adrenaline receding to make room for rational thought. When awareness fully seeped in, I realized several things at once:

      1. I’d just lost my shit in this kitchen.

      2. I was holding Lars.

      3. Everyone was standing here watching.

      4. I was a complete and utter mess.

      and

      5. I didn’t want to let him go.

      The silence in the room was astounding. Deafening, really. So loud that I didn’t even realize the faucet was still running until Max reached around us and shut it off. I felt Lars shift in my arms, but my fingers tightened in his hair, clutching him to me, still not quite ready to face what just went down.

      One of his arms slid from my back, his fingers pressing into my side. “You stink,” he complained in that asshole tone he always used with me.

      He’s okay. Whatever was left of the tension holding me hostage fell away, and my entire body slumped. I pulled back slowly, catching hold of his chin, forcing his face up for my scrutiny.

      “Tell me you aren’t having a reaction,” I said, my voice slightly raspy.

      “I’m not having a reaction,” he told me, holding still and allowing me to look him over as long as I needed.

      Finally, I released his face and stepped back. He remained leaning against the sink, watching me warily. Blowing out a breath, I bent to scoop up the towel and hand it to him so he could dry off his damp hands.

      “Uhhh…” Jamie cut in. “What the hell just happened?”

      I felt Max’s eyes. Actually, I felt all of their eyes, but I just couldn’t bring myself to speak.

      “I’m allergic to nuts,” Lars answered for me. “It’s, ah, a pretty severe allergy. I go into anaphylactic shock if I come into contact with them.”

      “All nuts?” Wes asked.

      “Deez nuts!”

      I whipped around to glare at Jamie. This was so not funny.

      He held up his hands. “Bro, for once, it was not me.” He defended, pointing at Kruger, who shrugged.

      “Someone had to say it.”

      “Literally no one had to say it,” Max deadpanned.

      “Rough crowd,” Kruger muttered.

      Lars went on like he wasn’t surrounded by morons. “Back in Sweden, I had a severe reaction, and Win was there… It was pretty touch-and-go for a minute—”

      “He almost died,” I said roughly.

      “My bad,” Kruger told the room.

      I spun, facing Wes. “You literally just flung something at him that could kill him,” I fumed. “You didn’t even think!”

      “Whoa.” Max stepped between me and my brother. “I get you’re freaked, but no one talks to Wes like that. Not even you.”

      “Fuck.”

      Wes stepped around Max. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” He glanced at Lars, apology written all over his face. “I heard your stomach growling, and—”

      “Nope,” Max said, cutting him off. “You don’t have to apologize for something you didn’t do.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Lars spoke up. “I’m a grown man. I know about my allergy.”

      “Then what the fuck were you touching that fucking bar for?” I yelled.

      Lars recoiled, shock registering on his face. I never yelled. Never.

      “Time out,” Max declared, bulldozing into me, pushing me from the kitchen into the dining room and toward the stairs. “Why don’t you shower and calm down?”

      “I can’t go upstairs,” I told him, feeling the familiar rise of anxiety once more. Automatically, my eyes strayed back to Lars.

      Max paused to follow my stare. “Would you have already had a reaction?”

      Lars nodded. “I’m fine. I swear.”

      Max pushed me toward the stairs. “Go.”

      I went because if I didn’t, I might do even more shit I’d regret.
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      First, Win tells me not to tell anyone about us. To act like we were nothing but roommates. Then he goes and does this. Not only that, but he leaves me in the room with everyone looking at me for answers.

      Awkward.

      The sound of crickets could be heard as we all stood around, staring between one another.

      I didn’t know what to say. What could I say? It seemed like any explanation would somehow out Win… something he expressly did not want and something I would never betray.

      So instead, the six of us stood there uncomfortably, not speaking at all. My eyes shifted to the espresso I’d abandoned on the counter. Noticing my gaze, Wes made a sound, grabbed up the cup, and carried it over to me.

      “So a nut allergy, huh?” he said, breaking the quiet and making it seem so much easier than it seemed to me.

      I took the cup gratefully and nodded. “Yeah. It’s inconvenient.”

      “Yeah, worrying about dying if you eat the wrong thing would be.” Jamie nodded.

      Ryan smacked him in the stomach, and I laughed.

      “I was being serious,” Jamie grumbled.

      “I carry an EpiPen in my bag,” I explained. “In case I accidentally ingest something I shouldn’t.”

      “I should have asked before I ordered the pizza,” Ryan said. “I didn’t think about it. None of the rest of us have allergies.” He paused. “No one else has any allergies, do they?”

      Prism raised his hand. “I’m allergic to my grandma’s cooking.”

      Kruger laughed. “Good one, P!”

      “For real, it’s terrible.”

      “Are there any real allergies among us?” Ryan mused. “You know, besides Lars.”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      He grabbed the phone. “I’m going to call the pizza place. See if they are allergy friendly.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I told him. “That’s not your responsibility. I can do it.”

      “Nah, bro. They know me there. We order from there all the time. It’s cool.”

      Before I could protest more, he had the phone to his ear and was walking out into the living room.

      “Just let him call,” Jamie said. “That’s what Ryan does. He’s our fixer.”

      “Fixer,” I echoed. I was getting a headache. I thought I was pretty good at English, but talking with these guys made me reevaluate that.

      “You know, he’s the leader and takes charge. He fixes everything when something is wrong,” Jamie explained as I downed the rest of the espresso.

      I nodded.

      “Is that why you didn’t come to breakfast with us after practice this morning?” Wes wanted to know.

      They’d invited me. I declined.

      I nodded. “I was going to tell you guys. It’s just not a conversation I really like to have.”

      Prism frowned. “Why? It’s not like it’s your fault.”

      His rational words pierced my chest a little. They shouldn’t because, well, they were rational. But honestly, not everyone treated my allergy like that.

      “Some people think it makes me weak.”

      “Those people would be douche canoes.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” I told Jamie.

      “Asshats. Idiots. No-good scallywags.” Jamie tried, then tilted his head. “You got pirates in Sweden?”

      “Pirates,” I repeated.

      “What he’s trying to say is we don’t think that.” Wes clarified.

      “So, like, is it hard to eat and go places?” Kruger asked.

      “Back in Sweden, it was okay because I knew the allergy-friendly places I could go. I knew the brands that were safe for me to eat. Here is a little harder,” I allowed.

      Actually, it was a little more than hard. I hadn’t had much time yet to explore and really find the places that were safe, and there was no kitchen in my dorm room, which made cooking in hard. Because of that, I was hungry more than not. At least I still had coffee.

      Ryan stepped back into the room, phone still in hand. “Pizza place says their pizza is safe.”

      I frowned. Just because they said that didn’t mean it was. All it took was some cross-contamination or someone not familiar with the ingredients that went into their dough, etc., and I would end up in the emergency room.

      I didn’t say any of that, though, because, again, this wasn’t their problem.

      “Thanks for calling, Ryan. I appreciate that.”

      He nodded. “For real, though, it’s safe. Apparently, the owner’s son also has a nut allergy. The entire place is nut free. There isn’t even a chance of cross-contamination. She orders everything from suppliers that are certified nut allergy friendly.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      Ryan held out his phone for me to see the screen. There was a large badge on the website of the pizzeria advertising it as allergy friendly.

      “She also told me that the fast-food place right off campus is nut free too. She takes her son there sometimes.”

      “That place has some good eats,” Jamie said.

      Ryan nodded. “After practice one day this week, I’ll take you to the pizzeria and introduce you. She probably could tell you a few other places around that are safe.”

      “Wow. Thanks.” I didn’t know what to say. These guys had been nicer to me in the past few hours than some people had been the entire time I knew them. “I really appreciate it.”

      Silence draped the room again, not as awkward as before, and I found myself staring at the stairs Win had just disappeared up.

      “So, ah, about you and Win…” Wes started.

      My eyes ripped from the stairs. “There is no me and Win.” If my voice was an octave too high, well, who would notice?

      Jamie made a sound. “Really? Because his utter meltdown about you touching a protein bar seconds ago screams something else.”

      “Win usually is much more chill,” Wes allowed.

      I couldn’t stand here and talk about Win when what I really wanted was to talk to him.

      “Like I said, he saw me having a bad reaction. I never told him about my allergy, and he used some peanut butter protein powder to make a shake one day. He didn’t wipe the counter down, and then I made a sandwich. This probably just reminded him of that.”

      “So you two…?” Ryan left his question open-ended.

      “Were roommates in Sweden,” I said, succinct. Please don’t ask if we were more. Please don’t ask.

      He nodded once, then turned to the other guys. “Any ideas for the new Elite’s initiation?”

      My shoulder’s sagged in relief, eyes once more finding the stairs.

      Four of the guys started throwing out ideas as they went into the living room, but Wes lingered at my side.

      “Max’s room is at the top of the stairs. Win’s is the one beside it.”

      My whole body reacted, turning toward his words. “What?”

      He half smiled. “You want to check on him. Go.” Without another word, he left me alone in his kitchen.

      I stood there silently fighting with myself. Trying to deny the urge to do what Wes said.

      But in the end, there was no denying it. The tug in the center of my chest was just too powerful. The look on his face when he expected me to collapse was just too raw in my mind.

      With every step, my stomach fluttered more and more, and when I reached the top of the stairs, I was fully nauseated. My hands felt clammy, and I wiped them across my jean-clad thighs. Just like Wes said, there was a room directly across from the top and then off to the right was another room, the door closed.

      Just knowing he was right there, just that door separating us, tossed my knotted stomach up into my throat. I turned to flee, my hand grasping the round finial at the top of the railing. My foot paused in midair, hovering over the top step. The low hum of voices on the other side of the wall called to me, stopping me in my tracks.

      I knew I shouldn’t. I absolutely should not.

      We already established that I was shit at protecting myself.

      And so I did.

      Walking quickly across the hall, I grabbed the knob and twisted, the door swinging in with no resistance. The voices hushed, and I slid inside, closing the door and leaning against it.

      Two sets of eyes stared, the air tinged with surprise.

      I only looked at one man, though, the one my heart heard even in silence.

      The second his hazel eyes locked on mine, everything else fell away, and it didn’t matter I was about to puke. It didn’t matter he told me to stay away. All that mattered in those first few seconds was how the tug in the center of my chest finally let me be. How even when we were nothing… somehow he was still everything.

      Max cleared his throat, a sound that barely registered in the building tension in the room.

      “You good?” I heard him ask, but I still only had eyes for Win.

      Win nodded once, and then Max was nudging me aside so he could slip out. With a quiet click of the door, finally, we were alone.
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      At the top of the stairs, I started back down. Max grabbed the back of my shirt and towed me toward my room. “Nope. Go on.”

      Inside my room, I tugged off the sweaty shirt and threw it at the corner.

      “You wanna tell me what that was all about?” Max asked, voice calm.

      I was usually the calm one, not him. But right now, I was so far from calm I couldn’t understand how anyone else could be in this moment. Didn’t he feel all the raging currents in this house? I felt them so hard my bones were rattling. Going to my dresser, I yanked open drawers, slamming them when I got what I needed. “I’m taking a shower.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      He followed me out like he was a hall monitor and I was in third grade. He watched me go into the bathroom and shut the door between us. I tossed my clothes on the counter and turned on the water, then went back to the door and pulled it open.

      He was still standing there, eyebrow gliding up his forehead the second I appeared. “Thought you were showering,” he drawled almost like he was bored.

      I slammed the door in his face.

      I swear I heard the fucker laugh.

      I stuck my head under the warm spray the second I was inside the shower. The water saturated my hair, pulling it over my forehead and into my eyes as my head hung toward my chest.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      It seemed to be the only coherent thought I could pick out of all the others clouding my brain. It was just too much, almost as though adrenaline still pumped in me, forcing out everything so I could act. I’d already acted, though. I flipped the fuck out and washed a grown man’s hands at the sink.

      I care about him. No. I more than care. I—

      I groaned loud, cutting off the thought, and reached for my shampoo.

      Flashes from the past assaulted me as I scrubbed my head so hard my scalp started to ache. Like a movie, pictures played behind my eyes. My parents smiling. My mom in a hospital bed. Flowers on my father’s grave. Max with bruises and a bloody nose. Wes in a coma. A phone ringing in the middle of the night. Wes with stitches in his head. Lars with blue lips. The sound of my own voice begging Lars to breathe. Fear. Pain that hurt so bad I wished for death.

      I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t. It cost too much to love someone. It cost too much to let them in.

      I shut off the water and roughly towel-dried my body, feeling like a mere shell of myself, like a husk of a man.

      As I rubbed the towel over my wet head, I started to laugh.

      I went to Sweden for freedom and came home more of a prisoner than before.

      There was a knock on the bathroom door. I wrenched it open, not even caring I was still naked as the day I was born. I flung the wet towel at Max’s face and tugged on a pair of gray sweatpants. Using my hands in lieu of a comb, I left the bathroom, walking past my brother and back into my room.

      The air was cold, making my nipples pucker, but I didn’t reach for a shirt. I hoped part of me turned numb.

      “You ready to talk now?” Max asked, entering the room and shutting us inside.

      “If I said no?”

      There was a beat of silence, then, “So I’m assuming you and Lars had a thing in Sweden.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Because I freaked out about his allergy?”

      “Because you called him angel and because he’s hot as fuck.”

      My arms fell to my sides, and I stiffened. “You better not be looking at him!”

      Max smirked. “Jealous?”

      Furiously. “You’re dating my brother. You shouldn’t be looking at other people.”

      Max’s smirk died. “Wes is my only. I don’t want anyone else.”

      “Then stop checking out Lars.”

      He shrugged. “I was curious. Never seen you this tied up in knots over anyone.”

      I groaned.

      “It’s the hair, isn’t it?” he mused.

      I groaned again, and Max laughed.

      “This is not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      My eyes flashed up to his, and he sighed.

      “Things are much more complicated when the heart is involved.” He spoke knowingly.

      “This isn’t like you and Wes,” I said, sinking onto the end of the bed.

      “The reasons for pushing away the person we love might not be the same, but the result is.”

      I spoke fast. “I don’t love him.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

      My movements were aggressive when I shoved off the bed. “Because he’s mine.”

      Because I wanted something that was mine and mine alone. Because sharing something I was so greedy for made it real. Because I thought if I kept him in a neat box, he wouldn’t get out.

      “I bet leaving him in Sweden was hard,” Max commented.

      I bit the inside of my lip. It was hard, so goddamn hard. And not calling. Not checking up on him had been fucking torture.

      “My home is here,” was all I said.

      “Well, now so is he.”

      “There is no me and Lars. I don’t want there to be,” I burst out. Not yelling but not calm either.

      “You sure about that?”

      His question made my heart scream. Made me feel like I was betraying myself and, even worse, Lars for denying everything I felt. I couldn’t say that, though.

      So instead, I asked, “You aren’t even surprised about me being bi?”

      He turned smug. “I’m your best friend. I already knew.”

      “Liar.”

      Max said nothing.

      I had to know. “Since when?”

      “Since you and Timmy Pickles hooked up under the bleachers in high school.”

      I made a face. “His name wasn’t Timmy Pickles.”

      Max smiled. “But there was someone.”

      Realizing I was caught, I muttered, “You asshole.”

      Max smiled more but then turned serious. “You want to tell me why you’re fighting this so hard?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      He nodded. “I respect that. Can I say one thing?”

      I gestured for him to go ahead.

      “Falling in love is easy.”

      I made a rude sound and flipped him off.

      He laughed. “Seriously, falling in love takes almost no effort at all. I never even had to try with Wes. Hell, I tried not to. For years and years. But it was already there. He was already part of me.”

      I swallowed thickly. Yeah. Yeah, he’s right. I think I fell the first time Lars scowled at me.

      “It’s how you love someone that’s the hard part. Knowing how to fit them into your world, if they even belong there. Love’s a risk, and sometimes it hurts.”

      I turned away from him.

      “But take it from someone who knows. It hurts to push them away, and it hurts to pull them close. You just need to pick your hurt.”

      “And you picked to pull Wes close.”

      “Hurts a little less when the one you love is in your arms.”

      “And what happens when that choice is taken from you?” I asked, unable to mask the anguish inside me. “When all you have left is to hold the pieces they left behind?”

      He was so quiet I turned to make sure he was still there, coming face to face with pain we both lived with naked in his eyes.

      “Win.”

      I shook my head. I’d said more than I wanted. Heard more than enough. The rest I had to keep locked down. The sun still had to shine even when there was a raging storm.

      The door opened, and a white-blond angel slipped inside. He was my heaven. And also my hell.

      The demand he get out lay forgotten on my lips the second our eyes met across the room. His presence was an iron shackle around my heart. God, he was fucking beautiful in every way. The urge to scoop him close and shove him beneath my bones made my fingers shake.

      It was impossible, though, just as impossible as telling him to leave.

      And so we stood there staring at each other, our energies entwining because physically we didn’t dare to move.

      I felt rather than saw Max come forward, but I didn’t look. I couldn’t tear my attention from the man leaning so casually against my bedroom door.

      “You should talk to him,” Max said low, much closer to my side than he was before.

      I heard his words but didn’t acknowledge them, my eyes still imprisoned by another.

      My brother cleared his throat. “You good?”

      This time I nodded, and he saw himself out. When he was gone, Lars leaned back against the door, almost as if he were barricading it with his body.

      Just like the first day I saw him, his jean-clad legs were stretched out in front of him, his upper body supported by the wall. And just like that first day, he scowled as if my presence were an annoyance.

      “What the fuck?” he said, and it didn’t matter he was being stern. The accent of his English made me want to hug him. I want to hold him so damn bad.

      I said nothing, instead finally ripping my eyes away to blink back the overwhelming emotion welling behind them.

      He waited me out, the bastard. I grew impatient with the silence. The pressure on my chest turned near crushing.

      Blowing out a breath, I gazed up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, okay? I freaked out down there. Your allergy—”

      “I don’t care about my allergy!” He cut me off, pushing away from the door.

      “You damn well need to!” I snapped back. “If I hadn’t been there…” My chest heaved, and I found it impossible to finish the sentence.

      His voice was quiet now. “I was going to say something.”

      I scoffed. “Oh, you mean like you said something to me.”

      “That was different.” He defended. “And I told you I was sorry.”

      “How was that any different?” I pushed, not even sure why I was dragging up what happened months ago. Because it still haunts you.

      “It just was.”

      I recognized the familiar mutinous set to his jaw instantly and knew trying to get anything else out of him would be like trying to get milk from a llama.

      Stubborn.

      But this was literally life and death. Didn’t he see that? How could he be so careless?

      “I know you’re embarrassed by the allergy thing, but—”

      Her jerked back as though I’d smacked him. “I am not.”

      “Then what other possible reason could you have for not telling people about the severe allergy that could kill you?”

      “What’s in your bag?”

      I blinked, momentarily stupefied by the answer to my question with a question. A question that literally made no sense.

      “What?”

      “Your bag. You yelled for Max to get it.” He tilted his head to the side, distracting me with the strong line of his jaw.

      Snap!

      I blinked, my eyes refocusing to see Lars pulling the fingers he’d just snapped away from my face. “Pay attention.”

      “Put a bag over your head then,” I muttered.

      His eyes flew to mine, shock resonating between us. Laughter burst out of us both, the force of it battling back some of the insane tension in the room.

      “You are utterly ridiculous,” he said, a lightness to his voice that I’d missed so much.

      “No, you’re just that beautiful,” I echoed.

      The tip of his tongue wet his lips, and his Adam’s apple bobbed with his swallow. “What was in your bag, Win?”

      “Nothing.”

      He took a step forward, and my skin tingled. “Is it an EpiPen?”

      “No.” My voice was hoarse.

      He wouldn’t give it up, though, and took another step. “If I went downstairs and dumped out that bag, there wouldn’t be an EpiPen inside?”

      “What does it matter?”

      “It matters to me.”

      Our feet were almost touching, and even with me barefoot and him wearing shoes, I was still taller, but his presence was polarizing. It made me so fucking weak.

      And that scared the ever-loving shit out of me.

      “So what?” I tossed out, taking a step away from him, claiming back some of my space. “So what if I carry around a pen now? It’s for emergencies.”

      “Do you know a lot of people with allergies, then?”

      Before I could think, I answered. “Just you.”

      Silence blanketed the room, the kind of silence that was loaded with so much noise. I took another step and turned away. I could barely breathe in here. I could barely think. When he was this close, all I could do was feel. Want.

      “You didn’t tell anyone about me.”

      The words were like a pair of scissors snapping all of that in half. But instead of making less to feel, to want, and to fight, it doubled it.

      Surprised, I spun, drawn inexplicably to the red splotches on his cheeks. “What?”

      “You didn’t mention me at all.” He glanced up for only a split second, but it was long enough to see how hurt fractured his pale eyes. “When you told me no one knew about you being bi, I thought maybe it was because you were afraid to come out. Afraid no one would accept you.” His jaw ticked, and this time when his eyes met mine, they were angry. “But then I came here. I met your brothers. They’re together.” He said it like an accusation. Like me not telling him was some kind of personal affront.

      “And?” I prompted.

      “No one cares. I literally just told them all I was gay, and no one batted an eye.”

      “You told everyone you’re gay?” I said, suddenly feeling some kind of way.

      He ignored the question just like I ignored my feelings and gestured between us with his hand. “So you not telling them about you—about me—is not because you thought they wouldn’t accept you. I’d say maybe it’s because you don’t accept yourself, but I know you too well to believe that.” He paused. Dragged in a shaky breath. “That leaves me.”

      My back stiffened. “Lars.”

      “That means there is something about me you’re embarrassed of. Something I must lack. I guess I was good enough to fuck, but—”

      “Stop,” I growled, diminishing the distance between us to grab his shoulders and drag him forward. “Don’t say that.”

      His eyelashes were not dark but sandy blond. They fluttered as they lifted, creating a gentle frame for his transparent blue eyes. The kind of transparent that made it easy to see his confusion. His hurt.

      “I don’t understand,” he whispered, searching my face as if he could find the truth. “If you wanted to keep me as a dirty secret, then why did you do that downstairs? Why carry an EpiPen in your bag? Why kiss me in the locker room?” His voice turned smaller. Vulnerability I knew he harbored but never allowed anyone to see introduced itself in his pleading stare. “Could you just tell me, Win? Tell me what I lack… Tell me why I’m never enough.”

      He thinks he’s not enough.

      The sound of my heart cracking echoed up my throat, escaping into the air. Suddenly, all my pain took a back seat to his, and I crushed us together, claiming his mouth in a burning kiss. We surrendered as emotion erupted like a volcano, the hot lava of desire melting away all resistance. Palming his waist, I lifted, and his legs locked around mine. His thighs gripped me tight while his hands roamed my upper body, touching everything he could reach.

      I kissed him until my lungs were on the verge of collapse and I had no choice but to rip away. When I did, his face dropped into the side of my neck, sucking all the way down and across my collarbone to nip my shoulder.

      Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I yanked his head back, descending upon him again. His mouth was wet and eager, the warmth of his breath like a caress. Using my shoulders, he levered himself up, chaining his arms around my neck and rocking his swollen dick against my stomach.

      I fumbled with the hem of his shirt, yanking it away so I could get to skin, only to be stopped by the waistband of his jeans when I tried to palm his ass. Incensed, I tossed him in the center of the bed, his gasp spiraling straight to my groin when he bounced and looked up with glassy eyes and swollen hot-pink lips.

      My knee hit the bed, and I grabbed his ankle, towing him down the mattress to reach for the button on his jeans. Despite the hammering of my pulse, the urgent need in my pants, I paused. “You gonna deny me, angel?” I rasped, still fingering the clasp.

      His dick jumped up, nudging my waiting hand, straining against the fabric, and begging for my touch.

      “You want me?” he whispered, bright hair a mess from my hands.

      “I want you so bad I can’t even think straight.”

      His hand pushed mine away to open the waistband of his jeans himself. Groaning, I ripped the clothes from his body, finally freeing his gorgeous, thick cock.

      “I missed you,” I half groaned, burying my nose in the light-blond curls at the apex of his body, nuzzling as I breathed deep while my heart wept like it had been homesick for far too long.

      He moved restlessly, and I kissed up his faint happy trail, circling around his belly button before dipping in for a taste. He thrust again, just as impatient as I remembered, and a fond chuckle warmed my throat.

      “Win,” he begged. “Touch me.”

      I swelled with possession and the heady feeling of being needed. I’d never minded his impatience, especially when his impatience was for me. Anchoring one hand beside him, I held my entire body so I could sweep my eyes down his. His dick was already so hard the foreskin retracted, revealing a glistening deep-pink head.

      Whimpering, he spread his thighs to make room for me between them, a place I hurried to fill. I shoved down my sweats, my own stiff dick springing out and standing off my body.

      Lars was smaller than me, but he was strong and muscular, so I gave no second thought to blanketing his body with mine, surrendering my weight completely.

      Our moans mixed at the first brush of skin on skin. For one blissful moment, we both just lay there, our bare bodies touching from chest to thigh. But the fire in my veins couldn’t keep me still, and I thrust against him, our cocks slotting together. He was hot and hard, his skin like velvet as we drove our dicks together, settling into a rhythm that made us both pant.

      His lips sought mine, and our tongues twisted as we rutted, our movements near desperate. Pulling away, he bit into my shoulder, and my forehead lowered onto his.

      “You feel so fucking good.” I groaned, my dick spasming and leaking all over his, our pre-release smearing us both. “I cannot get enough of you.”

      “More,” he panted, straining up.

      Taking both cocks in my hand, I worked us, watching our flushed heads leak every time I squeezed. He palmed my hips, fucking himself up into my hand, faster and faster until the only sound in the room was our smacking skin and heavy breathing.

      “Come all over me, angel,” I beckoned, thumbing the wetness around his head. “Let go for me.”

      Almost on command, his hips stuttered, and a low, guttural moan forced his head back while the rest of him arched. I latched on to the column of his exposed neck, my lips vibrating under his grunts and moans as he shot all over my hand and coated our dicks.

      “That’s it. Good boy,” I mouthed against him. “Give me some more.”

      A small sound of protest started, but I gave him another tug, and it melted into a moan. The extra I asked for gushed out, and I used it to lube up my throbbing cock.

      “Watch,” I demanded, feeling a fresh zing of desire the second he did as I asked. It took two pumps and I exploded with a shout. White light detonated behind my eyes as I stiffened, my load shooting all over his stomach, adding to the mess he’d already made and mixing us into one.

      I stayed over him as aftershocks rocked me, my dick dripping onto his abs. Finally, I pushed back onto my knees, admiring him all spread out for me, flushed from exertion and satisfied with our jizz all over his middle.

      I reached for the tissues on my dresser, but he made a little sound and caught my hand. When I glanced back, he stuck out his tongue.

      My heart overturned, everything about him disarming. As disarmed as I was, of course, I couldn’t deny him. I wouldn’t. What he wanted satisfied a baser instinct I’d never had until him.

      Holding his stare, I twirled two fingers in the mix of semen on his body and lifted them to his waiting mouth. Lips parting more, his tongue eagerly reached out. I pressed the cum-coated digits into his tongue, and he closed around them, sucking me into his mouth.

      My spent dick jerked in interest, but I ignored it in favor of the way his icy eyes turned warm as he sucked every last drop off my fingers.

      When he was finished, I was slow to pull back, relishing the drag of his silky, wet mouth against my fingers, remembering how it felt when it was my dick. Contented, he sighed, and I dropped onto my back on the mattress beside him.

      Now that the eruption of want was starting to wane, reality had room to rear its ugly head. This was not supposed to happen, but goddamn, he felt so good.

      The urge to bolt up out of bed and pull on my pants and pace was strong. I wouldn’t do it, though. Not after what he’d just said.

      Tell me why I’m never enough.

      “Lars.”

      I felt the change in him, the relaxation fleeing his body as apprehension filled him up.

      He didn’t turn to look at me. Instead, he remained on his back to stare up at the blank ceiling. “Yeah?”

      I reached over to catch his chin and pull his head to the side. Our stares collided, and the familiar electric pulse I felt from his was like coming home.

      I swallowed. “There is nothing about you that is lacking. Nothing.”

      His pale stare bounced between mine for long, quiet moments. And when he spoke, his words presented me with a choice: truth or lie.

      “Then why?”
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      Lars

      

      Run away, Lars. Run fast.

      I took my own advice.

      I ran. I ran fast.

      Into the lion’s den. Right into Win’s arms.

      The cum on my chest was sticky, the taste of us still lingering on my tongue. We burned hot and bright like I was truly being touched by the sun.

      “Why what?” he asked, hazel eyes seeking mine.

      He knew what I was asking. He knew all too well. But if he wanted me to explain it, I would because I was a glutton for this man. I had no sense of self-preservation when it came to him.

      Or maybe I did.

      Maybe that was why I was so willing to answer his questions, to put him on the spot. For so long, I was silenced. Timid and afraid. I sat on the ground because I had no place to stand.

      And though my insides shook and, yes, I was afraid, I’d already found my feet, and in front of him I would stand. I’d rather speak than be quiet. Ask than obey. I might not like his answers, but at least I wouldn’t have to guess.

      “You’re different here,” I said, wanting to reach out and stroke him, but my fingers only made it as far as the empty space on the mattress between us. “Not as carefree.”

      “No, angel, I’m the same, but everything around us is different.”

      That nickname broke me down in ways I still couldn’t comprehend and maybe never would. But every time he said it, something inside me glowed. “Different how?”

      “We aren’t in a nice little bubble anymore. We’re back in real life.”

      Those words were like a dagger directly into my chest. I turned back to stare up at the ceiling, blinking at a sea of white. My heart screamed, I was never on a break from life! But my head whispered, Is that what that was?

      When he first showed up, I was determined to get rid of him. Only I didn’t. Why? Because he was a shield. He kept the bad at bay, giving me space to breathe, offering a sense of safety I so desperately needed.

      Maybe I got a little too comfortable in that bubble because when he left, it burst. I found myself again scared and alone. So I ran here. To safety. To him. Chasing something I only ever had with him.

      I didn’t think about what he might want or feel. Because he never gave me any reason to think he didn’t want me.

      That was what was different now. The way he pushed me away. Even naked in this bed, his release drying on my skin, he was still farther away than before.

      “Would it be all right if I cleaned up?”

      Plucking a tissue from the nightstand, he held it out. “The bathroom is right down the hall.”

      I wiped up the bulk of the mess and slid off the bed, feeling a little shy at being naked. My jeans, shoes, and socks lay in a twisted heap on the floor, and I went to get them, holding them in a ball in front of my body.

      Across the room, Win picked up my shirt, bringing it over, a familiar smirk tugging his full lips. “No point in being shy now. I’ve seen it all… more than once.”

      I snatched the shirt from him, holding it too like a shield. “I thought you didn’t do repeats,” I snarked back.

      His eyes narrowed into slits.

      I raised my chin. “Move.”

      His cheeks hollowed out when he sucked them between his teeth, puckering his lips like he’d turned sour. He turned sideways, though, clearing a path that I used to brush by.

      At the door, I juggled my clothes, grabbed the handle, and started to open the door.

      It slammed shut almost immediately, the audible click it made drowned out by Win’s deep, rumbling growl. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m going to wash off this mistake,” I hissed and tugged the handle again.

      The door didn’t budge because he was leaning all his weight into his palm pressed against the wood. “You’re naked.”

      “And you already noted that I’m hidden behind clothes.”

      “Get dressed.”

      Incredulous, I glanced over my shoulder, hoping to freeze the hot air he was spewing with my icy stare. “The whole point of using the bathroom is to clean up so I don’t get my clothes dirty.”

      “You can’t just walk down the hall naked.”

      “What do you care?”

      His jaw ticked. Eyes flashed. Again, this man did not scare me. Even angry and spiteful as hell, it still amazed me.

      “Put on your clothes.”

      “Let me out of this room, Winston.”

      “Pulling out the full name,” he mused.

      I elbowed him in the stomach, not hard enough to hurt but enough to make him pull his arm back. Using the diversion, I flung open the door and rushed out into the hall.

      The loud voices of my team rose through the stairwell, and I quickened my steps on the way to the bathroom. Making it inside, I pushed the door around, but before closing it completely, I glanced back in the direction of Win’s room.

      He was scowling in the open doorway, his impressive biceps crossed over an equally impressive chest. Just because it would piss him off, I stepped into the opening and dropped my clothes on the floor.

      He made a sound, eyes shooting to the stairwell as if he expected everyone to come running to get a glance at my exposed dick.

      I started to laugh.

      He stormed into the hallway, and I promptly slammed the door between us, turning the lock.

      I turned on the faucet, noting a pair of the boxer briefs Win favored folded on the counter. On the floor were the sweatpants he’d been wearing in the kitchen. The sudden urge to put his boxers on instead of mine flitted through my mind.

      In response to that little gem of an idea, I flung them onto the floor with his sweaty gym pants. Let him do some extra laundry. He deserved it.

      As I cleaned up, his voice echoed through my thoughts. There is nothing about you that is lacking. Nothing.

      I wanted to believe him, but doing so would set me up for more hurt. Honestly, what other reason could there be for his hot-and-cold behavior?

      You should have just told him you came here for him.

      Scoffing at the thought, I shut off the water and used a small towel I found folded beneath the sink.

      It wasn’t the entire truth, though. A truth I wasn’t ready to tell.

      Once I was finished, I tossed the towel into his growing laundry pile and tugged on my clothes. I told him what just happened was a mistake, but the truth was I didn’t regret it. Hell, I’d let him touch me again. And again.

      He was an addiction I didn’t want to break.

      But wanting and needing were two separate things, weren’t they? And though I wanted Win, I needed to walk away.

      Surprise stopped me in the doorway when I saw him casually leaning against the railing along the hall. He was back in the gray sweatpants from before but was also wearing a plain black hoodie with a white T-shirt sticking out from beneath the hem. He’d also put on socks.

      His hair was still damp, though, and completely disheveled. The aversion he had to combing his hair was so strong I was beginning to think it was some kind of rebellion.

      “I see you still don’t own a brush,” I said, moving past him down the hall.

      I didn’t look back to see if he followed, and I also didn’t go back toward his room. Instead, I went toward the stairs, planning to rejoin the team. I didn’t want to. But again, wants and needs.

      His warm hand curled around the back of my upper arm, the touch so gentle it rattled my heart. “Can we talk?”

      This man was going to be my undoing. Of everything I survived, this would be the one thing to take me out.

      “We aren’t so good at talking,” I said, meaning to sound more aggressive, instead just coming off as resigned.

      “That was before you asked me why you aren’t enough.”

      My body tried to deflate and stiffen all at once. All it did was dislodge his light grasp and make me teeter at the top of the stairs.

      His arm slid around my middle, tugging me into the protection of his body, surrounding me with that thing I craved most.

      Safe, secure, sheltered.

      I sank into him, trying to absorb it all, hoping I could store it away for when I might need it later. His arm tightened around me, a strap around my waist, anchoring me against him as he walked backward into his room with me going along for the ride.

      Once inside, he let me go to close us in quietly as I glanced at the rumpled blankets on the bed. I was still gazing at it, imagining the way we looked straining against each other in the center, when he stepped in front of me to hold out an object.

      I glanced at it, then lifted my eyes to his.

      “I own one,” he mused, dimples appearing.

      I ripped the brush from his hand and pushed him toward the bed. He sat on the end, and for some unknown reason, I stepped close and started brushing his hair.

      Humming low in his throat, he relaxed his shoulders, and his lashes lowered against his cheeks. I kept brushing, cradling the back of his head with my empty hand and dragging the brush slowly through his tangled, damp hair.

      As I brushed, I noted the way his hands clenched and unclenched against his thighs, making me feel he was silently battling with himself. I said nothing, just continued brushing, waiting him out. He was the one that asked to talk, and that meant I was here to listen.

      Oddly, for as loud and boisterous as Win was, my quietness never seemed to put him off. He never acted like it was uncomfortable or strange. He never asked me why I said so little or questioned my lack of animation.

      It took me a while to realize he didn’t question my silence because he was confident in himself. He didn’t need me to fill my silence so he could feel at ease. He wasn’t intimidated because he realized that my silence was not about him. It was just who I was. And that was okay.

      I wished I was as confident as him because as I stood here, I questioned myself. What I knew. Who I was.

      All the tangles in his hair were gone, his hair brushed into submission in barely anytime at all, but I continued the task because the repetitive motion was soothing somehow.

      “My parents died when I was seventeen.” Win’s solemn voice made the brush pause. His shoulders tightened toward his ears. The instant I started combing again, his shoulders relaxed and his voice filled the room again.

      “It was a car accident. My dad died instantly. But Mom…” He cleared his throat. “She died a few days later at the hospital.”

      “Jag är ledsen,” I whispered.

      “I hope you’re talking nice to me right now, angel.”

      I jolted, realizing I’d spoken in Swedish. “I’m sorry.” I spoke again, this time so he could understand.

      “I knew what you said,” he mused.

      “How?”

      He chuckled, the sound tightening my stomach. “Maybe not the words. But the tone. Your voice… it speaks a language all its own.”

      He listens with his heart too.

      “Go on,” I said, refusing to show just how much he made me ache.

      “After that, it was just me, Max, and Wes. Wes is younger, so me and Max took care of him.”

      I hummed. “You are very protective of him.”

      “He and Max are all I have. About a year after they died, Wes came out to some friends. They beat him into a coma.”

      The brush slipped out of my hand, sliding off his shoulder and hitting the floor with a thud.

      “I slept beside his hospital bed for a week. We weren’t even sure he’d wake up.”

      I started to move around to stand in front of him, but he caught me around the waist and twisted so his cheek was pressed against my stomach. Immediately, my fingers carded through his freshly groomed hair, messing it all up again.

      “A bunch of other shit happened when I was in Sweden. Bad shit. Shit that put him in danger again.”

      “I remember,” I whispered, not knowing what it was that happened but remembering the night we’d been awakened by the ringing phone. The night he punched a wall in grief. He’d left Sweden then, coming back home for a few weeks before returning for finals. I’d missed him then, but I’d known he was coming back.

      It had been nothing at all compared to when he left the second time. The time I knew he wouldn’t be coming back.

      “Max’s dad used to beat him.”

      I sucked in a breath, those words in particular slamming into me harder than the rest.

      “I used to pray at night when we were kids that he would be at school the next day. That his dad wouldn’t kill him.”

      I stroked his hair, shuffling just a little closer. “Shh, Win. You don’t need to tell me this.”

      His grip tightened around my waist, his muscular arms making me feel swallowed. “Yes, I do,” he whispered, his breath hot against the fabric of my shirt.

      “It’s okay,” I told him.

      “No, it’s not okay. It’s not okay because you think you aren’t enough. Because I made you feel like that.”

      “You didn’t—”

      Releasing me, he burst up to pace across the room. I watched his back ripple beneath his shirt, noticed the strong stride in his frustrated step. “I did. I’ve been a dick to you.”

      “Good thing I like dick.”

      He laughed, the sound making me realize I’d been holding my breath.

      “I want you to know this isn’t about you, Lars. It’s not because there’s something wrong with you. Or because you aren’t enough.”

      “Then…”

      “It’s me. I’m the one who’s got something wrong with them. And you? You’re so much.”

      I frowned. “So you want less.”

      He groaned. “I don’t want anything at all.”

      I was silent, trying to digest that. Okay, no, trying not to die from it.

      Win made a sound. “I can’t want anything. My parents died, and when they left, there was this gaping, empty hole where they’d been. I didn’t know how to do it. How to survive. I did because of Wes. Because of Max. But then Wes almost died. More than once. Loss is suffocating, Lars. It’s being suffocated by people who aren’t even there. One minute, they’re here and your heart is full, and the next? All you have left is photographs and memories that time will eventually fade. I came to Sweden for a little bit of freedom. For a break. I didn’t want to worry. I didn’t wonder every single day who I might lose next. I only had myself to look out for.”

      I stood frozen, immobilized, and stricken with his truth. This was what his sunshine hid? This was what his darkest parts contained.

      Oh, Win.

      “But there you were all grumpy and adorable in the airport. Pretending like you didn’t speak English, your hair like a fucking siren to my hands. You almost died.” His voice cracked. “You fucking made me like you, and then you almost died.”

      I tried to swallow. My throat wouldn’t work. The amount of pain he hid inside him was more than I could bear.

      “Win.” I started forward, wanting to pull him into my arms.

      He skittered back, holding out his hand to ward me off as he shook his head. “No. You can’t.”

      I stopped, heart leaping into my throat, desperately trying to find a way to him. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my allergy. I’m sorry. I wish you didn’t have to see that.”

      He shook his head. Shook away my words. “I can’t do it, Lars,” he echoed, the same thing he’d said just downstairs. “Not again. I can’t lose anyone. It hurts too much. I can’t risk what’s left of my heart.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, feeling like I was bleeding from a thousand cuts.

      “Because I can’t keep my hands off you. Because I hurt you. Because I can’t stand the thought of you thinking you aren’t enough. You are. You’re so much. If I could love someone, it would be you. But I can’t. I won’t. You aren’t even mine, and I’m already terrified of losing you. It’s why I left and didn’t look back. Why this”—he gestured between us and then the bed—“can’t ever happen again. Loving you is a risk I just can’t take because losing you would absolutely destroy me.”

      He sagged as though the words drained him, leaving behind a glimpse of the broken man he promised to be if he had to endure another loss.

      And here I stood. The man who was usually never enough was suddenly too much. Never quite right for anyone, not even himself.

      “I understand,” I said, the words scraping my throat like gravel. “It’s too late to transfer back,” I explained, staring at my feet. “But I’ll stay away, okay? I won’t make things harder for you.”

      I started toward the door, and I felt his stare the entire way.

      At the door, I paused, dragging in the deepest breath I could hold, letting it ache until I squirmed. I didn’t care how much it hurt, though, because this was it. These currents in this room, the sparking tension, the what could have been feelings filling this space would be all I would get.

      When I walked out of the room, strangely, I didn’t want to be less. And though he couldn’t love me, it didn’t stop me from loving him.
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      Win

      

      He kept his word.

      Lars walked out of my room that day and didn’t look back. He didn’t come to the house with Wes. Every morning this week at the pool, he stayed on the opposite side. When I walked into the locker room, he exited. He was never at Shirley’s when I went to eat with the bros.

      Sometimes I saw him on campus. We had the same major, so of course I would. If he saw me, he’d duck into a building. Once, he even turned and went the opposite way.

      I hated it. Abhorrently hated his calm acceptance of what I asked for.

      There was no attitude, resentment, or even spite. He didn’t scowl, roll his eyes, or huff in ire when he changed directions to avoid me. He wasn’t hostile at Elite practices, didn’t make snide comments. Hell, he didn’t make any comments at all. If this entire week was any indication, Lars would soon be just someone I used to know.

      It infuriated me. He acted like it was easy. Like ignoring me took no effort at all.

      Maybe he really didn’t come here for me.

      He consumed my thoughts. Something his absence was supposed to stop but instead increased.

      It was hard to look at him and not want to touch him. To stop myself every single time I wanted to look in his direction.

      Was he eating okay? Was it hard to find safe food? Did he know the best places to feed his coffee addiction? Was he adjusting okay to Westbrook? Was he having a hard time with his classes? And what about his roommate?

      I still didn’t know who it was. Who slept just feet away from him every night? Was that guy entranced by his angel looks and swimmer’s body? Was Lars distant and grumpy to him? Was that asshole trying to charm himself into Lars’s bed?

      Or maybe he was a homophobe and was giving Lars a hard time. Maybe Lars wasn’t sleeping well because he was afraid to close his eyes…

      “Ow!” Ryan snapped, jerking his shoulder out from under my hands. “You’re supposed to be helping me, bro, not making it worse.”

      I winced, muttering a curse under my breath. “Shit. Sorry, Ryan.”

      Ryan rolled his shoulder. “It’s all good,” he allowed. “What’s up with you?”

      “It’s like ass-thirty in the morning,” I cracked. “I was falling asleep standing up!” I punctuated my declaration with a wide yawn and then a smile.

