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I’m in love with my best friend.

Lie.

I’m in love with my enemy.

Truth.

 

But they’re the same.

They. Are. The. Same.

Lines in my world are blurry between fantasy and reality.

Truth and lies. Love and hate.

 

Copeland Justice is my enemy. My once best friend. The sadist in my heart plucking and pulling at every thread of who I am until I’m unraveled at his feet.

His mouth says he hates me. His eyes burn with animosity for me. His heart beats for someone else.

 

But Copeland Justice is the best liar of us all.

 


 

 

 

 

Immerse your soul in love.

Immerse your soul in love.

—Radiohead
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—Matt—

My boy band obsession may not make sense to you,

but you buy me the T-shirts anyway.

 

And…

 

—#Larryshippers—

Without your unlimited supply of #LarryStylinson Pinterest inspiration,

this book would simply not exist.
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Penn

 

Lies.

Everyone lies.

Not everyone lies well.

I’m one of those people. A bad liar. My truths are like little flashes of light. Stars blinking in the inky black sky. They beacon to the sea of people beneath me, revealing I’m nothing more than a plastic smile melting away in the harsh burn of reality.

And my reality hurts like hell.

Beneath my weak attempts at pretend happiness, I’m a void. Emptying emptiness. Dripping nothing into an endless pool of nothingness.

My pain is the truth I know best.

Aching, soul-shattering, longing.

The loneliness pulling my every cell into its dark depths is almost too much to bear. Some days, I can barely breathe. The suffering is a sadist, cutting me little by little, day by day, until one day I’ll be completely drained. Dried up and hollow. One last kick to the heart before I’m scattered into the wind, forgotten.

I’m in love with my best friend.

Lie.

I’m in love with my enemy.

Truth.

But they’re the same. They. Are. The. Same. Lines in my world are blurry between fantasy and reality. Truth and lies. Love and hate.

Copeland Justice is my enemy. My once best friend. The sadist in my heart plucking and pulling at every thread of who I am until I’m unraveled at his feet.

His mouth says he hates me. His eyes burn with animosity for me. His heart beats for someone else.

But Copeland Justice is the best liar of us all.
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Penn

 

The paper slaps down on my desk and I cringe. A blood-red “F” is written at the top and circled several times. I can almost envision Coach Sullivan’s vein throbbing in his forehead when he graded my history essay. The angry circles around the scarlet letter are an indication of his rage in that moment.

I’m screwed.

Lifting my gaze, I meet Coach’s intense blue eyes. His jaw clenches. “After class, McAlister.”

“Yes, sir,” I grumble, tearing my eyes from his furious ones so he’ll go scowl at someone else. He remains for a beat longer, hovering above me like an angry hornet ready to sting, and then he’s on the move. I hear groans behind me. A smirk tugs at my lips knowing I’m not the only kid in here who flaked on their paper.

But, unlike Will Foster or Talia Stevens at the table behind me, I worry I’ll be benched at tonight’s game. If I’m benched, Dad will lose his mind.

I rub at the tension that’s forming a knot at the base of my skull and try to figure out how I’ll explain this to Dad. Excuses aren’t acceptable. The McAlisters are accountable for their actions. It makes us respectable, trusted people in our community. Dad’s lectures are better suited for the boardroom. Yet he runs our house like Mom and I are his employees. We’re always up for review. One false move away from getting canned. Although, I’m not sure what exactly happens when Mom and I get to that point. Does he divorce her? Kick me out? Worse yet, does he take our credit cards away? Dad, like any authoritarian, rules our roost by controlling the cash flow. Injecting when we make him proud. Draining when we’ve insulted the McAlister name. We’re always under inspection. And when that doesn’t work, his backhand makes for a pretty convincing argument. The line we walk is narrow and straight.

I’m anything but straight.

The pain I keep pushed under a lid threatens to boil over. I used to hate the pain, but now I’m growing addicted to it. Because my pain is him. Just thinking about him has my eyes dragging across the room.

Don’t do it.

Don’t look at him.

But I do. I always do. Because seeing what I see is worth what’s eventually shot back at me. One moment of bliss. To stare at his perfection before he catches me. He always catches me, each time more punishing than the last.

And yet…

He sits slouched in his chair with his long legs stretched out in front of him, his dark hair flopped down over his brows as he looks at his phone. Black hair. Black shirt. Black jeans. Black-painted nails. Black soul. His lips twitch slightly as he stares at his device. Heat creeps up my spine. The attraction I have for him is a punishing inferno that blazes inside of me. Always. Ever since we were preteens. I tried to keep it in check at first. Tried to hide what I felt for my best friend while he talked about girls he liked and often made out with. It was a certain kind of agony to sit and endure those smiles meant for other people.