      Shaking his head, Ryan laughed. “Still aren’t used to the early mornings?”

      “I will never be used to them,” I deadpanned.

      “Give it another week or two,” Ryan mused. “You’ll adjust.”

      At that moment, Lars popped up from the water, both hands slapping on the edge of the pool. I watched him pull up his upper body so he could lean into one of the guys crouching with a stopwatch in his hand. He said something that made Lars smile, and then the two high-fived before Lars slid back into the water.

      Trainer Russell appeared, slapping me on the back. “What’s the consensus here?”

      Ripping my eyes away, I refocused on what I was supposed to be doing. “Shoulder is slightly tight. I would suggest some kinesiology tape here,” I said, gesturing to the area on Ryan’s shoulder that had been giving him some trouble. “Just for some extra support and protection.”

      “Range of motion?” Russell asked.

      “Slightly under full range, which is also why I suggest the tape. We want to keep it from slipping.”

      “Good.” He approved. “Get him taped up.”

      “You cool with some tape, Ryan?” I asked when the trainer moved off.

      “Bro, sure,” he answered. “Mind if I shower first?”

      “Bro, sure.” I agreed.

      Ryan jogged toward Coach, then gestured toward me and the locker room. Coach waved him off, and Ryan disappeared.

      I busied myself filling out a sheet that needed done and fought the urge to look at Lars again. I never meant to spill so much that day. To filet my heart and let him look inside. But the hurt in his eyes had been too much to take. Letting him blame himself for something that wasn’t his fault was not an option. Oh, it would have made things so much easier. I should have heaped all the blame on him, let him think he was lacking—

      Snap.

      Feeling a stabbing pain, I glanced down. The pen in my hand had cracked in half.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, looking at the ruined form I’d been completing and the black ink smeared across my fingers.

      Ripping the form off the clipboard, I tossed it in the trash along with the pen and went to scrub my hands.

      And this was exactly why I told him the truth. Because even thinking about hurting him and making him hate me was intolerable.

      A short time later, Ryan appeared, freshly showered and dressed in a pair of navy-blue sweatpants and Nikes and carrying his shirt.

      Fishing around in a container, I pulled out a roll of hot-pink kinesiology tape. I held it up, waving it around.

      Ryan shrugged, completely unbothered by the bright color. “Carrot will love it.”

      I laughed and carried it over. “Definitely gonna go with pink, then.”

      Sitting in the seat he’d been in before, he turned to show me his back. “Can I get you to write a note across it for her too? Kiss it and make it better.”

      “Something tells me you don’t need a doctor’s note to get that girl to kiss you.”

      “Still doesn’t mean I won’t stop trying.”

      “Smooth, bro.”

      “You know it.”

      Chuckling, I grabbed a single-use alcohol wipe and ripped it open with my teeth.

      “Sinclair! That ain’t hygienic!” Russel yelled.

      I jolted. “Bro, I thought he went in his office.”

      “He’s like Coach,” Ryan muttered. “Eyes everywhere.”

      “Sinclair!” he yelled again.

      I groaned. “It’s just Walsh.”

      “Asshole,” Ryan mused.

      I glanced at him, widening my eyes innocently. “My spit is clean. Totally hygienic.”

      Ryan’s laughter echoed up into the rafters. “I might believe that if I didn’t know what a player you are.”

      A slight gurgle and then a fit of coughing had my head whipping up. Lars was near the bleachers, a red Gatorade in his hand. Our eyes connected for a second, but then he turned away to grab his towel and wipe his mouth.

      “I’m not that big of a player,” I told Ryan, still listening in case Lars was choking.

      “The last party we went to, you disappeared into a group of women, and we didn’t see you again until the next day.”

      More coughing. Was he listening to our conversation? Is he jealous? Ooh, the burning satisfaction that ripped through me with that idea.

      “That was forever ago,” I told Ryan.

      He scoffed. “It was just before the holidays.”

      Because all my attention was focused on Lars, I saw his body go rigid. Shit. That made it sound like I came home and was hooking up with people while I was still hooking up with him.

      Good, that voice inside me whispered. This will make sure he really stays away.

      Yoda was an asshole.

      Hurting Lars was the last thing I wanted to do.

      “Sinclair!” Russel bellowed again.

      Coach assisted with a blast of his whistle.

      “Okay! I know!” I called, throwing away my spit-infected alcohol wipe. Athletes were a bunch of damn drama queens. Thrusting the roll of tape into Ryan’s lap, I grabbed another wipe and ripped it open with my hands.

      “Gonna be cold,” I warned, then slapped it onto his shoulder to wipe down the whole area where I would be applying the tape.

      “I just showered,” he bitched. “I’m clean.”

      “You wanna tell that to Russel and Coach’s whistle?”

      “Fuck that.”

      I grunted and finished what I was doing. Once it was dry, I grabbed the tape and applied a couple strips in a pattern that would best support Ryan’s shoulder. I really didn’t think there was anything serious to worry about, but his persistent soreness in the same area meant it needed to be watched, and given the fact he was the strongest swimmer on the team, it also meant if it got worse, Coach would probably torture us all.

      Once it was applied, I smoothed my hand over it, making sure the edges adhered well to his skin so it didn’t pull up later. As I worked, awareness washed over me, and I glanced up.

      Lars was staring, his eyes watching me smooth the tape over Ryan’s bare skin, his square jaw locked. Feeling my attention, our eyes collided. The unmistakable flash of jealousy in his had my stomach bottoming out.

      “Hit the showers!” Coach yelled. Then, “Not you, Rush! Give me another lap.”

      I only looked away for a split second, but when I looked back, Lars was gone.

      “You know what, Coach? I’ll give you two.” The swimmer’s eyes flicked over here. “How about I do freestyle? Might need someone to pick up Ryan’s slack since his shoulder is busted,” he commented before diving back into the pool.

      Ryan made a low sound, and his muscles rippled beneath my hand.

      “What’s his deal?” I asked. “Move around a bit. Feel okay?”

      Ryan did as I asked, the tape moving easily with his movement. “It’s good,” he answered.

      “You’re good to go,” I said, stepping back. “Wait!” I found a black Sharpie and held it up. “Doctor’s note anyone?”

      “Hells yes,” Ryan said, and I quickly wrote the note for Rory to find later.

      When I was done, Ryan stood to shrug on his shirt, stare going to the pool where Rush was swimming. “That guy’s head is so big if we all started to drown, we could use it as a life raft,” he deadpanned.

      “So he’s a dick bag,” I noted. I’d yet to officially meet the new swimmer. I’d only seen him around the pool all week.

      Ryan shrugged. “He’s a good enough swimmer. Came from Pembrook.”

      I felt my eyebrows rise. Pembrook was an elite university just like Westbrook. “But,” I said, hearing what Ryan wasn’t saying.

      The dark-haired swimmer pursed his lips, folding his arms over his chest. “Between you and me?”

      I nodded.

      “Something about him doesn’t sit right with me. He’s cocky, has a chip on his shoulder, and acts like he’s the best.”

      “So he acts like the rest of Elite?” I mused. “Except for Wes, of course.” And Lars.

      Ryan grunted but didn’t laugh. “I don’t trust him. I think he got tossed out of Pembrook.”

      I frowned. “Then how the hell did he get in here?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Ryan murmured, gazing back toward the pool.

      “I don’t know if I want him around—”

      “I already told Wes to stay away from him.”

      Right. Wes. I was totally going to say Wes. “You did?” I asked.

      Ryan nodded. “Rush seems to have an issue with me.”

      “And you think Wes will get involved.” This was exactly the kind of shit my little brother did not need. I was going to have to give Max a heads-up. Quietly, of course. I didn’t need Wes snarling at me for it.

      “I won’t let it come to that,” Ryan said, sure of himself. “But it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on him, you know? At least until we know what he’s about.”

      And this was why I liked Wes’s friends. Because they looked out for him. “Thanks for the heads-up,” I said.

      Some of the team was already leaving the locker room on their way to classes for the day.

      “One more!” Coach yelled at the water.

      “Thanks for the tape,” Ryan said. “I got something to do.”

      He jogged off, and I gathered up my stuff. The coffee I’d brought with me had gone cold, so I tossed it in the garbage on my way out of the office.

      Wes, Jamie, and Lars were coming out of the locker room, and my footsteps slowed a bit, hanging back. Too late, though, because Wes saw me and smiled. He and Jamie started in my direction, but Lars hung back.

      “I’ll see you guys later,” he said.

      “You aren’t coming to eat with us, bro?” Jamie asked. “If you’re worried about Shirley’s, we can go somewhere else.”

      Lars shook his head. “No, it’s okay, but thanks for the offer.”

      Wes glared at me, totally blaming me for this. I couldn’t even defend myself because he was right.

      Ignoring his dagger eyes, I looked at Lars, reveling in the fact I didn’t have to pretend not to look at him for once. “You can go to Shirley’s,” I told him. “The last time I was there, I talked to the staff. They said just to let them know about your allergy when you’re ordering. They can clean off the grill and make you some eggs, bacon, and potatoes right there. Just don’t order any of the waffles or shit with flour because they can’t guarantee it doesn’t have traces of nuts in it.”

      His crystal eyes widened, mouth going slack. “You talked to the staff?”

      Of course I did. I shrugged. “It was no big deal. I was there, so I just asked.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but Elite eats there all the time. You shouldn’t be isolated because of an allergy. You should be able to hang with your friends.” You shouldn’t isolate yourself because you might run into me.

      His mouth moved like there was so much he wanted to say but couldn’t voice. I wanted to hear those words. Every single one of them. All he said was, “I don’t expect an entire diner to cater to me.”

      “Bro,” Jamie interrupted. “You’re Elite.”

      Lars glanced at Jamie, and honestly, I wanted to smack a bro because he stole the attention I wanted for myself. “Is Elite really that big of a deal here?”

      All the swimmers within hearing distance laughed.

      Wes went to Lars’s side. “They call us Elite for a reason.”

      “Bro, yeah, they do,” Jamie quipped. “And Elite is what keeps Shirley’s so busy. Win is right. They’ll make it so you can eat there.”

      Lars shook his head. “In Sweden, swimmers aren’t that popular.”

      I couldn’t help but think back to the day we met, to how he almost expected me to make fun of him for being a swimmer. How surprised he was when I didn’t.

      “Good thing you came to Westbrook, then,” Jamie told him.

      Ryan appeared, coming from a direction that was not the locker room.

      “There he is,” Wes said. “Where’d you go?”

      “Just had something to do.”

      “I’ll see you guys later,” Lars said, turning to leave once more.

      I wasn’t ready for him to go, but I had no right to call him back.

      Ryan flung an arm across his shoulders. “Why don’t you hang out for a few?”

      Lars glanced at him curiously. “Why?”

      “You’ll see,” he answered, then gestured for Kruger and Prism and a few other guys who were on their way out.

      We didn’t have to wait long to find out what the hell he was up to because a few minutes later, Rush came storming out of the locker room—in nothing but a towel.

      “Who the hell took all my clothes?” he roared, his voice echoing over the empty pool.

      A few snickers moved through the guys, and he swung, holding the knotted towel in place. His dark eyes found Ryan immediately.

      Bare feet slapping over the tile, he marched over. “This you, Walsh? You empty my locker out while I was in the shower?”

      Ryan was calm under fire. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because that’s what assholes like you do,” Rush said, taking a threatening step.

      Most of the guys moved to back Ryan, creating a solid wall of support at his back. I looked over at Lars, noting the nervous way he watched the blossoming confrontation.

      “Yeah?” Ryan mused. “Well, I thought assholes like you would enjoy walking around with it all hanging out.”

      “So it was you.”

      Ryan shrugged. “You said you wanted an initiation. So I’m giving you initiation.”

      Rush smirked. “All right, Walsh, where’s my shit?”

      “You must really love that piece of eye candy you drive around because you park it all the way across the lot. You must freeze walking in here every morning.”

      Rush’s face darkened. “You touch my Corvette and all bets are off.”

      “We made a bet?” Ryan mused.

      Rush lunged at him, but Jamie caught him, hauling him away.

      “Relax,” Ryan said. “I don’t mess with people’s rides. Your car is fine. But your dick might get some frostbite on the way to get your clothes.”

      Rush made a face and went to the large glass doors leading inside. Everyone followed along, wanting to see what was up.

      Rush’s laughter floated back to us as he looked. “Real funny, Walsh.”

      I leaned around everyone to stare across the lot to the blue Corvette that was covered in what I assumed was Rush’s clothes. His bag was also there, right in the center of the hood.

      “Be thankful I left you a towel,” he mused.

      Rush turned smug, ripped the towel off, and flung it at Ryan. “You think I’m scared to walk out there without a towel? Challenge accepted.”

      Then his naked ass stepped out into the parking lot in five-degree weather.
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      Lars

      

      I came to Westbrook to escape. To hide. To feel safe.

      Mostly, I came for Win.

      What did I get instead?

      A busted heart and a roommate who was walking around naked in frigid temperatures.

      “Hey, Rush!” Kruger yelled through the open door of the pool. “Your ass has goose bumps!”

      Rush’s laugh carried on the wind, and he held up his arm, flashing the middle finger as he strode away completely naked.

      “He does know the sun is up, right?” Prism muttered even as he squeezed closer to the window for a better view.

      “Well, he ain’t blind, P!” Kruger said.

      “Anybody walking by is about to be,” Jamie cracked.

      Everyone laughed… and okay, I smiled. It was kinda funny.

      A strong wind whipped through, and Rush shuddered.

      Cupping a hand around his mouth, Jamie hollered, “How’s them balls?”

      Rush picked up his pace, jogging the rest of the way to his fancy blue car. These guys here really liked their cars.

      When he got there, instead of snagging the first item of clothing off the hood, he turned around and flashed us, shaking his hips in our direction.

      “I know it’s cold outside, but you should be embarrassed!” Ryan yelled.

      Everyone laughed, and Rush made a gesture that Ryan should suck his cock.

      “He’d have to find that thing first!” Jamie yelled.

      “Good one, bro.” Ryan congratulated him.

      Jamie tapped his chest, then pointed at Ryan. “Save my best ones in reserve just for you, bro.”

      I couldn’t help it. A laugh bubbled out of me. These guys were completely insane. Ducking my head, I noticed Win. Okay, when did I not notice him?

      He was looking at me, and I couldn’t deny the pull he continued to have on me. It was like the more I tried to stay away, the more I yearned to be beside him.

      He half smiled at me, eyes sparkling with laughter. For one second, I allowed myself to smile back, to fall into his bright eyes and relish in the fact that it was still there. Our connection.

      “What the hell is going on out here?” Coach’s booming voice made everyone jump.

      “Nothing to see here, Coach,” Kruger said, trying to take up as much space in the doorway as possible.

      “Then why the hell did the ladies in the office across the lot there just call and tell me you turds were flashing the campus?”

      “Who goes into work this early in the morning?” Jamie wondered.

      Coach’s nostrils flared. “Move out of the way. Who’s out there?”

      “Incoming!” Kruger yelled just before Coach pulled him out of the way.

      A strangled sound ripped out of Coach. “Jason Rush, put your pecker back in your pants and get your ass in here!” he roared.

      Then, you guessed it, he blasted us all with a solo with his whistle.

      Prism put his AirPods in. Everyone else covered their ears while Rush speed-dressed and then came back to the building.

      Coach dropped the whistle, his chest heaving from the effort it took to blow it so long. Jamie opened his mouth to say something, but Coach speared him with a glare, and he closed his mouth.

      Soon as Rush was within reaching distance, Coach smacked him in the back of the head. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Rush?”

      “Left my clothes in the car, Coach.”

      Coach Resch’s face pinched. “You think this is funny?” he yelled. “You about gave Diane Wilhelm a heart attack when she looked out her window.”

      “Not everyone can handle all this, Coach.”

      Everyone snickered.

      Coach grabbed Rush’s ear and dragged him into the pool area.

      “I want an explanation and I want one right now, or you’re all benched for this weekend’s meet!”

      That shut everyone up.

      “It was me.” Ryan spoke up.

      I glanced at him, surprised.

      Coach released the death grip he had on Rush’s ear and turned to Ryan. “Walsh, I expect better from you.”

      “It was just a little initiation,” Ryan explained. “No harm, no foul.”

      “Tell that to Ms. Wilhelm!”

      “Now, Coach, you know she liked the view,” Kruger put in.

      “You think that’s funny?” Coach spun on my fellow backstroke swimmer. “Your ass is on the bleachers this weekend!”

      Shock filled his face. “But, Coach!”

      “I don’t want to hear it. That woman has a bad heart.”

      Jamie rolled his lips inward as a few other guys turned away, trying to conceal their veiled laughter.

      “Don’t punish the team,” Ryan said. “You want to bench someone, bench me. I’m the one who took his clothes. I’m the one who threw them on top of his car. I’ll even go apologize to Ms. Wilhelm.”

      “You’re damn right you will,” Coach grumbled. “Unbelievable.”

      “We were just trying to welcome the new guy.” Jamie tried.

      “Next time you want to welcome the new guy, keep your damn clothes on! What if the dean hears about this?”

      “Sorry, Coach,” Ryan apologized.

      “And you!” Coach spun on Rush. “I told you to keep out of trouble. So the first thing you do is go strutting across the parking lot naked!”

      “I don’t back down from a challenge.”

      “Yeah? And how’s that working out for you?”

      Rush’s jaw locked, and he went quiet.

      Coach blew his whistle again. Pretty sure he did it just to punish us. “Get out. All of you. And don’t even think about coming here for a second practice later. Pool’s closed until tomorrow.”

      He stomped off toward the locker room, and we all fled into the parking lot. Outside, the frigid wind churned, and I wondered how the hell Rush managed to walk around naked out here.

      “Here,” Ryan called, flinging a set of keys at Rush.

      Rush snatched them out of the air, tucking them into his pocket.

      “Welcome to Elite,” Ryan told him.

      Rush started off, but Ryan called out. “Hey.”

      Rush stopped and turned around.

      “Party this weekend at the old campus gym. A welcome party for our new swimmers.” Ryan glanced at me and smiled. “You in?”

      “Sure,” I said, kinda surprised I’d agreed.

      Ryan turned back to Rush.

      “Yeah, okay,” Rush said.

      “Good. Now let’s go. I’m starving,” Jamie complained.

      Everyone started to their cars, and I hesitated.

      “Lars? You coming?” Wes asked.

      “Ah, maybe next time,” I said, avoiding looking in Win’s direction.

      Wes frowned. “You sure?”

      I nodded.

      “C’mon, roomie,” Rush said, appearing at my side, dropping an arm across my shoulder. “I’ll give you a ride back to the dorm so you can make your life’s blood.”

      “He’s your roommate?”

      I stilled under the weight of Rush’s arm. Win stood not far away, staring between me and Rush as if the sight disgusted him.

      “The one and only,” Rush said, not at all reading the vibe Win was throwing off. It felt a lot like the vibe I was feeling when I saw him rubbing his hands all over Ryan earlier and hearing what a player he was around here.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that?” Win demanded.

      I stepped out from beneath Rush’s arm, meeting his hard stare head on. “Why would I?”

      “No.” Win’s voice was flat. “You can’t room with him. You—”

      “Excuse me, but who are you?” Rush butted in. “You’re the intern, right?”

      “Win. And I’m a student here. Sports med. I’m also Wes’s brother.”

      “And why do you care who rooms with Lars?”

      I nearly held my breath waiting for that reply. Hoping for words I had no business hoping for. Instead, Win’s lips pressed together, and he said nothing.

      Rush made a sound. “Exactly. Come on, Lars. Let’s go.”

      “I can walk,” I told him.

      “We’re going to the same place, and it’s fucking frigid out here. Now get your Swedish ass in the car.”

      Win was still standing in the center of the parking lot when I glanced in the sideview mirror as we drove away.
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      Win

      

      I couldn’t help but think about—no, be tortured by—something I once said to Max when I thought he was being stupid about Wes.

      If you won’t give him the happiness he needs, let him find it somewhere else.

      First of all, I was a dick.

      Second, hell no, I’m not apologizing.

      But fuuuck. The thought of anyone else touching Lars, making him smile, feeding his coffee addiction, made me want to fucking kill.

      He got in that asshole’s Corvette. The dude flashed his dick for everyone to see and then drove off with what was mine.

      Except he wasn’t.

      I made that choice.

      As I stood there in the howling winter wind, staring at the space they’d driven away from, I knew I had no right to the jealousy inside me. I had no right at all to that white-haired, blue-eyed angel.

      Just because I was a self-proclaimed bachelor who would never let anyone close didn’t mean he would be.
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      Lars

      

      The first meet of the semester—my first as Elite—dawned, and I lay wallowing in bed when I first heard the sound.

      Jiggle. Jiggle.

      Beneath the covers, my body stiffened, the sound somehow catapulting me into the past, into unpleasant memories I’d gotten very good at suppressing.

      Jiggle, jiggle, jiggle. The sound grew persistent, frustrated even.

      Open this door! The demand echoed in my brain. There are no locked doors in this house. Your space is my space!

      The door in question shuddered under a fist. A surge of alarm had me springing up into a sitting position.

      “Lars!” The muffled voice called from the other side. “Open up, bro.”

      Expelling the breath I’d been holding I got out of bed, fighting the covers trying to hold me hostage. Tripping a little, I stumbled the short distance to the door (seriously, American dorm rooms were so small) and yanked it open.

      Rush stood on the other side, the neckline of his gray T-shirt darkened with sweat, his damp hair swept back away from his face. “I can’t find my damn key,” he said in lieu of thanks.

      Leaving the door wide, I moved away, glancing at his bed which was empty.

      “I didn’t even hear you leave,” I told him.

      “I can be quiet when I want to be.”

      I snorted. “Right.”

      Swinging the door shut behind him, he came the rest of the way into our shared dorm room, ripping his shirt over his head to mop up his hairline. “You were out like a light. Must have been tired.”

      More like mentally exhausted. “Did you go work out?” I asked. “Right before a swim meet?”

      “Just a light jog. Had to get the blood pumping.”

      “Better not wear yourself out. I don’t feel like having my ears ring for the entire day from Coach’s whistle.”

      “That man has an unhealthy attachment to that piece of metal.”

      I snickered as I slid back into bed. Rooming with Rush had been an adjustment, one of many since coming to Westbrook. This was one of the biggest, though. I valued having my own space, a place where I could be totally alone with myself. I felt safe like that, liked knowing I could be all that I was without worrying about what anyone else was thinking.

      This dorm didn’t allow for that. It was literally one room with two beds and space for a desk and dressers. We did have our own bathroom, something I guess was an Elite privilege because, in most dorms here, the entire floor had to share.

      I shuddered at that thought. At least I could shut myself in the bathroom when I was really overwhelmed.

      It was hard to sleep too, having someone so close, lying vulnerable in a bed with someone I didn’t know well just feet away. I never really relaxed. I guess it wasn’t surprising I’d fallen into an exhausted sleep last night and didn’t hear him moving around this morning.

      There was only so long a person could go on light sleep and anxiety.

      Keeping my word to stay away from Win tipped me over the edge. I’d forgotten how utterly exhausting it was to actively try and avoid someone.

      He made it harder.

      Coming to the pool with those mirrored aviators he loved so much shielding his sleepy eyes. It was stupid and ridiculous he wore them because the sun wasn’t even fully up. His hair was rumpled and wild. He yawned so wide I could see all of his teeth. His big hand was always wrapped around a coffee like my favorite drink was recommending a person. He just looked so goddamn comforting and so much the way he did when he crawled out of my bed in the mornings before class and kissed me.

      I missed that.

      I missed him.

      It also didn’t help that he was forever touching the guys at the pool, laughing as he did it or leaning in to speak to them. I knew it was his job. Hell, I even knew the touch was clinical. It didn’t matter. I seethed with hurt, with wanting his hands on only me.

      And as sucky as I was at self-preservation I seemed to be excelling at staying away. It wasn’t for my sake though, it was for his.

      The broken, hollow look I saw in his eyes over a week ago when he basically pleaded with me to stay away haunted me. His ghosts joined mine, making me feel like a walking haunted house.

      I wanted so desperately to give Win what he needed even if what he needed was in direct contrast to what I did. Maybe it was a toxic trait, loving someone more than myself and thus sacrificing my own needs for theirs. It made me wonder if I was sentencing myself to an entire lifetime of misery.

      “I’m taking a shower.” Rush’s words refocused me in the present.

      “Ja,” I said, slipping into the Swedish agreement.

      “You wanna use it first?” Rush said, thumbing toward the small bathroom.

      I half smiled.

      His face turned suspicious. “What?”

      “Everyone thinks you’re such an ass. You really aren’t.”

      He made a rude sound. “Oh, I’m definitely an ass. Most people deserve it. You’re cool though.”

      “And you think Walsh deserves it?” I asked, curious. I hadn’t brought up the somewhat rival he had going with Ryan before. I didn’t want to be involved; confrontation made me queasy. But I was curious because I thought Ryan was a good guy. He’d even taken me to the pizzeria like he said he would and introduced me to the owner.

      Rush’s upper lip curled. “Walsh thinks he runs Elite. Thinks he’s better than everyone else. Guys like him are dangerous, and I’m not going to just fall in line like he expects me to.”

      I nodded. “I understand wanting to be your own person.”

      He grunted. “You want the shower or not?”

      “No, go ahead.”

      He shut himself in the bathroom and a moment later the sound of the shower running filtered through the door. I got up and brewed myself a coffee using the machine I brought from Sweden. The same machine Win came home and bought.

      With the room quiet once more, the nerves I felt for the meet today came back full force. I was swimming well here. My times were good. Swimming always was a great outlet for me to get out all my stress. Even so, I was nervous, the need to prove myself a constant hum in the back of my head.

      Coach wasn’t budging on letting Kruger off the bench, and that meant I was the fastest backstroke swimmer on the team. I had to perform today. I had to get top time.

      Swimmers aren’t even real athletes. Swimmers are just posers who couldn’t hack it on a field. You couldn’t even pick a hard stroke. You just want to walk around in that tiny speedo and show off like a whore.

      Coffee sloshed over the cup, onto the back of my hand when I flinched from the onslaught of thoughts that came out of nowhere.

      I licked it up, not willing to waste any of my brew, and then forced the thoughts back and got out of bed to pull out the ivy-green windbreaker and matching pants we had to wear to meets. I didn’t notice the scent of chlorine anymore, as it clung to everything I owned.

      Once I had my gear I reached into my messy drawers for a change of clothes for later, shoving them into my bag. I didn’t bother folding them, I didn’t have to.

      A short while later, Rush grabbed the keys to his Corvette. “Come on. I’ll drive you over.”

      The closer we got to the pool, the busier campus got.

      “Is this all for the meet?” I asked, my nerves skyrocketing even more.

      “Of course.”

      Tents were being set up on sidewalks, booths with Westbrook T-shirts and sporting event stuff like giant foam fingers and flags with Elite written on them. There were a few booths selling food—one with coffee, which I gazed at longingly.

      “They didn’t do this back in Sweden?” Rush mused.

      I realized my nose was pressed to the window as I stared out incredulously, and I forced myself back into the seat as we passed someone who was handing out programs.

      “No. This is like football-level stuff.”

      “You mean soccer.”

      “What?”

      “Your football is our soccer.”

      “Whatever,” I muttered as we pulled into the parking lot which was crowded already. “The meet doesn’t start for a while yet,” I said, staring at it all.

      “Yeah, I’m not parking my baby with all these bad drivers.” Rush decided. He stopped in the center of the lot, directly across from the entrance. “You get out here. I’m taking the car back to the dorm. I’ll walk over.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Don’t I look serious to you?”

      “Actually, you look constipated.”

      Rush laughed. “He’s got jokes!”

      A knock on the driver’s side window startled me and I looked up. Rush rolled the window down, resting his elbow on the door to lean out slightly. “Hey there, pretty thing.”

      A light giggle had my eyes rolling.

      “You’re our new swimmer, Rush, right?”

      “That’s me.” He replied. “And who might you be?”

      “Allison,” she introduced herself. “I just wanted to wish you luck. I’ll cheer for you today.”

      “Well, then I’ll definitely be swimming my best.”

      Another giggle.

      “How about some sugar for good luck?” he asked, puffing out his cheek and patting it with his finger.

      I groaned. “I’m getting out before I puke,” I told him as the girl literally leaned down to plant one on his offered cheek.

      I walked around the car and up onto the sidewalk toward the entrance, which was propped open. In the doorway, a short girl with orange hair appeared, a camera clutched in her hands.

      “Lars!” she exclaimed and smiled.

      “Hey, Rory,” I said, dragging my lips into a smile for Ryan’s girlfriend. I met her when we all went to the pizzeria earlier in the week. Her and Jamie’s girlfriend, Madison. Both girls were friendly, beautiful, and could definitely hold their own at a table filled with Elite. I liked them extra when they didn’t ask me at all about Win. “Are you taking pictures today?”

      “I always do when I can! I help out with the school news.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “Smile!” she said, lifting the camera, her face disappearing behind it.

      I grimaced, recoiling a bit from the lens. She frowned a little. “Oh, I’m sorry. I should have asked first.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m just not very photogenic.”

      Maybe I’d keep a photo of you in my wallet if you took one that wouldn’t embarrass me. I shook off the thought.

      “Are you kidding?” Rory gasped, lowering the camera. “You’re gorgeous.” I started to shake my head but she continued. “Everyone’s been talking about the two new Elite and how hot they are. Especially the one with the blond hair.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      Thankfully she didn’t seem to expect a reply. “They even have buttons with your name on them for today’s meet!”

      I felt my eyes widen. “They do?”

      She pulled them out of her pocket laying them in the palm of her hand. “See,” she said, coming forward.

      Two round buttons lay there, both the school’s green with white writing. One said ERIKSSON, and one said RUSH.

      “They made buttons,” I said, staring.

      Rory nodded, pulling her hand back. “They have them for all of you.” Gesturing to the strap of her bag, she showed me the one she was wearing. WALSH. “Gotta represent my favorite swimmer.”

      Jamie’s massive frame filled up the door as he ducked out, a girl with long dark hair wrapped around his back. His windbreaker outfit made swishing sounds as he moved.

      “Don’t worry camera girl. I won’t tell Ryan I’m your favorite.”

      “You won’t have to tell him because it's not true,” she quipped.

      Jamie laid a hand over his heart. “Brothers before others.”

      Madison rolled her eyes over his shoulder.

      Rory laughed and pulled another button from her pocket and pinned it right beside Ryan’s. OWENS. “You’re my favorite too, Jamie.”

      He swooped in and picked her up, spinning with Madison on his back and Rory in his arms. Both girls shrieked.

      “Jamie Michael Owens I’m going to puke on you!”

      “I’ll love you anyway, Maddie,” Jamie told her.

      “You know what, I’ll add yours too,” Rory said, pinning my button next to the others. After fishing around for another second she pulled another one out. SINCLAIR.

      My heart skipped a beat at the name.

      “Gotta support Wes too,” she said, then pushed Rush’s into her pocket. “Not him, though. He’s been giving Ryan a hard time.”

      “J,” Madison called, dropping her chin onto Jamie’s shoulder.

      “Baby?”

      “I want an otter pop.”

      “What’s an otter pop?” I asked.

      “Oh, like a long popsicle,” Madison replied, pointing across the lot to a booth where people were holding colorful frozen treats.

      “It’s freezing out here.” I mused.

      “It’s tradition!” both girls said.

      “Come on,” Jamie said. “I’ll get you one then I gotta go to the locker room.”

      “You want one bro?” Jamie asked Rory.

      She nodded. “I’ll be there in just a minute.”

      “Don’t get lost,” Jamie warned her. “If I have to hunt your shrimp status down in this crowd I’m telling Ryan.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Rory.” Jamie intoned and she wrinkled her nose.

      “I oughta take this button off and stab you with it.”

      Jamie just stared at her. She sighed and lifted the strap on a necklace she was wearing tucked under her shirt.

      Jamie nodded in approval and carried Madison off.

      She saw me watching and sighed, tugging the necklace the rest of the way from beneath her shirt. “It’s a whistle. They think I need it when I’m alone.”

      “Take it from someone who knows, whistles do some damage,” I said thinking of Coach.

      She laughed. “So how about it? One photo?”

      “Ah, I’m not sure,” I hedged. “Maybe take some of me swimming later?”

      “Oooh, a camera,” the voice poured over me like warm honey as did the arm that draped around my shoulder.

      Stomach buzzing, I glanced out of the corner of my eye at Win who was flashing his bright white teeth and charming as fuck dimple. The mirrored aviators were covering his eyes and his hair was flopping over his forehead.

      And he thinks I’m the gorgeous one.

      “Smile, Lars. Rory’s trying to do her job.”

      He said, gesturing with the hand hanging over my shoulder.

      “You aren’t on the swim team.” I pointed out.

      “But I’m the intern. So technically, I am.”

      I scowled.

      Leaning even closer, he whispered, “Stop scowling and smile.”

      I did and Rory took her photo then I escaped inside. The bleachers were already filling up, the crowd bigger already than I was used to.

      Another round of nerves zinged through me, making my head spin. Inside the locker room, Kruger came out of Coach’s office, a dark scowl on his face.

      The second he saw me, his steps angled in my direction. I braced myself, expecting to become the punching bag for his obvious anger. Expecting some sort of blame for swimming today when he couldn’t.

      My hands curled into fists at my sides when he stopped in front of me, the back of my neck tight as I readied myself for defense.

      “I’m sorry, bro.”

      I blinked, not expecting that. Relaxing just a little I said, “What?”

      “I tried to talk to Coach, but he’s being a raging hard ass. I’m on the bench.”

      “Oh yeah,” I replied. “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” He shook his head. “It’s your first meet with us and I’m out. I know we got other backstroke swimmers, but you’re better than the rest. With me out it puts more pressure on you. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

      “You’re upset because you think you not swimming will make it harder for me?” I repeated, trying to understand.

      “Well, yeah,” he said like it was obvious.

      These guys really meant it when they said they were a team.

      “Don’t worry about it, Kruger,” I said. “It might be my first meet here, but I’ve been swimming for years.”

      He nodded. “Just do your best, bro. No pressure.” He slapped me on the shoulder and walked off.

      I turned to my open locker, staring blankly inside. I know he said no pressure… but now I felt more. These guys were nice. Accepting. They cared about each other and I wanted to swim well. I wanted to pick up any slack that Kruger’s absence might cause.

      “You look like you could use this.”

      My eyes fell closed for long seconds before I dragged them open and looked to the side.

      Win was right there, aviators tucked into the neck of his polo, arm extended with a white paper cup in his hand.

      “Is that coffee?” I asked.

      “Don’t you usually drink one before every meet?”

      “You remembered.”

      “I wouldn’t forget.”

      My heart turned heavy, sagging beneath my ribs as I reached for the coffee he offered. I didn’t even have to ask where he got it. If it was safe to drink. If he was handing it to me, then it was okay.

      Our fingers brushed, and awareness crackled around us, thickening the air as my body tingled. Heat from the cup seeped into my palm, relaxing the worst edge of my nerves. The scent of coffee swirled beneath my nose as I lifted it to my lips, taking a sip.

      He watched me, hazel stare darkening as the liquid slid down my throat and I took another.

      “You didn’t ask.” His voice was quiet, yet it was literally all I could hear.

      “Ask what?”

      “If I made sure it was safe.”

      “I trust you,” I answered, the words coming out before I could even think them.

      Our eyes met and held, and I felt like I was standing in quicksand, slowly sinking in his enigmatic stare.

      I knew there was activity around us. Loud, boisterous athletes and the buzz of competition in the atmosphere. I heard none of it. Felt only the touch of Win’s stare, the lingering tingle from the brief brush of our hand.

      For a moment he was a weighted blanket, muffling everything else including my own anxiety.

      “You’re nervous.” He said after a minute, his voice foreign to my ears.

      Of course, he would see it. Feel it. Sense it. A blanket always felt the cold it was supposed to chase away.

      “Maybe a little.” I agreed, denying would only be a waste of air.

      “You’re a good swimmer, Lars.” He took a step forward, increasing the intimacy of this moment. Of his words. “Don’t swim for the team today. Don’t swim for anyone but you.”

      “Not even you?”

      “I’ll be here, watching. Holding my thumb for you.”

      FYI: holding one’s thumb is the Swedish equivalent of telling someone you are crossing your fingers for them.

      I didn’t dare think about this conversation because the second I did, it would have to change. Instead, I breathed it in. I just let myself feel.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. No, it was more like an echo.

      And for the first time all day, everything inside me calmed.
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      Win

      

      I couldn’t resist.

      I wanted to be strong, but I was so very weak. Weak to his presence, to the nerves shimmering in the air around him. It was like he cast a spell on me, and before I knew what I was doing, I was standing in his orbit, handing him a coffee, and whispering promises of support.

      His simple thanks was not my reward. It was the give in his energy, the way I felt him relax. The way he drank the coffee I brought him, knowing I provided something that warmed him from the inside out.

      Sometimes when I looked into his crystalline eyes, I could see my reflection, and in those eyes, I always looked like a version of myself that didn’t exist… but wanted to.

      And it was that want that shattered the spell.

      “Why didn’t you tell me Rush was your roommate?”

      Lars blinked as though he, too, had been under a spell that my words destroyed.

      “Because it has nothing to do with you,” he said, turning toward his locker, shoving some of the mess out of the way so he could set down the coffee and reach for his windbreaker.

      “The hell it doesn’t!”

      Lars swung back toward me, the ice in his stare freezing me in place. “I’m pretty sure you made it clear we have nothing to do with each other.”

      My back teeth gnashed together as frustration filled me. “Ryan doesn’t trust him.”

      “The issues between Ryan and Rush have nothing to do with me.”

      I reeled as jealousy burned hot in my veins. “You trust him?”

      “He’s never given me a reason not to.” Lars stabbed me with his stare before turning away once more. “And I’ve trusted people for less.”

      The sweet words he’d said to me earlier turned sour. I trust you.

      “You don’t even know him,” I growled.

      “We share a tiny room. I know him better than you think.”

      I sucked in a breath, his words a roundhouse kick to my stomach. “Are you sleeping with him?” I demanded, the accusation strained and low.

      Lars grabbed the coffee from his locker before slamming it shut. “Again, I would have to wonder what that would have to do with you.”

      Unfiltered rage boiled beneath my skin, turning me hot. The idea of anyone touching him, seeing all that pale skin, hearing his moans… The vivid image of someone other than me feeding him cum off their fingers made me want to kill. “If he’s touched you…” I threatened, the rage so potent I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      Lars calmly took a sip of the coffee, his eyes never leaving me. After swallowing, he leaned over, placing the cup on the bench running between the lockers. “Says the man who acts like pouncing and bouncing is his second major.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      “Only as jealous as you are,” he countered, smug.

      He started past me, but I couldn’t let him go. “Lars.”

      He swung back, all the calm smugness in his eyes giving way to flashing anger. “You can’t have it both ways, Win. You asked me to stay away, and I have. Stop making it harder for me to do what you want. Don’t talk to the diner. Don’t worry about my roommate. Don’t bring me coffee and calm my nerves.”

      “What do you want?”

      Surprise furrowed his brows almost as though he didn’t understand.

      Have I never asked him this before? “What do you want?” I repeated, the question gentle but the need for the answer anything but.

      His entire face fell. “Does it even matter?”

      Oh fuck. I was overwhelmed with the urge to scoop him up and promise to give whatever it was his angel heart desired. I was silent a heartbeat too long, the war within me a little too violent.

      “Thanks for the coffee, Win,” he said, glancing at the cup he’d abandoned to the bench. “But I think I’ll just get my own.”

      When he walked away, I realized something. Those pieces I was always left holding together when someone I loved went away…

      It wasn’t death that left a man in pieces. It was absence.
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      Lars

      

      I guess there were two ways for Win to calm my nerves.

      1. Blanket me with comfort and that addictive feeling of safety.

      or

      2. Make me so furious that there was no room left inside me for anxiety.

      I got both from him today. Admittedly, I much preferred number one, but it was likely because of number two that I swam as well as I did—top time in all the heats I competed in today.

      Coach was thrilled.

      Elite was impressed.

      And me?

      Tired.

      Really freaking tired.

      I still wanted him. I wanted him so much my bones ached. My heart whimpered as though being inside me paled in comparison to being with him.

      By the end of the four-hour meet, I wanted nothing more than to find somewhere quiet I could be alone. The locker room was rowdy, the buzz of success electrifying the air.

      It felt like it took forever to get to my locker because I was stopped by every swimmer for a high-five and some smack talk, which I appreciated being a part of but was at max capacity in terms of being social.

      What do you want?

      He asks now? Standing there looking like he genuinely wanted the answer, hoped for it.

      I should have told him. I should have opened my mouth and let it all fall out. I want you, you big idiot! I want to love you.

      That would chase him away. Probably why I didn’t say it. Because even though I told him to stay away, I didn’t really want him to. I guess I’d rather have confusion and frustration over nothing at all.

      At my locker, I tossed my swim cap and goggles inside and pulled off the windbreaker. After the meet, the team ran out to the victory bell in the middle of campus and rang it while everyone cheered. It was surreal to me how much this campus loved swimming.

      Better than being ridiculed for it.

      With the jacket still in my grip, I stripped off my pants, leaving me in nothing but my Speedo. Straightening, I bunched the outfit in my hands, balling it up to jam it inside the metal box.

      That’s when I noticed.

      Everything in my locker was folded and stacked with precision. The only thing in disarray was the cap and goggles I’d thrown in on top of it all.

      The bones in my fingers screamed as I squeezed the clothes. The edges of my vision began to darken. Eyes glued to the uber-neat stack, I stumbled back, my breathing shallow.

      Before I could try and rationalize, before I could do anything at all, that neatly folded stack of clothes reached out its gnarled, moldy fingers and dragged me back into the past.

      Awake by 4:45 a.m., at the pool by 5:15. Practice till 7:30 and then a day full of classes, a workout in the weight room, and then back to the library to study.

      The rain was heavy, pelting everything in sheets and creating massive puddles that were nearly impossible to avoid. The sky was so gray it was practically dark when I stepped into the apartment, my shoes soaked through and the hem of my jeans dripping.

      The air felt icy against my wet clothes and skin, making me shiver, exhausting my tired body even more than it already was.

      Still, I took my shoes off carefully and set them neatly by the door, tucking the laces inside so they didn’t spill onto the floor. After hanging up my drenched jacket, I went into the bedroom to change from the cold, wet clothes into something warm and dry.

      I was starved, but the idea of cooking a meal was nearly overwhelming. Grabbing my phone, I sent off a text: Want to grab takeout on your way home?

      The reply came through minutes later. No. You’re cooking.

      I wilted as I read the reply, my feet dragging as I went into the kitchen. Instead of turning on the overhead light, I clicked on the small light over the stove, casting the kitchen in a dim glow. The only sounds in the apartment were the rain hitting the windows and me cooking a simple meal of spaghetti noodles with ketchup and salad.

      The front door opened, and Oskar came inside as I was putting the food on the table.

      “Hell of a long day. I need a beer,” he said on his way past.

      I went over to the fridge to pull out a beer and set it beside his plate.

      “Lars.”

      The tone sent a chill down my spine, making me freeze in place.

      I glanced toward the hallway where his voice echoed from the bedroom.

      He appeared in the doorway a second later, spearing me with flat eyes. “You gonna make me call you again?”

      “What’s the matter?” I said, forcing myself forward as I racked my brain, wondering what he could have seen, what I forgot to do that would bring out that tone.

      He was in the bedroom doorway when I drew close, and I couldn’t see past his bulky frame to look inside the room. He stood there staring, his silent, ominous presence making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      “I take good care of you. Don’t I, Lars?”

      My stomach clenched, and dread made my feet heavy. “The best,” I said, forcing myself to smile and using the last of my effort to make sure that smile didn’t seem strained.

      “Is it really so much for me to ask to have a homecooked meal and a clean apartment at the end of the day?”

      “No.”