I did it, though.

I did it for him.

Until one night I did something for me.

Stolen alcohol from my parents’ liquor cabinet. A sleepover between friends. Late night swim in the pool. And a kiss. One passion-driven, alcohol induced kiss by a sixteen-year-old boy in love with his best friend. A killer kiss. The kiss of death. The kiss that murdered our friendship and gave birth to a hate monster.

As though he’s right there with me on that night, his shoulders tense. I should look away. Pretend I’m more interested in how Coach is going to ream me after class. Anything besides staring into the furious fire only he can create. Instead, I wait. I brace myself for his storm.

His head turns slightly and his icy blue eyes dart to mine, flaring with his unhidden emotions. Anger is his lie. Betrayal is the truth he protects behind it. I ruined us. Ruined sixteen years of friendship. We were neighbors who grew up like brothers. Our bond was unbreakable…until I broke it.

Normally, his pinning glare only lasts the briefest of moments. Enough time to shoot vile, unspoken words my way—words transmitted silently by a flicker in his eyes and a curled snarl of his upper lip—before shunning me like I don’t exist. That one moment where I have his undivided attention is my sad addiction. My moment of truth. I’m bared to him for seconds while he flays me to the bone with a memory shared only between us. But like any drug or vice, I’m left feeling empty as soon as it’s gone from my system. I twitch for more. The ache consumes me to the point I can barely think straight. God, how it hurts.

You’re gay. I’m not. You disgust me.

That’s the big elephant in the room no one else can see but us.

The elephant is black and angry and has teeth.

To everyone else, Copeland is another dark, deviant kid and I’m the happy jock. Two guys from different social pools. Poor Copeland Justice is unloved and rebellious and depressed. Penn McAlister is revered and adored and is going places. The lies clinging to us like a second skin are itchy. I want to claw them from me and make them see. To show them I’m broken and sick. That my heart is shredded and I don’t know how to stop the bleeding.

Mostly, I want to rip away Cope’s lies.

I want to stand him in front of the mirror and show him who he is.

Not some misfit freak.

Spoiled. Copeland Justice is spoiled. A spoiled liar who plays games with the people around him. Spins tales he wants them to see. Paints not-so-pretty pictures of himself and calls it art.

He wasn’t always this way.

Once, he was like me.

We were two boys who were different than our rich parents. The two of us had values—a code we lived by. A brotherhood. Blood didn’t matter because our bond ran through our veins.

I cut us and we bled.

Now he’s a fraud, and my soul is dead.

“McAlister,” Coach barks.

I jerk from my inner turmoil and frown as I grab my backpack. Tossing it over my shoulder, I make my way to the front to take my verbal lashings. Several kids shoot me sympathetic looks.

“What’s going on with you?” he asks, his voice still hard but losing its edge.

“Nothing.” I can’t meet his eyes. The word is truth and he can read it plain as day. But Coach misinterprets. Nothing is wrong. The void in my heart is wrong. The emptiness is wrong.

“I don’t know that I exactly believe that,” he grumbles. “Regardless, this F is a problem.”

I give him a clipped nod and clench my jaw, ready to take my punishment. I’ll be benched. One of the biggest games of the season and I won’t be playing. I’m angry with myself for blowing off the essay that was such a huge part of my grade, but anger isn’t going to get me out of this mess. Time is the only thing I have on my side. Eventually, with time, this will be a distant memory.

Coach lets out a heavy sigh. “We need you at tonight’s game.”

“I’m sorry,” I mutter.

He leans forward on his desk and threads his fingers together. The classroom has long since emptied, leaving me to my newest torture now that Copeland is no longer here doling his out. Coach’s lectures are about as painful as Dad’s. Almost. Difference is, Coach’s don’t end with a kick to the ribs.

“You’re going to redo this. I’ll make sure you get a pass for the rest of the day. Head to the library and turn this F into a C. I want it back on my desk after the final bell rings.”

I snap my eyes to meet his. “What? You’re letting me rewrite it?”

“Edison has a strong chance this year. Without you, we’re practically gifting the championship to them.” His lips purse together. “We can’t lose you over ‘nothing.’ Whatever is going on with you, fix it. If some girl has you twisted up, find a way to straighten yourself out. These games are critical not just for us, but for you. Your playing determines your future. Riding the bench over an F is not going to help you get into the college you want. Your dad may be rich as hell, but even money and a good family name won’t buy your way into playing college ball.”

I’m surprised he’s going to allow me to do this. I mean, his career is on the line too. If we lose this season, it looks bad for Coach. It sucks my ability to make a passing grade affects so many people. Coach’s job. Dad’s reputation. My future.

“And, McAlister?” Coach says lowly. “Don’t mention this retake. Benson and Hoffman both failed, but they’re not critical to this game. If we win against Edison, the rest of the season is ours. We need our quarterback. Get your head out of the clouds. I need you to bring me a C and then I need you to get out there and play your A game. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir,” I grumble, irritated that he’s giving me special treatment.

“Go on, now. Your time is ticking and we’re all counting on you.”

No pressure, Coach. No freaking pressure.
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I’m tapping away on my essay when I hear familiar giggling nearby. I cringe because I know that evil laugh. Ivy Cunningham. Tall, blond, and vicious. She’s also Copeland’s longtime girlfriend. I’ve never seen her be nice to anyone. The only person she’s remotely endurable to is Cope. I wonder why he tolerates her.

She comes into view, just beyond a row of book shelves, and I know why. The girl is drop-dead gorgeous. Like runway model beautiful. Her body is lean and curved in all the right places. A true goddess among a sea of lowly mortals. Even I, a gay guy in love with her boyfriend, can’t ignore her beauty. My gaze skims up her body from her black, heeled boots, along her black leggings, over her fitted black tunic, before settling on her dark red lipstick. Her bright green eyes, her crimson lips, and her wild mane of blond beach waves are the only color on her. She, like Cope, seems to prefer black over all other colors. They’re a devilish couple. A king and queen of deviance.

When she catches me staring, one corner of her lips quirks up. At one time, back in middle school when she wore pink instead of black, she’d crushed on me. I was always finding letters written in her girly flourishes stuffed in my backpack. It was awkward because I had no attraction to her whatsoever. Ivy was pretty—still is for that matter—but not my type.

My type steps around the corner, not noticing my presence at first. He hooks Ivy around the waist and pushes her back into the shelves. His grin for her makes my heart stutter in my chest and a flush of heat skim over my flesh. She playfully slaps his face but then grabs the front of his shirt, pulling him closer. Before their lips meet, his head slowly turns my way. The smile on his face slips away and his blue eyes flicker with hatred.

All I can do is stare.

It’s all I can ever do.

I’m confident in every aspect of my life, except when it involves Cope.

With his eyes on mine, he kisses her pouty lips. Nips at her bottom lip. Teases me at what I’ll never have.

I can’t look away.

I watch him kiss her obnoxiously. All for show. Too much tongue and not enough emotion. He kisses her to punish me. Each second lashes at me painfully.

And still I can’t peel my eyes from them.

Bored with his kiss, he pulls away from her and turns my way. With me sitting and him standing there looking like a demigod who climbed from the depths of Hell, all I can do is remain stiff. It’s as though he might actually speak to me. An ache burns in my gut. A longing so intense it hurts.

He takes a step forward.

Ivy clutches his wrist. Jealousy flares in her green orbs. She’s angry his attention is gone from her. That I’m the lucky recipient in these moments.

“What’s that?” he demands, his voice cold and cruel.

I break his gaze to look down at my open history book and the essay on my laptop. “Uh,” I croak out, unable to find words.

“Uh…uh…uh…” Ivy mocks, “I think he got tackled one too many times, Cope.”

Cope bristles at her words. “Get me a Pepsi.” He pulls out some ones from his pocket and pushes them into her hand.

Her body tenses at being told what to do. She opens her mouth like she might argue, but instead snatches the cash from him. “Whatever,” she grumbles and storms off.

His icy blue eyes narrow as he steps closer. I catch a whiff of his familiar scent and it burns through me, leaving heartache in its wake. “What’s that?” he asks again, his voice low and deadly.

I clench my jaw and shrug. “History essay.”

“The one you failed?” he sneers. “Coach must really need you at tonight’s game.”

Shame punches me right in the gut. Copeland of all people knows what it feels like for people to make special circumstances because of your family name. He just pretends otherwise. At the end of the day, though, his dad runs this town with his fat wallet.

“Yep,” I bite out, irritation chasing away my hurt. We fought like brothers growing up. A few times, we fought dirty and I have scars to this day. Cope’s nose has a dent I put in it. But for all our fighting, we were closer than any two boys could be.