      His hand shot out, grabbing the back of my head and yanking me forward. I swallowed down the gasp and kept my face calm. His fingernails bit into my scalp like daggers cutting into flesh.

      “Yet you ask me to bring home takeout.” He held me so close I could feel his hot breath. “And you leave the bedroom a mess.”

      My eyes rounded. “I didn’t.”

      Anger flared to life in his face, and he threw me over the threshold into the room. I stumbled, catching myself on the end of the bed.

      “You have the nerve to argue? To lie to my face!” he spat.

      I straightened and turned just as he threw out his arm to point at my wet shirt draped over the back of a chair, my equally wet jeans lying in a heap on the tile beneath it.

      “They were wet.” I defended myself. “I was letting them dry before putting them—”

      Crack! The hard slap resonated around the room. The side of my face turned hot from the warm rush of blood.

      “Oskar…” I tried to reason with him, but even as I spoke, I wondered why I bothered.

      Smack! Another open-handed slap across my cheek rocked my head to the side. The coppery taste of blood coated my tongue, and I swallowed, but the taste remained.

      “How many times have I told you that I will not tolerate this kind of mess? Your clothes should be neatly folded at all times.”

      “But—”

      “At. All. Times.”

      Grabbing a handful of my hair, he yanked me forward, pushing me onto my knees in front of the rumpled, wet clothes.

      “Fold them. Now.” He towered over me, his presence making my eyes water as I picked up the clothes and folded them precisely before stacking them neatly together.

      How did you get like this, Lars? What happened to you?

      When that was done, I started to rise, and he grabbed my shoulder, forcing me back down. “Did I tell you to get up?”

      I stayed down, not bothering to reply. Silence was compliance after all. At least to Oskar.

      After several moments, which felt like an eternity, he grabbed my arm, hauling me to my feet. “Get up.”

      He led me to the kitchen, past our cooling dinner, and to a cabinet I hated. It was on my tongue to ask him not to, but I kept it in because it would only make it worse.

      Reaching into the cabinet, he grabbed a container and shoved it close to my face. I recoiled, and he laughed.

      “You don’t appreciate the food I stocked in our home?” he said, dragging me to the table with his free hand. “You want to throw your shit around like a spoiled, kept whore?”

      “I’m not a whore,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just because I was too tired to cook doesn’t mean I’m not appreciative.”

      “Too tired to cook?” he parroted, shoving me into my chair and uncapping the container in his hand. “Well, maybe you’re too tired to eat too.”

      “Please don’t.” The words slipped out, a pathetic whisper that made me hate myself. That made me feel utterly worthless.

      Tilting the container, Oskar covered the dishes I’d cooked with pine nuts. Little sprinkles of death he kept in that cabinet to torment me with whenever he felt like it.

      Laughing, he grabbed a fork, scooping up some noodles with nuts clinging to the bite. He pushed it toward my mouth, laughing when I skittered back, nearly toppling the chair in my haste.

      “Stop,” I gritted out.

      Chuckling, he dropped the fork back on my plate, and I stared at the food I couldn’t eat because it would kill me.

      “I’ll make something else,” I said, starting to get up.

      “The fuck you will,” he spat. “If you want to eat, you can eat what’s already made.”

      I went to bed hungry, and he kept his arm over me like a shackle so I couldn’t get up and make something when he fell asleep.

      “Lars!” The hands grabbing my shoulders made me jolt. I flinched, trying to scurry back, but the lockers at my back kept me trapped. “Lars, are you okay?”

      Blinking, I focused on the voice, realizing it wasn’t one from the past. Realizing it held an inkling of familiarity and comfort. Wes stood there wearing nothing but a Speedo, a towel draped around his neck. Concern darkened his eyes and tugged down the corners of his mouth.

      I tried to smile, knew I failed, and settled for straightening off the cold metal wall at my back. My eyes wanted to stray to the locker.

      No. No, it can’t be.

      “What happened?” Wes asked, and the two guys at his back shifted, making me realize it wasn’t just Wes here but Ryan and Jamie as well.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “Tripped trying to take off my pants and fell over the bench.” I laughed at myself for being a klutz.

      How easy it is to slip into pretending, to lie about the damage he’s done.

      “Good thing you swim better than you stand,” Jamie quipped.

      This time, my smile felt more genuine. “I think you’re right.”

      “You hurt yourself?” Ryan asked. “You want me to call Win or Russel?”

      “No.” I was quick to refuse. “I’m fine, just clumsy.”

      Ryan nodded. “Awesome swimming today, bro.” He slapped me on the back, and I had to work to not flinch away. “We’re going for pizza after we hit the showers.”

      “Then we gonna party it up to-night!” Jamie said, making his voice loud so everyone around us could hear.

      The team all echoed with cheers and hell-yeahs.

      Shit. That party’s tonight?

      Ryan and Jamie moved off to the shower, but Wes hung back, eyes watchful. I stepped over the bench I’d fallen over before while avoiding looking in my open locker. Maybe I’m imagining things.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay?” Wes asked, voice quiet.

      “Why wouldn’t it be? I just slayed my first Elite swim meet.” Why would I be standing here freaking out over some folded clothes?

      Wes smiled. “Yeah, you did.” But too soon, the smile left his face. “It’s just before, you had this look on your face,”

      “What look?” Why does everyone always say that to me?

      “It reminded me of something. Someone.”

      My thoughts went directly to Win. To his hazel eyes and dimples. “Who?”

      “Max.”

      A choked sound slipped between us. “Max?”

      Wes nodded thoughtfully. “Sometimes he gets that look too. When he’s thinking about the past.”

      My stomach collapsed on itself, shriveling up until I felt hollow inside. “What past?” I asked.

      Wes’s gaze turned shuttered, which didn’t offend me at all. In fact, I admired his automatic instinct to protect Max. He wouldn’t realize what I knew. What Win confessed to me.

      Max’s dad used to beat him.

      I guess people with PTSD sometimes look the same. Though, honestly, I couldn’t imagine Max ever being anyone’s victim. People probably think that about you too. Victims are good at hiding.

      Wes cleared his throat. “If you ever need to talk, you can talk to me.” I stared at him, and he shifted. “I mean, I know you have Win.”

      “I don’t,” I replied instantly, the words dropping like a block of concrete between us.

      Wes went quiet a minute. “I feel bad.”

      I did not expect that, and it distracted me from my locker. “About what?”

      “I never realized how much Win kept buried. He hid a lot to try and protect me. Max too.”

      “You’re lucky,” I whispered.

      He didn’t look like he agreed. “Protecting me cost them a lot. And now it’s costing you.”

      My eyes flew to his.

      He half smiled. “You have more of my brother than you think. More than even he realizes.”

      I looked away. This conversation would only inspire hope I didn’t need and cause more hurt later.

      “I just want you to know that just because he’s my brother doesn’t mean you can’t be my friend. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” I answered, heart heavy. “Okay.”

      What is it about these Sinclair boys that makes me ache?

      “You should ride with us to the party tonight,” Wes said, changing the subject.

      But I was still thinking about Win. “Us?”

      “Me and Max.”

      “Right.”

      “So I’ll pick you up later? Maybe around nine?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I agreed because it was easier.

      Wes beamed as though my agreement made everything well in the world.

      If only it was that easy.

      “Awesome,” he said. “I’m hitting the showers.”

      I glanced back at my locker, keeping my focus on the door and not the contents. The memory clung to me like sticky tentacles that suction-cupped themselves to my insides to try and devour my soul.

      Along with heavy shame, dread and paranoia clung to me. That was the thing about being a victim. Even when you aren’t anymore, even when you are healing and strong and in a good place, past trauma comes out of nowhere or is triggered by the simplest thing.

      Then all the progress you made, all the strength you fought to have, seems crushed under the vivid memories trying to drag you back down.

      You aren’t his victim anymore. I reminded myself.

      Maybe it really had been just my imagination. Steeling myself, I looked into the locker, hoping to see my usual heap of clothes.

      There was no mess. The clothes were exactly as before. Folded and stacked to perfection.

      Breathing heavily, I reached in and messed everything up. I didn’t stop until every single item inside was a rumpled, unfolded mess.

      Just seeing the disorganization eased some of my panic, making me feel more powerful than before. He can’t control you anymore. He can’t scare you.

      It was a positive thought meant to encourage myself. It didn’t work, though, because really, if it were true, the vein in my forehead wouldn’t be throbbing. The urge to look over my shoulder and into every corner of this room wouldn’t be making my skin crawl.

      The fact was I was scared.

      Terrified.

      I could tell myself all day long he couldn’t control me, but when the sight of some folded clothes sent me falling back onto my ass… I’d have to look at actions and not words.

      Even from across the globe, he still has a hold on me.

      I just wanted to feel safe.

      Another thought, more terrifying than the last and one that would ensure the safe feeling I coveted would be only a dream, bulldozed my mind.

      He’s here.

      I stared at the locker, hoping if I looked hard enough, I could somehow see I was wrong. But what other explanation would there be?

      I knew exactly what those folded clothes signified because, for two years, I spent time every single day folding and refolding everything in the apartment, afraid it would look less than perfect. Because if he had to do it for me…

      I started to shake, my body betraying my mind, conditioned to anticipate a punishment. A beating. Something I was told I deserved.

      I didn’t deserve what he did to me. No one deserves that.

      He came all this way to drag you back. He said he’d never let you go.

      No. Oskar was not here. He couldn’t be. He wouldn’t dare.

      I grabbed the windbreaker and wind pants that matched, putting the outfit back on over my Speedo.

      Maybe it was me. Maybe the stress of the meet and everything with Win triggered my subconscious into doing something that once earned me peace. Yes. That could totally be it. I probably just did it myself. Oskar would never come here.

      After grabbing what I needed from my locker, I slammed it closed and fled the locker room, not bothering to shower, change, or say goodbye.

      I fled like the adrenaline and dread in my gut begged me to, all the while, my mind trying to promise itself that it was me who did that and I was safe.

      The mind was a powerful thing, but my fear was stronger, and so deep down, I couldn’t quite be convinced Oskar wasn’t here. That those folded clothes weren’t a promise of things to come.
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      Win

      

      He paced light-footed in the hallway outside my bedroom. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      When I began to worry about the path he would wear in the floor, I wandered over to the door. “Wes.”

      He stopped midstride, rotating to give me a sheepish look.

      Thumbing over my shoulder, I said, “Get in here.”

      I led him into my room, which he never hesitated to barge into at any other time, and leaned against my desk, crossing my arms over my chest. I was only two years older than Wes, but he would always be my little brother. He would always be someone I would protect and feel responsible for. We’d always been close. Our mom made sure of that, but when our parents died, it pushed us even closer.

      In many ways, he was the reason I didn’t completely fall apart. He needed me, and focusing on him made the pain a little easier to carry. Max, Wes, and I were a family not just because of blood but because of loyalty, experience, and friendship.

      “You wanna tell me why you’re wearing a hole in the floor out there?” I mused.

      “I’m not sure I should.”

      I frowned, dropping my arms. “You can tell me anything, Wes.”

      He nodded. “Even if I want to talk about stuff I’m not supposed to know?”

      I sighed. “You talked to Max.”

      “I have eyes,” he shot, the bratty little brother making an appearance. “And I shouldn’t have to talk to Max. You should talk to me.”

      “I do talk to you.”

      “Not like you talk to Max,” he muttered.

      I grinned. “Aww, little bro, are you jealous?”

      He made a face. “That you two act like this is an episode of My Two Dads?” He scoffed. “Hardly.”

      “First of all, I don’t need to know if you call Max daddy.”

      Wes made a sound and gave me the finger. “Gross. It’s bad enough people think I’m dating my brother.”

      I cackled.

      “Seriously, Win. I’m not a kid.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “I know.”

      “So?” He challenged.

      “So what?” I parroted. Talking about my feelings was not something I cared to do. The more I talked about them, the harder they were to deny.

      “So this is my fault.”

      Okay, whoa. Straightening away from the desk, I stepped toward him, face tensing with worry. “Nothing is your fault.”

      “So you didn’t hide the fact you were bi because of me?”

      I blew out a breath. “I didn’t tell anyone I’m bi for a lot of reasons.”

      “One of them being me.”

      My tongue slid over my front teeth as I studied my brother and the determined look on his face. There was also hurt there… and guilt. Feelings I didn’t want him to have because of me.

      “Not necessarily because of you but because of the shit I watched you go through when you came out,” I explained. “I knew you guys would accept me. I was never afraid of that. I was never ashamed of being bi either. But our parents died, and my sexuality wasn’t important. Just making it through the day was hard enough. Then you came out and ended up in a coma. I watched you pine for Max and him pretend not to see. It was complicated and messy. So I kept it to myself. Sticking with girls just seemed like so much less drama.”

      “You were protecting yourself.”

      “Yeah, I guess I was. And honestly, you and Max too. I didn’t want you guys to become targets for my orientation. You were already targeted enough. Max was already beside himself trying to protect you.”

      “So you just denied that part of yourself.”

      “I didn’t deny it. I just didn’t act on it.” I’d always been bi. It was just no one ever even tempted me to break my no-guy rule.

      “Until Lars,” Wes said.

      My heart skipped. Yeah. Until Lars.

      “You love him.”

      I choked. “No, I don’t.”

      “He was acting weird after the meet earlier.”

      My eyes flew to my brother. “What? Weird how?”

      “I thought you didn’t love him,” he mocked.

      “Wes,” I intoned, closing the distance between us to grab the front of his shirt. “I’m not playing games. Tell me what was wrong with him.”

      “We having a family meeting no one told me about?” Max walked into the room, coming right over to where we stood to dislodge the hold I had on Wes’s shirt. “Hands to yourself, Win.”

      I gave Wes a look. “And you’re jealous because he talks to me.”

      Max stiffened, his eyes flying between us. “What?”

      “I’m not jealous,” Wes snapped.

      “I want an answer,” I snapped back.

      “What the fuck?” Max growled, wedging himself slightly between us.

      I gave him an unimpressed look. As if I would hurt him. “He’s my baby brother.”

      Wes sighed. “I just thought it was odd. One minute, he was at his locker, getting ready to hit the showers, and the next, he was stumbling back, falling over the bench and into the lockers.”

      My brows drew down. “Was he hurt?”

      “Didn’t seem to be. He just had this look on his face…” Wes’s eyes moved to Max.

      “What look?” I demanded.

      “The one Max sometimes gets.” Wes’s brown eyes met mine. “When he’s thinking about him.”

      Max sucked in a quiet breath at the mention of the man we never spoke of by name. The man he referred to as his biologic.

      Everything inside me went on alert, fear and anger competing, both trying to take over.

      “Has anyone ever hurt him?” Wes asked.

      “I’d fucking kill them,” I intoned, resolve making my voice cold. Fuck, just the thought of someone putting their hands on that blue-eyed angel made the sun I tried so hard to shine with turn black as coal.

      Max had gone quiet, a thoughtful look on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked, heart pounding.

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Max.”

      “I said it's nothing,” he said, black eyes meeting mine.

      It wasn’t nothing. It was something. Something he didn’t particularly want to say. My stare shifted to Wes.

      “This is exactly what I’m talking about. You two act like I’m fragile and can’t handle anything. Newsflash, I can handle a hell of a lot more than you two idiots think!”

      “Did you just call me an idiot?” I mused.

      Max laughed.

      “I’m serious,” Wes said, yanking away from Max.

      “Nemo…”

      “Don’t Nemo me,” he retorted.

      “Look. I’m really appreciative of everything you both have done for me. The way you stepped up when Mom and Dad died. I know I’m lucky because it could have been way worse for me if you both weren’t there.”

      “We’re always gonna be here, baby,” Max said, stepping toward him.

      Wes held out his hand, stopping him. “I know. But enough is enough.” He paused, his voice lowering to add, “I’ve cost you too much.”

      This time, Max ignored any attempt Wes made at trying to keep him back and pulled him into his arms. A lump formed in my throat as I stared unabashedly at the way Max tucked his arm around Wes’s body and buried his hand in his curls to push his face into his neck.

      Wes melted into Max’s embrace, and I imagined Max could feel his breath stirring against the bare skin of his throat. He hummed a little deep in his throat, scratching his fingers deeper into Wes’s hair while angling his face toward my brother.

      “You’re priceless, Nemo. There is literally no cost I wouldn’t pay for you.”

      His words were an arrow right through my already weak and trembling heart. They brought me to my knees in what felt like a final blow. I stood there in the room, staring at them but no longer present. I was with Lars, wherever he was, and it became as clear as his crystal eyes that it didn’t matter where he went because I would go there too.

      He’s worth everything.

      Across the room, Wes pulled back from Max’s embrace. “I know you’re scared, Win.”

      My attention snapped to my brother.

      “Mom’s and Dad’s deaths scared all of us. It made it really hard for us to live. And yeah, you two coped by protecting me. I coped by allowing it. We can’t do that anymore. If given the chance, would you trade our parents for ones who had longer lives?”

      I stared at Wes, letting his abrupt question sink in. “No,” I said, voice hoarse. “I wouldn’t.”

      Wes smiled. “Me either. I guess some love is worth the pain losing it could bring.”

      I reached up, rubbing the sore spot in the center of my chest.

      “He loves you.”

      I sucked in a breath, my hand falling from my chest.

      “He loves you even after you hurt him.”

      Max’s arms circled Wes from behind, pulling him into his body. “Take it from me, bro,” Max said, looking at me from over Wes’s shoulder. “Someone who loves you in spite of yourself is the best kind of love.”

      I know.

      “For the record, I like him. He’d make a good brother,” Wes put in.

      Max grunted in agreement, and Wes smiled. “See? Max doesn’t like anyone.”

      “I don’t care if you like him. He’s mine. Only mine.”

      “He know that?” Max asked.

      “I can’t,” I said even as my heart whispered, Tell him.

      Wes nodded slowly. “Okay. Then maybe he’s not the one.”

      My eyes narrowed, the denial I felt at those words the understatement of the year.

      “I just really wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done. You sacrificed a lot for me, and those sacrifices left marks I didn’t see until now.” As he spoke, he stepped away from Max, walking over to me. “We can just be brothers now, Win. I can carry my own load. Hell, I’ll take some of yours if you let me.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” Max grumped.

      “I love you too, Maxi,” Wes called over his shoulder.

      He made a sound, but I still stared at my brother who somehow seemed to age five years right before my eyes.

      “We three will always be family. Nothing will ever change that. You can let yourself be happy. You can live for you instead of us.”

      A sob broke in my throat, and I tore my eyes away.

      Wes pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tight. His chin met my shoulder when I wrapped my arms around him in return. “If Lars isn’t the one…”

      “Stop saying that,” I ground out, tightening my arms around him more.

      Across the room, Max glowered, but Wes laughed in my ear.

      “Maybe his love is worth the risk,” Wes whispered. Then, “Think about it.”

      He left me, returning to Max’s side where Max whispered something in his ear. Something that sounded a lot like good boy, but brothers didn’t need to hear that.

      “You coming to the party tonight out at the old gym?” Wes asked.

      “Of course,” I said, putting on my best smile. “I love a good party.”

      “You wanna ride with us? I’m picking up Lars on the way.”

      Butterflies started bouncing around beneath my ribcage like someone gave them too much beer. “No.” I denied the ride.

      Wes nodded easily. “Maybe think about it.”

      He kept saying that as if I hadn’t been thinking nonstop about Lars for months. As if this conversation didn’t just skewer me with absolution and declare a winner of the agonizing war inside me.

      No. I didn’t need to think about it.

      I already knew.
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      Lars

      

      I was not disappointed when Wes’s bright-yellow Rubicon pulled up and Win wasn’t inside.

      I was epically disappointed. To the point where my usually stoic ass wanted to stomp on the sidewalk and refuse to get in the car. I actually stood there and debated like a toddler, trying to decide whether a meltdown would get me what I wanted.

      “We can’t actually go to the party until you are in the car.”

      My head snapped up to where Max was leaning out the driver’s window, his leather-covered arm thrown up on the doorframe.

      “Right.” I agreed, heading for the back seat.

      “Win will be there.” His low voice stopped me just before I climbed in.

      I stared at the back of the driver’s seat, trying not to feel everything I was feeling. “Yes, I’m sure we will find him in the center of a horde of women, flashing those dimples,” I said without inflection, shutting the door behind me and reaching for the seatbelt.

      Max’s dark stare was impossible to ignore even from the rearview mirror. “Maybe you should give him a taste of his own medicine.”

      “Max,” Wes hissed, reaching over to smack his shoulder.

      “Payback, baby,” Max said, sounding mighty smug.

      I didn’t know what that meant, and I didn’t care. I turned to stare out the dark window as Max threw the Jeep into drive.

      “Did you go to parties much in Sweden?” Wes asked.

      “No,” I said, not offering more details. I stopped going to parties right after I started dating Oskar. He always wanted to stay in, said he didn’t want to share me with anyone. I didn’t realize until it was too late it was just his way of isolating me. His way of controlling me.

      One night he went out with friends and expected me to stay at home. I went out anyway and didn’t tell him. He showed up at the party…

      Don’t think about it.

      I never went to a party again. They weren’t my thing anyway. Too loud. Too wild. Too many people.

      Yet here I was in the back of what Max affectionately called Wes’s yellow bus and on my way to the thing I didn’t like.

      To be fair, though, I didn’t like much. Besides, I told myself when I came to Westbrook that I was going to get out of my comfort zone. I would hang out with the team. I would make friends and put myself out there. I would do the things I never got to do.

      I’d tried to talk myself out of coming a total of thirty-two times since the swim meet. Yes, I counted. Counting was supposed to be a great way to calm anxiety.

      FYI: It wasn’t.

      There were two reasons I was here tonight:

      1. I didn’t want to explain to anyone why I refused to come.

      and

      2. Staying home would only make my paranoia worse.

      Sitting around alone in my dorm room, jumping at every noise, and wondering if Oskar was here was more torture than just going to a party.

      Maybe it would be fun.

      Maybe monkeys would fly too.

      “Are you going to dance with me, Maxi?” Wes said from the darkened passenger seat.

      “No.”

      “Fine. I’ll dance with someone else.” Wes smarted off, and I bit back a smile.

      “And I’ll throw you over my shoulder and drag you out just like I did the last time.”

      “You can’t expect me not to dance,” Wes whined.

      “You can dance with Lars.”

      I made a choked sound. “Is there going to be vodka?” I asked. Maybe I’d just get drunk. Then I could have fun and not worry about my abusive ex lurking around America and folding my shirts.

      Wes was amused. “Bypassing the beer and going straight to the hard stuff.”

      “Less chance of an allergic reaction,” I explained. Never mind that vodka went down easier.

      “Vodka it is.” Wes agreed.

      “You can each have one,” Max declared.

      I didn’t even have time to react to that because Wes erupted. “Newsflash, you’re my boyfriend, not my dad.”

      Max rumbled a laugh. “You wanna call me daddy, Nemo?”

      Wes made a gagging sound. “What is it with you and Win today?”

      The Jeep jerked. “What the hell does Win have to do with you calling me daddy?”

      “I’d kinda like to know the answer to that too,” I put in from the backseat.

      Max laughed.

      “I’m getting drunk,” Wes declared.

      “Like hell,” Max muttered.

      The old gym where the party was being held was on the edge of campus, some old building that was never torn down and just sat there, imposing and old.

      Tons of cars were parked on the sprawling overgrown but brown lawn.

      Max pulled the Jeep into an empty space while Wes waved out the window. “Ryan and Jamie are here.”

      I followed his gaze to see a black Rubicon parked nearby and Wes’s friends standing at the back. Yeah, I guess I could call them my friends too, but something held me back.

      Maybe because you expect Oskar to pop up and ruin it all.

      “Bros!” Jamie hollered as we walked over the dried, crunchy grass toward them. “Time to get our party on.”

      Madison and Rory came forward to fuss over Wes, something that he seemed entirely used to, so obviously it was nothing new.

      “Brooooos!” Kruger and Prism waved, two light-colored blobs in the night.

      “Where’s Win?” Ryan asked, and jealousy slammed me out of nowhere with the sudden vision of the other day at the pool when Win was rubbing his shoulder.

      “He’ll be here,” Max said.

      “Up you go, Carrot,” Ryan said, bending low in front of Rory.

      She hopped onto his back like it was second nature, and he stood like she weighed nothing at all. I felt stupid for being jealous of something as trivial as Win putting kinesiology tape on this guy’s shoulder when he was clearly in love with his girlfriend.

      “You too, Mads,” Jamie said, doing the same thing in front of his girlfriend. Her long dark hair fluttered out around her when she leaped on Jamie’s back, and he groaned like she weighed three tons.

      “Did you just imply that I’m fat!” She gasped.

      “I’ll wash your mouth out with soap, woman,” Jamie told her. “The only thing fat on you is your attitude.”

      She gasped again.

      “Now, Maddie baby, I loves me some attitude,” Jamie drawled.

      “Good thing ‘cause you’re probably gonna get it all night now,” Rory cracked as Ryan hauled her toward Kruger and Prism.

      “Hey.” Max laid a hand on my arm long enough to get my attention and stall my footsteps.

      I stopped instantly, turning to face him as everyone else continued ahead, bantering without a care in the world. Even Wes who seemed to understand Max wanted a moment with me.

      My stomach squirmed in discomfort as I worried about whatever he would say.

      “Look, I suck at talking.”

      “Something we have in common,” I murmured.

      His teeth were white against the night, the head-to-toe black he wore, and the black hair on his head. “I think we have a lot more than just that in common.”

      I felt my eyes narrow as the anxiety attacking me all day spiked. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I think you do,” he said knowingly.

      A lump formed in my throat, and I started to crave that vodka I joked about before.

      “I just want you to know you can talk to me. If you ever need someone to listen.”

      My shoulders relaxed some when I realized he wasn’t trying to pry into my thoughts or have a conversation right there. I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “I don’t talk to many people. Just two actually,” Max said almost as if this entire thing made him uncomfortable as hell. That made us both. “But you’re family now.”

      A sharp ache lanced through my chest, his words surprising but also wanted. Too wanted. I started to shake my head.

      He held up his hand. “My brother might have his head up his ass right now, but he won’t for long.”

      I made a choked sound.

      “So yeah, if you need to talk, you can talk to me.”

      “Thanks,” I echoed because I had no idea what else to say. I still wasn’t quite sure what to make of Max, but whatever he was, I thought I liked him.

      He started walking again but glanced over his shoulder. “And I really meant what I said about the drink. You can only have one.”

      “You aren’t my keeper,” I refuted, amazed he would try and control me.

      “No, but I’m the one who will have to deal with Win if you get drunk and someone touches you.”

      My mind and body instantly recoiled, a sick feeling twisting inside me at the thought of anyone putting their hands on me. Anyone but Win. “I don’t want anyone to touch me.” I didn’t mean to put a voice to those feelings, but they spilled out nonetheless, my panic evident.

      Max nodded. “Then they won’t. You’re the one with the power.”

      Just like that, the panic trying to choke me slid back down into my stomach, not gone but not in control anymore. Max’s simple reminder that I was in control of myself was exactly what I needed.

      I guess he really did understand.

      Even though we were a distance from the old gym, the music was loud and filled the night air with vibrations. As we drew closer, a nondescript black car pulled up near the building, and the back door opened.

      Rush appeared, two girls sliding out of the back behind him. He disappeared for a moment when he leaned into the passenger window, and then the car was driving off, leaving him and his dates to the party.

      “Bro, did you just Uber here?” Jamie called.

      The girls with Rush turned in our direction, their eyes and body language speculative.

      “I don’t drink and drive. Bro,” Rush said.

      “Bro is not a four-letter word, so don’t use it like one,” Jamie warned.

      “Unlike some people,” Rush said, staring at Ryan and acting as though Jamie hadn’t even spoken.

      “You think I’d drink at a party I brought my girl to?” Ryan mused. “Like hell I would.”

      One of the girls with Rush sighed. “That’s so romantic.”

      “Barnacle,” Rory muttered.

      Ryan reached around to pat her back. “Baby, we’ve talked about your jealousy.”

      “Maybe you should get a girlfriend who doesn’t mind if you talk to other people,” a blond-haired girl said sweetly to Ryan.

      Using Ryan’s shoulders, Rory levered herself up, popping around his dark head to look at Rush. “You might want to find some new dates,” she told him. “These two are barnacles to Elite.”

      “What does that mean?” I wondered.

      “It means they’re sticky little crustaceans that like to attach themselves to things in the water, and once they’ve latched on, they’re crusty and hard to remove,” Madison explained. “The barnacles of Elite.”

      One of the girls actually lunged at Rory who was still on Ryan’s back.

      Before Ryan could do anything, Rush had a hold of her shirt, pulling her back, then setting her away. “Girl, bye.”

      She gasped. “But, Rush.”

      “Bye,” he repeated.

      She gave a huff and stomped toward the door to get inside. When she was gone, he turned his eyes to the other girl standing there. “You can go too.”

      “She’s lying,” the girl said, flicking a stare at Rory.

      “But she’s Elite, and you aren’t,” Ryan deadpanned.

      Rush waved.

      “Bro, you just dropkicked two ladies to the curb,” Kruger told him.

      Rush shrugged. “They’re replaceable.”

      Then he offered his fist to Rory. “Good looking out.”

      She paused, not sure what to do as she looked between his offered fist and Ryan. “Aren’t you the one who’s been giving my boyfriend a hard time?”

      Ryan made an amused sound.

      “Your boyfriend made me walk naked through freezing weather,” Rush told her.

      “Then you probably deserved it,” Rory shot back.

      Everyone laughed, including Rush.

      “You gonna leave me hanging?” he asked, shaking his fist.

      “You gonna keep being an ass to Ryan?”

      “Probably.”

      “As long as you understand Rory is off-limits to your assholery,” Ryan rumbled.

      They told me Ryan was extremely protective over his girlfriend. I even got the impression that was why the swim team was a man down, but it was something else to see it.

      “I don’t hurt women,” Rush said, voice tight.

      I knew he came here because something happened back at his old school, but I still didn’t know what it was. He never told me, and I never felt like it was my place to ask. Plus, If I asked him why he ran here, then it would be fair game to ask me the same. It didn’t really matter anyway because, in the couple weeks we’d been rooming together, I’d yet to see anything about him that made me think he was a bad guy.

      And I have experience in that department.

      Ryan nodded, and Rory smacked her fist against Rush’s. Then Rush did the same with Madison.

      “My nipples be puckering in this cold-ass winter air,” Kruger exclaimed. “I need a beer and a woman to warm me up!”

      “Maybe you should go find a barnacle,” Prism joked as he tugged the AirPods out of his ears to push them down into his jeans pocket.

      There was a long line to get inside, but we were waved ahead of everyone.

      “Elite perks,” Wes said, leaning in toward my ear.

      As loud as the music was outside, it was ten times louder in here. My veins throbbed and pulsed as a heavy beat took over my body, making me feel like I was vibrating. The massive space was lit with blue neon lights, which swung around the room, creating an almost strobe effect.

      Off to the front of the space was a huge platform where the DJ stood in the center behind equipment of some kind. Instead of a blue light above him, there was a red one, this one not moving and serving as more of a spotlight. He moved to the music, one hand in the air and the other on whatever was in front of him. Large headphones covered his head with one side pushed back off his ear.

      Prism stepped up beside me, his gaze following mine. “He’s cool, right,” he said loud over the pulsing music.

      “Yeah,” I said back because I had no idea what else to say.

      Kruger bounced between us, throwing an arm over our shoulders. “Let’s drank!”

      Prism laughed as Kruger steered us toward the side where there were several kegs and… Was that a plastic kiddie pool filled with red liquid?

      I stared. People couldn’t possibly drink—

      Yep. Yeah, that’s what they’re doing.

      I watched as people grabbed a plastic cup off the table and scooped up some of that mysterious liquid to chug.

      As I stood there, I watched Wes snag a cup off the stack and lean down toward the pool. Max appeared, hauling him up by the back of his neck. They yelled something at each other, something I couldn’t possibly hear, and then Wes rolled his eyes.

      The next thing I knew, Wes was beside me, and Max was glowering at us both. “Don’t move,” he yelled over the music.

      I watched him go back behind the pool toward some boxes I hadn’t noticed before. Someone tried to stop him, but he said something that made them look our way. The guy backed off, and Max reached into the box to pull out a clear glass bottle. On his way back to us, he snagged another plastic cup and handed it to me.

      Wes and I stood there holding our cups while Max poured a few shots of vodka into each one.

      Wes started to argue, but Max curled his hand around the back of his head and leaned in. Because he had to speak so loud, I heard what he told him.

      “Be a good boy and drink what I gave you.”

      My stomach dipped upon hearing the soft command, and I turned away as Wes turned his head to presumably kiss him.

      The crowd was huge. Bodies were gyrating everywhere, the lights flashing, the music making me feel like I had an extra heartbeat.

      Lifting the cup to my lips, I swallowed some of the vodka, my eyes tearing a bit at the burn. Before it even cooled off, I poured a little more in the back of my throat, letting it burn double.

      Ryan and Jamie had their girls on the dance floor, Jamie with a beer in his hand but Ryan drink free. True to his word, Rush had replaced his two dates with two more, both of them squished up against him.

      It was hot in here, the crush of sweating bodies making it humid.

      Over the rim of my cup, my eyes fell on a group of girls, and I watched as they parted, a much larger body appearing.

      My stomach dropped to my feet and the vodka on my tongue turned to dust as I watched the man in jeans and a white T-shirt turn. He was wearing mirrored aviators, the reflection taking on the same blue hue as the lights overhead. His hair was messy, flopping everywhere as he danced. And as I stared, one of the arms I so loved to be wrapped in reached out and wrapped around someone who was not me.

      Pain so intrinsic cut through me that I actually glanced down to see if I was bleeding. I wasn’t, though, at least not in the way anyone else could see. It made me feel invisible, as if I could stand here and bleed out and no one would notice. No one would care.

      Even as I bled and burned with pain, I stared, watching him dance with his arm loosely wrapped around a girl with dark hair. Her back was to his front, and her chin lifted, the back of her head hitting his chest so she could look up at him.

      I tossed the rest of the vodka back, so much of it flooding my mouth that it dribbled down my chin. My eyes watered and burned as I forced gulps of the alcohol down.

      Fuck him.

      As I lowered the cup, he looked up. He froze in the middle of the crowd, seeing me, and through blurred vision, it appeared there were two of him.

      And neither of them wants me.

      Kruger and Prism appeared, my body jolting as Kruger slung his arm around me again. “Let’s dance!”

      Win took a step toward me, and I yanked my gaze away. Dropping the cup at my feet, I stepped on it, the music muffling the sound it would make as it was destroyed. My stomach felt warm, my limbs buzzing with the alcohol I’d chugged.

      “Let’s go,” I called.

      They led me out onto the dance floor, some of the crowd parting for us to pass by. The music volume dropped, and the DJ’s voice flooded the speakers.

      “Let’s give a warm Westbrook welcome to our newest Elite, Rush and Lars!” he roared.

      Everyone in the place erupted.

      Kruger and Prism grabbed my arms, raising them over my head, putting me on display. Something inside me shriveled as eyes turned to me. Everyone around us stared, and though they were clapping and cheering, I saw something entirely different.

      A hot swell of panic burst in me almost in tune with the music, which pumped back up even louder than before. Red pulsing lights joined the blue ones, and some sort of fog was released into the air.

      A hand connected with my cheek. It felt cold against my flushed face, and I recoiled but not because of the temperature. It grabbed at me again. This time my cheeks were captured by two hands instead of one.

      “Hey!” Prism called. “You good?”

      I stared into his eyes, focused on breathing for a moment, the fog making the air thicker than before. Prism watched me, concern written on his face. He had a calmness about him I found reassuring in that moment, the way he just stood there and waited me out like we weren’t in the middle of a rager.

      He wasn’t Win, but it was enough.

      Win. Just thinking of him and what I just saw was enough to snap me out of the impending panic attack.

      Sucking in one last breath, I nodded at Prism. “All good!” I yelled.

      He patted my cheeks and pulled back, him and Kruger starting to dance.

      They were terrible dancers.

      “C’mon, bro!” Kruger said, shoving at my shoulder.

      I stumbled back, bumping into someone, and an arm looped around my waist.

      “Hey, wanna dance?” a voice rumbled in my ear.

      I nearly jumped out of my shoes, ripping away from the unknown body and voice. Spinning, I looked at the tall, dark-haired guy I’d just collided with.

      He reached for me again, and I slapped his hand away. “No.”

      He shrugged and melted back into the crowd. I blew out a breath and turned back to my friends who were still dancing horribly.

      It was so horrible I actually smiled.

      “C’mon, L!” Kruger yelled.

      My chest tugged, a feeling I’d grown familiar with, and I turned, seeing Win shouldering through the dancing people, eyes locked on me.

      Anger lit me up inside, mixing with the vodka. Whatever he saw in my eyes made him pause, and I got a little high off that power. I shook my head at him, silently telling him no. His eyes narrowed, and his teeth sank into his lower lip and tugged.

      I glanced off to the side again, catching a glimpse of the guy who’d tried to dance with me before. One subtle nod was all it took, and he was back, arm snaking around my waist once more.

      Win’s eyes widened, his jaw turning to granite.

      I tasted the jealousy he seethed with, discovering I liked any flavor at all that was his. Satisfaction rolled through me, knowing I had the power to make him bleed just as he had done to me. Skewering him with my stare, I started to move with the body pressing against mine, dropping my hand onto the arm holding me.

      Win’s upper lip curled, and he took a step forward, and I shook my head again before turning away from him completely and trying not to wince when the guy I was dancing with palmed my hips.

      I withstood it for as long as I could, our bodies bumping under the neon light until my heart felt like it might explode. Glancing over my shoulder, I anticipated the look on Win’s face as I continued to dance with another.

      But all I got was another bleeding cut because he wasn’t even there.
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      Win

      

      Maybe I deserved it.

      Okay. I did.

      Which was why I melted into the crowd when he shook his head no. He wanted me to suffer for the pain I knew I caused him? He wanted to inflict some of his own?

      I’d endure it. I’d endure anything for him. Because seeing my white-haired angel in the arms of someone who was not me?

      The final nail in my coffin. A coffin I was already lying in, dead.

      I couldn’t do it.

      I wouldn’t.

      He was mine, and I didn’t share.

      Still, I’d give him this. I’d stand in this crowd, hidden and seething, as he danced with someone to whom he did not belong. I’d let my nails dig crescent shapes into my palms as I clenched my hands in frustration. If Lars wanted me to marinate in jealousy, then I’d be a steak.

      I’d take the punishment and pain I deserved, but I would do so while keeping a watchful eye on the only person who would ever be worth suffering for.

      I’d let him have this, and then I’d take what was mine and I’d never let anyone else touch him again.

      It didn’t make it easier that I could tell he didn’t want to do this. That he was uncomfortable under someone’s hands. In fact, it made the torture even worse like someone rubbing handfuls of salt into an open and infected wound.

      My angel was a stubborn one and liked to give as good as he got—something I admired but only when it didn’t hurt him as well. I’d give it to the end of this song, and then this was over. No more games. I’d grovel if I had to, then spend the rest of my life making up for the pain I’d caused the last few weeks.

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I whipped my head around. Max wasn’t looking at me, though, but likely at the man I was keeping watch over.

      His teeth flashed, tinted blue in the neon light. “Ah, he took my advice.”

      My mouth dropped. Then I pointed toward Lars. “You told him to do this.”

      “Figured that would do it.” Max seemed proud of himself.

      “You would know.” I glowered.

      We stared at each other for the span of a heartbeat and then laughed.

      Max leaned in toward my ear so he didn’t have to yell. “You got this?”

      I nodded. “Thanks for watching out for him tonight.”

      “Always,” he said, holding out his fist.

      I bumped mine against it. Then he went back to my brother, exactly where he belonged.

      And I turned back to where I belonged.

      Except when I did, Lars was gone.
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      Lars

      

      The loss of his attention was a knock-out punch that sent me spiraling.

      The hands of the stranger I’d been enduring for the sake of making him seethe suddenly felt like a violation. The hands seemed to cling like vines with thorns as I pulled back, trying to get some distance.

      I turned my body, still dancing in hopes that the movement would somehow shake off the worst of my ick. Crushing dread welled up again, making the vodka in my belly churn and my body feel off balance. Sweat beaded the back of my neck and forehead as I looked for my friends for a bit of familiarity.

      The machines pumping fog into the massive space went off again, and the white smoke-like shit permeated the air like poison slowly taking over everything. The lights flashed, almost blinding me, creating shadows that were chased away almost instantly by new flashes of neon.

      My pulse thumped rapidly, making me feel breathless, and the guy I’d managed to evade found his way to me again. He pulled me against his chest, my back to his front. Hips rolling against mine, I fought the urge to gag.

      No. No. I didn’t like this.

      The room blurred until I was straddling a line between the present and the past, clawing like hell to stay here in this moment instead of being thrust back into a time and place I only wanted to forget.

      Unfortunately for me, this was the perfect storm with no sun here to light up the worst of the rain. I gave one last try to push away from the one I was dancing with, but his free hand came up to grab my throat.

      My nostrils flared, the urge to run pumping me so full of adrenaline I was almost useless.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” he rumbled in my ear.

      Eyes flying wide, I stared ahead, the white fog rolling past giving way to a flash of red. And in that red, he stood.

      Oskar. My tormentor. My abuser. The man I just couldn’t seem to shake.

      He stood unmoving like the chaos of the crowd was no match for him, like he had some sort of impenetrable forcefield around him. He stared at me in sick satisfaction with just enough accusation to make my stomach heave.

      His dark-blond hair was exactly as I remembered, styled to make him look as perfect as he pretended to be. He had wide features, full lips, and eyes that once were charming but now looked like the Dead Sea.

      The hand at my throat tightened, and the nightmare standing there watching in the crowd began to smile.

      My shoes scraped against the smooth floor, trying to find something—anything—that might buy me a little time. There was nothing that would stop him, though, and I was pulled into a dark room where the walls vibrated from the music just outside.

      It smelled stale in here, like old cigarettes and bad coffee tinged with just a little sweat. My stomach clenched tighter the farther into the darkness he dragged me.

      “Oskar, I’m sorry,” I pleaded. “Let’s just go home.”

      “You want to go home now?” he said, pushing me up against the wall and grabbing me by the throat. “I told you to stay home earlier, and you didn’t listen. Why do you want to go home now?”

      “I just wanted to hang with my friends.”

      “If those assholes were your friends, they never would have brought you here to a party like this. To a place that devalues what is mine.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, the words clawing up my partially closing throat.

      “It’s too late for sorry,” he said, and the cold chill of terror crept up my spine. “I told you I didn’t want to share you. I told you, didn’t I?”

      I nodded.

      “But apparently, I’m not enough for you. Are you so much of an attention whore that you need more than me?”

      “No, no—”

      “You want more than just my attention?” he said, his eyes so empty as they bored into mine that I wondered how I ever saw any life there at all. “You can have attention then, from people I choose.”

      The blood drained from my head, leaving me dizzy and cold.

      “Here!” Oskar yelled over his shoulder, and the scuffling of feet cut through the dark.

      I started to struggle and fight, kicking and trying to shove him off. Leaning down, he sank his teeth into my shoulder, biting through my clothes. I knew there would be blood. I cried out, stopping mid-struggle.

      “I’m doing this because I love you. So you can see how much better I am than anyone else who’s out there. Maybe after you see, you won’t want anyone else but me. Maybe next time you’ll listen when I tell you to stay home.”

      “I’ll listen. I’m sorry—”

      He threw me by the neck out into the room. I hit my knees, my teeth gnashing together with the fall.

      I bounded up but was knocked back down as hands, so many hands, grabbed at me. Someone straddled my waist, pinning me down, and someone else shoved their fingers into my mouth.

      “Oh, he’s a pretty one,” a gruff voice said.

      “This is going to be fun.”

      Panic made me lightheaded as hands started reaching for me again, trying to grope places I did not want to be touched.

      “No,” I said. “No!”

      Oskar’s laugh filled my ears, ringing like a bell.

      I started to cry. Shame and anger dripped down my cheeks.

      “Enough!” Oskar roared. “Off him! Off what’s mine!”

      All the bodies moved away, and I rolled onto my side, curling in on myself, trying to become so small.

      “Get out.”

      “But you said—” a dirty voice protested.

      “I said get out!”

      The men all left, and relief left me in a puddle, my body shivering and shaking until it hurt.

      Oskar made a soothing sound, almost musical, in his throat. His hands were warm and gentle when he pulled me into his lap as he rocked me back and forth.

      “I would never let them have you.” He promised, his lips on my hairline. “Never. You’re mine and mine alone.”

      My teeth chattered as he rocked me.

      “Shh,” he said, rubbing my back. “I had to teach you a lesson,” he explained. “You made me do this. If you’d only listened, this never would have happened.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, voice meek, body tired.

      “I know, love. Next time you’ll listen because next time I won’t protect you.”

      When I snapped back to reality, Oskar was still standing there. Watching. Smiling. Haunting me.

      “No!” I yelled, finding a deep well of strength inside me as I crashed my elbow into the ribcage of the man pressed against my back.

      He stumbled, and I rushed forward, shoving through the people and running for the exit. My bones shuddered beneath my skin with the force with which I collided with the door, all but falling outside into the winter air.

      I gasped, sucking in great gulps, my lungs seizing from the abrupt temperature change. Bracing my hand on the side of the building, I rushed down the crumbling sidewalk to a patch of overgrown, half-dead bushes.

      Falling to my knees, I retched, the vodka burning a second time as it came back up. The food I’d eaten after the swim meet came up too, having sat in my stomach for hours undigested.

      My ribs ached under the way I heaved, my body fighting even as it lost the battle.

      I stayed on my hands and knees, the frigid temperature seeping through my jeans and palms, the cold a welcome respite to the way I burned.

      Once I was done puking, I sat back gingerly, swiping my mouth with the back of my hand. Music still filled the air, and just hearing it made me want to puke again.

      The flashbacks just wouldn’t stop coming, this one worse than the one earlier today. I was drained. Spent. Utterly defeated.

      Down the sidewalk, the door creaked as it flung open, and I practically dove into the bushes in panic. Breathing heavily, I glanced around the branches, half expecting to see Oskar storming outside to drag me back to Sweden.

      But it wasn’t Oskar. It was just a group of drunks laughing like it was the best night of their life.

      I sagged back, a few branches snapping with the movement. Oskar wasn’t here. He wasn’t. Today was just a bad day. A really bad day.

      I got up from the bush and thought briefly of going to find Wes or Max to tell them I needed to leave. But the idea of going back into that party made my skin literally crawl and my stomach seize up again.

      I turned away, tucking my hands into my jeans as I thought longingly of the coat I’d left in the Wrangler. Being cold was a far better option than going back inside.

      I started walking, knowing the distance across campus might take a while, but perhaps the cold air would bring some clarity.

      Maybe I should just go back to Sweden. The thought was barely there before I was shaking my head against it. I couldn’t go back. I didn’t want to.

      When I made it past all the parked cars, the landscape seemed to open and stretch on endlessly, a sterile panorama that pushed out into barren trees that twisted elusively against the black backdrop of night. This far out, the music almost sounded like a memory, something that if I tried really hard to block out, I could.

      I followed along the road, which was unkempt and starting to overgrow. There was enough of it here for me to make it back to the main parts of campus where I would be able to find my way to the dorm.

      The only color out here was the white puffs of air that escaped as I breathed. There weren’t even any stars in the sky, just an endless sea of black. The air smelled faintly of snow, and the way my fingers and toes prickled, I thought perhaps it was on its way. As I walked, I hunched in on myself, trying to preserve some warmth but also feeling incredibly small.

      The sound of a snapping stick not far in the distance made me pause. I glanced around, expecting to see someone else perhaps walking home. Or even stumbling around drunk.

      There was no one.

      I continued on, the toe of my sneaker catching on a rock, the sound of it skittering over the broken pavement like nails on a chalkboard.

      Another snap made me look up toward the trees. I stared for what felt like forever, my heart pounding relentlessly, my breath coming in rapid puffs.

      “Probably just an animal,” I said, shoving my hands deeper into my pockets and picking up my pace.

      Up ahead, a rock seemed to fall right from the air, dropping just a few feet in front of me. My entire body stiffened, fear making me spin in all directions. “Hello?” I called. “Is anyone there?”

      When no one answered, I kept walking despite the pit of dread in my stomach and the way the hairs on my neck stood in alarm. I thought once more of Oskar, of looking up in the crowd tonight and seeing him just standing there. Staring.

      “He wasn’t there.” I reminded myself. “He doesn’t even know where I am.”

      I thought about the folded clothes in my locker. How panic just wouldn’t let me be today.

      A thump in the trees had me spinning again.

      “Who the fuck is there?” I demanded. “Come out, you fucking coward!”

      A low laugh lifted goose bumps on my skin. A flash of something against the darkness darted out from behind a tree, and a familiar-looking frame stepped out of the dark. Any warmth I had left in my body went subzero.

      “Oskar,” I whispered.

      Alarm readied me to run, the fight I had in me trained long ago that he was a match I would never win. All I could do was flee.

      You ran all the way across the globe, and it still wasn’t far enough.

      His feet started to pound, and I knew he was coming for me. I took off, lungs burning as my shaky, cold legs pumped. My toe caught in a worn section of the street, and I went flying, hitting the overgrown brown grass and rolling.

      I closed my eyes.

      Maybe he’ll kill me. Maybe then I’ll finally be free.

      The sound of an engine cut through everything, and I sat up as two bright headlights bounced down the road. I scrambled up, looking over my shoulder as the man stalking me retreated into the cover of trees.

      The engine of the black SUV accelerated, spitting gravel as it sped toward me. The driver slammed on his brakes, and the car skidded to a stop right in front of me.

      The headlights were glaringly bright. The engine seemed so loud out here in the quiet.

      The driver’s door flung open. “Lars!”

      Everything under my skin collapsed, just crumpled at the sound of that voice.

      “Win,” I rasped, eyes latching onto him as he raced around the hood of the car, his body nothing but a black shadow against the beaming lights.

      “Lars! What the fuck are you doing out here? Jesus Christ, you almost gave me a fucking heart attack!”

      I just stared, frozen in place.

      “I turned away for one second!” he fumed. “One damn second!”

      When he was within touching distance, everything about him changed. All the ire he smoldered with blew away with the winter wind, and his face turned soft and worried.

      “Angel? What happened? What’s wrong?” His hands slid around my wrists, trying to tug them out of my pockets. He jerked upon touching my skin. “You’re fucking freezing!” he exclaimed, ripping the dark-colored hoodie off his body and jamming it down over mine.

      When my head cleared the opening, I was still standing there staring.

      “Angel,” he whispered, abandoning the hoodie to take my face in his hands. “What are you doing out here in the dark all by yourself?”

      I made a sound. “You were watching me?”

      His eyes glittered, feet bumping mine. “I couldn’t keep my eyes off you.”

      The rush of tears pushed behind my eyes, making my vision blur. “Win?”

      “What, angel?”

      “I know I said I’d leave you alone. I know that’s what you want.” I swallowed. “Maybe we could go back to that tomorrow?” I asked, not even caring how wounded and small I sounded. I was so tired. So fucking tired. “I just really want you right now.”

      And then I was in his arms, the stricken sound he released a sweet melody floating overhead as I buried my face into his neck. Shuddering, I breathed deep, his scent something I would never get enough of. His arms were like vises, and I melted into him, giving him every ounce that was left of me, hoping he would take over.

      His hand stroked the back of my head as he made more melodic sounds that soothed the most jagged of edges inside me. Curling my fingers into the front of his shirt, I clung to him, needy and helpless, feeling like a dry sponge ready to soak up everything he offered.

      “I’m not going anywhere, baby,” he whispered. “Never again.”

      My eyes fluttered closed, and my lips moved against his neck. His skin was slightly salty. The second the tang hit my tongue, I turned ravenous.

      I latched on to him like some kind of baby vampire who didn’t know how to control their hunger and sucked until my cock started to throb and my head spun. He made a startled sound, but it melted into a groan, and the hand cupping the back of my head pushed me farther against him until I couldn’t breathe or think. All I could do was suck the flavor off his skin.

      When my mouth unlatched, my lips were wet, my head lolling on his shoulder.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” he said, voice husky.

      We walked in tandem, my steps matching his as I stayed plastered against him. He chuckled beneath his breath, and it loosened something inside me.

      “I missed that sound so fucking much.”

      “In the car,” he said gently, peeling me away.

      I glanced in the car at the passenger seat and recoiled, not wanting to sit there alone.

      “C’mon, angel,” he said, shielding my head as he pushed me inside.

      I went, staring at him through the window when he shut the door, then through the windshield as he jogged around to the driver’s side.

      The second his ass hit the seat, I was moving, climbing over the center console and into his lap.

      He grunted in surprise as I straddled him, tucking my hands against his chest and then plastering myself on top of them. My face returned to his neck, and I heaved a great sigh of contentment.

      “You want me to drive like this?” he mused.

      “Mmm.”

      “At least put the hoodie all the way on. You’re shivering.”

      I sat up to push my arms through the hoodie, my eyes falling closed when his hands brushed against me as he tugged it down.

      “Hey,” he prompted, his voice a mere whisper.

      My lashes fluttered, meeting his soft, concerned stare.

      “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      “I love you,” I confessed, eyes filling again, knowing I shouldn’t, but the feeling was so big it wouldn’t stay inside me anymore. I didn’t realize a tear dripped over until his thumb swiped it away.

      “I love you too, baby. So goddamn much.”

      My breath caught, eyes flying to his in shock. Hope expanded in my chest, threatening to overwhelm my soul. “Don’t lie,” I whimpered, more tears falling. “Just let me have tonight, but you don’t have to lie.”

      “I have never lied to you. Not ever,” he swore, his back leaving the seat as he came so close our noses almost bumped. “And you can’t have tonight.”

      My lower lip wobbled, and he made a sound, drawing it into his mouth to suck.

      “You can have all of them,” he told me, lips still on mine.

      His tongue swept deeper into my mouth, and I opened for him, letting him plunder me with wide strokes of his tongue as his hands dragged through my hair again and again and again.

      I turned to putty in his hold, sagging into him as we tongue-fucked. My stomach was on a tilt-a-whirl until I gasped, body flying back so forcefully the horn blasted.

      “I threw up in the bushes,” I announced, covering my mouth with my hand.

      His wide smile lit up the dark interior of his car. “Are you drunk?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. Max would only let me have one drink.”

      Humor warred with concern, and my heart literally somersaulted when concern won out.

      “Are you sick?” he asked, palming my stomach.

      “No,” I said, completely melting at the way he rubbed in slow circular motions. “I have puke breath.”

      His chuckle was warm just like his gaze, and when the pad of his thumb swiped over my lower lip, I denied myself the urge to suck it into my mouth. God, how he made me feel. He made me feel so much.

      “I like your puke breath. Kiss me again.” He cupped the back of my head, pulling me down, our lips grazing seductively before I pulled away to hide my face in his neck.

      “You really expect me to drive home like this?” he wondered as he turned up the heat and settled back.

      “Don’t make me move,” I murmured, burrowing even closer against him, wishing I could climb beneath his skin.

      He could have made me, could have refused to drive with me in his lap.

      He didn’t, and I stayed.
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      Win

      

      Lars was strong, stubborn, argumentative, and at times, bossy as hell.

      There was also something broken inside him. Something so vulnerable he used all his other traits to protect that piece of him.

      Maybe it was instinct. Maybe like recognized like. Whatever it was, I always knew it was there but never questioned much because there was never a reason.

      It was never supposed to be that deep. We were supposed to be roommates with benefits, a fling to remember. I fought and fought. Denied and pretended.

      But when I left Sweden, a chunk of me stayed behind. A chunk I told myself I was content to live without. His absence scared me so much that even his presence made me afraid. Pushing him away hurt us both, and I realized there was a choice. Him or me.

      It could only be him. I would risk my own destruction to keep him from his.

      And because of this, there was a reason now. A reason Wes recognized something in him I never dared to look closely at. A reason he ran here and a reason I found him alone just now on a dark street.

      There was also a reason he was trembling in my lap, plastered against my chest with all of his armor fileted open down to his exposed and defenseless core.

      But that reason would still be there tomorrow. Tonight, Lars needed not for me to pry into his secrets but to love him despite them.

      The roads were empty as I drove off campus to the townhouse, but I kept my speed just below the limit, not wanting to risk being stopped.

      Heat blasted through the interior of the Range Rover. The only light came from the dash. There was no music, just the purr of the engine and Lars’s soft breaths brushing across my neck. He was heavy, but I didn’t mind the weight, his body completely relaxed.

      Occasionally, his hips would roll into mine, the action pure, delicious torture that had my dick thickening behind my jeans. The next time he rocked into me, I hissed, one hand dropping off the steering wheel to palm his hip.

      Feeling my erection, he moved against it again, his own hard cock stabbing into my stomach. The rhythm became almost hypnotic, and I had to fight to focus on the road as he basically dry-humped me as I drove.

      Gliding to a stop at a red light, I let my fingers dip beneath the waistband of his jeans to slide down over his bare ass. His breath stuttered, his hard length spasming against my middle. I dipped lower, sliding a finger along his crack and earning a needy whimper. His back arched, pushing his ass farther into my hand and the friction against my dick making me groan.

      The light turned green, and I eased the SUV forward, forcing myself to pull my hand from between his cheeks. Tipping his chin, he skewered me with lust-filled eyes.

      “We’re almost home, angel,” I rumbled, pushing his head back into my neck.

      He settled immediately, thrusting his dick against mine.

      I could barely concentrate by the time the townhouse came into view and was pulling into the garage before the door was even all the way up. The second I shut off the engine, I hit the button, closing us into the one-car space, which was dimly lit from the single overhead above the car.

      He sat up, the limited space keeping us close. His face was shrouded in shadows, but the lightness of his hair glowed like a halo. The box we sat in became my entire world. Everything beyond this ceased to exist.

      Our eyes met and held, two magnets with undeniable strength. The tension was so thick I could likely scoop it right out of the air. Still holding my gaze, he rolled his hips once more, eyes going hazy from the friction.

      I popped the button on his jeans, then slid my hands in the waistband, grabbing again for his ass. He fell forward again as my fingers delved into his crack to pull his cheeks apart. With him spread open, I circled one finger around his tight little rim.

      Squirming, Lars reached between us, fumbling with my jeans, growing frustrated when he couldn’t get them open. I pulled my hands out of his pants, and he gave a disappointed whine, the sound going straight to my already rigid dick.

      “Let’s go inside,” I said, reaching for the handle.

      “It’s too far,” he said. “I can’t wait.”

      “Tell me what you want,” I said, ears desperate for the words.

      “I want you. Inside me. I want all these clothes between us gone.”

      The little bit of restraint I held snapped, and I reached for his shirts, ripping them over his head all at once. After tossing them into the backseat, I latched on to his nipple, tugging it into my mouth and sucking. He cried out, arching so I could take more. I pushed him back, draping his body over the steering wheel, all that pale, muscular skin mine and on display for the taking.

      “You have no idea how fucking gorgeous you are to me,” I prayed, his body my altar as I stared at the hard contours and lines all wrapped up in supple skin.

      Laying my palms on him, I rubbed up his chest, stopping to pinch his pale-pink nipples. When it wasn’t enough, I bent, drawing them into my mouth, swirling my tongue against his flesh until they were rock hard and drenched with my saliva. Leaving them, I licked down his sternum, dragging my teeth lightly across his ribs.

      His hips moved restlessly as I feasted, the horn blasting again when his body went completely boneless against the wheel.

      He jolted up, and I laughed, but he dove onto me, swallowing down the sound and turning it into an exaggerated groan. He sucked my tongue into his mouth, only lifting his head to pull off my shirt. Pinning my shoulders to the seat, he lowered his head, sucking and biting my collarbones before moving down to my erect nipples. I tried to arch under him, but the limited space made it hard, so I sat there panting in frustration, dick straining against my pants.

      Reaching down, I hit the button on the side of the seat, gliding it back all the way to give us more space. He used it to his advantage, somehow sliding down onto the floor until he was between my legs on his knees.

      “Lift up,” he said, and I did so he could rip my jeans and boxers down to my thighs.

      My stiff cock bounced out, and he was on it, swiping his tongue up the underside and then swallowing me down like he was starved.

      “Shit,” I swore, twisting my fingers into his hair as his head bobbed. He hummed, the vibrations making my stomach muscles contract and the urge to shoot into his mouth almost undeniable.

      Using his hair, I yanked his head back, forcing his mouth off my dick. His eyes were hazy when I looked into them, his tongue swiping over his lips like he wanted more.

      “Take your pants off,” I demanded, releasing his head.

      He tumbled forward, face burying in my thighs as he struggled to yank his jeans down beneath the dash.

      His nose nudged the underside of my sack, and I grunted, thighs spreading automatically. Forgetting his pants, he sucked one into his mouth, rolling it around with his tongue. My hand slapped against the window as I lifted into his ministrations.

      “You are so good for me,” I murmured. “I fucking love your mouth.”

      He released one ball and moved to the other. My thighs started to tremble. When he finished, his hand gripped my thigh and pushed it wider, the center console digging into my hip.

      “Can I mark you, Win?” he asked, gazing up my body with spit-slick lips.

      “You can do whatever you want, angel.”

      His face buried in my leg, sucking with a force that made me hiss in pain. But quickly, the pain gave way to pleasure, and the top of my cock dripped with precum.

      “Get up here,” I said, tugging his hair.

      It took a little contorting to get out from the floorboard, his body falling into mine when he leaned down to tug the jeans over his feet.

      His dick was sticking straight off his body when he straddled my lap again, and I wrapped my hand around it, giving it a tentative squeeze.

      “Yesss,” he hissed, thrusting into my palm.

      Letting go, I licked my palm and took him in my fist again. “I don’t have lube,” I told him. “It’s in the house.”

      “I don’t care.” He panted.

      “I do.”

      He grabbed my hand, sucking two fingers into his mouth, making them obscenely wet. When they were dripping, he rose on his knees, and I reached behind him, delving into his crack.

      “Hold yourself open for me, angel,” I said, swirling the wetness around his quivering hole. Once he was slick, I pushed a finger inside him, knuckle deep.

      His eyes fluttered closed, and he sank down, taking the entire finger. He was hot and tight, the skin inside his body the softest sensation I’d ever felt. I loved how that softness gripped me, explaining Lars exactly. Soft but strong.

      I pumped my finger, then added another. He grunted and started to ride them.

      Curling them the way I knew he liked, I brushed over his P-spot, and his entire body shuddered.

      “I’m ready.” He gasped even as he tried to take my fingers deeper.

      “Are you sure?” I worried, wanting badly to be inside him but willing to wait.

      “I miss you, Win. I miss you so much. Please.”

      I pulled my fingers out, but before he could climb on me, I caught his shoulder. “Make it wet, angel. Make it wet like I like it.”

      He nearly folded himself in half to get my dick into his mouth, shoving it so deep down his throat that I felt him gag around it.

      “Easy,” I told him, gently rolling his ear between my fingers.

      His head bobbed, doing exactly what I asked, drenching my dick in his saliva. When I felt it pooling at the base of my rod, I tapped his shoulder, and he scrambled up, using my shoulders as leverage to straddle my waist.

      Reaching around, I spread his cheeks, fingering his hole to make sure it was still open. He sank, his body gobbling up my dick, the warm suction making my head loll to the side.

      He didn’t stop until he was completely seated, until his body was resting on my thighs.

      “Okay?” I asked, stroking a hand over his high cheekbone, and he nodded, pressing his face into my palm.

      Cold air brushed my sweaty back when it left the seat so I could wrap my arms around him and claim his mouth. As we kissed, his body contracted around mine, so tight I felt like I was being strangled.

      “Ride me, angel,” I said, falling back into the seat as he started to move.

      Our pelvises ground together, bodies moving as one. He lifted his hips, the drag of his channel on my shaft making me groan. Before he pulled away completely, he sank back down and started bouncing on my dick.

      The interior of the car turned humid, the windows fogging up from the effort we exerted. The little bit of lube we had wouldn’t go far, so I wrapped my hand around his dick and pumped him as I fucked up into his hole.

      “Oh God, Win,” he said, falling into my chest as I pistoned up into him again and again, nailing his prostate with every thrust.

      The peak of pleasure hit me all at once, robbing me of everything but the overwhelming rush of ecstasy. My hips stuttered as I erupted inside him, filling his tight little channel to the brim.

      Only when I came down did I feel the rapid rising and falling of his own chest and the sticky warmth of his release between our bodies.

      “Hey,” I murmured, rubbing my hand over the back of his sweat-slicked shoulder.

      He grunted.

      “Angel. Look at me.”

      He leaned back just enough so he could angle his face up, hollowing out another piece of me with his crystal gaze and satisfied smile.

      “You okay?” I asked, feeling my heart turn over. “Did I hurt you?”

      He leaned up, pecking a kiss on my lips before falling back into my damp chest. “I’m so good. I really fucking needed that.”

      My heart swelled with primal satisfaction at being the one to give him what he needed. “Well, now we both need a shower.”

      Reaching down, I grabbed his cheeks, spreading them apart again so I could pull out gently, my release following and dripping onto my fingers.

      “Open up,” I told him, bringing them to his lips. He sucked them in greedily, licking every last drop and then some. “Good boy,” I murmured, pressing my lips to the top of his head.

      The automatic light in the garage went out, plunging the entire windowless box into opaque blackness.

      “At least it waited until after I saw your O-face,” Lars said, voice lazy. “That’s too fucking sexy to miss.”

      I laughed. God, I fucking love him. I loved him so much that I wondered how I’d denied it at all.

      “How about that shower?” I asked, wanting to stretch out beside him in bed.

      “I need another minute. My legs are still shaking.”

      “Take as long as you need, angel,” I said, enclosing him in my arms. “I’ll wait.”
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      Lars

      

      As the bathroom filled with steam, I filled with something else. Regret. Not regret for taking refuge in Win. Maybe not even regret for the L-word falling off my lips.

      What I did regret? How much tonight would cost me.

      What was worse: the disease or the antidote? Both came with their own costs, both expensive. But I’d been worn down too far and felt near desperate for him to fill me up. So tonight, I chose the antidote so I’d be strong enough later for the disease.

      He says he loves me. I knew in my head it wasn’t true while my heart readied to argue to the death that it was.

      I could ask. I wouldn’t.

      I’d rather stand in this steamy shower and have the night I asked for than cut it short too soon.

      The shower felt small, his presence at my back so imposing. The urge to turn and look at him was just this side of unbearable, and so I stayed rooted in place, telling myself it was enough that he was so close. Until it wasn’t.

      Snatching the square bar of white soap from the shelf, I rotated, thrusting it into Win’s chest. He glanced between me and the soap, arching a brow over his glimmering hazel eyes. The second he accepted the offering, I spun to face the spray, showing him my back.

      His warm chuckle brushed over me, causing goose bumps to race across all my exposed skin.

      “You cold?” he whispered, his lips brushing the shell of my ear.

      I jolted, surprised by his nearness, my sudden movement only bringing us closer. His chest brushed against my back, chin resting on my shoulder as he reached around me to bump up the water temperature.

      “I’m not cold,” I told him.

      “Mmm,” he said, the sound a knowing purr that had my skin rippling all over again. “Anticipating my touch, then.”

      I’d already been too vulnerable tonight. Too needy. As much as, yes, I wanted him to touch me more, I wouldn’t admit it.

      The water blasted my face when I stepped forward, swiping at my eyes when I glanced over my shoulder to scowl. “Give me the soap.”

      “No.”

      My stare turned squinty, teeth snapping together.

      I reached for the bar still in his hand.

      He held it over my head.

      “You aren’t that much taller than me,” I told him, then added in Swedish, “Jubelidiot.”

      Complete idiot.

      “So mean to me, angel,” Win mused, still holding the soap above us both. “You want it? Come get it.”

      I launched myself at him, using his shoulders for leverage as I leaped, locking my muscular thighs around his waist as I scrambled up his defined chest.

      With a half laugh, half grunt, he stumbled back, one arm locking around me as the other flung out to keep us from landing in a heap. His back hit the tile, and I instinctively reached up to cup the back of his head to keep him from hitting it.

      The shower spray seemed louder once we went still, chests pressed together with my legs still tight around his waist. Waterdrops clung to his eyelashes, our faces so close I saw the flecks of green and gold in his gaze.

      He was mesmerizing like this, and for a moment, I forgot about everything and felt only him, saw only him. My fingers tightened at the back of his head as mine lowered, eyes still ensnared by his. The tip of his tongue darted out, swiping at his lower lip, anticipating my kiss as I drew closer and closer, his breath becoming mine…

      I snatched the soap out of his hand and pulled back, dropping back to my feet in front of him.

      It took him a minute to recover, blinking a couple times to clear the hazy desire he’d been drunk on. I held up the bar, waving it a little in triumph before turning away to wash.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end when he came forward, my body so aware of his that he felt like an extension of me. I refused to look despite the way my stomach quivered and my heart pounded. Instead, I rubbed the soap over my pec in a circular motion.

      His chest fit along my back, and one of his thighs pushed between mine.

      “Give me the soap, Lars.” The throaty growl made my fingers tremble and my toes curl into the wet floor.

      Unable to breathe, I held it up, and he reached for it, making sure to touch as much of me as he could.

      “Duktig pojke,” he rasped, teeth scraping over the back of my shoulder.

      I whimpered, my knees going weak. Good boy.

      “Where did you learn that?” I demanded with a pathetically shaky voice.

      “You think I wouldn’t learn how to praise my angel in his preferred tongue?” he asked, lips caressing the back of my neck.

      I whimpered again.

      The bar of soap was cold when he first pressed it against my upper back, but as it lathered, the chill went away and my vision started to blur as I stared ahead at the white tile.

      The soap was slightly gritty, the light scrape over my skin setting my nerves on fire and making me crave. I’d just had him in the car, but I already felt like it had been days.

      His hand followed the curve of my back, pressing into the way it slightly dipped just above my ass. Suds slid over my cheeks, catching in my crack as his hands fanned out over my hips as they traveled to the front of my body.

      I swayed on my feet, drunk from stimulation, mind buzzing. Win’s soapy hands moved up, washing my lower stomach, then tracing the contours of my abs. With a sigh, I leaned back into him as he widened his stance to support my weight.

      My chest was lathered and bubbly when I started to slide down his body, literally melting toward the drain.

      One hand glided up, grasping the front of my throat.

      My eyes popped open, body tensing as I anticipated the panic sure to slam into me.

      “Don’t like that?” Win observed, his voice calm and even as he languidly redirected his hand. “It’s okay, angel. Let’s find something you do.”

      After placing the bar of soap back in its dish, both his hands dragged low, one of them wrapping around my half-hard cock.

      I melted back into him again, thrusting my hips into his touch. As he stroked me with one hand, his other kneaded my sack. My eyes fell closed, the light fragrance of the soap scenting the warm steam.

      His nose nudged the side of my neck, and my head fell to the side. His lips brushed the skin but lifted away so he could whisper, “This okay?”

      “God, yes,” I murmured, offering my neck again.

      He sucked it lightly as he jacked my dick, which was standing off my body at full mast.

      “Turn around,” he whispered, pulling his hands off me.

      I did as he asked, our hard dicks colliding. With a hiss, he thrust against me again, his throbbing head driving into my hip. I rubbed against it as he rinsed the soap off my back and reached for my ass.

      “I didn’t wear a condom,” he whispered, fingers tracing along my crack.

      “I don’t care,” I answered, pushing my cheeks farther into his hands.

      A brief flash of him dancing with all those girls dashed into my head, ruining the perfect fog of desire.

      Not willing to pull away completely, I lifted my head so I could look at him. “Should I be worried?” I asked. “Have you been—” I stopped abruptly, biting into my lower lip. I didn’t want to know. I couldn’t handle it right now…

      Maybe not ever.

      A few suds still clung to his hand, and they transferred to my chin when he gripped it, forcing my head up so I had to meet his eyes.

      His stare drilled into me relentlessly, his attention on me so potent I felt as though I were swallowed whole.

      “There hasn’t been anyone but you, angel.”

      My mouth parted in surprise, and my eyes searched his, looking for the lie.

      He chuckled as if my disbelief were charming and not an insult and it made me wary.

      “I know you’ve heard the rumors about me. Well, they aren’t really rumors,” he allowed, and my eyes narrowed.

      “Easy,” he mused, circling his arms around me to pull me closer to his body. “There hasn’t been anyone since I laid eyes on you hiding behind that plant at the airport.”

      “I was not hiding.”

      “Were too,” he sang.

      “No!” I started to argue, but he kissed me silent, and I forgot we’d been speaking at all.

      Water rained over my back, sloughing over my shoulders to drizzle between our bodies. Win turned his head this way then that, kissing me from all angles as his fingers kneaded the muscles in my back.

      When he lifted to change directions once more, he dropped a kiss on the tip of my nose, and emotion so thick rose in me that I worried I might choke.

      “One look at those angel eyes and I turned blind to everyone else.”

      Just when I thought he had all of me… he went and found another piece.

      An inkling of panic followed up the warm rush of love because, even though I asked for tonight, this was more than I could recover from.

      I cleared my throat, pulling back. “The water is getting cold.”

      He cupped a hand around my shoulder, drawing me back in. “Come on and let me clean you, then.”

      I glanced up swiftly. He can’t possibly mean what I think he means.

      His wide hands glided over my ass.

      Holy shit, that is what he means.

      I tried to wiggle away, but his fingers slid between my cheeks.

      I gasped.

      Win paused, tilting his chin down. “Are you being shy?”

      “You don’t need to. That’s…” I stuttered. “I’ll do it.”

      “My dick was just buried inside you without a barrier, and you’re being shy about me using my finger to make sure you’re clean?”

      “It’s embarrassing,” I whined.

      “You’re adorable,” he mused.

      “I am not!”

      His finger pressed against my hole, and I stilled. Using gentle pressure, he circled the area, which was slightly puffy from before.

      I purred, arching my ass out without thinking.

      “See, angel? I got this. I got you.”

      I pushed my face into his chest.

      “Okay?” he asked, still massaging the area.

      I nodded.

      One hand left my ass to fist in my hair and pull my face out of his chest. “Is this okay?”

      “Yes,” I squealed, trying to push my flaming face back into his chest.

      Quiet laughter shook his body, and he let me go.

      When he peeled my cheeks open, water ran between them, and his finger pushed into my body. I tensed at first, slightly sore from us not using lube, but he kissed my temple, and I relaxed around him. He curled the finger, brushing my prostate and making me shudder. After that, he used scooping motions to make sure he got whatever was left inside me.

      When he was done, both of us were breathing heavily, and I could feel my hole trying to clench around something that wasn’t there.

      Because the water was uncomfortably cold, we quickly washed and shut it off. He handed me a towel and then used his to help dry me off while he stood there dripping.

      Even the cold water and air couldn’t completely deflate my erection.

      Another unexpected wave of panic reared its unwanted head as the clock in my mind seemed to tick louder and louder. This night wouldn’t last forever.

      Marching over to the sink—as good as one could march naked with a towel wrapped around their waist—I noted his toothbrush propped in a cup.

      I grabbed it, squeezed some toothpaste on it, and jammed it in my mouth. Feeling mighty proud, I turned, propping my hip against the vanity so he could see me scrubbing my puke breath with his toothbrush.

      “That’s Wes’s,” he deadpanned.

      I gagged, hunching over the sink to spit and furiously rinse my mouth with handfuls of water from the spigot. His laughter was boisterous and loud as I imagined his brother’s germs running amok in my mouth.

      Face dripping, I turned to glare at him.

      He grinned, full dimples on display, wet hair sticking up everywhere. “Just kidding.”

      Pointing aggressively at the toothbrush lying in the sink, I said, “Whose is that?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Like I’d let anyone else’s toothbrush anywhere near your mouth.”

      I traded in the gagging for profuse colorful insults, which I flung rapid-fire in Swedish.

      His laughter was warm when he caught me around the waist, towing me in. “Now, baby. Don’t be mean.”

      My eyes rounded, incredulous. “You told me I was brushing my teeth with your brother’s toothbrush.”

      His teeth flashed. “That’s what you get for being a brat.”

      I shoved him back, and he laughed more.

      “You can finish,” he said, motioning to the toothbrush.

      I gave him a you must be insane look.

      Nudging me out of the way, he reached under the sink and pulled out a brand-new one still in the packaging. “It’s blue. Your favorite color.”

      I was not charmed that he’d remembered my favorite color.

      “You can keep it with mine,” he said, flicking a glance to the cup where his had been. “Use it next time you’re here.”

      My stomach bottomed out, the sensation so strong I laid my palm flat on the counter for some stability.

      “I don’t need that,” I said, picking up the one I’d been using before and adding new toothpaste to it.

      He said nothing as I finished brushing, and I didn’t look at him, even when I heard the crinkle and tear of the packaging. Guess he’s getting a new one so he doesn’t have to use the one I did.

      When my mouth was minty fresh, I leaned toward the trashcan to throw away the one I’d used.

      “Hey,” he exclaimed, catching my hand. “What are you doing?”

      “Throwing this away. You got a new one,” I said, gesturing to the blue one he’d already placed in the cup.

      “This one is mine,” he said, giving my hand a light squeeze.

      “But I just used it.”

      He leaned in, warm breath fanning over my cheek. “And I told you I like your puke breath.”

      I drew back, blinking, trying to understand. Trying not to fall harder and harder.

      “But you opened a new one.”

      “For you,” he said, taking his and plopping it in the cup next to the blue one.

      I turned to stare at them, vision blurring.

      His arms circled me from behind. “But you don’t have to use it, angel. You can still use mine if you want.”

      I bolted out of the bathroom in my towel, rushing down the hall and into his bedroom. My chest felt tight, skin warm. My heart hadn’t pounded normally since he’d found me on the side of the road.

      “Don’t put those on. I’ll give you something clean,” Win said, entering the bedroom as though the world wasn’t tilting on its axis.

      Dumbly, I glanced down at the clothes in my hands. My clothes. I stood there feeling like the room was imploding as he casually opened and closed drawers.

      “Why were you out there?” I blurted.

      He straightened, a stack of clothes in his hands. His clothes. The clothes he wanted me to wear.

      Longing cut through me so strongly that it actually hurt, and I winced.

      “Angel.” Win frowned and took a step toward me.

      “Why were you out on the road tonight?” I asked, forcing strength into my voice.

      He frowned. “I was looking for you.”

      Surprise slackened my face. “For me?”

      He nodded. “When I lost sight of you in the crowd, I asked around. The bouncer at the door said you left.”

      I felt my eyes narrow. “He knew me?”

      “That halo on your head is very memorable, angel.”

      “It’s not a halo. It’s my hair,” I argued.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      My heart felt bruised. Don’t say that. “I should go,” I announced, pacing to the bed to drop my clothes on the end so I could dress.

      “Why would you do that?” Win asked.

      “I’m sure you had other plans tonight.” I plucked up the shirt that was still balled up from being in the car.

      Win went silent a moment, a charged silence. I could almost feel his thoughts spinning.

      “Is this about the dancing?” he asked, coming over to take the shirt from me and hand me one of his instead. “Because that’s all it was. Really. I was just dancing—”

      “It’s not about the girls!” I spat, tossing down his shirt.

      “So you weren’t dancing with that guy as payback?”

      “No. Yes. I…”

      Win grabbed my shoulder, pulling me around. His other palm lay on my other shoulder, and his body heat seeped into me. “It worked, you know. I hated seeing someone else put their hands on you. Even knowing you were being a little shit, I was still out of my mind with jealousy.”

      “Really?” I whispered, eyes lowering.

      No, Lars. No. This doesn’t matter. It didn’t matter what my head yelled. My heart waited for the answer.

      His hands fell off me so he could step closer, one of his feet sliding between mine. “Mm.” He agreed. “If I hadn’t already decided to make you mine, that would have pushed me over the edge.”

      My head snapped up. “W-what?”

      He half smiled. “Weren’t you listening in the car earlier?”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “Did you mean it?” he asked, shifting even closer and making my eyes snag on his lean waist, on the single bead of water clinging right beside his navel.

      “Mean what?” I asked, still staring at the water drop.

      His fingers brushed the underside of my chin, gently tipping my face up so I had to look at him. Except my eyes went everywhere else.

      “That you love me.”

      All the air was punched out of me. I forgot anything existed except him. I didn’t know how I managed to keep my gaze steady because everything under my skin was an earthquake.

      Lie, my brain demanded.

      Don’t you dare, threatened my heart.

      “I meant it,” I told him. “I shouldn’t have said it… but I won’t take it back. I do. Love you.”

      He groaned, his give so sweet as one hand curled around the small of my back and the other to cup my head.

      “I love you too, angel. I love you so much.”

      Tears rushed behind my eyes, his words like a noose around my heart. “Please don’t say it if you don’t mean it.” To be honest, I’d been on the receiving end of a lot of cruelty in my life, but if he was lying about this, it would be the cruelest thing I would have to survive.

      “Lars, look at me.” When I didn’t, he took my head in his hands and forced it up, holding me in place. “Look at me and listen.”

      When I still refused to open my eyes, he made a frustrated sound, and I thought he would pull away.

      He didn’t.

      He tightened his hold and started speaking.
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      Win

      

      Never in my life did I think this moment would come.

      Never did I think I would rip out my heart and hold it out, still beating, for someone else.

      Some might say it was just words, but to me, they were pieces of my soul, a defiant action to every ounce of vulnerability inside me. It was damning myself to destruction if he ever walked away. It was handing him not just my heart but offering up every single moment I had left on this earth. Because really, love was something that could be given more than once. But time? Once time was spent, it could never be reclaimed.

      “I always thought I had a choice. That I wouldn’t love someone unless I wanted to. And I didn’t want to. It was too risky. Too fragile. But then I saw you standing there scowling at your phone and pretending you couldn’t speak English.”

      Though his eyes remained closed, he scowled, thunder crossing his features like the rainstorm he always embodied.

      Everybody wants happiness and nobody wants pain, but you can’t have a rainbow without a little rain.

      Look at Yoda being all poetic and shit.

      I smiled a little. “I never had a choice with you, Lars. You struck my heart with those electric eyes, and it’s beat for you ever since.”

      Sandy lashes lifted, piercing me with his crystal stare.

      “There’s my angel,” I whispered, swiping my thumb over his cheekbone.

      He said nothing, but I had his complete attention. How I enjoyed being the center of his world.

      “And even if I did have a choice, it would still be you. You are worth every risk. One moment with you is worth a thousand without. People always say it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” I shook my head. “I always thought that was bullshit.”

      His eyes rolled, and I flashed him a smile. “But you’re my exception. The one love strong enough to override the paralyzing fear of losing it.”

      His hands came up, circling my wrists, holding me while I held him. Tears glimmered in his eyes, turning them translucent. A tidal wave of emotion surged up in me as I stood there staring at my future, marveling at the fact that I’d found him in this big world. Welling with gratitude that I’d stepped on that plane.

      “I came to Sweden for freedom, thinking it was a state of mind but realizing it was a person. It was you.”

      “You love me,” Lars whispered, a tear finally spilling over to track a glistening trail down his cheek.

      “I say all that romantic shit, and that’s all you hear?” I teased. “Jag älskar dig,” I confirmed in Swedish, saying it in the language he knew best.

      His throat bobbed. “Your pronunciation is shit.”

      My heart lightened the way it always did when he gave me hell. “Good thing I have you to teach me better,” I countered, quickly turning insecure. It was a feeling I was not accustomed to. A feeling I would like to flush down the toilet and never experience again. “I do have you, don’t I, angel? Tell me I didn’t ruin it these last few weeks.”

      A broken sob ripped out as he launched himself at me, arms shackling around my neck as he pushed up onto his toes. Our lips slammed together, and I gripped his bare waist, kissing him exactly the way I’d craved since I walked out of our dorm room and boarded that plane.

      The fresh zing of mint on his tongue, which he got from my toothbrush, made me groan and yank his body flush with mine. His cock stabbed into my hip through the towel around his waist, and I ripped the cotton away to wrap my hands around his uncut dick. He was so hard already, his swollen head flushed and exposed.

      I dropped to my knees in front of him, mouth already salivating to swallow him down. I didn’t, though, not yet. Instead, I kept him in my fist, jacking him firmly as I watched his pink head disappear beneath the foreskin almost as though it were playing a game.

      Desire pooled in my stomach, making my skin feel hot as I watched him twitch beneath my hand. When I pulled my fist forward, the extra skin closed around his head, leaving only the slit on display. I groaned, leaning in to lick at it, making him jolt.

      “Hold still,” I demanded, using my free hand to grab his ass and pull him in. Then I went back to work, slipping my tongue along the edge of the skin, sliding beneath it to the hard flesh underneath. Above me, Lars groaned, and I scooted closer, loving the way my tongue was being swallowed up.

      Pulling back, I dipped my finger beneath it, rimming his head. “I always have liked getting under your skin,” I rasped, leaning in to lick a pearl of precum beading on the tip.

      “Stand up.” He panted, grabbing at my arm.

      The towel at my waist caught on my knee as I moved, and it fell at our feet. The second I was standing, he reached out to grab my cock, shuffling closer so they could glide together.

      “Watch,” he rasped, and someone would literally have had to pluck my eyeballs out with rusty nails to get me to look anywhere else.

      Taking both our dicks in his hand, he pumped us, our hard, hot skin rubbing together. Both of us were leaking when he readjusted so we were tip to tip, then slid his foreskin over the tip of my cock.

      I groaned, stomach muscles tightening so much that a wave of nausea hit me.

      “Fuck into me, Win.” He encouraged, thrusting and smearing the pre-release slicking his head all over mine.

      I grabbed his cock, and he let go, allowing me to pull the foreskin even farther over my head. I couldn’t look away. I was fucking obsessed with the way his dick swallowed mine, the way his skin suctioned around me. I wanted to jack off just like this, let my load explode across his head.

      “This is the hottest fucking thing ever,” I groaned, thrusting into him, loving the friction of our heads pushing together.

      He moaned his agreement, arching out his hips, fingers digging into my biceps as we thrust against each other like animals.

      Tension tightened my balls, and I felt myself losing control. I stepped back abruptly, panting.

      Lars made a strangled sound, nails biting into my arm. “Win,” he whined.

      God, I loved it when he whined my name.

      “On the bed, ass up.”

      He blinked.

      “Go on, angel. Do it.”

      The second he was on hands and knees, ass presented to me, I bit into my knuckle. “I want to do so many bad things to you.”

      “Then come over here and do them.” He challenged, glancing over his shoulder.

      The bed dipped when my knee hit it, but I didn’t pause. I peeled his cheeks apart and stuffed my face in, licking a long stripe up his crack.

      He shuddered and grunted, but I kept going, tongue finding his hole and licking across it. He fell onto his elbows, face burying in the blankets. I went at him, licking and sucking until he was pliant and soft and my tongue slipped in.

      He gasped my name, and I reached up, adding a finger with my tongue and fucking him until his ass was thrusting back, trying to get more inside him. I pulled away long enough to grab the lube out of the nightstand and then flipped him onto his back.

      His flushed cheeks, half-moon stare, and bitten lips wrecked me in all the best ways.

      “I want to be inside you,” I told him, holding up the lube.

      In response, he pulled his legs up, flattening his feet on the bed and spreading his thighs. “Get in here.”

      Popping the cap on the tube, I poured an excessive amount of the slick over him, loving the way he hissed. Once he was covered, I swirled my fingers around before pushing some of it inside him with two fingers.

      His knees fell apart, head rocking to the side. When he reached for his dick, I slapped away his hand.

      “No,” I told him. “You’re going to come on my cock alone.”

      “Then hurry up and give it to me,” he said, moving restlessly against the bed.

      Slamming my hands on either side of him, I came over his body, nudging his hole with my head.