Until we weren’t.

He places a palm on my history book and leans in to read what I’m writing. His closeness knocks me off my axis. I crave to lean into him—to remember what it feels like to touch him. Instead, I stay completely still. As though he’s a snake ready to strike if I make one wrong move.

He makes an exaggerated show of sniffing the air making me worry I stink. “I smell another F,” he says cruelly. “Looks like you’ll have to figure out other ways to convince Coach to let you play.”

The crude gesture he makes with his mouth and hand turns my gut.

“Screw you,” I snarl, my anger finally rising to the surface, as I fist my hands.

He smirks as he backs away. “Nah, I’ve got a girlfriend. Nice try, though. If you tried half as hard on that paper as you do attempting to get into my pants, you’d probably ace it.”

I have no words for him as he strides away, laughing like the evil bastard he is.
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Copeland

 

Irritation churns inside me as I watch Ivy flirt with my buddy Jett. Not because I’m jealous, but because she knows I hate to be kept waiting. I want to get home. I’m tired as hell and I need to sleep if I plan on going to that party at all later. I rev my engine, earning the stares of everyone except Ivy. It’s hard to ignore my badass Chevy Camaro ZL1. It’s hard to ignore me.

Ivy holds up a finger to me to tell me it’ll be a minute while she continues chattering on to Jett. I roll my eyes and scan the crowd of people. Always searching. I skim over the boring group of people I’ve known since kindergarten, eventually landing where they always do.

On him.

Penn McAlister.

My next-door neighbor from hell.

An angry flush burns across my flesh. I roll down the window to let the cool fall air chase away the heat. Every time I think about why Penn and I fell out, I get pissed all over again.

He kissed me.

The dick tried to turn years of friendship into some gay make-out session I wanted no part of. I still, to this day, remember how we’d been laughing one minute, wrestling the next, and then his lips were on mine. I’d been wasted and it took a second of his tongue down my throat for me to realize it wasn’t a joke. Penn was kissing me like he had that right.

He immediately learned he didn’t have that right.

I’d shoved him away and punched him so hard I thought I broke my hand. As I stumbled out of the pool, he sobbed—begged for me to forgive him. That it was a mistake. It was a mistake all right. A mistake that ripped us in two. I was glad he didn’t see my tears. Tears of betrayal that my best friend turned on me. He knew I wasn’t gay and yet he kissed me anyway.

Pushing those thoughts out of my head, I drum my fingers on the steering wheel and turn up the radio. Several kids walk by and give me head nods, but I simply glower at them. I’m not their friend. I’m no one’s friend.

The door to the gym opens and a group of football players strut out. I grit my teeth as I watch them. They’re all wearing jerseys since tonight is a game night. One of the guys, Brett Stiller, punches Penn’s arm playfully. Penn laughs at whatever’s being said and I laugh too. Cold, harsh, bitter. Those dumbasses don’t even know him. He laughs at what they say, but he’s not happy. It makes me wonder if he’s still pissed about earlier. I smirk, knowing I’d gotten a rise out of him.

His smile falls when he sees me staring his way. He drops his head to look down at his feet, his shoulders tensing. Penn’s different. Not the guy I remember. Back in the day, before he turned into a creep, he was hilarious and fiercely loyal. We drove our dads crazy. Closer than best friends—we were like brothers. Now we’re nothing.

The car door opens and I drag my attention to Ivy. As she buckles in, she digs around in her purse. When she pulls out a cigarette, I snatch it from her and toss it out the window.

“Not in my car.” I peel out and she curses at me.

“At least roll up the window,” she whines. “It’s cold.”

She fiddles with the radio and I grit my teeth. Her music choices suck. When she settles on some girly singer who’s better suited for the Disney channel rather than the inside of my car, I let out a groan. My mind is still in the past as I wonder what even went through Penn’s mind to think I’d remotely be okay with him kissing me. Sometimes, I wonder if it was just a drunk moment. But deep down, I know. The way he still looks at me. The way he perks up when certain guys talk to him. He’s gay, whether he’s come out of the proverbial closet or not.

“What’s your deal lately?” Ivy demands, her nails digging slightly into my thigh, jerking my attention to her. Always to her. She wishes I worshipped the ground she walked on, but truth is, I can barely deal with her most days. I keep her around because it pisses my dad off, and pissing him off is my favorite hobby.

“Nothing,” I grunt.

She’s not satisfied by my answer. “I’m pregnant.”