      “Lars,” I said, holding myself still.

      His eyes met mine, and even with the overwhelming desire buzzing in my head, my heart still turned over. “You’re mine now. Do you understand me?”

      “I’ve always been yours,” he whispered.

      I kissed him at the same moment I thrust in, not giving him any time to adjust before bottoming out, my balls hitting his ass.

      Our lips broke apart as I shuddered and fought for control. “I’m not gonna last,” I warned him.

      “Just give it to me,” he said, wrapping his legs around my waist. “Give me everything.”

      “I love you,” I told him, brushing a soft kiss against his lips before pulling out and slamming back in.

      After that, our bodies took over, and I pounded into him so hard the headboard hammered against the wall. The bite of his nails scraping down my sweat-slicked back only made me more feral as I strained and bucked into him. The sounds coming from beneath me were proof I was nailing his prostate with every thrust.

      “Come for me, angel.” I grunted. “Give me what’s mine.”

      Shoving deep, I rubbed his prostate, and his body bowed, head falling back into the blankets as his release splattered his belly and hit my chest.

      I grunted in satisfaction and then let go, ecstasy locking my limbs, nearly paralyzing me with bliss. When I came back down, I was utterly spent, and I collapsed on top of him, burying my face in his neck.

      He smelled like my soap and sex, the best combination I would ever experience. I licked over his neck, enjoying the faint tang of sweat.

      Remembering our little kink, I reached between us as my cock slipped out of him. After covering my fingers with my release, I dragged them in the mess he’d left between us, bringing them to his lips. He hummed, sucking them between his lips, the slurping sounds he made had my dick trying to rally for round three.

      When he was done, I nuzzled his cheek. “Mine,” I rumbled, nipping at his jaw.

      He made a sound. “So you’re one of those possessive boyfriends, are you?” The minute the words were out of his mouth, he stiffened.

      I pushed up, taking some of my weight and frowning at him. “What’s the matter?”

      “Are you my boyfriend?”

      I smiled. “Duh.”

      “Really?”

      Reaching between us, I found Lars’s hand and brought it up, using his finger to draw an X over my heart. “Cross my heart.” Rolling off to the side, I hit my back, sinking into the mattress. “I sure as hell wouldn’t be anyone else’s boyfriend.”

      “But we shouldn’t tell people. Right?”

      I rolled onto my side, making a face. “What kinda horseshit is that? Are you embarrassed by me?”

      “I’m trying to understand what you want,” he said, unsure.

      “Well, that’s enough of that,” I announced, rolling into a sitting position and leaning against the headboard.

      Lars was watching me with that piercing aquamarine stare. “Enough of what?”

      I patted my lap.

      His brow furrowed.

      “Get your sexy ass up here, Lars.”

      He pushed into a sitting position, face still furrowed, and it made me want to kiss him. Then I remembered I could. I could kiss him senseless anytime I wanted.

      Pulling him into my lap, I cupped his face, nudging his lips with mine and drawing him into a slow, languid kiss. It was nothing like the way we’d gone at each other earlier, that desperation having been met. This time I kissed him purely because I could, because rolling my tongue around his while his naked ass was in my lap was my heaven.

      Before pulling back completely, I dropped another kiss against his mouth, then stroked his wild, half-dry white-blond hair.

      “Did I do something wrong?” he blurted out, cheeks pinkening as his eyes averted.

      “Wrong? Oh no, angel. You could never.”

      His eyes came back to mine, and that sexy chiseled face of his bobbed adorably. “I do lots wrong.”

      A feeling I didn’t like tapped the base of my spine, almost a warning. I shoved it away to focus on him. “If anyone did anything wrong, it’s me.”

      He frowned.

      “I’ll make it clear. You’re my boyfriend, the guy walking around with my heart. I’m your boyfriend, and you’re just one lucky bastard because I’m sexy.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “And I’m going to tell everyone and anyone. Strangers on the street. When they ask for a name for the order at a drive-thru? I’m gonna tell them I’m Lars’s boyfriend.”

      He called me stupid in Swedish, but his eyes shined. He was charmed. Who wouldn’t be?

      Can you feel that? It’s the sun. Coming back out full force.

      “You said no one here knows you’re bi.”

      I made a face. “Apparently, Max has known a long time.”

      “Sometimes he scares me,” Lars confided.

      My head fell against the headboard when I laughed. Stroking my hand down his bare back, I pulled him a little closer into my lap. I loved holding him like this.

      When Lars didn’t laugh too, my hand paused at the small of his back. “Did he say something? Do something?”

      Lars shook his head. “No. He’s just intense.”

      I nodded. “He is. But you’re his family now, okay? He won’t do anything to hurt you.”

      Lars leaned against me, tucking his cheek against my shoulder. My heart swelled, and I stroked his hair.

      “I don’t care if people know about my sexuality,” I told him.

      “Then why didn’t you tell anyone?”

      “Because I worried it would put a bigger target on Wes. Because Wes and Max have been through a lot, and it was just easier.”

      His cheek rubbed against my shoulder when he looked up, nearly tipping back out of my lap. Bringing my arm up, I cradled him, keeping him where he belonged.

      “But they’re good now, and I have you.”

      He nodded once. “You do have me.”

      I smiled. “Yeah?”

      “Always,” he whispered.

      I kissed his forehead, and he sighed, snuggling a little farther into me.

      “You know,” I said, not wanting to bring it up but also knowing it had to be said. “I can be intense too.”

      He glanced up. “I know.”

      “Do I scare you?” I asked, forcing the words out of my throat.

      He bolted up, bare ass slipping between my legs. I widened them, and he turned, sitting cross-legged between my thighs.

      “You don’t scare me, Win. You never have.”

      I cupped his face, experiencing an intense urge to make sure he understood. “I won’t hurt you, not ever. I would never hurt you.”

      “I know.”

      “I mean, I know I hurt you before when I pushed you away, but…”

      His hand covered mine where it rested on his face. “Win. I know.”

      “Also, I’m possessive. And jealous. Like a lot.” I warned, letting it all spill out. Now that I was all in, I needed him to know exactly how all in I was. I had to make sure it wouldn’t smother him.

      “Like that guy you danced with tonight?” I made a face. “I let that slide ‘cause I deserved it. But don’t try that shit on me again, angel. I’ll toss you over my shoulder and haul you back to my bed.”

      Something I didn’t expect rolled over his eyes. For a moment, he almost looked panicked. Like a cornered animal. “So you don’t want me to go to parties? Or hang out with my friends?”

      I drew back. “What? No. You can do what you want, babe. Party it up. Chill with the bros. But I don’t want some other guy’s hands all over you. And I’ll give you the same respect. No one will be all over me either.”

      Lars nodded. “That’s fair.”

      I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “I don’t want to control you. I wouldn’t even try. I just…” I paused, not sure how to even communicate how I felt without sounding like an overbearing asshole.

      “Just what?” He nudged.

      I blew out a breath. “Loving you scares the shit out of me, Lars. The idea of losing you the way I lost my parents, the way I almost lost Wes… I’m haunted by that day in Sweden. How you almost died.”

      Lars grabbed me and pulled me in until our foreheads were pressed together. “Tell me.”

      “The urge to hold you tight, so fucking tight, is like a heartbeat in me. I want to protect you, keep you safe. Keep you mine. The idea of anyone or anything taking you from me…” I met his eyes. “Seriously, I don’t think I’d survive it.”

      “It’s okay,” he whispered, brushing his knuckles across my cheek.

      I shook my head. “It’s not, but I don’t know how to be anyway else. I just want you to understand. It’s not really about you. You’re fucking perfect. A fucking angel. It’s about me, how much I…” my voice faltered, then finished in a whisper. “Need you.”

      “I need you too,” Lars whispered back.

      I tackled him, both of us falling back on the bed while I kissed the air from our lungs. I coveted the feel of him beneath me, how good it felt to have him all to myself.

      Breaking the seal of our lips, I pulled in short breaths between peppering his face with kisses.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Win,” Lars whispered, hands clutching my back. “You can be overprotective and possessive. You can hold me as tight as you want. It’s okay. I like it that way.”

      I pulled back, leveling my gaze on his. “If I’m ever too much, tell me.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      I smirked. “You are pretty sassy.”

      “I love you.”

      I groaned. “Oh God, baby. I love you too.” I rolled, bringing him with me so I was pinned under him. “Will you promise me something?”

      “What?”

      “Promise you’ll take care of yourself. Promise you’ll keep yourself safe.” Promise you won’t leave me here alone.

      A shadow passed behind his eyes, something that once again felt like a warning. But then it was gone and he was smiling. “I promise.”

      “That’s my angel,” I said, wrapping him up in my arms, the fear in my heart slightly abated.
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      I went to sleep in his arms, wondering if he would feel the same in the light of a new day.

      I woke up alone, the place he’d been lying empty, sheets cold.

      Did he somehow sense I was holding something back, making a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep?

      How could I not promise him? How could I look into the face of the man I loved most, the man who was terrified to lose me, and tell him I might not be safe?

      Perhaps if I’d been drunk last night, perhaps if I hadn’t emptied the little alcohol I’d imbibed into the bushes, I could have convinced myself of the lie.

      Oskar isn’t here.

      But he was. I saw him. He stepped right out from the trees and would have been on me if Win hadn’t driven up when he did. I couldn’t keep pretending he wasn’t lurking around. Especially now. Especially now that I had Win’s heart to protect.

      He was so worried about protecting me that he never stopped to realize I was just as fiercely protective of him.

      I never thought I’d love again, truly thought the trust I might have for anyone was beaten and betrayed so severely it seemed unfathomable I’d ever find it.

      Then came Win. Dimples, stupid sunglasses, and more animated than the cartoons on TV. I wanted to hate him. I tried.

      I couldn’t. He slipped past all my defenses and amazingly became my strongest one. And I was going to be the same for him. And all he wanted was for me to protect myself because, by doing that, I was also protecting him.

      I wasn’t so good at protecting myself, was I? The one thing Win wanted most was the one thing I sucked most at.

      I would have to do better. I couldn’t keep trying to convince myself I didn’t see Oskar. That I somehow folded my own shirts in a haze of anxiety.

      I was scared. More scared than I wanted to admit… but I had to. For Win. Oskar was the absolute worst, but I never thought he’d go as far as to chase me all the way across the globe. That seemed extreme even for him.

      I couldn’t tell Win. What if he changed his mind about us? What if he decided I wasn’t worth the risk after all?

      It was bad enough I had a severe allergy, but an abusive ex willing to come all this way to drag me back home and pin me under his thumb again?

      I won’t go back. He’ll have to kill me first.

      My stomach knotted. All the relief I’d felt last night seemed far away. Glancing again at the empty spot where Win had been, I grimaced, slipping out of bed.

      Maybe all of that wouldn’t even matter because maybe he already changed his mind.

      Shit! How much is the clock? Swinging my legs over the bed, I grabbed my phone, frowning when it resisted my tug. On closer inspection, I saw the long black cord sticking out of the bottom, and my heart turned over.

      He plugged it into his charger.

      I sat there for long seconds, smiling stupidly at the black cord, the smallest gesture meaning so much.

      Then I remembered I was supposed to be checking the time and pulled it free to glance at the screen. Relief flooded through me to see that I didn’t have to be at the pool for a couple hours. Today was a light swim day, so we got to sleep in.

      Leaving my phone on the bed, I stood, completely naked, and stretched out my muscles. I was slightly sore this morning, my lower back aching dully. I enjoyed the ache, though. It reminded me of everything we did last night.

      He loves me, my heart sang.

      Then where is he? my head refuted.

      My clothes from last night were lying crumpled in a heap on the floor. The clothes Win offered were draped over the foot of the bed.

      I chose those, pulling on a navy pair of sweatpants with a white tie at the waistband and a gray T-shirt with a faded picture of a box of Frosted Flakes and an orange tiger on the front.

      Not bothering with socks, I left the bedroom, stopping by the bathroom long enough to take a piss. The entire time, I stared at the two toothbrushes in the cup on the counter.

      Noise from the lower floor filtered up the stairs, so I followed it after noting Max’s bedroom door was closed.

      At the bottom of the steps, I gazed across the dining room and into the kitchen where a long pair of gray sweatpants-covered legs stuck out from below the open fridge door. The rest of the body was practically inside the appliance, the entire thing rocking a little under the force of whatever he was doing.

      As I moved closer, I noticed a large black trash bag on the floor beside him.

      “Win?”

      There was a loud thump, then a bunch of muffled cursing followed by an, “Ow.”

      Win’s uncombed wild head popped from around the door, and he was rubbing it with his hand that was covered in a hot-pink rubber glove.

      My eyebrows shot up. “What are you doing?”

      Dropping his hand, Win turned a little sheepish and shrugged. “Cleaning out the fridge.”

      “Do you know how much is the clock?” I asked, blinking.

      He chuckled. “Yes, angel. I know what time it is.”

      Right. I always forgot they said that differently. Americans were so difficult. I scowled, suddenly very irritated he got out of bed in favor of cleaning out the fridge. “I never saw you do this in Sweden,” I observed, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Win’s dimples popped, and he swung the fridge door closed and walked toward me. “You look sexy standing there all scowly in my clothes,” he mused, voice growly and sexy as he grabbed the sides of my waist with his pink-gloved hands.

      “Sexier than I looked naked in your bed this morning?” I wanted to know. “Because you left me there alone.”

      “You need coffee.” He decided, tugging me as he walked backward toward the counter. When we were at the machine, he held up his hands and pointed to the basket of pods. “You mind?”

      I snatched one and put it in the machine and then hit the button for it to brew a shot of espresso.

      “I thought you changed your mind,” I blurted into the kitchen as the sound of brewing espresso dripped into the mug.

      Win cursed under his breath and picked me up, my ass landing on the counter. Automatically, my legs parted, and Win slid between them, reaching up to hold my face with rubber-gloved hands.

      My nose wrinkled, wondering why they were sticky, but before I could complain, he said, “I will never change my mind.”

      My eyes met his as the worries I woke up with started knocking around the inside of my skull. You might if you knew about Oskar. “What if you do?” I whispered.

      I braced myself for his frustration, maybe even anger that I would doubt him. None of those things shone in the warmth of his eyes. All I saw was patience.

      Patience was sexy. It was also something no one had ever given me before.

      “I won’t.” He leaned up, brushing his lips over mine. “Not ever. It’s you and me now, angel. For always.”

      “For always,” I echoed.

      He brushed another kiss across my lips, his wild hair poking into my eyes. I palmed his ears, pulling him back in to deepen the kiss. His groan mingled with the rich scent of coffee and his shampoo. Tentatively, I swiped the tip of my tongue at the seam of his mouth, and he opened with a groan.

      His hands cupped my face again, the rubber making a weird squeak sound against my cheek.

      Grimacing, I jerked back. “Why are your hands sticky?”

      “My bad,” Win said, pulling them away.

      Reaching up, I dabbed at the residue he left behind and made a face. “Disgusting.”

      He made a sound and grabbed up the espresso, holding it out for me to take. “You need this.”

      I took it, the warmth of the brew seeping into my fingers from the cup. I lifted it to my lips for a small sip, peering at him over the rim. After a sip—okay, two—I lowered it just enough to speak, my tongue swiping any extra left on my lips. “You have my favorite coffee.”

      “I couldn’t live in a place where I didn’t have something you loved.”

      “You didn’t need coffee for that,” I told him, stomach flip-flopping.

      His brows drew together.

      “Because you’re here.”

      He made a sound and rushed me again.

      I drew back, bumping my head on the cabinet, and held up the coffee like a shield. “Winston Sinclair!” I demanded. “Do not touch me with those sticky, latex-covered hands.”

      Win held them up like he was being arrested, spreading all his fingers wide. “But, angel.”

      “I’m not kink-shaming or anything, but maybe you two could take it to the bedroom?” Max drawled, stepping into the dining room. “I mean, we have to eat in here.”

      Win spun around, hot-pink hands still raised like he was surrendering. Wes stepped off the stairs, his eyes widening when he took in the scene.

      Max covered his eyes. “Don’t look, Nemo. You’ll go blind.” He grimaced. “Or get weird kinky ideas about pink rubber gloves.”

      Wes made a choked sound.

      “Fuck off, Max,” Win said with a laugh and dropped his hands. “I was cleaning out the fridge.”

      “Didn’t you already do that?” Wes asked, pushing Max’s hands off his eyes to come into the kitchen and start a pot of coffee.

      “Everything else except the fridge.”

      “Did you throw all the food away?” Wes huffed. “I’m starving.”

      “There’s stuff for breakfast. I went to the store this morning,” Win answered.

      I choked on the last bit of my espresso. “You’ve been to the store too?”

      Win glanced around to wink. “I had to get you breakfast, angel.”

      “You got me breakfast?” Yes. Yes, I realized that all I was doing here was repeating things other people in the room said. I’d had one espresso. I was doing my best here.

      Max went to the fridge and pulled out a carton of eggs and a package of bacon, then handed a bottle of creamer to Wes who was pouring coffee.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?” Win said, finally peeling off the gloves with a snap and tossing them in the sink. Once that was done, he grabbed a mug and popped another pod in the Nespresso machine, this time setting it to brew a full cup of strong coffee.

      I stared as he backtracked to the fridge, moving around Max who was cracking the eggs into a bowl by the stove to grab a carton of cream.

      I gave it a derisive look, and he made a sound. “That’s the boring kind without any sugar. The fun stuff is over there with Wes.”

      “You got that for me?”

      “Well, I sure as hell am not using it. I needs my sugar,” Win said, bracing his palms on the counter on either side of me to pull himself up so we were face to face. “How about you give me some?”

      My lips rolled in, and my ears turned hot. Win wagged his eyebrows at me. Shooting forward, I pecked a kiss on his lips, and he dropped back onto his feet.

      Max made a sound. “He overturned this entire kitchen for you. And made us help.”

      “We wanted to help.” Wes corrected.

      Max grunted. The fork in his hand made a sharp clang when he dropped it against the bowl. “You want some eggs, Lars?”

      “Ah—” I started, but Win cut me off.

      “I’ll make him breakfast.”

      “I can get my own breakfast,” I protested.

      Win tsked and handed me the coffee he’d just brewed. “Drink your coffee, angel.”

      I took the cup, and he unsealed the brand-new cream and handed it to me next.

      “I’m not helpless,” I told him even as I took the cream and added just a little to my cup.

      “They treat me like this too,” Wes said, forlorn.

      I wasn’t all that upset about it, though. In fact, my stomach was somersaulting around in my middle, and I was reminding myself not to get used to this.

      In the two years I’d dated Oskar, he’d never once made me coffee or food or gone to the store. Even when I was sick, I did it all.

      A light touch on my thigh brought my attention up from the cream swirling around in the dark coffee.

      “What’s up?” Win asked softly.

      I shook my head. “I just… You cleaned the kitchen because of me?”

      He nodded once. “Threw out all the food too. You can eat here anytime and it will be safe, okay? This house is officially nut-allergy friendly.”

      “Actually, he didn’t throw it out. He just gave it all to Jamie.” Wes clarified.

      Max grunted. “Same difference. Bro is a walking trashcan.”

      “We cleaned everything just to be sure there’s no cross-contamination. Everything that comes in here will be safe.” He assured me, then glanced around at his brothers. “Right?”

      They both agreed, but I barely listened. The sound of my own heartbeat was so loud in my ears. My fingers ached around the mug from gripping it so tight, and my chest felt constricted as if I were wearing a too-small compression shirt.

      Win’s hand moved over my thigh again, lightly rubbing.

      “You don’t have to do that. You three shouldn’t have to limit what you eat because of me. I don’t even live here.”

      Win and Max laughed.

      “Just save yourself the headache and don’t argue,” Wes advised.

      I glanced over Win’s shoulder to Wes. “But it’s not fair.”

      “You’re our family,” he said simply.

      My eyes shifted back to Win. He was watching me with a soft look on his face that made tears rise in my eyes.

      His palm was wide and warm when it wrapped around the back of my head and tugged me down. Leaning in, he pressed a kiss against my temple, then spoke quietly against my ear. “Welcome home, baby.”

      My heart fell out right there, dropping into the center of the kitchen, and the three of them talked and moved around like they didn’t even notice it was there. Acting like I belonged.

      I hadn’t belonged anywhere in so long.

      I sagged against the cabinets behind me, drinking the coffee without even tasting it. Max finished making plates of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast while Win poured himself some coffee and added too much sugar to it.

      Three full plates slid onto the island, one in front of Wes, one where Max was sitting next to him, and then another that Max announced was for Win.

      The empty mug in my hand suddenly disappeared, and I tried to snatch it back, but Win set it aside. “Here,” he said, holding out a glass of orange juice.

      I glanced at the mug longingly.

      “Eat first,” Win said, a plate appearing under my nose.

      My eyes nearly fell out of my head. Gasping, I grabbed onto the edges of the white ceramic and stared.

      “You like it?” Win asked, a bit of humor lacing his tone.

      My eyes snapped up, only to go back to the plate. “You made me open-faced sandwiches,” I said, taking in the two slices of rye spread thin with butter, a slice of cheese, and a thin slice of ham. And it looked like the good kind of cold cut, not the kind I always saw here in plastic tubs. Off to the side of the bread was a small bowl of muesli, which was mixed with yogurt.

      “That is not a sandwich,” Max said from across the room.

      Win ignored him. “It’s what you always ate in Sweden.”

      “You remembered,” I whispered, still staring at the food in awe. I hadn’t had this since I got here. Since I couldn’t really make food in the dorm, I had to eat what was on campus, and traditional Nordic breakfasts were not it. It wasn’t fancy at all, but God, some mornings I’d craved the simple familiarity of this.

      My stomach buzzed like it was full of bees, emotion lodged in the center of my throat like a boulder, and all I could do was sit there and stare at the food and wonder how I could eat something so wonderfully meaningful.

      Lifting my eyes to Win’s, I said, “Thank you.” Those two words paled in comparison to how deeply I felt.

      He seemed to like them just fine, though, wrapping an arm around my waist to lift me off the counter. “C’mon,” he said, and I followed him to the island, orange juice in hand, and he put my plate next to his.

      There were only three stools at the island, and he took the last one. It didn’t matter to me, though, because he’d already done more for me this morning than almost anyone. But I didn’t stand. He pulled me onto his lap and then started plowing through his plate of food.

      I hesitated, staring at the food again, feeling so full already.

      “I checked all the labels,” Win said, chomping right beside my ear. “Twice.”

      He thought I was worried about my allergy.

      Honestly, even if I wasn’t one million percent sure he checked and rechecked every label, I’d eat it because he did this. Because this gesture was worth the risk.

      “I know, babe,” I said, voice hoarse.

      His excessively loud chomping paused. “Did you just call me babe?”

      Yeah, I guess I did. I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Is that okay?”

      He grinned wide, bits of egg and bacon stuck all in his teeth. Such a heathen. “Hells yeah, it’s okay.”

      He smacked a kiss on my cheek, smearing me with bacon grease.

      “I worked hard on that,” Win said, pointing around me to my food. “You better eat it. You have to swim later.”

      “How come he gets babe and I get Maxi?” Max griped.

      “You like Maxi,” Wes protested.

      Wes and Max continued bickering, and I bit into the bread Win made, groaning a little at the flavor. His hand wrapped around my waist, palm settling against my stomach as I chewed.

      It was the best meal I’d had since stepping foot off the plane. As I chewed, I melted into his chest, head resting on his shoulder, soaking up the warmth of his sunny rays.

      I didn’t forget Oskar was out there lurking, waiting to cause me harm, but the fear he inspired in me didn’t seem as hopeless as before.

      I would do what I had to do to finally be free of him because I was never going to give this up. Give Win up.

      Ever.
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      Win

      

      You know what’s the problem with putting off things for later?

      Later always shows up.

      All the things I avoided looking at too closely became big things that were impossible to overlook.

      I broke all my own rules and made Lars officially mine. I didn’t regret it, especially not when I got to wake up to his messy platinum hair, sleepy blue eyes, and warm skin. I no longer had to deny myself a touch or a kiss.

      But… I also couldn’t deny he was holding something back. Maybe it seemed more obvious since I’d kicked everything I’d put between us out of the way. Maybe it was because all the energy I’d spent trying to deny how much I wanted him was added to my need to protect.

      I absolutely meant it when I said loving Lars was worth the risk, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t reduce the risk. I wanted to make sure he was safe.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about how he looked when the beams from my headlights bounced over him on the side of the road. How his pale skin was nearly colorless and fear was embedded in his eyes. I thought about how he trembled in my lap, climbing over the console to cuddle into my chest like he was starved for comfort, like he needed a shield.

      I had no problem being my angel’s shield. But I needed to know what the hell I was shielding him from.

      Sometimes there were clouds in his eyes, not rare I suppose for a rainstorm like Lars. But why was it always raining inside him? What caused the fragility I glimpsed beneath his armor?

      The inkling of warning I felt before haunted me, as did Wes’s words.

      Has anyone ever hurt him?

      I’d never asked. Why hadn’t I ever asked?

      Because you’re too afraid of the answer.

      Afraid or not, I was all in now, and that meant I couldn’t just ignore the bad and take only the good. With Lars, I wanted it all.

      After a tough workout and a shower, I was standing in the kitchen when Wes walked in. My eyes automatically went behind him, expecting to see Lars.

      “Where’s Lars?”

      “Hi to you too, big bro,” Wes quipped.

      I rolled my eyes and hooked my arm around his neck, forcing him to bend at my side. Stuffing my hand into his curls, I ruffled them around. “I missed you, baby bro!”

      Wes smacked at my arms and struggled against the hold. He was being a drama queen and totally enjoying the attention because I wasn’t being rough enough that he couldn’t pull away.

      “Aww, have you missed me?” I cracked, messing up his hair even more.

      “Get the hell off me, Win.” Wes grunted, pulling me off and straightening. His hair looked like a giant used Q-tip, and I laughed.

      Glowering, he tried to pat it down, and I only laughed harder.

      “Asshole,” he muttered, flinging his bag onto the dining table.

      I went to the fridge and pulled out a water, tossing it to him. He caught it with one hand and unscrewed the cap.

      “You doing okay?” I asked genuinely. “You need anything? Max treating you good? Do I need to kick his ass?”

      Wes scoffed. “Like you could.”

      I raised a brow. “You think I couldn’t?” I lifted my arm, flexing my biceps, which had grown considerably in the last year. “Look at these guns.”

      Wes rolled his eyes. “Well, you definitely have bulked up since going to Sweden.” He tilted his head to the side. “How come?”

      “I told you,” I said. “I was tired of being the least cut out of the three of us.”

      Wes pursed his lips. “I don’t think that’s it.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And why is that?”

      “Because you’ve always been the charming, good-looking one, even without ripped abs.”

      “Some guys don’t need muscle to have game, little bro,” I teased, then added, “And some don’t even have it with it.”

      “I could have game if I wanted it.” He smarted off.

      We both knew that was a lie. My little brother was way too sweet and sincere to have big game.

      He hated when I pointed that out, though, so instead, I laughed under my breath. “It’s better for Max if you don’t. Keeps him out of jail.”

      “Whatever.”

      I couldn’t help but glance toward the front of the house again. “You were at the gym with Elite, right?”

      Wes nodded.

      “Why didn’t Lars come home with you?”

      “He said he needed to stop by his dorm.”

      I nodded, reaching for my cell in the back pocket of my jeans.

      “I’m gonna shower. Want to order pizza later?”

      “Sure,” I said, already tapping on the screen.

      Wes said you were going to your dorm. I’ll come pick you up later and bring you home. Pack a bag so you can leave some stuff here, I typed out. Then, smirking, I added, Or not. I like when you wear my clothes.

      I hadn’t seen him since this morning when he left with Wes for practice. I had my morning lab, so I hadn’t gone to the pool. Even though we’d texted earlier in the day, I was starting to get antsy to put eyes on him.

      After a few minutes of nothing, I glanced at my phone and frowned. It wasn’t like him not to reply almost immediately.

      Angel?

      Ten minutes later, I was starting to worry.

      “What’s wrong?” Max’s voice brought my head up, and I was startled to see him standing right there in the kitchen. I hadn’t even heard him come in.

      “Oh, hey. Nothing.”

      “Liar. You’re burning a hole through your phone with your eyes.”

      “I texted Lars, and he hasn’t texted back.”

      “How long’s it been?”

      “Fifteen minutes.”

      “He’s probably in the shower or something. Fifteen isn’t that long.”

      “If it was Wes, you wouldn’t be saying that,” I snapped.

      Max didn’t take offense to my short tone. “You put the app on his phone?”

      I grimaced. “No.”

      Max tsked.

      I sighed. “I didn’t want to seem like an overbearing asshole boyfriend who installs a tracker on his phone.”

      “That’s why you just do it without telling him.”

      “Yes, because Wes loved that.”

      Max shrugged, completely unbothered. “I’d rather him be pissed and safe than me be pacing the floor like you are right now.”

      My shoulders slumped.

      Max sighed, coming over to cuff me on the back of my shoulder. “I’m sure he’s fine. Not everyone stares at their phones every minute.”

      “He never takes this long to answer,” I muttered, my stomach knotting.

      “All right, let’s go over there.”

      I glanced up. “What?”

      “Let’s go to campus and put eyes on him.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “I’ll also put that damn app on his phone and give you the number of the guy I have trailing Wes.”

      “You think I should put a bodyguard on him?”

      “Beats worrying yourself sick.”

      “I don’t want to scare him off,” I confided.

      Max smiled. “Do you not see the way he looks at you? He’s not going anywhere.”

      My phone beeped, and Lars’s name flashed across the top of the screen.

      “That him?” Max asked.

      I nodded.

      I unlocked the phone to pull up the message.

      Actually, I might just crash here tonight. I have to finish this paper I have due tomorrow, and I’m pretty worn out from the gym.

      I frowned at the text.

      “Something wrong?” Max wanted to know.

      “No. He’s studying,” I told him.

      “You sports med types always have the homework,” Max mused. “I’m going up to see Wes. Let me know if you need anything.”

      I barely glanced at him as he left.

      You can work on your paper here.

      I know, but I need to go to the library for a source. And I’ll probably be up late. You need your beauty rest or I won’t want to look at you.

      I scoffed. Please, I’m a delight to your eyes no matter what.

      Always.

      I didn’t know why, but something in my chest tightened, making it hard to breathe. I’ll come to you. Stay in your room tonight.

      No.

      The refusal was so fast I squinted at the phone. But then another text followed.

      You’ll distract me with your dimples and kisses. I have to finish this paper, or Coach will be on my ass.

      But I’ll miss you.

      I miss you too.

      I’m coming. I’ll sit in the corner and not say a word.

      No, Win. Please. Just let me get my work done tonight, okay?

      Are you sure everything’s okay?

      The text bubble appeared then disappeared three times before any words appeared on the screen. The hair on the back of my neck prickled.

      Everything’s good, babe, really. Tomorrow, I’ll be all yours.

      The urge to fight him on this was intense. I didn’t want to sleep apart from him. I wanted him secure in my arms. He hadn’t slept at his dorm since we’d made things official. You’re being too needy. Too possessive. You’re going to smother him.

      He said he liked me that way, but what if experiencing it was too much? What if I was too much?

      I love you.

      I blew out a breath the second I read those three little words, not realizing how much I needed them until he said it.

      I love you too, angel. If you need me, call. I don’t care what time it is. I’ll come.

      See you tomorrow.

      See you, I replied, setting the phone aside. The urge to drive over there left me restless. I even went as far as to the table by the door where I kept my car keys.

      He asked for space, Win. You have to give it to him. If you don’t, you’re going to scare him away.

      Blowing out a breath, I backed away from the keys. Everything was fine. Lars was fine. I would see him in the morning.

      But I definitely would not get sleep tonight.
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      Lars

      

      An entire day without seeing Win? Torture.

      How far I’d come since first being handed a piece of paper with his name and vowing to get rid of him.

      “You coming?” Wes asked from beside the yellow Rubicon, gym bag slung over his sweaty T-shirt.

      I hesitated, wanting to jump in and head to Win now. But I was out of clothes and wanted to grab my laundry so I could wash it at their place.

      “You go ahead. I’m going to stop by my dorm,” I told him.

      “Want me to drive you over? I can wait,” Wes offered.

      I wasn’t used to people being so nice, so willing to go out of their way for someone else. Sometimes it was overwhelming. Sometimes it made me feel bad. Like I didn’t deserve it. Like I shouldn’t accept.

      “No,” I told him. “You go on ahead. Shower. See Max.”

      Wes smiled a little at the mention of his other half. “You sure?”

      I smiled. “Ja,” I agreed in Swedish, shooing him with my hands. “I’ll see you later.”

      Wes drove off, and I walked the short distance from the gym to Peregrine Hall, which was basically where all of Elite roomed.

      It was already dark out, a clear but cold winter night. Huddling a little farther into my coat, I stepped back as the door to the building swung open and a few guys came out.

      “Oh, hey,” Rush said, looking up and seeing me there. The guy he was walking out with—Vargas, I think his name was—slowed his steps too.

      “Hey,” I greeted. “Heading out?”

      Rush nodded. “Going to grab some food. You wanna join?”

      Vargas nodded. “Yeah, come on, Eriksson.”

      I shook my head. “No, you guys go ahead. I have some stuff to do.”

      “You sure?” Rush asked.

      “Yep.”

      “You actually going to be here when I get back?” Rush teased, smiling slyly. Smacking Vargas on the shoulder, he said, “This boy’s been sleeping elsewhere as of late.”

      Vargas whistled under his breath. “Who is she?”

      “That would be a he.” Rush corrected.

      I’d told him I was gay right after we were assigned the same room, which was after we met at our first Elite practice. Apparently, Rush had wanted to live off campus, but when Coach found out, he wouldn’t allow it. Rush barely even blinked when I told him my sexuality and never once acted like it was an issue.

      But not everyone was like my roommate, so I glanced at Vargas, not really caring what his reaction would be but curious just the same.

      Vargas just shrugged. “As long as you’re getting some.”

      Rush laughed. “So? You gonna be around later?”

      “Probably not,” I said, glad it was dark and they probably wouldn’t be able to see my cheeks pinken.

      Rush gasped and lifted his hand to snap. “Shit, I almost forgot.”

      “Did you lose your room key again?” I teased.

      “Har-har, Eriksson,” Rush deadpanned. “No. My key is right here,” he said, patting his jeans pocket. “But I forgot to say your brother is here.”

      “My brother?” I echoed, my stomach suddenly hollow.

      I don’t have a brother.

      “Yeah, knocked on the door a few minutes ago. I let him in.”

      “He’s in our room?” I tried to keep my voice calm, but with the potent adrenaline pumping through my system, it was a lost cause.

      Rush paused, then nodded. “I was suspicious at first, but he showed me a photo of the two of you. Spoke Swedish. Sounds just like you.”

      My heart was pounding so hard I wondered if my ribs could withstand the force.

      “Should I have not let him in?” Rush said, clearly reading my sudden alarm. “Do you want me to go up there and kick him out?”

      “No!” I said, voice swift. “No, it’s fine. I’m just surprised is all. I had no idea he was coming.”

      Rush smiled. “Ah, yeah, he did say it was a surprise. Guess I ruined that one.”

      I forced myself to smile. “Ha-ha. Don’t worry. I won’t tell him I saw you.”

      In truth, I wanted to ask him to come upstairs with me. I wanted to run from this building and go straight to Win. In my pocket, my cell phone felt heavy, practically begging me to pick it up.

      I couldn’t.

      This was no one’s mess but mine. I wouldn’t drag Rush into it. I most definitely did not want Win anywhere near this. This was my chance to protect him.

      How can you do that when you can’t even protect yourself?

      I can. I’m stronger now. I have too much to lose.

      “So it’s cool I let him in?” Rush asked.

      “Yeah, it’s cool.” It was good I wasn’t the smiley type because my lack of smile probably seemed normal.

      “See you later,” Rush said as he and Vargas walked off.

      I watched them go, sagging when they disappeared. I was shaking. Trembling in my sneakers. My insides sick, making me feel weak.

      Again, I thought of the phone in my pocket, and again, I ignored the urge to dial up Win. With trembling fingers, I let myself in the building, head down as I trudged toward my room.

      I should have just gone with Wes. Then I wouldn’t be here at all.

      I knew this was coming, though, ever since I admitted to myself he was here. Wasn’t it better to deal with him now than to continue to look over my shoulder every single day?

      At the door, I lifted my face, staring blankly ahead. I remembered something Max said to me before. You’re the one with the power.

      I repeated it over and over, trying to will myself to believe it. Trying to make it true. But there was something about Oskar that made me feel utterly powerless and out of control.

      Take your power back.

      Go inside, tell him you never want to see him again, and make him go. If he touches you, scream.

      Yes. That’s what I would do. He wouldn’t touch me here anyway. It was too risky. Someone might see.

      Legs like jelly, vomit tossing itself up the back of my esophagus, I grabbed my key, bringing it up to the door.

      It yanked open before I could use it, but instead of swinging all the way in, it only opened a couple inches. Just enough for me to lean toward the dark crack.

      Swallowing thickly, I reached to push the door farther in…

      A hand shot through the slim opening, clamping around my wrist like an iron shackle. I barely had time to gasp when I was wrenched into the room, my shoulders banging on the doorframe and the door as my body tried to fit in the narrow opening.

      The force of the pull banged the door open wide, and I went flying into the room, stumbling.

      Behind me, the door slammed, the sound of the lock like a death sentence. Before I could recover, rough hands were on me and I was shoved onto the bed, a body pinning me on the mattress.

      My lungs burned and panic assailed me, the body pressing into mine suffocating. He leaned in, hot breath that was painfully familiar brushing against my ear.

      “Last time you got away. But not this time. Not ever again.”

      The sound of his voice sent me spiraling back to the past as memories burst behind my eyes, hot and bright like fireworks. I shut my eyes, trying to avoid them, but there was no getting away from what was already done.

      You will stay locked in that room until you learn your lesson.

      “No!” My yell was low and strangled as I bucked up, trying to throw him off.

      He laughed, the sound like nails on a chalkboard as I recalled all the times he’d laughed just the same as I lay in a heap on the floor, bruised and sometimes bloody.

      This is all your fault.

      If you had listened, I wouldn’t have to do this.

      No one will want you but me.

      You’re so weak. Can’t even eat without almost dying.

      I don’t want to do this, but it’s for your own good.

      I bucked again, the sound of a belt buckle unlatching making me flinch.

      A hand slammed into the side of my head, pinning it to the bed, fingers biting into my scalp. “Stay down, or I’ll make it so you can’t get up.”

      “I’ll scream. I’ll scream, and everyone will come running,” I threatened.

      “Go ahead,” he said, teeth scraping my ear. “Go ahead and let everyone in this place know you are so weak that you let me beat you.”

      Shame burned the back of my throat, and I dry-heaved right there against my blankets.

      He sat up, nails yanking my hair before he slapped me hard in the back of my head. Tears leaked from my eyes, dragging over my nose and making me feel a kind of pain that went way more than skin deep.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “You think you could do what you did and then leave me behind to deal with the fallout?”

      “I told you to leave me alone.”

      Pain shot through me as he buried a fist in my side. I grunted as the blow bounced around inside me, hitting all my nearby organs. “And I told you you’re mine.”

      His words stirred up denial inside me so strong it grew into a physical reaction.

      “No!” I spat, ignoring the pain and forcing my body up, taking his with me. I tossed him off, and he fell, hitting the side of the mattress before dropping onto the floor.

      I scrambled up, skin burning, chest heaving.

      He got to his feet and lunged forward, grabbing me by the throat and running me backward until I hit the back of the door. It shuddered under my weight, the back of my head striking and making me bite my tongue.

      “You’re going to pay for that.” His hand squeezed my throat so tight that my brain freaked out, a low buzzing sound rushing between my ears.

      This is it. He’s finally going to kill me.

      Stay safe, angel. Win’s voice overrode the panic and even the odd buzzing trying to consume me. My eyes flared, and the urge to fight burst inside me.

      Bringing up my arm, I slammed it down on his, dislodging the hold he had on my throat. Gasping for breath, I shoved him back and turned to unlatch the lock, planning to flee the room.

      My coat ripped when he grabbed a handful of the back, yanking me nearly off my feet. He spun me around and threw his fist, catching me in the eye.

      Shock switched everything into slow motion as I fell. My side caught on the edge of Rush’s nightstand, the corner forcing a yell out of me when it slammed into my ribs.

      I dropped onto the ground, rolling onto my back and grabbing for my middle.

      Oskar’s foot collided with the same spot, making me wheeze and my vision dim. Rolling onto my side, I curled in on myself, and he delivered a few more hits and kicks.

      My body started to go numb, my mind slipping into that familiar place it always escaped to when Oskar started to beat me.

      No! That is not protection, Lars! Get up. Fight. Kick his ass.

      A foot came flying at me again, and I caught it, twisting his ankle and using both my hands to yank it from beneath him. He hit with a thud, his grunt of pain my satisfaction. Aching, I got up on hands and knees, then forced myself to my feet. He started to get up, but I tackled him, the action causing even more pain, but I didn’t care.

      Forcing my forearm into his neck, I watched his eyes bulge a little as he stared at me, the mean streak he always hid on full display. Fear stabbed my heart, and I almost backed down. But I couldn’t. Not this time.

      This time I was fighting for Win, not for me.

      An image of his uncombed hair and mirrored aviators had me bringing up my knee and slamming it into Oskar’s nuts.

      He gagged, eyes glazing in pain as I shifted so I was sitting atop his body, using my weight to hold him down.

      “How did you even know where I was?” I asked. I had to know.

      He smirked. “You think they wouldn’t tell me?”

      Realization dawned, the betrayal so omnipotent I was near paralyzed by it. He used the opportunity to flip us with me landing beneath him, pinned to the floor.

      “Who do you think bailed me out?”

      I gasped. “You’re lying.”

      Oskar smiled, the action making my skin crawl. Leaning down, he stroked my face. “We all know what’s best for you. I know. Why do you fight me so, hm?”

      His thumb trailed across my lips, and I bit him.

      Hissing, he pulled his hand away, shaking out the thumb. His eyes darkened when he looked at it, shoving the digit in my face. “You drew blood.”

      I said nothing.

      “He’s not going to protect you this time,” he said, studying his bloody thumb and talking like he was discussing the weather.

      I started to buck again, reaching up to shove him off.

      Reaching behind him, he grabbed my thigh, pinching the skin there until I cried out.

      “I’ll give you a choice,” he said, releasing my surely bruised leg to clamp around my throat again. He leaned down, pressing his face close as his fingers cut off some of my air. “Listen carefully, pet. You can get on the first flight back to Sweden tomorrow morning, come back home with me where you belong.”

      “Never.” I gasped.

      “Or… you can refuse, and I will kill him. Kill that big, dumb American so you will have nothing here.”

      My blood turned to ice. Fear momentarily stopped my heart. It didn’t matter that he cut off my air because I no longer breathed.

      He was threatening Win. Threatening the thing I loved most.

      “No!” I roared, rolling my whole body and jumping to my feet. He scurried up as I threw my fist, catching him in the side of the head.

      He fell back onto the floor, and I moved past him.

      He grabbed my ankle and yanked, and I fell facedown, my entire body vibrating with pain.

      I’d made it to hands and knees when he flipped me, covering my body with his and sinking his teeth into my collarbone.

      I howled in pain as I felt his teeth break skin, and his hand slapped over my mouth, muffling the sound.

      He chewed on me for what felt like forever, and every time I tried to shove him off, it only hurt worse.

      Finally, I went limp under him, ribs on fire, face hot, and pain radiating through my limbs. If I stopped fighting, he would let me go.

      “Took longer than usual.” He grunted, seeming to understand I was giving in.

      Tears rushed into my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

      In my pocket, my cell vibrated, and I bit down on my lip.

      Oskar laughed. “That him?” he asked, swiping the stain of red off his lip and tasting it with his tongue. “The one you seem to think you could walk away from me for?” He chuckled. “I let you have your fun in Sweden, but it made you brave. You forgot where you really belong. Be at the airport tomorrow morning at six a.m. Do not be late. If you aren’t on that plane with me, I’ll kill him.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I said, hating the doubt I heard in my voice. The truth was I wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t.

      Oskar looked straight into me with his flat, lifeless eyes. “I would. If for no other reason than to prove to you I could.”

      “Just kill me,” I said, my voice dull. It felt like the worst kind of betrayal to Win.

      But it seemed it was his destruction or mine. And if I had to choose, it would be mine. He would be hurt. Maybe he would never trust again.

      But he would be alive. He would be here with Wes and Max.

      “You don’t want me anyway. You just want to control me.”

      Oskar chuckled, and my bones rattled. How did I ever once think I loved him? How did I ever become this man’s victim? Why couldn’t I get away?

      “Ah, pet. I can’t control you if you’re dead.” With those words, he stood, straightening his clothes and hair as if his appearance needed to be pristine.

      “Six a.m. tomorrow morning. If you aren’t there, I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him and fly back to Sweden, and no one will be the wiser.”

      “I’ll tell. I’ll tell everyone.”

      “And they will all believe you. Just like before.”

      All the air whooshed from my lungs, my body deflating like an old balloon. “If I come back with you, you will let Win alone?”

      “You have my word. And I always keep my word, right, pet? After all, I told you I’d never let you go, and here I am.”

      I hated him. I hated him all the way to the deepest part of my soul.

      “Fine. I’ll be there.”

      “Be sure you are. If you aren’t, he won’t live another twenty-four hours.”

      In my pocket, my phone vibrated again. My heart shriveled.

      “Get out,” I told him.

      “See you tomorrow,” he said. “Your mother will be so pleased I’ve brought you home.”

      When he was gone, I ran to the door and locked it, then sagged against the wood until my ass hit the floor. Only then did I let the tears fall, my quiet sobs making my midsection ripple with sharp pain.

      After allowing myself a few moments of self-loathing, I got up and tidied up everything that was scattered about from the scuffle.

      My entire body felt like an open wound when I sagged onto the bed, finally pulling out my phone.

      I read his texts, then had to stop to swipe away more tears.

      I felt pathetic and weak. Embarrassed and beaten. I wanted him so much. He called me angel, but really, that was what he was to me.

      He gave me so much without ever realizing it.

      I would cling to those memories for the rest of my days.

      Sniffling, I typed out a reply. Actually, I might just crash here tonight. I have to finish this paper I have due tomorrow, and I’m pretty worn out from the gym.

      You can work on your paper here.

      My fingers shook so much it took twice as long to type. I know, but I need to go to the library for a source. And I’ll probably be up late. You need your beauty rest or I won’t want to look at you.

      Please, I’m a delight to your eyes no matter what.

      I laughed into the empty room… but it was more of a sob. Always.

      His next text squeezed my heart, his words so wanted they caused a physical ache. I’ll come to you. Stay in your room tonight.

      No. If I saw him, I’d fall apart. If he saw me, he’d fall apart too. The least I could do was leave him with the memory of my unbruised body.

      My lower lip wobbled as I typed. You’ll distract me with your dimples and kisses. I have to finish this paper, or Coach will be on my ass.

      But I’ll miss you.

      I miss you too. You have no idea how much I’m going to miss you.

      I’m coming. I’ll sit in the corner and not say a word.

      No, Win. Please. Just let me get my work done tonight, okay? Just let me do this for you. Let me protect you the way you’ve protected me.

      Are you sure everything’s okay?

      No. Everything’s falling apart. Oskar came here and threatened you. Delete.

      Please know that I love you. Everything I do is because I love you. Delete.

      We might not see each other again. But I’ll love you forever. You’re the only one I’ve ever truly loved. Please don’t hate me. Delete.

      It seemed today that a lie was kinder than the truth. Everything’s good, babe, really. Tomorrow, I’ll be all yours.

      I love you, I added because at least those words would be there in black and white, a truth among the lies.

      I love you too, angel. If you need me, call. I don’t care what time it is. I’ll come.

      I knew he would. And that was why I couldn’t call. Because I wouldn’t let Oskar hurt him.

      See you tomorrow.

      See you.

      But actually, he wouldn’t. I’d probably never see him again.
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      Win

      

      I slept like shit. Tossing and turning with phantom aches and pains throughout my body that left me surly and out of sorts.

      This was the last night I was sleeping without Lars. I wouldn’t do it again.

      I went to the pool earlier than usual, overly anxious to see him, wanting to reassure myself he was okay. That we were okay.

      As I sipped the coffee he so loved, I thought longingly of tasting it off his lips while running my hands through his hair, down the defined lat muscles in his back, finally cupping his ass and lifting him until his legs wound around me.

      The more swimmers that filtered in, the more anxious and irritable I became.

      It was nearly start time, and just about everyone was here… but there was no sign of Lars.

      Pulling out my phone, I sent him a text. Angel, where are you?

      Seconds felt like eons as they ticked by and I got no reply. Rush was the last to arrive, sliding in the door just before he was considered late.

      “Pushing the clock, aren’t you, Rush?” Coach barked from beside the pool.

      “Got to keep you on your toes, Coach,” he quipped.

      Where the fuck is Lars?

      You’re freaking me out, Lars. Please call. I texted again, eyes going right back to Rush.

      Coach blew his whistle at him when he walked by, and Rush just smiled like the sound didn’t bother him at all. The second he was past Coach, though, his eyes fired to mine. With subtly I didn’t think Rush was capable of, he gestured for me to follow him and beelined for the locker room.

      I embodied zero subtly as I rushed after him, my brain nearly short-circuiting.

      “Rush!” I roared, slamming into the locker room.

      “Here.” He was right there, leaning against the wall, duffle still in hand. “You’re with Lars, right?” he asked.

      Carding my fingers through my hair, I made an impatient sound. “Where is he? Why isn’t he with you?”

      “So he’s not here, then.” The grim finality of his words turned me cold.

      Stopping midpace, I swung at him, hand shooting out to grab a fistful of his swim hoodie. “What did you do to him?”

      Rush looked at where I grabbed him and then up at my face. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and he said, “I’m going to let this go because you’re clearly having a rough morning.”

      “Tell me right now or you’ll be eating with a straw.”

      “He left.”

      I let go of his shirt, my arm falling to my side. Disbelief made my voice breathless. “What?”

      No, he didn’t. He would never do that to me.

      Rush’s voice was flat. “You didn’t know.”

      “Does it look like I fucking know?”

      Rush cursed and straightened from the wall. “I knew something was weird last night.”

      “What happened last night?” I said, grabbing the words as though I could wring out every meaning in them.

      “He told me he wasn’t staying in the room. But when I got home later, he was there, in bed.”

      “Did he say something?” I questioned, mind spinning. “Did he look okay?”

      Please tell me he’s okay.

      Rush shook his head. “He was sleeping. Buried under the covers. Might not have noticed him if it wasn’t for his bright hair.”

      “Don’t you fucking look at his hair!” I snarled.

      “Look, I came to you, okay? I thought you needed to know.”

      “Then fucking spit it out!” I yelled.

      His eyes narrowed. “Did you guys fight? You do something to him?”

      I laughed. It was humorless and dull. “I would never hurt him. I love him.”

      Rush stared at me a second longer, then nodded. “I believe you.”

      I made a hurry-up gesture with my hand, glancing at my phone, hoping for a text back. There wasn’t one.

      “A suitcase and a bag were sitting by his bed,” Rush said.

      I nearly dropped to my knees. “W-what?”

      “I didn’t really think much of it. Thought maybe he was just moving shit around. But then I heard his alarm this morning. It went off earlier than usual. He got up, grabbed the bags, and left.”

      “You didn’t say anything?” I demanded.

      “Wasn’t sure what to say.”

      I made a frustrated noise, ripping at my hair again.

      “Do you think it could have something to do with his brother?”

      I paused. “His brother?”

      “Yeah. His brother came by the dorm yesterday. Said he flew in to surprise him, but maybe there was a family emergency. He had a picture of them together and spoke Swedish. I let him in the room.” Rush shrugged. “Told Lars about it when I saw him.” His brow furrowed. “He seemed a little… surprised. But then he said it was okay.”

      My mouth was dry, so dry the words felt like chalk on my tongue. “Lars doesn’t have a brother.”

      Rush looked shocked. “Then who the fuck was that?”

      Nobody good.

      I had a horrible flashback to the first day I saw him here, the day I dragged him into this very locker room and asked him why the hell he was here. I’d been so sure it was because of me. He denied it. So I asked him again.

      None of your business. That’s what he’d said.

      I thought even farther back to the very first day I met him, how that guy had come aggressively across the street and Lars basically shut down.

      How I instinctually switched into protect mode and never switched back out.

      He gets that look that Max gets sometimes. When he’s thinking about him. Wes’s words followed all my thoughts, and I let out a strangled sound.

      Lars was in danger. I knew it. I felt it deep in my bones.

      “I have to go,” I said, already reaching for the door.

      “Go where?” Rush called behind me.

      “To get my life back,” I answered, breaking into a sprint.

      I felt eyes watching me. I heard my brother call my name. I didn’t stop, not even when Coach blew his whistle, not even when I nearly slipped on a puddle of water. I raced out the doors, yanking the keys from my pocket and hitting the automatic start.

      As I threw myself behind the wheel, I dialed Lars’s number, listening to it ring and ring and ring.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, hitting the steering wheel before hanging up and trying again.

      My tires squealed out of the lot as I punched the gas and headed off campus.

      “Lars, don’t you do this to me,” I said the second his voicemail picked up. “Don’t you fucking leave me.” A sob crowded my throat, forcing its way out. “Please.”

      I hung up the call and turned onto the main road, hitting the gas a little more. I wasn’t even sure I was going to the right place, but it was the only place I could think of. The only place where he would need to take a suitcase.

      My one hope was stopping whatever the hell he was thinking.

      My only hope of ever seeing my heart again.

      “Please still be here,” I prayed over the purr of the engine. “Please.”
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      Lars

      

      Was this what people who marched on death row felt like? Hopeless. Numb. Wondering how it all came down to this.

      Except death wouldn’t offer me any relief because, technically, I would still be alive. Breathing. Knowing what I could have had. Still, it was worth it. Keeping Win safe was worth anything, even if I had to trade my life for his.

      I slept like shit. Lying awake all night, hiding my battered body beneath the blankets. When Rush came in, I pretended to be asleep and snuck out just moments after my alarm went off. I hadn’t even needed the alarm because my eyes stayed glued to the clock. I counted down my last hours, fighting the urge to go to Win every second.

      I’m sorry.

      I wished I could say those words to him. To see his face one last time.

      If I were a braver man, maybe I’d call Oskar’s bluff. If I believed it was a bluff at all. Truth was I believed him when he said he’d kill Win because killing him would be the ultimate way to hurt me. Oskar lived to hurt and control me, and unfortunately, he’d found the ultimate weapon.

      I never should have allowed Win into my life. I should have stayed isolated and alone.

      Still, as I walked through the airport, my suitcase rolling beside me, I couldn’t bring myself to regret it because, at least for a small portion of time, I’d known true happiness. I’d gotten to feel someone’s pure love.

      As I went, I tugged my cap a little lower, shielding the black-and-blue eye I woke up with. From beneath the brim, I searched the busy airport, but not overly so because of the early morning hour.

      So far, I didn’t see him. But oh, I knew he was here. I could almost feel him watching, his gleeful satisfaction that he was getting his way. My skin prickled, stomach churning. I wasn’t worried about puking because I’d already thrown up everything inside. There was nothing left. Nothing but a hollow organ that spasmed occasionally as though it could hurl itself out of my body and somehow avoid him too.

      My body hurt, more than I remembered. It had been quite a long while since I’d been battered this much. At least he didn’t use his belt.

      He probably will when you get home.

      My steps faltered, and the rolling of my suitcase stopped. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my cell, fingers lingering on the shirt I stole from Win.

      I had five missed calls and over ten texts.

      There was a voicemail too.

      A complete glutton for punishment, I hit the button and put the phone to my ear. Lars, don’t you do this to me. Don’t you fucking leave me… Please.

      I played it again, closing my eyes at the sound of his voice. Even upset, he was my favorite sound.

      A tear tracked over my cheek as I pulled the device from my ear. Tapping the screen, I emailed the voicemail to the secret address I’d set up last night, the same place I’d sent all the selfies and photos I had of Win.

      Then I tossed the entire phone in the nearest trashcan, fighting the urge to dive in and pick it out.

      Knowing I only had a few minutes and I couldn’t be late, I started forward again, on my way to the gate.

      “Lars!” His frantic yell echoed behind me.

      I might have thought I was imagining things, but the people around me turned to look.

      I wanted to look too. With desperation I didn’t even know was possible, I wanted to turn. But I couldn’t let him see me.

      Quickening my pace, I ducked my head even more.

      “Lars Eriksson, stop!”

      I froze midstep, chin wobbling, refusing to look back. His feet pounded over the carpet, my heart syncing to the rhythm.

      He came for me, my heart sang.

      He can’t be here! My head reminded me.

      I started moving again but didn’t get far.

      He enclosed me from behind, molding his front to my back and wrapping his arms around my middle. I bit back the hiss his movements caused and went still, noting how his heart pounded so hard I felt it against my back.

      “What the hell do you think you're doing?” he growled beside my ear.

      Goose bumps raced across my skin, and I tucked my chin just a little closer to my chest.

      When I said nothing, he made a frustrated sound, ripping the hat off my head and pulling me around. “Did you think I wouldn’t know you if you hid your halo?” he demanded. “Because I could be blind as a bat and I would still fucking see you, Lars.”

      “Please don’t do this,” I whispered, head hanging. “Just let me go.”

      “Is that really what you want?” he asked, gripping my arms.

      I tried to force the words out. I tried to tell him it was exactly what I wanted. My mouth moved, but no sound came out as if the words weren’t even there.

      “Tell me that’s what you want, and I will walk away right now.”

      My hands flexed at my sides with the urge to cling to him and never let go. Tears dampened my lashes as I fought to say the words.

      Long seconds ticked by, and I still said nothing.

      He grabbed my chin. Forcing my head up. “Look at me—” His gasp was so loud the woman walking past stumbled.

      “What is this?” he said quietly, the kind of quiet that was ominous as hell.

      I tried to drop my face again, but he wouldn’t allow it. “Who put this bruise on your face?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Oh, it fucking matters, angel,” he dangerously purred. “And you’re going to tell me right now.”

      “I have to go. I can’t be late,” I said, ripping my face free of his grasp and turning.

      His hand slammed down on my shoulder, and my knees buckled from the pain. I sagged toward the floor, nearly hitting my knees, but he wrapped an arm around me, pulling me into his side.

      I whimpered, the pain in my shoulder slicing through me, every brush of the shirt making it throb worse.

      All the restrained anger he boiled with bowed down to concern. “All right now, angel. It’s okay. I got you. Come on. Let’s go.”

      “I can’t,” I said even as I melted into his side.

      “You didn’t say it.”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t tell me you wanted me to go.”

      “I want you to go,” I blubbered.

      “Liar.” He accused, swinging me up in his arms and cradling me against his chest.

      “You can’t be here,” I stressed, suddenly remembering Oskar, eyes searching the faces around us. “Put me down.”

      “I’m gonna be wherever you are, angel, and no one is going to stop me.”

      “He will.” I worried, beginning to shake.

      He said nothing, just tightened his hold. This time I couldn’t keep in the hiss.

      “When I find out who did this to you…” he swore, letting the threat trail away as he carried me and my suitcase through the airport, completely ignoring the way people stared.

      “You’re not like him,” I refuted, shaking my head. “You’re nothing like him.”

      “Here,” he said, pushing into a family-style bathroom and throwing the lock. Abandoning my suitcase in front of the door, he crossed to gently set me on the counter between two sinks.

      He left me briefly, backtracking to the door to make sure the lock was in place. His eyes swept me from head to toe, lingering on the massive bruise around my swollen eye.

      “Show me.”

      “No.”

      “Lars Eriksson,” he intoned, taking a step closer. “You take off your shirt and show me where you’re hurt, or I’ll rip it off your body.”

      I didn’t want him to see. It would only hurt him. I could withstand any pain if it meant he didn’t have to. When I stayed mutinously silent, he came closer, moving like a predator marking his prey.

      I lifted my chin, staring at him, refusing to back down.

      He grabbed the neckline of my shirt, and using two hands, he ripped it right down the center. My injuries beneath it hurt, but not as much as they hurt when he peeled the pieces of fabric away and I saw the look on his face.

      A strangled sound filled the bathroom. His eyes glimmered with hurt. His lips opened, then closed, and he tugged on his hair. Both hands shot out, and I braced for impact, but they stopped before making contact to hover over the worst of the bruises… and there were many.

      “Oh, baby,” he groaned, leaning in to look at my black-and-blue ribs. “You were bleeding,” he said, the tip of his finger grazing the puncture wound the corner of Rush’s nightstand made beneath my ribcage. “You were bleeding, and you didn’t call me.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him it wasn’t his problem, but his eyes flashed up, so dark and portentous the words died on my lips.

      He moaned, eyes catching on the bite, the spot on my collarbone that looked like fresh ground meat. I hoped it wasn’t bleeding again, but it felt sort of sticky and wet.

      I hadn’t even bothered covering it. There was no point. Oskar would have ripped off the bandage the second I sat on the plane.

      You deserve what you got, so sit there and feel the pain.

      Leaning closer, Win inspected the painful wound, a growl building in his chest. “Are those teeth marks?” Snapping back, his eyes struck mine. “Who. Did. This. To. You?”

      Swallowing, I looked over his shoulder across the room at the large clock mocking me with the time.

      I was late.

      Panic seized my lungs so brutally that I started to hyperventilate.

      Win’s large palms fixed themselves low on my waist, avoiding all my injuries and offering support. “Easy,” he coaxed, pulling me down from the counter. “Easy.”

      “I’m late!” I burst out, anxiety making my voice loud. “He said I couldn’t be late. He said… And now I am. And you’re going to pay for it!”

      Win pulled back, eyebrows drawn. “Who said?”

      “Why couldn’t you just let me go?” I accused. “Why couldn’t you let me protect you for once?” I sobbed, practically falling into his chest.

      He stumbled under my weight and then sat on the floor, tugging me right into his lap. I folded against him as he somehow bent around me, pushing my face into his neck and holding it there.

      Tears I didn’t know I’d been crying slid against his neck, making his skin slick. “I’m sorry,” I cried against him. “I didn’t want to go,” I blubbered, gripping his bicep. “He said if I didn’t come home with him, he’d kill you.”

      Win’s body went rigid. I didn’t like it, so I pushed farther into the softness of his throat to inhale the scent unique to only him.

      “I’d do anything for you, Win,” I whispered. “Even become his punching bag again.”

      “Who?” he demanded.

      “Oskar.” I said his name, my entire body shuddering in revulsion. A heave rocked my body, and I jolted away, but when nothing came up, I sagged back against him.

      “Shh,” Win soothed, folding himself back around me. “It’s okay now. I’m here. We’re together. You’re safe.”

      He rocked us a little, the motion comforting. I pressed my cheek against his shirt, eyes drooping as the worst of the panic drained away.

      “That’s what you never understood,” I said, voice a little slurred.

      “What’s that, angel?” he murmured, stroking my hair.

      “You make me feel safe. Safer than I’ve ever been in my whole life. I couldn’t survive without it, Win. I came all the way here because just being in the same place as you made me feel so safe.”

      “And I tried to shove you away.” His voice was pained.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’m hard to love. Your presence was enough. Mostly.”

      “You are not hard to love,” he said, holding my face up. “You are so easy to love, angel. The easiest love I’ve ever known.”

      “I’m risky, though,” I said, lip wobbling. “I’m not very good at keeping myself safe.”

      “Screw the risks,” he avowed, crushing his lips to mine.

      And just like that, everything inside me jumpstarted and realigned. All the short-circuiting flickered then came back online. I tilted my head and parted my lips to welcome him inside. The first brush of his tongue was warm like the sun overtaking a storm-ravaged sky.

      My hand curled around the back of his neck, anchoring us closer so I could kiss him greedily, arching nearer but still never quite close enough. The panic and fear controlling me since last night was snuffed out by his presence, leaving me drained but never too tired for him.

      Tongues still lapping, I turned so I was straddling his lap, my feet falling onto the floor behind his back. His hands fell onto my ass, tugging me even tighter against his body.

      I rocked into him, thrusting my growing dick into his middle as my fingers bunched in the muscles of his back. He ripped his mouth free, kissing along my jaw and down to my neck.

      “I’ll keep you safe from now on, angel. Always.”

      “I really love you,” I whispered.

      He lifted his head, eyes meeting mine. “I really love you too.”

      I moved in to kiss him, but he turned his head, ducking to graze the edge of the mess on my collarbone with a whispering kiss.

      “You need stitches, angel.” His voice was hoarse. “This is so bad.”

      “Make love to me.”

      He jolted back, eyes bouncing between mine. “We’re in an airport bathroom.”

      “Yeah, and right now, I should be on a plane. I thought I’d never see you again.”

      His eyes darkened. “I forbid it. You hear me? Forbid. It.”

      “Make love to me, Win. Because the second we step onto the other side of that locked door, things aren’t going to be easy.”

      “I don’t want easy. I want you.”

      “Then have me.”

      Naked desire ripped through his eyes, pupils dilating with want. His tongue jutted out, wetting his lips, but then he slowly shook his head.

      Before he could deny me, I dove back into his lips, drawing him into a long, languid kiss that made me dizzy.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered.

      “So sure.”

      “Up,” he said, standing then helping me to my feet. Before I was even erect, he picked me up, pressing my body against the door.

      I moaned, locking my ankles at his back and grinding my dick into his middle until I was panting.

      “Back pocket,” he said, dropping his head onto my shoulder, and I reached around to grab the packets of lube from exactly where he said they’d be.

      My legs dropped from around his waist as I ripped them both open with my teeth. Win yanked down my pants and boxers, and I kicked my shoes off so he could pull them over my feet.

      A pained sound ripped out of him, and I glanced down to see him staring at the bruise on the front of my thigh. Without saying a word, he leaned in and kissed it, then looked up my body, connecting our eyes.

      In that moment, we were just two people, two hearts brimming over with so much love that everything else ceased.

      He straightened from the floor, towering over me and crowding my frame against the door. “Are you afraid?” he whispered.

      “Not of you.”

      He held two fingers out between us, and I coated them with lube. Hooking one leg over my forearm, I held myself open.

      “How do you want it?” he murmured, shifting a little closer as he smeared the liquid around my hole.

      “Hard and fast. Until all I feel is you.”

      He pushed into me with two fingers, the stretch and burn of my body making my head fall back with a moan.

      “Lars,” he said, pumping his fingers inside me, scissoring them apart to open me faster.

      I tipped my chin down, looking at him through slitted eyes.

      “If it hurts, tell me, and I’ll stop.”

      “It’s not going to hurt.”

      His fingers stopped pumping, making me whine. “If it hurts, tell me, and I’ll stop.”

      “I promise.”

      He started moving again, fingers grazing my prostate and making me squirm. “I’m ready.”

      “Not yet,” he said, adding a third finger. My ass stung for just a few seconds, and then I was bearing down on all three, trying to get them deeper.

      “Babe, please,” I whimpered.

      His fingers pulled out, leaving me standing there quivering while he shoved down his pants, pulled off his shirt, and took the lube to coat his flushed cock.

      When he was done, he used what was left on his hand and smeared it around my dick. My back bowed, hips thrusting toward him for more.

      “Don’t you ever run from me again,” he ordered, letting go of my cock to grip my hips. “Up,” he commanded and lifted.

      I wrapped myself around his upper body like a koala as he gripped my ass, spreading my cheeks.

      In one hard thrust, he pushed into my body, my weight over him forcing him balls deep. His hands slapped onto the door on either side of me, and his eyes closed, head back in ecstasy. I could feel his dick spasming inside me and my own body clenching around him in return.

      We stayed like that for long moments, vibrating from the inside out, letting our bodies adjust and fuse.

      When I couldn’t take it anymore, I pushed my face into his neck and anchored my hands in his hair. “Now.”

      He pulled out and thrust up again, over and over, driving my body up the wall as he nearly split me in half with his rigid dick. The burn and stretch were so good that I started to float, chanting his name like it was the only word I knew.

      My hands slid out of his hair, landing on his sweat-slicked shoulders as he continued to drive up in me, nailing my prostate until I couldn’t take it and reached between our bodies to work my dick.

      I came fast and hard with a strangled sound, slumping over his body even as my dick jerked and spilled, splattering all over his chest.

      His movements turned sloppy and stuttered, so I shoved myself onto him, enjoying the way he groaned my name. I felt him unload inside me, nothing quite like the warm rush of his release.

      We collapsed against the door, the only sound in the room our rapid, uneven breaths.

      “Hey,” he said, voice slightly drunk and about three tones deeper than usual.

      I grunted, acknowledging his word but too tired to speak any of my own.

      He backed up a little so I’d slide down the door with him pinning me again when we were at eye level.

      “Lars.”

      I opened my eyes, staring straight at him.

      “Don’t ever do that to us again.”

      I nodded. Tears filled my eyes, and he leaned in, kissing my lashes and making the breath skip in my lungs. After I was back on my feet, he helped me clean up before tending to himself. Swiping his T-shirt off the floor, he held it out to me, but when I reached for it, he pulled it back and frowned.

      “It was on the floor,” he explained, wrinkling his nose and reaching for my suitcase.

      “But it’s yours,” I protested, just wanting any part of him I could have.

      He flipped open the lid on my case and made a sound, holding up something familiar. “This one is too.” Glancing over his shoulder, he said, “Angel, how many of my shirts did you steal?”

      My stare fell to my feet. “I just wanted something to remember you by.”

      With a strangled sound, he pushed up and around to gently take my face in his palms and whisper, “You don’t need to remember me because you aren’t going anywhere, and neither am I.”

      “Can I still have your shirt?”

      His low laugh was indulgent. “Of course you can,” he said, helping me put it on before grabbing another for himself. After zipping up my suitcase, he reached for my hand.

      I hesitated, hating the fear inside me but unable to make it go away. “What if he’s out there?” I whispered.

      He is going to be so mad I defied him. He’s going to take it out on Win.

      “I’ll kill him.” Win’s voice was matter-of-fact. Then he unlatched the lock and pulled open the door.
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      Win

      

      There were bruises in the form of fingerprints on his neck.

      Marks another man put there while trying to choke the life out of the person I loved most.

      Most people didn’t know what I kept hidden, but there was darkness in me. An inky, opaque black with the complete ability to eclipse the sun I preferred to shine. A black hole of anger, fear, and resentment from watching everyone I’d ever loved be broken or taken away. I could feel that obscurity now, orbiting closer to the sun, ready and waiting to snuff it out.

      The fear I sensed radiating off Lars only made it worse. As did the fact he seemed to think he could sacrifice himself for me.

      When hell freezes over.

      No. Not even then.

      His footsteps sort of dragged on our way out of the bathroom, the terminal growing busier as passengers arrived for morning flights. Keeping my hand wrapped firmly around his, I glanced over my shoulder, taking in his battered face and how his eyes darted around nervously.

      His agitation and fear only added fuel to the fire already raging inside me. “You see him?” I asked, anticipation filling me with adrenaline.

      He shook his head once.

      I grunted. “If he’s smart, he’ll get on a plane and go back to where he came from,” I intoned, tugging him toward the large glass doors.

      The hand in mine went rigid, his footsteps stuttering to a stop. I swung back, taking in his ghostly pallor, which only made his black eye appear worse. His alarm was palpable, tinging the air with a bitter taste.

      I took a step closer. “Lars.”

      The Adam’s apple in his throat bobbed. “He’s not very smart.”

      A veil of calm dropped over me, my pounding heart decelerating to a dull, even thud. I pivoted, tucking Lars behind me, using my body as a shield.

      A torrent of familiarity gusted through me the second my eyes found him standing down the terminal with a red fleece coat zipped over his chest. The man I’d warned off the day I’d gotten to Sweden. The man Lars had claimed he owed money.

      He didn’t owe him money.

      “You should have told me.” The words ripped out of the dark inside me, my own voice taking on a new sound.

      “Let’s just go,” he pleaded, tugging my hand.

      Oskar, as Lars called him, started forward, walking arrogantly through the people as if he didn’t notice them at all. His eyes were fixed on me, but it wasn’t me he saw. His vapid stare attempted to bore through me to get to the one I loved.

      “Please,” Lars whimpered, a tremble in his hand. “I want to go.”

      The impulse to confront this prick and wipe that smug, self-important look off his asshole face was nearly all-consuming. But my satisfaction would come at a cost to Lars. And that meant my satisfaction was not worth the price.

      “All right, angel.” I soothed, angling toward him, but keeping my attention trained on the enemy. “If you want to go, we’ll go.”

      He blew out a shuddering breath.

      “C’mon, you first,” I said, motioning for him to go ahead so I could remain between him and this human trashcan.

      Lars went, his movements stiff, and I glanced back at Oskar, our eyes locking for one tense moment before dismissing him completely.

      I knew a narcissist like him would hate being perceived as an insignificant threat. Sure enough, the second I turned my back, he rushed me, but I anticipated it. Hoped for it. Spinning, I hopped a few steps back, drawing him farther forward. I planted my back foot into the floor and turned, firing a punch right into him as he lunged. My fist caught him as he came in, knocking him off balance, and he stumbled to the side.

      Reflexes rebounding quickly, he launched at me again, both fists up and ready to punch. This time, I angled to the side, shooting into his blind spot and hooking my arms around his waist, slamming him onto the floor.

      “Win!” Lars’s voice was panicked, and I felt him move closer.

      “Stay back,” I commanded over my shoulder as I pushed off the ground, but the brief distraction gave Oskar an opening, and white-hot pain lanced across my side.

      Grunting, I stumbled, raising my arms to look at the slash in my side, a dark-red stain blooming across my ripped shirt. Incredulous, I stared at Oskar who was back up and bouncing from foot to foot with a blood-stained blade in his hand.

      “He’s got a knife!” someone yelled, and anarchy ensued.

      Ignoring the chaos, I locked my focus on the man with gleefully psychotic eyes and a poisonous tongue.

      “What did I tell you, Lars?” he taunted, shifting the bloodied weapon from one hand to the other, then back again. “I told you it was him or you. You were late, so I guess it’s going to be him,” Oskar threatened and leaped forward.

      “No!” Lars shouted, throwing himself into me and knocking me out of the way. He grunted, and I hit the ground and rolled, ignoring the searing pain in my side as I jumped up.

      Lars was still on his feet, reaching across his body to press a hand around his upper arm. Rivulets of blood dripped from beneath his sleeve, streaking his arm and curling around his wrist.

      Total. Eclipse.

      All traces of light inside me were snuffed out, obscurity taking over. It was as if a shroud dropped over who I really was, and out of the shadows stepped someone I hoped I would never have to meet.

      I didn’t roar. I didn’t yell. I didn’t even breathe. I moved like an efficient robot and went on autopilot, barreling toward the man who had the sheer audacity to attack what was mine.

      He lashed out again, but I didn’t yield, instead grabbing his wrist and twisting until I heard the bone crack. He yelled, and the bloodied knife dropped soundlessly at our feet. Releasing his broken wrist, I grabbed him by the throat, adrenaline giving me more strength than any workout ever would, and lifted until his feet dangled over the floor. His eyes bulged, a flicker of fear filling them.

      “The last time we met, I told you if I ever got to the point of hitting, you wouldn’t have a chance.” I spoke matter-of-factly.

      His nostrils flared, and he started to kick.

      I threw him on the floor, his body landing like a rag doll. He scrambled up, but I planted my foot in his back and forced him back down. Flipping him over, I leaned in, taking a fistful of his shirt.

      “If I had known then what I know now…” Slam! My fist smashed into his face, finishing my sentence and sending him sprawling onto his back.

      I yanked him up again and delivered another series of blows that had blood spurting across his face and splattering his neck. People were yelling in the background, but I hit him again and again, completely satisfied by the crunching of his bones.

      “Enough,” a familiar voice growled as he towed me off Oskar’s body.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Max who was still restraining me. “Just one more.” I panted.

      Max glanced back at Oskar who was groaning on the ground. “Yeah, okay.”

      His arms left me, and I dove at Oskar, grabbing his bloody face and forcing it around, digging my nails into his cheek. He glanced at me through slitted, pain-filled eyes. I lowered enough to ensure he would feel the promise on my breath. “You ever touch him again, and I swear to God they will never find all the parts of your body.”

      “Win.”

      I looked up at the sound of Lars’s voice, saw him standing there with wide, pale eyes. Blood soaked the sleeve of his shirt, and worry made me dizzy.

      “Lars,” I said, shoving off the asshole and closing the distance between us to grab Lars’s forearm and gently lift my hand toward the knife wound.

      “Win.”

      I looked up, hearing something in his voice, unsure what that something might be. It was fucking painful to pry my hands off him, but I did, taking a small step back to offer him some space.

      “Did I scare you, angel? I won’t hurt you.” I promised, realizing the blood all over my hands made me look like a liar.

      “I’m not scared of you,” he said, not once taking his eyes off mine. “You’re hurt.”

      I don’t care about me. “Can I touch you?”

      “You don’t ever have to ask.”

      A groan ripped from my chest, and I was on him, yanking him into my body, closing mine around him as much as I could manage without causing pain. The knife wound in my side screamed, but I could endure it if it meant holding him.

      “Freeze!” someone yelled down the terminal. The sound of a beeping golf cart filled the chaos. “Don’t move!”

      “We have about fifteen seconds until they slap some handcuffs on your wrists,” Max said, hand hitting my back. “Go.”

      I glanced back at Oskar who was semiconscious, still sprawled out on the ground.

      “You,” I said, pointing to a man nearby. “That guy stabbed me. And him,” I said, pointing to Lars as I showed him my bleeding side. “Make sure they arrest him. My name is Win Sinclair. Tell the cops I’ll be at the hospital.

      “Let’s go, angel,” I said, taking Lars’s hand as we ran for the doors where Wes’s bright-yellow bus was like a neon sign waiting at the curb.

      “Stop!” security yelled.

      Blood and adrenaline drained from my body, making me dizzy as we scrambled into the back seat with Wes hitting the gas before the door was even fully closed.

      “What the hell happened?” He freaked, speeding away from the terminal.

      I heard Max answer but paid no attention to what he said.

      “Talk to me, angel,” I begged, sliding across the seat until I was plastered at his side. For the second time that day, I ripped the shirt right off his body. “How bad is your arm?”

      “Not as bad as your side.” He worried, trying to reach for me.

      I batted his hand away to take his arm and look at the wound. It was about two inches long, angry, and bleeding. “Goddamn it, Lars,” I spat, tying the ruined shirt tightly around the wound.

      He grunted from the pain, and it only made me angrier. “Do not ever get in the middle of me and a fight ever again.”

      “He was trying to kill you!” Lars protested.

      “Better me than you,” I muttered, dead serious.

      Lars started yelling in rapid-fire, angry Swedish, the words raining off his tongue so fast I had no hope of translating even one.

      “It’s okay,” I told him, trying to pull him in and calm him down. “It’s okay now. You’re safe.”

      “I don’t care about me, you devil!” he yelled in English. “I care about you! You don’t even deserve it!”

      “I know. Let me have it, angel,” I said, encouraging him to get it out. “Tell me what else is wrong with me.”

      A sob broke in his throat, and he collapsed against me, face pressing into my chest. “I didn’t mean it,” he said, voice quieter than before.

      Over his head, I smiled. “I know.”

      “You’re stabbed. He stabbed you.”

      “Just a scratch.” I reassured him.

      Max glanced into the backseat, giving me a look that said he knew better. I dared him with my eyes to tell Lars otherwise.

      “Maybe you should put something on that scratch,” Max suggested, passing back a towel that smelled like chlorine.

      Lars pulled away to take the towel and press it hard against my side. I bit the inside of my lip to keep from groaning in pain.

      “This is all my fault,” Lars said, worrying his lower lip as he leaned even harder into the towel.

      I winced. “Ease up there, Superman.” I cautioned, trying to shift away.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      Forgetting the knife wound in my side, I grabbed his chin, hoping the blood smearing my hand was not from him.

      “Look at me,” I commanded, waiting for him to do just that. When he did, I told him, “This is not your fault. It’s his. You are not responsible for his actions, and you sure as fuck don’t deserve his violence.”

      “That’s not what he says,” Lars whispered.

      “You should have hit him more,” Max intoned from up front.

      “Yeah, well, he’s a liar,” I announced, the adrenaline starting to wear off, leaving me drained and uncomfortable. “Hang in there, angel.” I encouraged him, rubbing my hand down his back. “We’re almost to the hospital.”

      “I’m fine, Win. I’ve had worse.”

      Max was right. I should have hit Oskar more.
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      Win’s “scratch” needed twenty stitches.

      Twenty.

      Scratch, my ass.

      My arm needed nine, and the bite wound on my collarbone, five. I didn’t even want the five, but the plastic surgeon said if he stitched it up, it would heal better and the scarring would be minimal. I acquiesced because it was one less scar Win would have to see.

      We also got tetanus shots, and I got X-rays of my ribs. I tried to tell everyone they weren’t broken, but no one listened—especially Win—so to radiology I went.

      FYI, I was right. Not broken, just bruised.

      The super-fun times continued with a photo shoot. These nurses were really obsessed with my Scandinavian features. I was on the fast track to becoming America’s next top model.

      Fine, I’m being sarcastic. Can you blame a guy?

      Standing mostly naked in front of a plain white wall while photo after photo was taken of my injuries—no, of the evidence of the domestic violence I endured—was degrading. The shame I felt was hard enough without having to lay it all out and have it captured in photos that would last forever.

      With every flash and click of the camera, it was as if something else were stolen from me, a bright spotlight as I stood and wondered if I had anything left at all.

      “Tilt your chin up please,” the photographer instructed. I wasn’t sure if they were hospital staff or police. “Turn slightly.” I turned. “Hold.”

      I did my best to shut off my emotions and let the rest of me go numb like the injuries that had been stitched. Normally, I was pretty good at compartmentalizing. But normally, Win wasn’t standing off to the side, his glittering hazel eyes unblinking as he stared.

      I couldn’t remain numb when he stood there watching me being debased. Would I be damaged goods to him now? Carnage? Would what was left of me still outweigh the risk?

      Sudden movement made me flinch, shrinking back toward the barren wall as a hand reached for my boxers. I hated that my first reaction was to recoil instead of standing strong and defending myself.

      Another hand shot out, grabbing the one trying to grope me. “Keep your hands to yourself.” Win’s voice was quiet, but the warning was the sharpened edge of a sword.

      “The bruise on the thigh,” the person said, clinical. Detached. Like my humiliation was nothing more than a job. Like I wasn’t standing there baring my weakest moments, my most private pain.

      Of course I realized it was better than bleeding empathy and sorrowful noises because that would only make it harder to hold together what I had left.

      “Then ask him to lift the fabric,” Win stated, pushing the hand away from me.

      “I did.”

      Oh, I hadn’t heard. Sometimes my own thoughts were just too loud.

      “Then ask again,” Win rumbled. “Ask as many times as you have to before putting your hands where they do not belong.”

      The photographer backed away, eyes not meeting mine. “Please expose the bruise on your thigh.”

      I reached for the black cotton, ashamed when my fingers fumbled.

      “Do you want me to help you, angel?” Win’s voice was buttery soft with infinite patience.

      I nodded.

      “I’ll touch you now,” he murmured.

      I nodded again.

      His fingers were so warm compared to my skin, which felt frosty and brittle. I sighed a little, body swaying closer as he tugged the leg of the boxer brief up to expose the large bruise Oskar had pinched on my leg.

      The camera clicked so many times I didn’t bother to count, and then the photographer turned away to tuck the camera into her bag. “We’re done.”

      Win’s hand smoothed the fabric over my leg, withdrawing his touch.

      A strangled sound echoed in my throat, vulnerability ripping me in two. “Please don’t go.”

      He was there instantly, tugging me against his chest, enclosing his body around mine, and turning so his body blockaded me from the rest of the room.

      Folding my arms between our bodies, I inhaled deep, the first full breath I’d managed in what felt like so long.

      “I’m yours.” He promised. “Yours and yours alone.”

      The door to the room clicked, signaling we were blissfully alone. The first time in hours.

      “You did so well,” he praised, stroking the back of my hair. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, but you were so strong.”

      I let out a whimper, pushing even closer against him, ignoring the way my body ached and protested.

      We didn’t say anything else, the blanket of his presence wrapping me in comfort and giving me a sense of reprieve. It was the first time I’d ever had anyone comfort me after. The first time anyone ever offered reassurance.

      Maybe that was why I folded like a house of cards when Oskar would offer affection, apologize, and beg. He always swore it was the last time, and I always hoped it would be.

      “I love you,” I chanted, whispering it over and over into his chest, hoping the words would absorb into his skin and imprint on his heart.

      “Baby,” he groaned. “You are the literal reason for the breath in my lungs.”

      I swallowed, my throat so dry it was painful, eyes gritty despite the tears they shed. Lifting my head from his chest, I blinked at him, heart skipping when the gold flecks in his stare softened. “Even now?”

      “Of course. You’re standing here in your underwear,” he teased, wagging his eyebrows salaciously.

      A laugh bubbled out of me. And it made me sob because, even after everything, he could still make me smile.

      My smile faded. “I thought the sun didn’t like the rain.”

      His hands swallowed up the back of my head, cradling it like I was the finest of gems. “I love the rain. When you put it with the sun, you get a rainbow.”

      “I lied to you,” I whispered.

      “I forgive you,” he whispered back.

      “I’m damaged goods.”

      He shook his head once. “You’re a warrior finally home from battle.”

      Emotion swelled inside me like a tidal wave, nearly drowning me from the inside out. It took all my strength to ride the upsurge, and if I wasn’t a swimmer, I might not have made it to the surface.

      “Are you still my home?”

      Humming, he lowered his face, drawing me into a gentle kiss, lips silken against my chapped ones, the soft tickle of his breath the promise of spring on a winter’s day. I swayed when he lifted his mouth, hands tilting my head so he could kiss the swollen edges of my battered eye, then peppering light kisses across my nose, and finally, one last brief brush against the corner of my lips.

      “I want to be if you’ll let me.”

      I whimpered, practically climbing up his body, only pausing when he winced.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, yanking back to reach for the gown hiding his stitches.

      “I’m not. Get over here,” he growled, pulling me back into his arms and lifting me. I hooked my legs around his hips, trying my damnedest to not touch the sore spot again.

      This time, I winced, and he stilled. “Fuck,” he spat, gingerly setting me down. “You can’t let me maul you, sweetheart.”

      My face flamed at the newest term of endearment. “I like it.”

      “You test my patience.” He huffed. “In every way.”

      I chewed my lower lip. “Are you mad?”

      His eyes cut to me, the muscle in his jaw jumping. “I’m not mad at you. I just wish you would have told me. I could have—”

      Frustrated, I cut him off. “Could have what? Protected me? Swooped in and saved the dude in distress,”

      “You’ve been hanging out with Jamie too much,” he muttered.

      I made a rude sound. “News flash, that’s how you talk.”

      “I’m a clever guy.”

      “It’s not your job to save me.”

      “I could have been there for you.”

      I glanced up, his words catching me off guard.

      His eyes closed. “I could have been there.” When they reopened, the naked pain reflecting in the depths cut deep. “You spent all night like this. Alone. How many nights have you spent like this alone?”

      More than I would ever admit. More than I even wanted to count. He didn’t need to bear the weight of that. “If it’s a choice between you and me… I will always choose you,” I said.

      “There is no you and me anymore, Lars. There’s just us.”

      I swallowed, his declaration knocking me off balance.

      Taking my hand, he laid it on his chest right above the steady beating of his heart. “There is no me without you.”

      I moved into his arms, unable to verbally reply to his confession, just needing to fuse our bodies into the us he said we made.