I let out a heavy sigh. Her constant need to throw the most dramatic crap my way is exhausting. “Is that so?” I ask in a bored tone.

A huff escapes her. “Yes. I’ve missed my period.”

Unless she’s carrying Jett’s kid, it’s not mine. I wear rubbers every time without fail. Not to mention, I haven’t been in the mood in weeks. I call bullshit, which is why I whip into the drugstore parking lot without warning. With Ivy, you call her out on her antics. You certainly don’t give into them.

I yank out my wallet from my pocket and flip it open.

“Oh my God,” she hisses. “You’re such a dick.”

Shoving a twenty at her, I shrug. “So?” I nod at the store. “Go get a pregnancy test.”

She storms out of my car and into the building. I lean my head back against the headrest, closing my eyes. Moments later, Ivy climbs back in the car and slams the door. The entire drive, she smacks her gum and texts as fast as her skinny fingers can go. Probably tattling to her friend Mindy about her awful boyfriend.

When I change up the routine, she stiffens.

“Why are we going to my house?” Her lip curls up and she glowers at me.

“I’m tired, Ivy. You talk too much. If I take you home with me, I won’t sleep.”

Her mouth gapes open and her cheeks burn red with anger. The sack with her pregnancy test is clutched tight in her grip. “Whatever.”

We pull into her driveway and I shut off the car. She gives me a look of confusion as I follow her into the house. Her house is a simple three-bedroom home on the shitty part of town. Dad hates that I see her because he feels like she’s way beneath me.

Her little brother Ben sits on the front porch carving pictures into the wood with a pocket knife. I actually like the twerp. He’s twelve going on twenty. The kid has a mouth on him like a sailor, but I appreciate his love for art. For twelve, he’s really good. His parents may get pissed that he destroys their property for the sake of art, but one day he’ll be able to do something with those skills.

I climb out and Ivy surges past me, ignoring Ben altogether. I ruffle his messy blond hair along the way. “Nice cat.”

“It’s a tiger,” he grumbles.

“Then give him more teeth.”

I follow her into the house. She’s already thrown her stuff down on the couch and gone to her room. When I walk into her once pink room that’s now covered in black concert posters, she’s pulling off her boots and won’t look at me.

“Bathroom, Ivy. I don’t have all day,” I grumble.

Her gaze is murderous. “If I’m pregnant, it’s yours.”

I shrug and pick up the sack from her bed. She huffs and puffs as I open it and pull the stick out of the package. “Pee on it. Wait a couple of minutes. It’s almost one hundred percent accurate.” When she makes no move to get up, I thrust it in front of her. “Go, Ivy.”

She stands abruptly and shoves past me, yanking the test from my grip. The bathroom door slams behind her. I sit on her bed and glance around her room, searching for the Ivy I once actually cared for. Closing my eyes, I remember our first kiss. The first time we were intimate. All our firsts.

My chest feels empty.

Cold and unfeeling.

I feel bad that I feel nothing, but that’s the extent of it. I’m dragging Ivy along, numbing her along the way. When we first got together, she was lively and smiled. Some would say happy. Somewhere along the way, though, with me, she got pulled into my void. My emptiness has tainted her and if I don’t do something, it might be forever.

The toilet flushes and she washes her hands. I stand, surveying her room once more, before walking over to the bathroom door. I turn the knob and it opens. She’s still frowning, always an excellent pouter, with her arms crossed over her chest. Ivy is gorgeous, but she’s just a little girl in a woman’s body. She hides behind her claws and vicious tongue.

I pull her to me and hug her, waiting for the spark to flare. To remember a time when I was happy with her. Not a flicker. No light. Coldness. I stroke her hair and kiss the top of her head, inhaling her familiarity. She won’t relax in my arms like she normally does when I engage in affection. It’s like she knows. Always a perceptive one.

“I was just saying that because I wanted you to care,” she says softly, her words laced with ice. “I’m on my period.”

I glance over at the test on the counter. Not pregnant. Pulling away, I take her pretty face in my hands. Everything about her is perfection. Her full, pouty lips. Her glimmering green eyes. Her soft hair that I used to love the feel of on my chest when she’d fall asleep. I memorize her as she is—because soon she’ll be a fading memory. A dusty box in my past stacked along with the rest. Only one box remains open and begs me to look inside. She’s nowhere near that box.

“Ivy,” I start, my voice low and husky.

Her green eyes brim with tears and she shakes her head. “Stop, Cope. Just stop, you cruel bastard.”

I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be fond of our times together.”