      We stayed like that, holding each other until the door opened, and I tried to become smaller against him, wondering what fresh hell I’d be subjected to next.

      “No more pictures, needles, or exams,” I told him. “I’m tired.”

      “How about coffee?” Wes suggested.

      I popped up from Win’s chest to stare hopefully over his shoulder.

      Win laughed under his breath. “You and your damn coffee.”

      “I could use a fika right about now.”

      “I’m not sure what that is.” Madison chimed in as she and Rory followed Wes into the room. “But we have caramel.”

      Rory held up a paper cup with a black lid like it was some kind of holy object. “It’s tradition.”

      “Caramel coffee is a tradition?” I asked.

      “It’s more of a trauma response,” Jamie informed as he, Ryan, Max, Kruger, and Prism paraded inside behind Wes and the girls.

      “I hate caramel lattes,” Ryan muttered.

      Max grunted, which I took to mean he hated them too.

      “All of you are here,” I said, a little shell-shocked they would all just show up. Win had called Max on his way to the airport, but I had no idea when they called the others.

      “It’s an Elite fam emergency,” Ryan replied as though it were obvious.

      “And caramel lattes are sort of our thing for emergencies. Holding something hot is calming, and the sugar from the caramel helps with the adrenaline crash,” Wes explained as Rory carried the cup over to extend it.

      Win pulled back enough so I could reach out and take the offered drink.

      “I made certain it’s allergy friendly.” Her gray eyes cut to Win. “I promise.”

      “Thanks, shrimp,” Win told her, ruffling her orange hair.

      She smiled sweetly. “We got you a latte too, but I think I’ll just let Jamie drink it.”

      “Take pity on me. I’m delirious from the stitches,” he said, lifting the ugly hospital gown to reveal the large bandage.

      Madison pushed a cup identical to the one I was holding under his nose, and he beamed. “Sugar with a side of coffee. Just how I like it.”

      Around all his inhuman slurping noises, Rory asked, “So what’s fika?”

      Goose bumps covered my arms, the warm cup in my hands reminding me just how cold I felt. “Fika is a coffee break we have in Sweden every day,” I explained. “And thank you for this.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, moving to stand beside Ryan.

      “Bros,” Win announced. “They legit pause everything for like an hour or two every single day so people can drink coffee, eat pastries, and socialize.” Clearly, he was still amazed by this.

      “Well, Americans are barbaric and never take a break,” I muttered, taking a sip of the hot latte. It was overly sweet. Almost undrinkable. But the heat was so nice, and the liquid soothed my swollen throat.

      Win glanced at me, his eyes shining with something that looked a lot like pride. Not sure what he had to be proud of. I was a whole disaster. Eyeing him suspiciously, I took another sip.

      Leaning in, his lips grazed my ear. “I love it when you sass me.”

      “No shit?” Jamie asked. “You all get a snack break on the daily?” He shook his head sadly. “We’re living our lives wrong.”

      “You don’t need a snack break because you never stop eating,” Madison informed her boyfriend.

      “You’re my favorite snack, Maddie baby,” he told her, towing her close.

      Kruger gagged. “No PDA in the hospital.”

      “Jealous,” Jamie quipped.

      “Damn right.”

      Prism smiled, and I was surprised to see he wasn’t wearing AirPods. Usually, I only saw him without them when he was in the pool.

      “I brought you an espresso too,” Wes said, coming to stand at my other side. “I know you prefer less sweet.”

      I made a sound and grabbed for the small cup in his hand.

      “The first step of addiction is admitting you have a problem,” Kruger mused.

      “I haven’t had any coffee at all today.” I defended myself, double-fisting the caffeine.

      At Jamie’s side, Madison cleared her throat. “About that…” Her voice faltered but then restarted. “Are you okay, Lars?”

      I realized then I was standing there in front of all of them in nothing but boxer briefs and a hospital bracelet with every wound on display. So even if I wanted to, I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t pretend.

      The door opened again, and Rush slipped inside, shutting the door swiftly behind him. “Fuck. That desk nurse is so mean if I put her name in my phone, it would autocorrect to Satan.”

      “Good one, bro.” Jamie snickered.

      Rush frowned. “How the hell’d you all get in here?”

      “It’s called charm. Not even Satan is immune,” Ryan quipped.

      Rush gave him the finger, eyes swinging around the room. The second they landed on me, he went rigid. “What the fuck happened to you?” he said, pacing across the room.

      Win stepped in front of me. “Close enough.”

      I could feel Rush glowering. “I’m here to see my roommate.”

      “He’s not your anything,” Win replied.

      “He’s my friend,” I refuted.

      Win turned to face me. “He let that animal into your room.”

      Rush made an aggressive sound, and Win stiffened.

      Laying my hand on Win’s chest, I said, “But I told him it was okay.”

      “Bro, I came to you in the locker room,” Rush said over his shoulder. “I’m the one who told you he left.”

      Surprised, I said, “Is that how you knew where I was?”

      Win shrugged. “He said you had a suitcase. I just guessed.” After a second, Win laid his hand over where mine rested against him. “You trust him?”

      Rush made a rude sound, but Win ignored him in favor of me.

      “Yeah. He’s my friend.” Saying that out loud made me feel a little… insecure, so I glanced at Rush. “Right?”

      Rush nodded. “I don’t just let anyone ride in my Vette.”

      Win turned back to Rush, thrusting his hand toward him. “Any friend of Lars is a friend of mine. And, ah, thanks for coming to me this morning. I owe you one.”

      Rush put his hand in Win’s. As they shook, he said, “I like it when people owe me.”

      Win looked over his shoulder, taking in my unclothed frame. “Put some clothes on, huh? People don’t need to see all this.”

      My heart pinched, and I marveled that I could feel the little pang at all considering the rest of the aches in my body. But I did. I also felt ashamed that it was so obvious to me how weak I probably looked to all of them. How beaten.

      Win’s probably embarrassed too.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, voice wet. Clutching the cups, I moved toward the bed where I’d sat to be stitched up, the gown I was wearing laying across it. I reached for it, but Max appeared, the scent of leather wafting off him.

      “Wes had extra clothes in the car. I brought them in for you,” he told me, holding out a gym bag. In our haste to flee the airport, my suitcase had been forgotten.

      I stared at the bag long enough that Max said, “You need me to help you get dressed?”

      Win growled, “If anyone helps him, it will be me.”

      Max glanced at me and winked. “Bathroom’s over there.” He pointed.

      “I’m bringing my coffees,” I announced.

      “No one would dare tell you no, angel,” Win said, taking the bag from Max and gesturing for me to go ahead of him.

      “You’re coming too?” I asked.

      “Where you go, I go.” His voice was soft, for my ears only.

      “There’s clothes in there for you too,” Max called.

      The light in the bathroom flickered on with my movement, and I went to the sink, setting down the drinks after another sip. Or two. There was a large mirror on the wall, but I avoided looking in it, not ready to see just how bad I looked. Just how bad everyone else saw me look.

      The door latched quietly, and the duffle hit the floor with a muffled thump.

      The silence in the room was palpable and awkward.

      “There’s something I need to make clear,” Win said, obliterating all of it with the strength of his voice.

      My fingers gripped the edge of the counter as I stared at the drain in the center of the sink. “Go ahead.”

      “I abhorrently hate the bruises, swelling, and fucking fingerprints on your body. The fact that you have stitches from someone literally chewing on your skin makes me regret not killing him right there.”

      I started to shake, my fingers turning white against the pressure I used to grip the counter. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Stop fucking apologizing!” he yelled.

      I flinched.

      A slew of whispered curse words filled the tiny bathroom.

      The door opened, and Max’s dark head poked through the crack. “Everything okay?”

      “Fucking gumdrops and unicorns,” Win muttered.

      “Lars?”

      Win snarled, “Get out.”

      “I don’t like your tone,” Max countered, almost bored.

      “Yeah? Well, I don’t like that someone has been beating on him and he thinks he has to apologize for it!”

      “What?” I whispered, eyes lifting to Win.

      “Max,” he deadpanned.

      Max shut the door, leaving us alone.

      “Can I come over there, angel?” Win asked, voice gentle.

      I nodded.

      He moved slowly like he was afraid rapid movement would scare me. When he was finally close, he reached out to tug my aching hand off the edge of the counter. “I didn’t mean to yell. It just… It makes me crazy you think you did something wrong. That I made you think that.”

      “You didn’t—”

      “Don’t make excuses for me, angel. Don’t ever. If I’m wrong, tell me I’m wrong. If I hurt you, tell me I hurt you. Don’t ever let me off the hook for anything that makes you unhappy.”

      “You don’t make me unhappy,” I whispered.

      Still holding my hand, he reached out with the other to palm the back of my neck. The hold was reassuring, grounding me in place.

      “I hate your injuries, Lars, but that’s not why I told you to get dressed. I told you to get dressed because I’m a territorial bastard and I don’t want anyone seeing what’s mine.”

      “I thought maybe they embarrassed you,” I confessed.

      He made a sound as if my words pained him. “Embarrass me? Oh, angel, no. Nothing about you will ever embarrass me.”

      With his gentle tug at my neck, I stepped into his body, exhaling when my cheek met his chest. Both arms wrapped around me, and his chin rested on top of my head.

      “Not even because I’m so weak?”

      His body rippled, but his hold remained gentle and supportive. I felt his throat vibrate with the humming sound he made.

      “Is that what you believe? That you’re weak? You are the furthest thing from weak. I looked into that animal’s eyes today. The little soul he has feeds off violence and control. I could see it right there in the vacancy of his stare. He tried to break you so many times, didn’t he? He did things to you a lesser man would not have survived.”

      My arms found their way around his waist, the pads of my fingers digging into the small of his back. “He didn’t try to break me, Win. He did. More than once.”

      “I’m sure that’s how it feels, baby. And I’ll never tell you what you feel is wrong. So if you say you’re in pieces, then I’ll tell you you’re my favorite puzzle. I’ll love every single one of your fragments, even the ones that might be missing. To me, though, you’re unbreakable. The strongest person I’ve ever met. Maybe you feel weak because your heart has been so heavy. You can rest now, angel. I’ll carry it for a while. I’ll carry it as long as you let me.”

      “My heart’s not heavy when I’m with you.”

      “It’s because I’m the man.”

      I laughed, the lightness of it familiar. “There’s the Win I know.”

      “I’m the whole package, baby. You hit the jackpot with me.”

      “I know.” He was joking, but I was not.

      “Look up here.” He beckoned, and the second I did, he kissed me, his tongue licking into my mouth. He tasted of coffee and sweetness, the sweet not from the caramel but his words.

      “I love you.” The words brushed against my lips.

      “Jag älskar dig,” I answered.

      “C’mon, put some clothes on. I can’t be having people ogling my man,” he said, grabbing the duffle bag to pull out some clothes.

      “I’m literally a giant bruise.”

      “You underestimate the power of your sexiness.” He gently tugged a T-shirt over my head. “Watch your arm,” he instructed, gingerly pulling the fabric over my injuries.

      When my torso was covered, he knelt at my feet and helped me dress in a pair of black sweatpants and socks.

      As he was dressing, my eyes fixed on the covered knife wound stretching over his side. I remembered all over again the paralyzing fear that gripped me when I’d seen Oskar lash out with the knife and Win’s shirt soaking with crimson.

      I’d tried so hard to keep him out of it. I failed.

      “Eyes up here.” He pointed with two fingers to his face. “It doesn’t even hurt.”

      He was lying. I had a knife wound on my arm that looked like a scratch in comparison, and it hurt. “It’s going to scar,” I murmured, finding my coffee and draining what was left of the espresso.

      He smiled, tugging the shirt over it to hide it. “I’ll finally look like the heathen you say I am.”

      I frowned.

      “I can have Max tattoo something over it if it bothers you. Your name in giant letters.”

      My eyes rolled. “That’s ridiculous.”

      He smirked. “Aw, angel. You wouldn’t tattoo my name on you?”

      A thousand times over. I sniffed. “Absolutely not.”

      He pressed a hand to his heart. “My feelings are hurt.”

      The door popped open, and Max’s dark head appeared again.

      “Don’t you knock?” Win asked.

      Max glanced at me, then back to Win, his expression grimmer than usual. “The cops are here.”
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      “You got a warrant for my arrest?” I asked, casually walking out of the bathroom like I wasn’t worried.

      Spoiler alert: I was kinda worried.

      Not for me, though. I could handle a little time in the slammer. I certainly wouldn’t be sitting in there reflecting on my actions and feeling guilty. Hell, any remorse I had would be that I didn’t just fucking end him right there.

      I was worried for Lars, though. I couldn’t get hauled into the big house because then he would be here alone. I had no idea where Oskar was—

      Fucking hell.

      “Where is he?” I demanded, forgetting I was supposed to be chillax. “Tell me he’s rotting in a cell.”

      The taller of the two officers standing in the center of the room filled with our friends asked, “Winston Sinclair?”

      “In the flesh.” I confirmed. “Now answer my question. Where is he?”

      “I’m assuming you’re asking about the man you engaged in a violent altercation and then fled the scene of the crime.”

      “First”—I held up a finger—“he’s not a man. He’s a twat-waffle.” Someone snickered, but I kept going. “Second”—I added another finger for the first—“I didn’t know it was a crime to defend oneself after being stabbed.”

      The officer cleared his throat, and I waved my two fingers at him before raising a third.

      “And third, I didn’t flee. I gave my name and whereabouts to a witness and then took myself off to the hospital for medical care.”

      “Listen here, smartass,” the shorter officer said, taking a step forward.

      Was I supposed to be scared?

      Jamie coughed. “Police brutality.” Then he coughed again.

      “Are you here to arrest me?” I deadpanned. “‘Cause I’m not going until I know that animal is locked up in a cage.”

      “You can’t.” Lars worried, his back brushing against my side, arms looping around one of mine to cling. “He didn’t do anything.”

      “Lars Eriksson?” the officer questioned after a brief glance at his notes.

      I bristled, hand curling around where Lars held me. “We’re not telling you anything else until you answer my questions.”

      “We’re the ones that will be doing the questioning.” The officer was terse.

      The room dropped into silence, no one saying anything else as I stared, waiting them out. I still wanted to know Oskar’s whereabouts, and I wasn’t cooperating until I had them.

      Seeing my obstinance, the officer exhaled. “Oskar Sture Johansson fled the scene. We have an APB out on him.”

      Lars turned to stone. “What’s an APB? You didn’t arrest him?”

      “It means they’re looking for him.” Max clarified.

      “He’s still out there…” Lars’s voice trailed away, horror turning him quiet.

      “Hey.” I kept my voice low as I untangled my arm from both of his to wrap it around him. “He won’t touch you. Not ever again.”

      Max stepped up to our side, arms crossed over his chest. “He’s injured. How the hell have you not found him yet?”

      “He didn’t let us know where he was going.” The officer looked at me, expression baleful.

      I should have handed him to the cops myself.

      “Yeah, because he’s a fucking criminal,” Rush intoned.

      Maybe the guy wasn’t so bad after all.

      “We need the room,” the short officer declared. “Everyone that wasn’t involved in the incident at the airport, get out.”

      No one moved.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, the man sighed. “You’re all claiming to be involved?”

      “We’re Elite,” Jamie said as though that explained everything.

      “Like the swimmers?” the other cop probed.

      Everyone nodded.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” he asked.

      “You mess with one of us, you mess with us all,” Ryan replied, calm.

      “Fucking elitist swimmers,” the grumpy cop muttered. “I’m tired of getting called every time you and your friends have drama.”

      “That sounds a lot like discrimination,” Kruger observed.

      “Out! Or I’ll charge you all with impeding an investigation.”

      Uncrossing his arms, Max glanced over at the girls, then to Jamie. “You better take them out of here. Things might get violent.”

      I suppressed a smile. Max was forever saying he didn’t like Wes’s bros… but he had a protective streak for those girls.

      Jamie glanced at Madison and frowned. “C’mon, Mads, you don’t need to hear all that.”

      “But Lars,” she protested, glancing over at him.

      I sensed Lars’s silent surprise that she didn’t want to leave him.

      “Win will take care of Lars.” Jamie assured her.

      “C’mon, Carrot, let’s go,” Ryan said, putting his palm on the small of her back to nudge.

      “We can’t just leave,” Rory protested.

      “We’ll wait in the hall.” He compromised.

      “Better make it the waiting room. Satan’s out there,” Rush added.

      Both girls seemed torn, but Jamie was adamant. “Get to stepping, baby. You too, camera girl.”

      “You’ll stay?” Madison asked Wes.

      I grunted. “I’ll take care of Lars. Not Wes.”

      They both continued to stare at Wes for reassurance. Rude.

      “I’ll stay.” Wes assured them.

      On their way out, Madison stopped in front of us, reaching out to lay her hand on Lars’s arm. “We’ll be outside.”

      He swallowed. “Uh, thanks.”

      “Drink your latte,” Rory instructed, going as far as to retrieve it from the bathroom counter and hand it to him.

      Kruger and Prism followed the four out into the hall, and when they were gone, the officers stared at Rush, Wes, and Max.

      “We were at the airport,” Max said, gesturing between him and Wes.

      Everyone glanced at Rush, who was unbothered. “I can corroborate that dude Oskar is a violent asshat who belongs in jail. Plus, I know what he looks like.” Then under his breath, he mumbled, “More than I can say for you.”

      “And how is that?” the officer asked flipping to a new page in his notebook and looking at Rush expectantly.

      “Can’t you just use your cell?” I wondered. Pen and paper were just so old school.

      “I like writing,” the officer snapped.

      His partner seemed to think that was super funny but did his best to hold in his amusement.

      “He came to our dorm room last night. Flashed some photo and told me he was Lars’s brother,” Rush explained. “I let him in. I didn’t realize I shoulda put my fist in his face.”

      “By him, you mean Oskar Johansson?” the officer clarified.

      “I prefer to think of him as a waste of space, but yeah.” Rush allowed.

      The other officer, who was clearly of this century, pulled out a cell phone and tapped on the screen, turning it around toward Rush. “Is this who you saw?”

      Rush leaned in and looked at what I assumed was a photo. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      The photo was turned toward us. “This is who was at the airport this morning?”

      “Is that a mugshot?” I asked, taking in the white background with height markers behind the man who stood staring vacantly at the screen. His dark-blond hair was buzzed short, and I didn’t like his ugly face.

      “Yes. Is this him?”

      Gee, thanks for the details.

      “It’s him,” Lars answered, tension radiating off him.

      “Put that away,” I said, waving at the phone.

      “So he came to your dorm room last night? And you two share a room?” The officer continued, waving his pen between Rush and Lars.

      Leaning down to Lars’s ear, I whispered, “You’re moving in with me.”

      He didn’t say anything, but his body melted a little farther into mine.

      “That’s right.” Rush agreed.

      “And after you let him in the room, what happened?”

      The muscle in Rush’s jaw pulsed. “I left.”

      “So you didn’t actually see him attack your roommate.”

      “I let him in the room. I saw Lars on my way out. Told him his brother was up there, and Lars looked kinda freaked. He said he was just surprised the guy flew all the way across the world to visit. He went upstairs. When I came back later, there had evidently been a struggle in the room, and Lars was shivering on the bed, bruises all over him and a suitcase packed. So no, I didn’t see that dick put his hands on Lars, but it was pretty fucking obvious.”

      I closed my eyes, Rush’s words painting a scene in my head that was so vivid it didn’t matter I hadn’t been there. It would live inside me as if I were.

      “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there,” I apologized, tightening my arms around him.

      “I’m glad you weren’t,” he whispered.

      “And what did Mr. Eriksson tell you about his injuries?” the cop asked.

      “Nothing,” Rush said. “He was pretending to be asleep, so I left him alone. I didn’t want to make it worse.” He glanced across the room at Lars. “I’m sorry. I should have made you talk to me.”

      “I wouldn’t have said anything,” Lars said, voice hollow.

      The officers turned to Lars. “Could you please tell us your version of the events?”

      Wes and Max took a step closer, closing us in on both sides, offering solidarity and support.

      Lars dragged in a breath, released it slowly, and started to speak. “It’s like Rush said. He showed up at my dorm, pretending we were brothers. I never told anyone about him. I didn’t think he’d come all this way…” His voice trailed away, and then it was as if he forgot he was in a room full of people and started speaking to himself. “I know he said he wouldn’t let me go. But I didn’t think he’d come this far. I thought he was too scared of Win.”

      Chest squeezing, I said, “You thought he was scared of me?”

      Lars’s head bobbed, chin lifting so he could glance behind him to my face. “Everyone is always so intimidated by him. Some are outright afraid. But you intimidated him. I’ve never seen anything like it. You stood your ground that day in Sweden. You didn’t back down at all. He wasn’t expecting it. You caught him off guard. I could tell right away he had no idea how to handle the big American who didn’t play by his rules.”

      “That’s why you let me stay in your room,” I said, realization dawning.

      All this time, I thought it was because I was sweeter than honey.

      Now ain’t the time, Yoda.

      “He stayed away from me the whole time you were there, only getting close enough to follow me around campus and watch. God, it was such a relief.” Lars’s exhaustion was palpable. The reprieve my presence gave him coated my tongue.

      “And then I just left,” I said, a bitter wind whistling through my chest.

      Lars’s lips rolled in. “And then you left.”

      Pulling him around, I grasped his forearms. “What did he do to you?” I growled.

      The self-hatred I felt in that moment was unmatched. The realization of my selfishness and what it cost Lars was something I might honestly never be able to forgive myself for.

      The officer cleared his throat. “Are you saying you had a relationship with this man? That he has a history of violence?”

      My eyes flashed up. “I’m talking to him right now. Not you.”

      “Sir, this is a police matter—”

      “Screw your fucking police matter!” I hollered. “He’s my life!”

      Max stepped between me and the officers, planting himself like a wall. I wasn’t sure if it was to give me the privacy I wanted or because he thought I might launch myself at the cops.

      I gave Lars a gentle shake. “Angel, what did he do to you after I left?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing he hasn’t done before. This time, though, I fought back. It made him crazy. He pulled a knife.”

      I made a sound and glanced at where I knew he’d just been stabbed. Had he been cut before?

      “I ran.” Lars hurried to say. “I got away. I went to the hospital, and I filed a police report. It was the first time I ever did that.”

      “No one knew he was abusive?” one of the cops asked.

      Lars looked at me, eyes suddenly ashamed.

      “It’s okay, angel.” I promised. “It’s okay. You did so good fighting back and getting away.” I pulled him into me, hoping the hammering of my heart didn’t hurt his bruised and swollen chest. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Sniffling a bit, he pulled away to turn back to the room. “I’m sure there is a record of the police report from when he attacked me. There are also photos. He was arrested and charged with assault with a deadly weapon and domestic violence.”

      Well, that would explain the mugshot. “Why isn’t he in jail?” I demanded, completely outraged.

      How could I have not known? All this time. All this time, he’d lived in fear. He lived with scars and insecurities. And why? Because I’d been too scared, too selfish to look closer at him.

      Yet he was still here. He was still willing to trade his own safety for mine and board a plane with that waste of space. A half moan, half groan ripped out of me, the force of it causing pain in my side. I welcomed it. Deserved it. It was nothing compared to what he’d endured.

      “He spent a little time in jail.” Lars hedged.

      “How’d he get out?” Max questioned.

      Lars’s eyes dropped to the floor. “My parents bailed him out.”

      I jolted so hard I felt my stitches tug. Placing a hand across my middle, I started to pace.

      “Fucking biologics,” Max spat, his own voice slightly haunted.

      “Damn, and I was pissed my parents sent me across the country,” Rush muttered.

      I’d forgotten he was even here.

      “Do we really need to do this right now?” Wes asked the officers.

      “I’m afraid so. We’re assuming once we bring him in, you will be pressing charges?” he asked.

      “Yes!” I hollered. “Fucking yes, he will! And I am too,” I spat, lifting my shirt to show the row of twenty stitches. “That bastard beat and threatened Lars, then stabbed us both. I want him locked up.”

      The officers nodded. “We have witnesses from the airport who stated he did approach you first and that you retaliated only after he attacked.”

      “So you won’t arrest Win for assault. Right?” The underlying vulnerability in Lars’s voice was my undoing.

      I stopped pacing to move to his side. “I’m not going anywhere, angel. Not ever.”

      “As of right now, no,” the officer replied. Then, “Mr. Eriksson, do you have any idea where Mr. Johansson might go? Where we might be able to locate him?”

      “How the hell would he know?” I fumed. How dare they ask Lars to do their job!

      “You seem to know him the best.” The officer circumvented.

      I laughed humorlessly. “What a fucking clusterfuck.”

      “I’m not sure,” Lars answered. “I didn’t even want to believe he was here when I first saw him.”

      “You saw him before yesterday?” The officers perked up.

      Lars cut me a guilty look, then nodded. “A couple times. I’d hoped I was mistaken.”

      “You are here on a student visa, correct?”

      Lars nodded. “Yes. I attend Westbrook. I swim for the college.”

      “Yes, it was mentioned,” the short officer muttered. “What were you doing at the airport this morning?”

      A strangled sound ripped out of me. “Shouldn’t you be out there looking for him? Why are you here wasting time?”

      “We need to have everything on record. All of the officers in the area have been alerted.” The tall officer tried to placate me.

      “Y’all got good cop/bad cop down,” Rush mused.

      The bad cop looked unamused. Shocker.

      “He threatened me,” Lars told the room. “He came to my dorm room last night, as Rush said, and he told me I had to come back to Sweden with him. That I belonged to him.”

      A growl built in my chest, rumbly and deep.

      “I refused. Things turned physical. He, ah, he threatened Win.”

      The officer’s brows shot up. “He threatened Mr. Sinclair?”

      Lars nodded, and I wondered if I was the only one to notice the slight wobble in his lower lip. “He said he would kill him. He has a history of violence, so I believed him. He promised that if I went back to Sweden with him, he would leave Win alone.”

      I groaned. “You traded your safety for mine.” Yeah, I already knew that part, but it never got any easier hearing it.

      “So you went to the airport this morning,” the good cop surmised, then looked at me. “And you followed him?”

      I nodded. “When he didn’t show up for swim practice, I got worried.”

      “How did you know he was at the airport?” bad cop asked.

      “Rush said he saw him with a suitcase. I just guessed.” Thank God I guessed right. It literally made my skin crawl to think about where Lars would be right now if I hadn’t gotten there in time.

      The bad cop flipped his stupid notebook closed and stuffed his pen in the pocket of his uniform. “That should be enough.”

      “You believe me?” Lars asked, slightly surprised.

      “Angel, why wouldn’t they believe you?”

      “I’m really tired of people not believing victims around here,” Wes spat.

      Lars seemed a little unsure, glancing between me and the others.

      “Hey.” I encouraged, voice soft. “It’s okay. We’re all on your side, okay? Of course we believe you.”

      “No one else ever did.” Lars confided. “Not even my parents. They assumed I did something to deserve it.”

      My teeth ground together so hard that the metallic tang of blood burst over my tongue.

      “Not even Satan out in the hall deserves that,” Rush said.

      Pretty sure everyone snickered, even the bad cop.

      Except for me. And Lars.

      Taking his hand, I led him toward the bed. “Why don’t you sit down? You’re exhausted.”

      “What’s going to happen now?” I asked the officers once Lars was comfortable. “How long until you haul him in?”

      “Again, we are doing everything possible to locate him and bring him in. We have your statements and will create a report. Because Mr. Johansson has outstanding charges in his country, he will likely be deported and placed into the custody of the Swedish police.”

      “What if he runs again?” Lars worried.

      “This time, he won’t be given bail.”

      “But what if he is?” He pressed.

      He shouldn’t have to live in fear.

      “He won’t be able to get back into the United States.” I assured him while staring at the uniforms. “Right?”

      “That’s correct.” The good officer agreed. “With his crimes, he will be barred from reentry.”

      “How soon can you get him on a plane?” As much as I wanted to do this man more bodily harm, I wanted him away from Lars more.

      I wanted Lars to feel the safety he clearly needed above everything else.

      “We’re working on it.”

      “I don’t like that answer.” Max pushed back.

      “It’s the best we can give right now,” the bad cop snapped.

      Good cop tried to placate the room. “The second he’s arrested, he’s going right into a cell, and then as soon as it’s arranged, he’ll be on a flight back to his country.”

      With nothing else to discuss, the officers left.

      Lars melted into the bed and held out his hand. I went to his side immediately, heart squeezing.

      “We’re gonna go see if you guys can be released,” Wes said, grabbing Max’s hand and tugging him from the room.

      When they were gone, Rush straightened. “I’m not a fan of threesomes, so I’ll go.” His footsteps stuttered. “Well, I am. Just not with two dudes.”

      “Thanks for everything, Rush,” Lars told him.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” he said, voice sober, a hint of something haunted there. “I’m sorry I let him in the room. I should have said something this morning when you got up. I should have done something.”

      Lars sat up from the mattress. “This isn’t your fault, Rush. I didn’t tell anyone. And you did do something. You talked to Win.”

      Rush blew out a breath. “Yeah. Well, I’m glad you’re okay. Mostly.”

      “Thanks,” Lars echoed.

      “When you feel better, we’ll hang out.”

      Lars nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      I walked Rush to the door, and when he was partway out I said, “Thanks for backing him up with the cops.”

      “I might have embellished a little. The room wasn’t really a mess. And he was pretty buried under the covers. I actually didn’t see much.” Rush shrugged. “But it’s the least I can do.”

      I nodded. “I know I already said I owe you, and I won’t forget.”

      “I’m just glad he’s okay.”

      Hitching my chin, I said, “You’re welcome at our place anytime. See you around.”

      Rush nodded and then left. Finally, we were alone.

      “Do you think they’ll find him?” Lars asked, and I couldn’t even blame him for the doubt in his tone.

      “How long has he been doing this to you, angel?” I wanted to know. No. I didn’t want to know. I had to.

      Lars’s gaze skirted away, and I made a sound, drawing it back. Moving across the room, I gently climbed into the bed with him, tucking my arm between his back and the mattress while doing my best to avoid his many injuries. Using a finger, I brushed a droopy lock of platinum hair off his forehead. “We got to adjust that halo, angel. It’s crooked.”

      “We both know I’m not an angel.”

      “You better hush that mouth,” I told him. “If you aren’t an angel, then they don’t exist.”

      “Dum,” Lars mumbled, but I knew he was charmed. Who wouldn’t be?

      I scoffed. “That’s the laziest insult you’ve ever used on me.”

      “I’m tired.”

      I made a sympathetic sound. “I know, baby. You must be exhausted.”

      “We met in high school. I dated him for two years and finally worked up enough courage to break up with him a few months before you came to Sweden.”

      I stared at the wall across the room, trying to digest it all. “He’s been stalking you for over six months?”

      Fuck digestion. This shit was giving me chronic acid reflux.

      “Well, yeah, but it wasn’t so bad when you were there.”

      I groaned. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have protected you better. I wouldn’t have left like that.”

      An almost angry noise vibrated his throat. “Because I’m not your responsibility. I’m not your job. You made it clear we were just roomies with benefits and nothing more.”

      “But you wanted more,” I said, still simmering with rage at myself.

      “Maybe, but I wasn’t about to make you stay in a situation you didn’t want. I know what it's like to feel trapped.”

      “That’s different!”

      “Is it, though? Emotional manipulation sometimes hurts worse than physical violence.”

      I groaned. “I hate that you know that.”

      “I came here because you were the last place I felt safe. The last place I felt strong. It was selfish of me to crash your life. I realized that too late.”

      “You are not selfish.”

      “And then when you said you wanted to be together, when you said you loved me, I was so fucking happy.” Lars lifted his chin, his pale-blue irises delivering that familiar electric jolt right to my heart. “But then he started showing up. Folding my shirts—”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “He used to, ah, punish me if the apartment was a mess. If I didn’t fold the clothes right.”

      “I seriously should have killed him,” I ground out, gripping the shitty hospital blankets in my fist.

      “I was scared to tell you about him. Scared he would ruin everything. You wanted me to be safe…”

      “That’s enough,” I declared, voice gentle but also stern. I rolled on top of him. Well, because of the way the bed was tilted up, I basically straddled his lap. When I leaned in, I was careful not to apply any type of pressure to his upper body.

      “I’m not with you out of a sense of obligation. I’m not with you because you somehow manipulated my emotions.” Tilting my head, I smirked. “Though, I think that uncut dick of yours might be magic.”

      Lars smacked me playfully in the chest.

      “For real, though, babe, when you slid your foreskin over my head…” I shuddered. So. Fucking. Hot.

      Lars’s icy eyes rolled, and I caught his chin, holding him so he had to look at me and nowhere else. The lightness of his eyes seemed even more shocking today because of the bruised skin darkening the area around one.

      “I’m with you because your presence in my life—in my heart—is so profound that your absence is near crippling. I choose you. All of you. Don’t hold anything back. The good. The bad. The fucking worst. I’ll take all of it as long as it’s part of you.”

      Lars’s lip trembled. “Win.”

      “I do want you to be safe. I will always want that, but it was wrong of me to put that on you. To make you responsible for my own emotional well-being. I am terrified to lose you… but I’m more terrified of pushing you away. Don’t be afraid to tell me anything. I won’t run. I won’t leave. I’ll stay at your side and fight. I’m sorry you were scared to come to me. Sorry I made you feel that way. We’re an us now, remember? We’re gonna do this together.”

      Tears rained over his cheeks, proving my angel was the rainstorm I always knew him to be. Funny, I didn’t mind the rain so much anymore. I think I liked it better than the sun.

      “I used to think of you as a big dumb dog.” Lars wailed. “But I like dogs.” He went on, pushing his palm into my chest. “Dogs are my favorite.”

      I laughed, and he fell into me, burying his wet cheeks in the crook of my neck. “It’s not funny,” he accused, swiping his snot on my shirt.

      “I love you,” I whispered, hugging him close.

      He sniffled. “I love you too, min hund.”

      I smiled over his head. “Lars, did you just call me a dog?”

      “I called you my dog.”

      My heart somersaulted. “I mean, yeah, okay. I’ll allow it.”

      Actually, I fucking lived for it.
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      Lars

      

      Bzzzzzz.

      The low hum of the trimmers filled the quiet bathroom as I bent and contorted myself into frankly awkward positions, trying to shave off what little body hair I had.

      “I can’t believe they do this,” I muttered. “Stupid Americans.”

      Spreading my legs even wider, I grabbed my inner thigh while gliding the clippers higher, and I prayed I didn’t cut my balls or anything else in the immediate area.

      Behind me, the door swung open without so much as a knock. “Angel, why aren’t you in be—Ahhh!” Win exclaimed, sounding like a herd of elephants as he fell back into the doorframe. “I thought it was the morning, but I see the moon!”

      His excessive abruptness and over-the-top behavior made me jolt, the clippers gouging into my, ah, nether regions.

      “Ow!” I jerked them back, skin stinging.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Win wondered. “Did you cut yourself?”

      The door latched behind him, and he moved around me, sinking to his knees at my feet.

      “Är du helt IQ-befriad?” Do you totally lack IQ? I wondered, glaring at him from my bent position.

      “Let me see, baby.” His voice was soft, movements gentle when he took the trimmers from my hand, switching them off and silencing the low buzzing sound. “Did you hurt yourself?” he murmured, spreading my leg even wider so he could duck close and look.

      His untamed hair tickled my cock, making my nerve endings sing. His warm hand slid behind my balls, gently rubbing along my perineum as he looked for the abrasion.

      “Ah, here,” he murmured, cheek brushing my inner thigh. “It’s bleeding,” he announced, following the words with an immediate lick across the stinging cut.

      I sucked in a breath, hand falling onto the countertop to steady myself.

      His tongue stroked over me again before he kissed the same spot. Lifting his head, he gazed up my body. His hazel eyes seemed more green than gold this morning and broody as could be. “What are you even doing?” he murmured, hand curling around the back of my upper thigh, caressing just below my bare ass.

      His features were flawless. Smooth warm-toned skin, full lips, strong brows and nose. He had a square jaw and wide chin, his hair overly long, never under control, and seeming to possess the same quality as his eyes of never quite being the same color. Sometimes it was on fire with undertones of red. Sometimes it had the warmth of gold. Sometimes it was so dimensional it had it all. Today, it appeared more brown than red.

      He was still so close to my lower half that I felt his warm breath brush against my skin. The action, coupled with the gentle caress against the back of my thigh, had my dick chubbing up between us.

      “Angel,” he murmured, causing even more prickles of want to race along my spine.

      “Mm?” I said, eyes lowering to half-mast.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      “The guys all shave. Say it makes them faster.”

      The free hand not caressing the backs of my thighs curled around my ankle and floated upward, skirting over my already-shaven legs, knee, and to my hip. I shivered, and his eyes drooped even more as his fingers dragged to the newly shorn hair above my dick.

      He scratched lightly against the buzzcut, and my knees buckled a little, my rock-hard dick literally standing at attention between us. His other hand slipped into my crack, following it to the underside of my body.

      “You missed a spot,” he murmured, rubbing over my sensitive skin.

      “I wasn’t done.”

      “You want some help?”

      Lips curling in, I nodded once. Butterflies bounced around below my ribs, desire hammering in my veins. I stood there naked and spread open, my lover reaching for a razor. It was entirely vulnerable, an ultimate act of trust, to let him shave my most private of places.

      “Open more for me, angel,” he said, settling on his ass right there on the floor between my thighs. My dick was still hard, jutting right off my body toward him. My sack was tight but not yet drawn up.

      The razor switched on, the low hum somehow shrouding this room with even more intimacy.

      I was already so in the moment that his touch startled me, and I jolted a little when his palm cupped my balls.

      “Easy,” he murmured, rolling them around in his warm hand, massaging them and making me groan. “Hold this up out of my way,” he instructed, grabbing my cock and pushing it up against my abs.

      My eyes rolled back in my head, and if I wasn’t so far gone, I might be embarrassed I was already so hot.

      “Lars.”

      My eyes snapped to his, and he leaned in to press a soft kiss on my upper leg. “I asked you to hold this out of my way, sweetheart.”

      How did he expect me to be able to do anything when he was like this? Exhaling, I did as he asked.

      “That’s my good boy,” he purred, making my dick jerk.

      He went to work shaving between my legs, the underside of my balls, and along my crack. I was shaking by the time he was done, barely able to control my desire.

      The head of my cock was damp and aching, and even though my hand was on it, it was not the hand I craved.

      The second he lowered the trimmers, his nose replaced them. I groaned long and low as he pushed his face into me, licking the freshly shaven skin. I rocked a little against his tongue, rubbing myself on his face.

      I whimpered when he pulled back, moving from between my thighs.

      “Forearms on the counter, ass out.”

      My body was still humming, the blood in my veins thick. His hands curled around my hips, giving them a pat. “Present your ass for me,” he growled against my ear.

      My forearms hit the counter, head dropping between my arms.

      “I fucking love your ass. Almost as much as I love your dick,” he said, palming my cheeks and massaging them.

      “Spread those pretty thighs for me, angel. Spread them wide.”

      I did, my chest practically lying across the counter now. I felt him reach for the trimmers, and I glanced over my shoulder.

      He paused, eyes meeting mine. “You trust me?”

      “More than anyone.”

      “Hold your ass open.”

      Heart thumping, I braced my chest on the cold counter, reaching around to hold my cheeks apart. Cold air brushed my exposed hole and the space around it, and I felt more naked than ever before.

      “I’m a fucking sinner. With this ass in existence, I will never be a saint,” he murmured, switching on the tool once more.

      Just the sound of it made my hole clench, my teeth sinking into my lip.

      “Head down. Close your eyes,” he ordered, and I did it without second thought.

      His body, which was now as naked as mine, blanketed my back, his thick erection pressing right against my wide-open crack as he bent over me.

      I hissed, wiggling against his rod.

      “If I do something you don’t like, tell me to stop, and I’ll stop,” he said, teeth nipping my ear. “You’re safe with me, angel. Always.”

      I would let him disassemble my body and then thank him after. I was so far gone for this man I could barely even think.

      Pushing my ass against his dick, I whined, and he laughed lightly against my ear. “Patience, my little Nordic warrior. Good things come to those who wait.”

      His body left mine, one hand pushing against the small of my back as though he thought he might need to hold me in place.

      “Keep those cheeks spread,” he murmured then laid the trimmers against my crack.

      I jolted a little, the vibration sending shockwaves of pleasure through my already flooded system. He chuckled a little, pressing me harder against the counter.

      “Hold still. I don’t want to cut you,” he instructed as he used gentle, sure movements to shave my freaking crack. “You’re going to be so smooth for me,” he praised as he worked. “My cum is going to soak right in.”

      I whimpered.

      “Look at my pretty pink hole,” he murmured, laying a finger against it.

      I arched into the counter, and his finger pressed a little harder but not quite enough to slip in.

      “Please, Win,” I begged.

      His finger left, but before I could complain, the vibrating handle of the trimmer replaced it. I groaned, fingers going slack against my ass.

      He tsked. “Keep them open.”

      I readjusted, and he rewarded me by pressing it against me again. The way it vibrated made my hole clench and release like it wanted to suck it inside.

      “I’m so getting you a vibrating dildo,” he murmured, sliding the pulsating handle along my entire crack. “I’m gonna love watching your ass swallow it whole.”

      I started to shake, fingers going slack again. My throbbing dick was trapped against the counter, so hard against the wood it hurt.

      The clippers shut off, and he set them aside. Both hands rubbed over my cheeks, his fingers dipping into my seam. “Look at that. Completely hairless.”

      The drawer beside me opened and closed. The familiar sound of a cap popped open, and I waited for a burst of cold liquid, but it never came. Moments later, his fingers were back, the lube already warmed between them.

      I sighed at the slick feeling, going boneless against the counter. One finger sank inside me, and I grunted my pleasure as he worked it deep.

      “So fucking tight,” he whispered.

      “Give me another one.” I panted, wiggling back onto it.

      He added another, and I moaned, rocking against them and shuddering when he pushed into my prostate.

      “I’m about two seconds from blowing all over this counter.” I panted.

      His fingers pulled out, and I glared over my shoulder accusingly.

      “You aren’t coming until I see your dick. Turn around and let me see what’s mine.”

      My movements were sluggish and uncoordinated because I felt like I was made of jelly. But the second I was completely facing him, new arousal was like a shot of adrenaline.

      Win stood there with his hand wrapped around his thick cock, which glistened with lube. The tip was red inside his fist, his slit already leaking.

      “Squeeze it,” I said, staring hotly as he pumped himself.

      He did, moaning with the action. A milky white bead dripped onto his head, and my stomach muscles contracted.

      I swiped that precum onto the tip of my finger and pushed it into my mouth, sucking it down like it was water and I was dehydrated.

      “I love it when I’m inside you,” he said, eyes dilated as he watched me swallow.

      Feeling bold and drunk on passion, I crooked my finger at him in a seductive come-here gesture. He stepped so close our hips bumped and dicks collided.

      For long moments, we simply stood there, sharing air, eye-fucking so good I wondered if I would be able to come from just his expression.

      His hips thrust impatiently, dick stabbing into my belly.

      Finding the lube, I uncapped it and smeared it over us both until we were slick and dripping.

      “I’ve had your cum inside my ass, inside my mouth. This time, I want it inside my dick,” I told him, grabbing his cock and aligning the tip with mine.

      His nostrils flared, and his eyes literally unfocused. His mouth moved, though no sound came out, and power surged through me. I liked knowing I could affect him as much as he did me. I liked knowing I had some control.

      Our heads bumped, sliding together because of all the lube. A moan vibrated his entire body, eyes dropping to where our cockheads touched.

      “I would fucking love that, baby,” he said, sounding drunk. “But I don’t think I can come inside your dick.”

      Wrapping my hand around my own throbbing length, I tugged the foreskin back and then pulled it forward. The stretch was sinful as I tugged it farther than before, encasing Win’s entire engorged head inside.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Win panted, staring with wide eyes.

      The juices flowing from both our slits coupled with the lube created an almost suctioning effect that clamped my foreskin around him, sucking him inside me.