She jerks away as though I’ve struck her. “Fond?” Her voice is shrill. “Fond? Copeland, I love you. I have loved you for two years. All you have for me is fond?”

Clenching my jaw, I shrug. She knows who I am. She knows I don’t feel like everyone else. It’s a miracle we made it this long.

“How dare you come at me with fond?” she hisses. “You were everything to me.”

“You’ll find someone else who is better.”

She slaps my cheek, but it doesn’t hurt. The tear racing down her cheek looks far more painful. “Screw you. Is this about Jett?”

“You can do better than Jett.”

“Yeah, you!” she cries out. “I had you and now I have nothing.” More tears. Her entire body trembles with a mixture of fury and devastation.

My heart ceases to beat.

Times like these, I wonder if I’m already dead. Locked in some purgatory of my past—forced to replay in my lingering subconscious while my corpse rots six feet under somewhere.

“I’ll see you around,” I mutter. “Take care of yourself.”

Her hands shake as she pulls her cigarettes from her jacket pocket. She fumbles to pull one out and then puts it to her cherry lips. The lighter doesn’t seem to work for her and after a few unsuccessful attempts, I step forward and take the lighter from her. Liquid heartbreak leaks from her eyes, soaking her cheeks as I light her cigarette for her. Out of habit, she inhales it and then hands it to me. Absently, I take a drag, letting the nicotine numb me even more, before handing it back. I wish, for her, I could show an ounce of feeling to let her know she was more than just a fond memory for me.

She was a distraction.

A Band-Aid.

When I’d needed that, she was there to do the job. But she’s fulfilled her duty and it no longer works. I may be a dick, but I do care about Ivy, and I’ll be damned if I drag her along anymore.

I kiss her forehead once more and leave without another word. As I start for the door, her mother, Fawn, walks in with Ben. She gives me a fake smile—one that Ivy has perfected—and chirps out a hello. The smell of greasy fries from the diner she works at permeates the air. Her father hates me and her mother barely tolerates me. And still, they’re better parents to me than my dad. I’ll miss them in a way.

“See ya, kid,” I tell Ben as I leave.

I stoop once outside, to admire his handiwork. His tiger has teeth now and claws. Much better.

The trip to my car, there’s a lightness in my step. I’d assumed I was the one dragging Ivy down, but I can’t help but feel freer. My mind thrums with a million things I could do without my girlfriend clinging to me. Get another tattoo? Go for a swim? Go to the football game?

I snort at the last one.

There’s no way in hell I’m going to watch Penn play football. Too many memories I’d rather not uncover. Memories of us playing football in the park. Roughhousing so hard one of us always got hurt. Adults yelling at us to calm down.

My life’s too calm these days.

Annoyingly calm.

The urge to shake things up buzzes through me. Tonight, I’ll go to that party and see what kind of trouble I can drum up.

In the meantime…

I’m taking a nap.
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Penn

 

“You going to Leah’s party?” Brett asks as I toss my gear into the back of my Jeep.

“Leah Collins?” Cocking my head to the side, I study my friend. His hair is still wet from the shower after the game and he’s wearing a goofy smile. “Since when does Leah have parties and since when do we go to said parties?”

He snorts and gives me a playful shove. “Don’t be a douchebag, McAlister.”

“I’m not,” I argue. “Leah just hangs with her own crowd. I didn’t even think she liked us.” I don’t tell him that my dad’s been on my ass to go out with her for years. Because her dad owns a lot of property my dad wants to develop. He thinks my dating her will soften old man Collins and my dad will get the strip center he’s been after.

“She invited everyone. Her brother’s down from college for the weekend and her parents are in Cozumel. They’re throwing a huge party. Luke bought a bunch of kegs. It’s gonna be awesome,” he says, his grin growing wider. “Plus, we have to celebrate. Ohio State was here tonight and we played our asses off.”

Coach, having given me my C and let me play in the game, had been thrilled at my playing. Sure as hell a lot prouder than my old man could ever be. I killed it tonight and every one of those scouts saw, too. I guess a little celebration is in order.

“Leave the Jeep here and ride with me,” he says. “Come on.”

The drive over to Leah’s is filled with us reminiscing about the good plays. Brett’s our best wide receiver. He caught every ball I threw to him and ran it hard. I’m grinning—a real smile—by the time we reach her property. The giant field that leads up to her massive house is jam-packed with cars already.

We speak to several kids along the way to the house. People congratulate us and I’m feeling pretty high. Brett leads me into the kitchen where Luke is mixing drinks. He’s kind of pathetic to be hanging out with teenagers, but he seems to be drinking in the attention, especially from the girls. Brett and I each grab a red Solo cup. I taste test it and curl my lip up. Strong, but it tastes okay.

“Guess who?” a sultry voice says, covering my eyes from behind.

“Heidi?”

Heidi takes her hands off and then turns me to face her. She’s already wasted. I can smell the liquor on her when she falls into my arms.

“Been looking for you all night,” she purrs, her palm eagerly exploring my chest over my tan Henley.

“Just got here. How’ve you been?” I clutch her wrists and push her away from me.

“Meh,” she grumbles. “Better now that you’re here.”

“Where’s Leah?” Brett chimes in.

“Llama Leah?” she asks and then cackles with laughter. “Over there. She’s the one looking like she’s needing rescuing from the weirdos.”

Leah sits perched on a stool with three guys standing close to her. Two are pimple-faced dweebs who have serious personal space issues. One is a guy named Max. Max is a friend of Luke’s, but I’d bet if Luke knew he was hanging on his little sister, he might have something to say. From behind her round, owlish glasses, her big brown eyes meet mine.

She’s not my type, being a girl and all, but she’s not hideous. Leah has always been a little standoffish and kept to herself. Now that she’s coming into herself, guys are starting to notice. And she doesn’t seem too happy about it.

“Hey, Max,” I call out as I saunter over to them. “Hey, Leah.”

The dweebs slink off, not comfortable to be near Brett and me. We’re not assholes, but they don’t hang around to find out.

“Kicked ass at the game,” Max whistles.

Max and Brett launch into the specifics, so I step over to Leah and drape my arm over her shoulders.

“Is he bothering you?” I ask, my voice low.

She shrugs. “He thinks he’s going to get me drunk and get into my pants.”

“Is he?” I tease.

“No. He’s such a manwhore. I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole,” she grumbles. “You going to hang around and let your friend bore him with football to give me a break?”

I chuckle at her. “You mean Leah Collins is choosing to talk to Penn McAlister? And the world isn’t ending? Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

She swats at me. “We used to talk.” Her head tilts up as she studies my face.

“When we were in elementary school. When our parents forced play dates on us.”

“I think they’d like for us to play again,” she mumbles. “Dad keeps asking me why we don’t talk anymore.”

“Because you’re too cool for me now.” I smirk at her.

She scoffs. “Have you looked in the mirror lately, Penn?”

I pull away slightly to mess with my hair. “What? Is there something wrong with me?”

“No, dork. You’re you. Everyone wants to hang out with you. But…” Her smile fades. “Are you okay?”

I stiffen at her words. “I’m fine. Why?”

“You just don’t smile much anymore. When you do, it’s not real. I may not talk to you much anymore, but I watch you a lot,” she admits.

“Creeper.”

She laughs and tucks a strand of her light brown hair behind her ear. “You and Cope still haven’t made up? After all these years? What happened anyway?”

The line of questioning—sudden and out of nowhere—has me faltering. My blood grows icy cold. “We just parted ways.”

She opens her mouth like she’ll say more, but I escape. Back to the kitchen. Back to the liquor. After several shots, I learn Luke isn’t half bad. I’d prefer to hang out with him as he regales us of tales of how he’s already bedded half the university, than have to endure one more question about Copeland from Leah. When I’m good and buzzed, I venture out of the kitchen to look for Brett. I find him making out with some cheerleader he hates. Figures.

Max has Leah pulled to a corner and his arm is wrapped possessively around her waist. It irritates me because she doesn’t even like the guy. My irritation at him outweighs her awkward line of questioning and I stalk over to them.

I grab her hand and pull her close to me, ignoring Max’s rage-filled glare. “Want to show me your telescopes?”

She looks up and smiles. “How do you know I still have them?”

“You’re still a nerd,” I tease. “I figure nerds have things like telescopes.”

Her eyes roll, but she’s not mad. “Max, I’ll see you around,” she says over her shoulder as she guides me through the sea of people. When we make it to the landing of the stairs, someone catcalls out to us.

“McAlister’s gettin’ some tonight!”

I flip the bird to whichever idiot said that. Leah takes it in stride and doesn’t let his words bother her. We reach the top and she walks us to the end where her bedroom is. She pushes inside and it’s exactly as I remember. Slightly disorganized but cool. Leah always had the most interesting stuff piled away in her room. Still does, apparently.