      “This is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” Win asserted. “You’re a walking fucking fleshlight.”

      Suddenly, his hands shot out, palming my face and forcing it up so he could drill into me with passion-laden eyes that gleamed with possession. “Please tell me you never did this with him. Please tell me I’m the only man to ever be inside your dick.” His fingers were almost biting against my jaw, desperation palpable. “Lie if you have to, Lars. Fucking tell me.”

      I thrust forward, and inside the foreskin, our heads clashed, the sensation so intense I felt another spurt of pre-release.

      “Just you, min hund.” I panted, thrusting again. “I don’t have to lie. I’ve never done anything even close to this with anyone but you.”

      He kissed me fast and hard, then dropped back to watch my dick still wrapped around his.

      “Masturbate inside me,” I told him, pulling my skin even farther over him. “I want to watch my skin inflate with the force of your load.”

      He groaned and wrapped his hand around our dicks, working us together as our sensitized skin rubbed while being blanketed by mine, the wet suction sound making my toes curl into the floor.

      “I’m not going to last,” he grunted, hand picking up its pace.

      “Me either,” I said, head thrown back as pleasure started to crest.

      “Come with me, angel. Let’s fill you up together.”

      The suggestion was so obscene I fell over the edge, the force of my orgasm making me shudder. Win exploded at the same time, his hot seed gushing over my head, mixing with mine, and I clamped my hand around the base of his head as we both shot off, making sure my foreskin stayed in place.

      “Christ!” His voice was strained as he watched my extra skin visually swell from our ejaculation. Another wave of pleasure rolled over him, and I felt more shoot out, bloating me even more like I was in danger of overflowing.

      “Don’t let go.” He panted, sagging from exertion. “Let me look a little longer.”

      Smug satisfaction had me tightening my grip, and my skin stretched, swollen with his release.

      His fingers were gentle when he took our cocks, rubbing his thumb over the bump, his low growl filling the humid bathroom. “I didn’t think it would actually inflate,” he mused. His eyes moved up to mine. “Does it hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all.”

      He grunted, pleased with himself. “I like seeing you swollen with my seed.”

      I leaned in, pecking a soft kiss to his lips, and then pulled away, letting us go. Our coupled release gushed out, nearly dripping off my softening tip.

      Win scooped some up with two fingers and raised them to my lips. “Open up, angel.”

      The salty tang burst over my tongue, and I closed my eyes, swallowing us as my body came down from the epic high.

      He was still watching me suck him when I opened my eyes, and around his fingers, I said, “I’ve only ever done this with you too.”

      Possession sizzled in his stare, making my stomach tighten. “Really?”

      “I promise. You’re my first for so many things. The most important things.”

      “I’m also your last,” he intoned, tugging his fingers away to take me in his arms. “I will never share you, Lars. And I will never let you go.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      He kissed my temple, breath playing in my hair. “You gonna be able to compete after that?” he asked. “Damn.”

      It was my first swim meet since being assaulted by Oskar. It had been two weeks. Two weeks of the cops looking for him. Two weeks of no one knowing where he was.

      The police seemed certain he fled the state and was lying low somewhere until he could get out of the country without alerting anyone.

      But these people didn’t know Oskar like I did.

      He was patient. He almost enjoyed the game of waiting people out, of taking them by surprise when their guard was down. People didn’t realize he would risk punishment to get his payback. He likely thought he would avoid punishment altogether. And why shouldn’t he think that?

      He’d gotten away with controlling and abusing me for years. Hell, even my own parents took his side. I’d never forget the day I summoned up enough courage to tell my mom what he’d been doing to me. I even swallowed my pride and showed her the lash marks across my ass from his belt.

      She asked me what I did to deserve it.

      She asked me what I did to piss him off.

      Oskar is a good man, honey. If he did this, it’s because he had a reason.

      Not, I believe you, Lars. Not, How dare he lay a hand on you? Not even a sympathetic, I’m sorry.

      Just a, Don’t do it again, and keep that covered up so people don’t see.

      I went home disillusioned and betrayed, questioning everything I ever thought.

      About six months later, I worked up the nerve to tell my last remaining friend. The one Oskar had yet to run off.

      Were you drinking? Did you fight back? Maybe if you were stronger, he wouldn’t think he could hit you. Maybe you should date a woman. Maybe men are too much for you to handle.

      No one believed me. No one cared. Their lack of support pushed me farther into his abusive hands because, at least after he was done, he would tell me he was sorry.

      “Baby.”

      Win’s voice snapped me out of my spiraling, and I looked up.

      He frowned. “Where’d you go, angel?”

      “I think you fucked me into a coma,” I told him.

      He laughed, loud and boisterous, the sound unknotting the worst pain in my chest. He pulled away, and I missed the security of his body immediately.

      The sound of falling water filled the bathroom.

      “Come on,” he said, nudging my hip. “I’ll wash you in the shower.”

      Hot liquid poured over my skin, making me sigh with pleasure, and true to his word, Win grabbed the soap and started at my back, using the lather to knead my muscles until my head drooped.

      “You feeling okay?” he asked.

      “Mm,” I answered as he continued massaging. I knew he was likely looking for any knots or trigger points that might cause issues while I was swimming, and I found the action sweet.

      “Your ribs?” he pressed, keeping his voice casual.

      “They’re fine, babe. I promise. I’ve been practicing for almost a week.”

      He grumbled something, soapy hands sliding over my hips. “How about your shoulder?”

      “There’s no cow on the ice,” I told him patiently.

      His laugh was rumbly just like I knew it would be, and I smiled.

      “You think Americans have some crazy sayings?” he mused, dropping to wash my legs. “Please tell me how no cow on the ice is equivalent to saying no worries?”

      “Cows are heavy.”

      He laughed more.

      When he was done washing my back, he nudged me around so he could continue on my front.

      The bathroom turned quiet, my lashes sweeping downward under his ministrations. I would never get enough of the way he cared for me. Of all the tiny ways he showed he loved me without even saying the words.

      “You were thinking about him.”

      My eyes opened, my blissful mood intruded upon. “What?”

      “You’re worrying he’s still lurking around.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The soap hit the shower floor, and he pulled me into his arms. “What did I tell you about that?”

      “I—”

      He arched a brow, and I closed my lips.

      Pressing a kiss to the tip of my nose, he said, “You don’t have to apologize for anything. Not for the way you feel or who you think about.”

      “I don’t want to think about him.”

      “I know that, angel. I wish you didn’t have to.”

      “The cops are so sure he left town,” I said, but he already knew.

      “And you aren’t.”

      We’d had this conversation more than once. Talked to the police more than once. He never acted any way but patient when it was brought up again. And again. But I was growing tired of it. I just wanted to be happy. I wanted to move on with Win and not feel the need to look over my shoulder, waiting for Oskar to show up again.

      “He’s not just going to let this go.” Let me go.

      “I believe you.”

      “I wish you knew what those words mean to me.”

      “I’ll always believe you. I’ll always choose you.”

      I shook my head. “He’s narcissistic. He’s probably convinced he won’t get caught.”

      “Good.” Win rumbled. Running his hands along my back to rinse away what was left of the soap.

      I looked at him, questions in my eyes.

      “That’s his weakness, and it will be his downfall,” he explained.

      “You think?” I asked, hopeful.

      “Yes. I do. He’ll make a mistake, and then we’ll get him,” Win said, confident.

      My stare dropped to the healing knife wound across his side, and I prayed whatever mistake Oskar made this time wouldn’t put another scar on my boyfriend.
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      Win

      

      I should have chased him down that day. I should have made sure he was put in handcuffs.

      Or…

      I should have just killed him.

      Solves nothing, killing does.

      Look, I’m not even that big of a Star Wars fan. Enough is enough. Yoda, bro, you got to be heading out. Find someone else’s to mind harass.

      Not that I was agreeing with that green mind monster, but killing Oskar probably wouldn’t have helped the situation. I do regret rushing out before making sure he was in handcuffs, though. If I’d just stayed a little longer, it would have prevented two more weeks of mental torture Lars sure as fuck didn’t need.

      Because I’d been so primed to get Lars away from the situation and into safety, that used asswipe was still creeping around like Chucky and scaring the shit out of my angel.

      My angel who was fucking hott. That’s right, hot with two T’s. Did you see what he did with his foreskin?

      Wait. You better not be looking.

      Hot damn. I’m just saying you almost had to attend my funeral.

      “You really don’t need to walk me in,” Lars said as we walked through the busy parking lot. There were already booths set up and people milling around waiting for the swim meet to start.

      “I know I don’t need to, angel. I want to,” I said, threading our fingers and pulling him closer into my side.

      “Good luck today, Lars!” someone called out, and we both looked up to see a few girls waving with otter pops in their hands.

      He raised the hand I wasn’t holding and waved but said nothing.

      “He’s mine, ladies! Get your own Swedish Fish!” I hollered.

      Laughter filled the air around us, and Lars’s cheeks pinkened, which frankly made me want to embarrass him more.

      “Win,” he scolded but quietly so he didn’t draw more attention.

      Such a reserved, shy boy.

      Planting my feet right there in the middle of everything, I tugged his hand, bringing him around. “Give me some sugar.”

      His mouth parted, then snapped shut. “Here?”

      “Too many of these people are looking at you like you’re some tasty snack. I gotta let them know you’re my tasty snack and no one else’s.”

      “No one is looking at me. They’re looking at you,” he muttered.

      He really had no idea that when he was in a room, everyone else was ugly. “You really aren’t gonna give me some PDA?”

      His lips rolled in while he considered, white hair ruffling in the wintry air. He nodded once, and surprise rippled through me.

      “Yeah?” I asked, my eyebrows arching up my forehead.

      The blush on his cheeks deepened, and it made my heart flutter. Releasing his hand, I caught him around the waist, towing him in until our chests were flush. When I lowered my head, his eyes fluttered shut, lips pursed, ready and waiting.

      Overwhelming affection crashed over me, making it hard to do anything but stand there and feel. He was literally everything to me.

      When I didn’t kiss him right away, he peeked through his lashes. “Win?”

      “You don’t have to kiss me in public, angel. I was just teasing,” I said quietly, wanting him to know that I wouldn’t make him do anything that made him uncomfortable.

      With a noise, he shot forward, sealing our lips together. My eyes widened, and his melded into one big sea of blue. The tip of his tongue darted out, swiping over my lips, and I opened instantly, groaning on contact. The kiss wasn’t lengthy but did linger long enough that I was sure anyone who looked got an eyeful.

      When he pulled back, he ducked his chin, trying to rob me of that adorable shy smile on his lips.

      I grabbed him up again, smacking a loud, obnoxious kiss against him before stepping back and flashing my dimples. He loved my dimples.

      “Min hund,” he said affectionately.

      Never thought anyone calling me a dog would make my heart pitter-patter, but here we were.

      Chuckling, I palmed the small of his back and headed inside and into the locker room.

      “Bro!” Jamie hollered the second he saw us.

      “Hey, Jamie,” Lars called.

      Jamie pulled something from his locker. “Bro, I got you this protein bar. Look, it says no nuts on it,” he announced, pointing to the words. Glancing at me, he snickered. “I guess there’s one type of nuts you aren’t allergic to, though.”

      I shook my head. “How long you been waiting to say that one?”

      Jamie grinned. “Too long.”

      “You ready to swim today?” Ryan asked, appearing beside Jamie.

      Lars nodded. “Ready.”

      “May the best backstroke win!” Kruger piped up from down the row.

      “So Lars, then?” Jamie called back.

      “Burnnnn,” Prism cooed from the other side of Kruger.

      “Whose side are you on, P?” Kruger complained.

      “The winner. Which is me,” Lars quipped, catching us all off guard.

      Everyone laughed, and he glanced at me, my heart turning over because his joking with everyone was a big thing, and he needed reassurance. From me.

      I winked, and he went to his locker and opened it, revealing the heap of clothes tossed inside. I said nothing. He could be as messy as he wanted, and I’d never complain.

      “Here’s your bag,” I said, setting his duffle on the bench behind him, then ducking around to kiss his cheek. “They’ll make good friends,” I whispered before pulling back.

      “Thanks,” he said, shy.

      “You want me to put some more arnica cream on your bruises?”

      He groaned. “My bruises are practically gone. If you use any more of that damn cream on me, the water is going to repel off my skin.”

      I laughed. “Maybe you’ll swim faster.”

      “No more cream,” he muttered.

      “How about some coffee?”

      He perked up.

      Sometimes I wondered if he liked caffeine more than me. “Meet tradition. I didn’t forget.”

      “I can get it after I get changed.”

      I shook my head. “Uh-uh. That’s my job. You stay here, and I’ll get it for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I kissed the side of his head. “You’re welcome, angel. Be good while I’m gone.”

      He made a rude sound like I knew he would, and I left him to get ready to swim.

      On my way out, I stopped beside Ryan. “I’m heading out to get some coffee for Lars. You mind just, ah, keeping an eye on him?”

      Lars would kick my ass if he knew what I was doing, but I didn’t care. His safety came first.

      “Bro, sure,” Ryan replied instantly. “The cops still haven’t found him yet, huh?”

      “No. The stress of it is starting to wear.”

      Ryan was grim as he nodded. “Yeah, I get it.”

      “You guys want anything?” I said, raising my voice a little so Jamie could also hear.

      “I want a cookie. Chocolate chip,” Jamie said.

      We both looked at him. “A cookie?” Ryan echoed.

      Jamie noted the way we both stared, and he shrugged. “Can’t a guy just feel like eating a cookie?”

      Ryan laughed.

      “Yeah, okay. A cookie,” I said, turning to go.

      “Chocolate chip!” he hollered after me.

      Max was right. He was a human trashcan.

      It took a little longer to get Lars a coffee because I bypassed the small cart outside the pool and drove instead to the shop nearby that I knew had good coffee and was allergy safe. I wasn’t taking any chances with him. So if it took a few extra minutes and then a shitty parking spot when I got back to the pool, so be it.

      The bleachers were nearly full when I walked inside, the scent of chlorine like a smack in the face. Noise echoed up to the rafters, and the lifeguards were taking their positions around the pool.

      The team was already out on the bleachers, so I headed their way, Lars’s hair making it easy for me to find him. He was sitting with all the swim bros, my brother planted on his left. I gazed around, finding Max sitting not too far away, noting the empty spot beside him.

      “Where the hell have you been, Sinclair?” Russel asked, coming to my side.

      “Sorry, I offered to get Lars some coffee.”

      “Well, hurry the hell up. You’re supposed to be getting clinical hours, not playing errand boy for your boyfriend.”

      I gave him a mock salute, and he muttered something under his breath as I walked away. I felt Lars’s eyes immediately and smiled.

      “Here’s your coffee, angel,” I said, handing it over while a few people snickered over the nickname.

      “Thank you,” he said, lifting it to his lips immediately. He sighed around his swallow. “Now I can swim.”

      “Bro, heads up!” I called and flung a small paper bag at Jamie.

      He caught the bag out of the air and stuck his face inside.

      “Bro!” he exclaimed. “You got me a cookie! No! There’s two!”

      Ryan pushed Jamie’s head out of the way and stuck his hand inside, pulling out one, and took a huge bite.

      “Broooo,” Jamie drawled.

      “Chocolate chips before dicks,” Ryan said, taking another bite.

      “Yeah, okay.” Jamie agreed and plowed into the other.

      “Hey, where’s mine?” Kruger wanted to know.

      Jamie pulled a protein bar out of his bag. “Here, bro, it’s nut free.”

      “I want one too,” Prism said.

      Jamie handed over another.

      I glanced at Lars who was standing there drinking his coffee and watching it all. “You sure you want to be friends with these guys?”

      Lars smiled. “They’re no worse than you, min hund.”

      I chuckled.

      “You didn’t get me a cookie?” Wes asked, clearly slighted. Baby bro’s used to being the center of attention.

      I reached into the big pocket of my jacket and pulled out another bag. “Of course I did, baby bro. I’d never do you like that.”

      Wes smiled and reached for the bag.

      “I had to hide it from the animals,” I told him.

      “We heard that,” Jamie said, smacking his lips.

      “Sinclair!” Russel yelled.

      “I gotta go. I got work,” I told Lars. “Swim fast.”

      He sat back down beside Wes. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      I waved at Max and pointed at the trainer so he knew where I’d be and then went to it. A while later, it was coming up to the hundred-meter heat for backstroke, which Lars was going to be swimming in, when Russel called his name.

      Lars looked at me first, which gave me an incredible rush of pride. Russel muttered something under his breath. “Get him over here. Check his shoulder before he swims.”

      I gestured for Lars, and he stood, leaving his coffee on the bench to come over.

      “Eriksson, let Sinclair check your shoulder.” Trainer Russel was gruff.

      “Yes, sir.” He agreed.

      I led him to the side, then reached for his shoulder. “You didn’t even argue a little,” I mused.

      “It’s the trainer.”

      “If I had told you, you would have insulted me.”

      “That’s because I love you.”

      “I love you most,” I said, pressing around the area where he’d been stitched up on his collarbone. Where he’d been chewed on. “This tender at all?” I asked, trying to keep the anger from my voice.

      “I already told you it's fine.”

      “I’m just doing what Russel asked.” I defended. “Not that touching you is a hardship.”

      He made a slight noise as I continued to probe the area. “Let me see your range of motion.”

      Lars did so without complaint, showing me that his shoulder was in fact good to go.

      “All right,” I said, lowering my hands. “You’re good.”

      “Told you.”

      “Save that sass for later.”

      The announcer called for the backstroke swimmers to ready themselves, and the bleachers erupted with cheers. The noise level that was already high skyrocketed a little higher.

      I smacked Lars on his Speedo-covered ass. “Go get ‘em.”

      He went back to the bleachers to tug on his cap and goggles, then paused to take another generous sip of his coffee. I was starting to think he was superstitious and thought he needed it to swim faster.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes off his powerful lateral muscles as he walked to his lane, recalling easily how they felt beneath my hands. Really, though, the backstroke did a whole body good because Lars’s was a work of art. There wasn’t a part of him that wasn’t defined and strong, which I appreciated as I dragged my eyes down his waist to his tight ass.

      I continued to stare as he got into the water, backstroke swimmers having one of the most difficult starts because they had to begin in the water, performing a backward dive to start off their stroke.

      As he grabbed onto the starting wedge, he slipped and had to catch himself. He recovered quickly, pulling up into the ready position, which was feet planted on the wall, hands gripping the starting wedge.

      He seemed to be having a bit of trouble holding steady and keeping his knees at a firm ninety-degree angle. I watched him closely, not paying attention to the announcer or anything else going on around me, and just couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

      Just before the start time, one hand came off the bar, and he put it up to his mouth like he was coughing.

      The whistle blew, and all the swimmers dove back, the crowd going wild. My heart was hammering so fast it felt like I was running at an impossible speed. Anxious, I glanced to the bleachers to where Lars had been sitting, to where his coffee sat… unsupervised.

      Panic, swift and sharp, cut through me, and I swung back to the pool. Lars’s form was way off, his body starting to sink. I watched in absolute horror as he fell out of form completely, arms flailing over his head, water splashing everywhere as he reached for the surface that wasn’t there.

      I shouted and ran toward the pool. A whistle blew, and Coach started yelling.

      Everything around me went silent, my mind shutting off, as the splashing stopped and Lars sank unmoving beneath the rippling surface.

      No.

      The scream was so loud in my head that my ears rang, the noise in the pool slamming back into me like lightning.

      “No!” I roared and rushed forward as a lifeguard jumped in my path. I didn’t think, just reacted, shoving the body out of the way, and then leaped into the pool, letting the icy water drag me down into its depths.
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      Lars

      

      The tickle in my throat was barely there at first.

      But as I got down into the water to ready to swim, it became ominously familiar. I cleared my throat, trying to calm the panic surging in me, trying to steal all rational thought.

      This isn’t my allergy. It isn’t.

      I hadn’t eaten anything different. There had been nothing unsafe.

      It’s just nerves. Your mind trying to psych you out before swimming.

      My tongue seemed to swell, taking up far more space in my mouth than normal. I swallowed, the action extremely difficult, as I planted my feet on the wall.

      Now is not the time for this. I didn’t eat anything.

      My lungs seized, and I thought of the coffee over on the bench. But it had been fine. I’d drunk more than half and was fine.

      Then you left it on the bleachers. Then you walked away and came back. You took another sip.

      The tickle in my throat turned to a burn, and it was hard to draw in a full breath. I pressed my hand to my mouth, coughing, trying to dislodge the thick feeling in my throat.

      The buzzer blew, and my body reacted, diving back into the cold water. The water seemed colder somehow, a shock to my burning body. I tried to relax into the stroke, to perfect my form, but my body was sluggish…

      I wheezed, the action dragging water into my nose. Suddenly, I began to choke, and terror had me clawing at the water, trying to find purchase. Trying to find air.

      My body started to shut down, my limbs going still first and my entire body slipping into the water, waves pushing and pulling against my prone form.

      My mind was muddled and hazy, my chest so tight I wanted to just close my eyes… Win.

      My eyes popped open, staring through the crystal-clear water as adrenaline spiked. I started thrashing, knowing I had to get out of this watery grave, knowing if I didn’t get my EpiPen, I would be dead before they even pulled me out.

      Something ahead crashed into the water, sinking like a heavy anchor. There was another disturbance behind it, but my vision began to dim.

      Through the pinhole left in my sight, I saw him cut through the waves, bubbles filling the space around his head. His mouth was open like he was yelling, but I didn’t hear a sound.

      Just as he reached out to grab me, what little sight I had went dark.
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      Win

      

      His body was like a rag doll as I towed him to the surface. The second our heads cleared, I dragged in a breath and then forced it past his lips. I wasn’t breathing for me in that moment, and every ounce of air I had I would force directly into his lungs.

      “Don’t you fucking die on me,” I prayed, giving him yet another breath.

      “Here!” a familiar voice yelled. “Over here!”

      I swam toward it, body screaming as I dragged him through the water to where Jamie and Ryan were hanging over the edge to tow him out.

      He was completely limp and unresponsive as they hauled him from the water.

      “Max,” I tried to yell as I hauled myself over the side. My water-saturated clothes were heavy, trying to drag me back into the pool.

      Grunting, I launched up as Jamie and Ryan laid Lars on his back.

      “Everyone back!” Coach yelled as a lifeguard dropped at Lars’s side. Her hair was wet, plastered to her face, and water clung to her arms as she used them to press onto Lars’s chest for CPR.

      “Get off him!” I roared, launching myself at her and knocking her back.

      “Oh, hell no!” a voice that sounded a lot like Kruger roared, and a hand closed over my shoulder.

      I tossed him off like he was no more than a fly. “Max!” I roared.

      An EpiPen appeared under my nose as Max hit his knees beside me. I grabbed it, yanking the cap and plunging the needle into Lars’s thigh.

      Once the medication was administered, I grabbed his face, angling his chin back, trying not to stare at the welts and rashes all over his angel face.

      “Breathe, goddammit.” I grunted, pressing my mouth against his to breathe. After giving two breaths, I put my hands on his chest.

      “Wait,” Max said, grabbing my arm.

      I growled menacingly, but he didn’t back down. “He’s breathing.”

      Just as he said that, Lars gasped, then started to cough, his body shaking violently.

      “On his side,” someone called, and together, Max and I pulled him around as some water spewed from his mouth.

      I put my hand under the cheek resting on the ground, trying to offer some cushion, wishing I could cradle all of him in the palm of my hand.

      “That’s it,” I said, voice wrecked. “Breathe. Fill up those lungs.”

      “Paramedics are on their way,” someone said from above.

      “What the hell happened?” Someone else wondered.

      Holding his face, I glanced down at the EpiPen lying in a puddle, and white-hot rage ripped through me.

      “He’s here,” I ground out, eyes searching through the crowd. To Max, I said, “He’s fucking here, and he just tried to kill him.”

      “Call the cops,” Max said to someone as Lars wheezed.

      To Wes, I said, “Get his coffee. Save it for the cops. It’s evidence.”

      Lars’s lashes fluttered, and I bent close while still trying to give enough space for him to get all the air he needed.

      “You’re okay, baby. It’s okay. You’re fine. Everything is fine.” I assured him, tears leaking from my eyes. “Stay with me.”

      “Hey!”

      Rush’s shout brought my head up. My eyes caught on movement across the pool where a man in a dark hoodie with the hood pulled up stood in the open glass door. He was partially angled away and peering around the hood, but I recognized him immediately.

      I would never fail to recognize the person I hated most on this entire planet. The person who’d just tried to kill the one I loved most.

      “Stop him!” Rush yelled as Oskar slipped out the door and darted away.

      The urge to chase him down, to end his pathetic life, was so strong I started to stand. Lars made a weak sound, fingers reaching out.

      I dropped back to my knees, the force of my fall rattling my bones.

      “We got this,” Rush announced, and an entire group of Elite went running in nothing but Speedos out into the winter to stop a madman.

      I bent over Lars, adjusting him so he was partly in my lap. “Someone get me a towel!” I called as I pushed the wet hair off his forehead and took in his swollen face and blue lips.

      “Ah, baby. I’m sorry,” I rasped, curling around him as best I could. A few towels were draped over him and one around me, but I tugged it off my shoulders and laid it across him. I laid my hand on his chest just so I could feel its rise and fall, so I could assure myself he was breathing.

      After what seemed like years, I felt his blue stare through those extremely swollen eyes.

      “Stay with me.” His voice was nearly unrecognizable and weak, but it was the best sound I’d ever heard.

      A sob broke in my throat, and I nodded. “Keep you mine,” I whispered.

      A few minutes later, the paramedics arrived, and I had to move back to give them room to check his vitals and prepare to transfer him to the hospital.

      He was on oxygen and being placed on a gurney when the glass doors across the room shuddered and a group of Elite stormed in.

      Rush was in the center, dragging a clearly unconscious Oskar by the back of his hoodie. On either side of him were Jamie and Ryan. All the other Elite fanned out around them, making them look like a Speedo-wearing gang.

      Moving as a unit, they walked partly around the pool, Oskar’s lower body dragging over the floor through random puddles. Rush stopped about halfway in and tossed his limp body on the ground to shake out his fist.

      Without a word, Max left my side, boots stomping over the ground toward them. They parted when he approached and bent to check his pulse. “He’s alive,” he announced and then yanked Oskar half up off the floor and nailed him in the jaw.

      “Really, Navarro?” Coach bitched.

      “After what he did to my brothers? I’m a fucking saint.”

      I grunted. He was right.

      “We’re going to get him to the hospital now,” one of the medics announced.

      “I’m coming with you,” I said, moving to his side and taking his hand.

      On our way past, I glanced at Oskar—who had definitely taken a beating from Lars’s fellow Elite. He was bloodied, bruised, and I was pretty sure his nose was broken.

      “We took turns,” Rush said.

      “You mess with one of us, you mess with us all,” Ryan intoned.

      One of the medics also noted his condition and stopped. “We have another one.”

      “Oh, hell no,” I said. “Lars first,” I insisted. “Let’s go.”

      “Sir,” they protested.

      From the floor, Oskar groaned.

      “See? He’s alive. Call another ambulance,” I offered.

      “I’m not calling,” Rush said. “Let him suffer.”

      Yeah, Rush was good people.

      The police walked in, including our favorites: good cop and bad cop.

      “What the hell kinda swim program you running here, Resch?” bad cop bitched.

      “One where my boys gotta do your damn job,” he spat. “Arrest this asshole.”

      Oskar must have heard because he tried to get up like he was going to run again.

      Leaving Lars’s side, I planted my soaking-wet shoe on his neck and shoved him back into the floor. “Stay down,” I growled.

      He gagged all dramatic-like, and I pushed harder. “How’s it feel to not be able to breathe?” I taunted.

      “Sinclair.” Coach gave a small toot to his whistle. “Go to the hospital.” Then to the cops, he said, “You didn’t see that.”

      I glanced around, noting Lars was being wheeled outside, and I jogged forward, getting into the back of the ambulance with him.

      As they were closing the doors, I saw handcuffs being slapped onto Oskar’s wrists. Turning back to Lars, I folded one of his hands between both of mine.

      He was staring at me through puffy eyes, an oxygen mask strapped over his rash-laden face.

      “Hey there, angel. Don’t you look pretty.”

      He didn’t do anything, but he didn’t have to.

      “I can hear your insults even when you just think them,” I said.

      Leaning down, I kissed the back of his hand, then laid my cheek against his chest, comforted by the beating of his heart. His fingers jerked in mine, and I sat up, noting the questions in his eyes.

      I nodded. “I know. He put something in your coffee when we weren’t looking,” I said. “But he hung around too long to watch. Elite caught him. They dragged him back, and I watched the cops cuff him.”

      He made a sound as a tear leaked from the edge of his swollen lid.

      Gently, I brushed it away. “It’s over now, angel. He’s not ever going to hurt you again.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. The flesh on his face looked so raw and painful that I leaned in to pepper butterfly kisses everywhere I could reach.

      After a few minutes, he made a sound and tried to tug away the oxygen mask.

      “Leave that on there,” I told him. “We’re almost at the hospital.”

      He whined a little, trying to lift it again.

      Frowning, I moved it just enough so he could speak.

      “It’s over,” he rasped.

      My vision blurred a little as I thought of all he’d endured. “Yes, baby. It’s just you and me now.”

      “Us,” he whispered.

      “Us.” I confirmed. After repositioning the mask over his face, I kissed his nose and put my ear back over his beating heart.
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      Lars

      

      Pale light shone around the edges of the blinds covering the windows, chasing away the darkness night always brings.

      I lay quietly, curled into Win’s chest, face hidden away in his neck while I warmed his cock within my body. We’d been awake almost the entire night, going at each other again and again until I’d collapsed, weak and satisfied, on top of him but still not satisfied enough that I wanted to move.

      He must have felt the same because, even after we finished, he stayed buried inside me, my channel refusing to let his softened cock go.

      “I think we should sleep like this every night,” he murmured, voice thick as he lightly dragged his fingertips along my spine.

      I wiggled down, forcing him a little deeper, clenching around him in agreement.

      “I probably won’t get hard for days,” he mused.

      “I don’t care,” I told him. “I just want to feel you.”

      “You can have whatever you want, angel. Anything,” he said, carding a hand through my hair.

      Tangling my fingers in a handful of his hair, I tugged his face down to lick into his mouth. It didn’t last long, both of us truly spent.

      We fell into lazy silence, half drifting, half drunk on each other. Since I was released from the hospital yesterday, we’d barely left the bed. Too many times, we’d come close to losing each other, either because one of us walked away or someone tried to force us apart.

      But we belonged together, and that would never change. I would always be his, and after everything, nothing would stand in our way.

      The light around the window grew a little more golden, and as I lay still warming his cock in my body, I didn’t plan on speaking. I didn’t even know I had anything to say. Yet my quiet voice filled the room.

      “He wasn’t like that at first,” I confessed, rubbing my fingers gently against his bare chest. “At first, he was thoughtful and kind. He would smile at me in the hall when I thought no one saw me. When I didn’t know the answer in class, he would speak up and say it so I wouldn’t get in trouble. He would come sit at the pool and watch me swim and show up with coffee to drive me to school in the morning.”

      Win said nothing, but I knew he was listening. I knew from the change in the rhythm of his heartbeat and the way he rubbed my back.

      “He used to always want to stay in on the weekends because he said he loved me so much he didn’t want to share me with anyone else. He gave me flowers on my birthday, and I laughed and told him men don’t get flowers. He told me that everyone deserved beautiful things.” I paused, my heart growing heavy as I recalled the things he did to make me love him. All the lies he told. “I’d never loved anyone before. I’d never been loved by anyone. I thought he was romantic. That’s what all my friends said. He could have anyone he wanted, but he only wanted me.” I fell quiet. “By the time I realized, it was too late.”

      “Realized what, sweetheart?”

      “That everything he did was out of manipulation. He didn’t really love me. He just thought I was malleable. That he could bend and contort me until I was exactly what he wanted. His smiles turned into snarls, his compliments to curses. The flowers he said I deserved turned into beatings, and he isolated me from all my friends. It happened slowly. So slowly I didn’t know what was happening until I found myself locked in the bedroom for days, begging him for some water.”

      Win’s hand left my back to curl into a fist on the mattress.

      “By then, I didn’t know how to get away, and when I finally told, everyone said maybe I deserved it. I was alone and lonely, and he knew when I was at my breaking point, he’d give some scrap of affection and fill me up just enough to break me down all over again.”

      “It’s good he’s locked in a cell in Sweden, that there are oceans between us,” Win said. “Because if I ever saw him again—”

      “I didn’t tell you this to hurt you,” I whispered, letting a tear leak from my eye and onto his chest. “I told you because I wanted you to understand why I stayed with him. How someone gets tangled up so deeply in a web they don’t know how to escape.”

      “Thank you for telling me, angel. Thank you for opening up to me.”

      “Thank you for loving me the way he never did. For being patient and understanding. For letting me be me while we are us.”

      Win rolled, his cock slipping from me as his body pressed mine into the mattress. His hazel eyes glowed with flecks of yellow, and his hair was wild about his head. Two days of scruff stubbled his jaw, and his lips were swollen from kissing all night.

      “I don’t know if it matters, but I want to put it out there anyway. I want you to hear exactly how I feel,” he said, brushing the backs of his fingers over my textured cheek. “I don’t blame you for his actions. I don’t blame you for opening your heart. You did the best you could in a terrible situation, and the only people who are at fault are those who took you for granted. I know you have a lot to work through, and I’ll do everything I can to support you. I’m proud of you, my little Nordic warrior. I’m gonna love you all my life.”

      “I love you too,” I said. “Finally, I can stop looking over my shoulder and just stay focused on our future.”

      “We’re gonna have to get married,” he said, nodding like it was already a done deal.

      I felt my eyes bulge. “What?”

      “After the semester is over, I’m not letting them ship you back.”

      I laughed.

      His eyes narrowed. “What’s so funny?”

      “My student visa is good for the rest of my college years. I didn’t transfer for one semester. I transferred here to finish my entire degree.”

      His mouth dropped open. “No shit?”

      “No shit,” I echoed.

      He turned suspicious. “What about when you graduate?”

      I closed one eye, considering. “I might be in the market to get married.”

      He growled. “The only man you’re marrying is me.”

      “Maybe if you ask real nice,” I teased.

      “I’ll just drop a ring in a cup of espresso.”

      “Sold.”

      Win laughed, then buried his face in my neck to slobber all over me.

      “Min hund!” I hollered, heart overfull. “Stop it!”

      The bedroom door burst open, and a swimmer barged in. “Winston Sinclair! I have a bone to pick with you!”

      Win stilled against my neck, then lifted his head to glance over his shoulder. Even though he stayed on top of me, I felt his body stiffen in protection.

      “Kruger,” he drawled. “So nice of you to barge in.”

      “You think you can just shove Jess like that? Then knock her on her ass? She was trying to help your man!”

      Win frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?” he said, finally moving off me to sit at my side.

      Max rushed in, no shirt, all his tattoos on display. Grabbing Kruger from behind, he started towing him toward the door.

      “Wait,” Win said, tugging the blankets up to make sure we were covered.

      Max paused.

      “C’mon!” Kruger said. “Get up and face me like a man!”

      “I’m naked.”

      Kruger blanched. “Oh, my bad.” Then he glanced at me. “Hey, L. Your rash still looks like shit.”

      “Uh, thanks,” I said, wondering what the hell was happening.

      “He does not look like shit,” Win snapped. “What the hell do you want? And who the hell is Jess?”

      “Jess,” Kruger repeated as if it were obvious. “The lifeguard you plowed over trying to get to Lars the other day? She tried to give him CPR, and you about had a coronary.”

      I glanced at Win whose brain was on clear overdrive trying to remember.

      Max grunted. “I told you he wouldn’t remember. Let it go.”

      “Would you let it go if it was Wes?” Kruger challenged.

      Max sighed. “Win. You knocked his girl over.”

      “She’s not my girl!”

      “Then why the fuck are you in my bedroom while I’m trying to get some?” Win asked.

      I made a strangled sound.

      “Please. Like you haven’t been getting it for days,” Kruger muttered.

      “What’s your point?” Win deadpanned.

      “The point is you owe Jess an apology. I mean it. She was trying to do her damn job, and you acted like an asshole.”

      Win scrubbed a hand over his face and sighed. “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry. Sincerely. I didn’t mean to knock her over. Lars was drowning, and I… I just went on autopilot.”

      Kruger made a gruff sound.

      “Is she hurt?” Win worried, starting to get out of bed. “I’ll come right now.”

      Kruger slapped his hand over his eyes. “Stay in bed!” he wailed. “Just because L wants to see it doesn’t mean I do!”

      Max laughed.

      “You sure?” Win asked, a smile playing on his lips.

      Kruger was still covering his eyes and couldn’t see. “I prefer chicks over dicks.”

      Win dropped back into the bed, dragging me into his side. “You can open your eyes.”

      Kruger parted a couple fingers and peered through them. When he saw Win wasn’t waving his wiener around, he dropped his hand, relieved.

      “Frankly, I’m offended you think I would let Win just show himself to anyone who walks in here,” I deadpanned.

      Kruger glanced at me. “I didn’t mean no disrespect. I—” He scowled. “I’m the one here for an apology!”

      “Max,” Win said.

      Max somehow knew exactly what he wanted and covered Kruger’s eyes. Win got out of bed and reached for a pair of sweatpants.

      I made a strangled sound, glancing at Max whose eyes were not closed.

      Max seemed amused. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Is that so?”

      “We’re brothers, angel,” Win said.

      “Well, Max is my brother now too,” I said, getting up out of the bed.

      Win yelled and tackled me onto the mattress. “Oh, hell to the noes!” he hollered. “Everyone out! Ain’t nobody seeing my magic dick!”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

      “Who has a magic dick?” Kruger wanted to know.

      Max cackled.

      “Maxen, get the hell out of this room.” Win threatened.

      “I’m still waiting on my apology,” Kruger said.

      “And you’ll get it. When we come downstairs. Dressed.”

      “Everyone is down there,” Max warned. “All the bros.”

      Win groaned.

      “I’ll start breakfast,” Max said.

      “You all got enough food to feed Jamie?” Kruger asked. “Can you uncover my eyes now?”

      “Bros! What’s going on up there?” Jamie yelled up the stairs.

      Max pulled Kruger out of the room and shut the door behind him.

      Win glared at me. “How dare you try and show that dick to the room?”

      “So you can, but I can’t?”

      “It’s Max.” He defended. “He wasn’t even looking.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      He groaned. “Fine. I’m sorry.”

      “Apparently, you owe apologies all around.”

      His head dropped onto my stomach. “I seriously don’t even remember what happened. I just knew you needed me.”

      “I know,” I told him, playing with his messy hair.

      Suddenly, he pulled back, yanking the covers off my body. Before I could say anything, he buried his face in my crotch, nuzzling my dick. “Mine,” he said, his voice muffled.

      I laughed. “You are ridiculous.”

      He licked across it, and my laugh melted into a groan.

      “That’s better,” he said, finally lifting his head and looking mighty pleased with himself.

      “Who do you like better, min hund? Me or my magic dick?”

      He sucked in a breath. “Ooh, tough call.”

      My eyes narrowed.

      He laughed and kissed me. “You, angel,” he said, kissing me again. “Always you. Come on, then,” he said, dragging himself off the bed to find me a pair of his boxers, sweatpants, and a shirt. He even helped me dress.

      “You’re my favorite. You know that?” I said as he tugged the hoodie into place.

      He glanced up and gave me one of his biggest smiles, dimples on full display.

      “Yeah, angel. I know.”

      “Din viktigpetter,” I told him.

      He wrinkled his nose. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means you have a big head.”

      He smiled again. “Yeah? Well, my heart’s even bigger, and every inch of it is yours.”

      I grabbed his ears and pulled him in for one last kiss before we went downstairs.

      When I first heard the name Win Sinclair, I hated it. I certainly never thought I’d follow him halfway across the world.

      And now that I was here?

      I was home.
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      It’s a little surreal we are here again and that I’m closing up book four of Westbrook Elite.

      The Elite fam has gotten big, eh? When I first started out with Wet, I really had no idea it would grow to be this big of a series. But here we are at book four, and I still have quite a few more to go.

      I know many of you are waiting for Kruger and Prism. Their books are coming. Rush is getting a book too. He’s actually next. I know he’s kind of a surprise, but like he says… he’s a wildcard. 😉 His book is male/female, and you might be surprised to learn who his love interest is. Stay tuned.

      After Rush is Kruger. I never planned to put Kruger’s and Prism’s books toward the end, but the more characters that came in, the more things seemed to fall that way in the timeline.

      But enough about that. Let’s talk about Win and Lars.

      Win, Win, Win… He’s always been around even though we didn’t see him until Wish. The second he stepped on the page with his aviators, grin, and “Miss me?” I was gone.

      He always did seem like a big golden retriever to me… and then I got into his head, and boy has a lot of feelings. Deep ones. He’s way more layered than he lets on. I kinda love it, though. He’s great for Lars because he is easygoing mostly but can be superrr protective when needed. Lars needs that. He needs to feel safe, but he also needs to have fun. I also love how once Win decided he was all in, he was all in.

      Lars. I wasn’t quite sure what to expect with him because he was just a name, sort of a presence in Wish. I never actually met him until I started WTF—which, by the way, I was pretty intimidated to start. I got all up in my head with Wish, and I really couldn’t settle down to write WTF until it released and you guys were loving it. Wish has gotten so much love, and I am beyond grateful. Once I got started, though, and Lars decided to hide behind a plant and pretend to not speak English, I was ALL IN with this one. Lol. And like Win, I think I’m a little enchanted with his Scandinavian features, all that platinum hair and ice-blue eyes.

      Writing someone from Sweden is a first for me. I do want to note that all the Swedish that I included in the book I translated online. I also watched a few YouTube videos and read a few articles about sayings in Sweden. Any and all mistakes are mine and unintentional. I mean absolutely NO disrespect to the language or culture. If you happen to be Swedish or speak the language and see a mistake, feel free to reach out to me.

      Another plot point in this book is the abuse Lars suffered at the hands of his ex-boyfriend. I understand this is a sensitive topic, one that many women and men experience. I felt that showing this type of abuse between men was important because you don’t hear much about it. I also think there is a stigma for men to come forward when they are victims of abuse. I did my best here to try and portray how people fall into relationships like this and feel trapped and afraid and end up staying. I did find it a little tough to balance Win’s possessiveness and overprotectiveness versus how controlled Lars was in the past. I hope I was able to bring it across that Win’s intention was FAR different and far less aggressive and controlling than Oskar’s. I believe Lars understands that as well because he trusts Win.

      I just think these two together is fate. They just fit. Lars is soft where Win is strong, and Lars is strong where Win is soft. And they be burning up the sheets with their chemistry.

      I’d like to take a moment to acknowledge my friend, Amber B., who really helped me with this book. Whenever I started to feel stuck or had too many ideas and didn’t know which direction to go, she was always there to talk plot and bounce ideas. She would read chapters and tell me they didn’t suck and basically keep me inspired to keep going.

      Thank you to my editor, Cassie, who always fixes my wordiness and misuse of the comma and doesn’t block me when I send her chapters, then email her and tell her I decided to change them. LOL.

      And let’s all thank my husband Shawn for bringing me endless cups of coffee, tea, and protein shakes while I chained myself to my laptop and put in A LOT of hours on this book. Seriously, he’s the MVP.

      I really love this book. I love Win and Lars’s connection and how Wes and Max just took Lars right in and gave him an instant family (the other bros too!). It was mentally challenging at times. My brain is definitely tired. But I think it was worth it. I hope you enjoyed WTF, and if you did, please consider leaving a review online.

      Also, please remind me to stop picking character names that end in S. Seriously. Lars’s… Just looking at that and also typing it hurts my brain. LOL.

      Now I’m off to clean my house, wash my hair, and do some laundry. Then it’s all about Rush.

      Thank you for reading. I appreciate you.

      See you next book!

      
        
        ~XO~

        Cambria
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