Closing the door behind me, I follow her over to the window. She shows me where to look and then kills the lights. Her voice is soft and musical as she describes what I’m seeing. We take turns looking. For a moment, I wonder if maybe I’m not gay. What if I did see someone like Leah? Dad would be proud, that’s for sure. But would I be happy?

She’s not him.

The reminder is a cut to the heart, but one I attempt to ignore.

How I feel about Copeland goes beyond our sexual preference. It’s a connection. Something that after all this time, I can’t seem to fully sever. Some days, I think it’s the only thing giving me life. Like the moment I let him go in my heart, I’ll lose me too.

“Hey, Penn,” Leah mutters as she grabs the front of my shirt.

I lean down to hear what she has to say, but instead of speaking, her hand cups my face and her lips press self-consciously to mine. For a split second, I’m reminded of my awkward kiss with Cope. That tiny reminder sends a surge of heat flooding through me. I slide my hands into her hair and grip her gently, eager to deepen the kiss and chase the flame. Her small moan ignites something within me that has me kissing her harder. The urge to consume her and forget everything else is strong. Our kiss becomes overly heated until we’re both pawing at each other. I manage to get her on the bed and underneath me before my brain catches up with me.

Not him.

Leah Collins.

But when I close my eyes, with the alcohol running through my veins, I can almost pretend. I’m reminded of sleepovers when he and I were younger. How we’d crawl into bed and play Transformers under the sheets with just the light of a flashlight until Cope’s nanny would shut us down for the night. I can’t help but think of nights where we talked about everything in the dark. Nights where sometimes Cope would snuggle against me and whisper about how much he hated his dad. Those nights, my blood would run so hot for my best friend. I always wondered if he felt that way too.

A moan drags me from my thoughts and I register that my hand is inside Leah’s shirt. I stifle a groan as I pull away from her mouth.

“We should stop,” I utter, my voice husky from our kiss. The heat that had surged south has cooled now that I’m no longer in the past.

“W-Why?” she breathes.

I give her a half truth. “I haven’t dated anyone in a while, Leah. I don’t want to jump into anything.”

“Okay.”

I lean forward and give her a peck on her lips. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she assures me. Even though she sounds hurt, she doesn’t seem angry with me.

The door swings open and the light blinds us. I yank my hand out of her shirt before turning to glower at our intruders. Max storms in alone, staggering slightly.

“What the hell, Leah?” he roars, his hands fisting. “I thought you were into me.”

I climb out of the bed and point at the door. “Leave.”

He sneers at me. “So you can screw the girl I want? Hell no.” When he starts to shove me, I swing at him, connecting with his jaw. The moment I hit him, all chaos ensues. He lands a punch to my ribs and shoves me into the bed.

“Stop!” Leah yells.

Ignoring her, we pummel on each other. He may be taller, but I’m packing more muscle. I get him with several hard punches before Leah scrambles out of the room altogether. I get slammed into the dresser, knocking some of her makeup into the floor. He turns his back to me, headed for the window, and I charge, ready to strike. I swing out just as he turns around. My fists connects with the telescope as he swings it at me. Pain explodes in my hand.

Infuriated to new levels, I tackle him hard. My hand hurts like hell, but I won’t relent. I hit him with my other hand instead. Over and over, with furious strength fueling my uncoordinated hits into something he’s no match against. Blood from his nose smears across my knuckles. He manages to grab my throbbing hand and twists it to the point I nearly black out with pain.

I recover with a roar and tackle him again.
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Copeland

 

The bass is loud on the speakers and people are everywhere. I’m just headed to get a drink when Leah Collins nearly mows me down coming down the stairs. As soon as she realizes it’s me, she grabs hold of the front of my shirt.

“Help,” she cries out. “They’re fighting and destroying my room.”

I race after her up the steps. Not because I particularly want to break up a fight, but Leah and I go way back to elementary school. We may not hang out anymore, but I’ll be damned if I let two idiots ruin her stuff. I shove past her at the threshold to find Penn in a bloody fight with some guy who’s older than him. Holding his own too.

“Someone said they heard you—what the hell?” Luke, Leah’s brother, exclaims from behind me. “Max, what the hell is going on?”

He reaches for his friend, pulling him to his feet. Penn, rippling with rage, rises to his feet and charges. I snag the back of his shirt, yanking him from doing anything else stupid. He falls against my chest. I bear hug him from behind because he’s wild and swinging his limbs trying to get to Max.

Luke has trouble restraining Max and only barely manages to do so.

“Get him out of here,” I bark out to Luke and Leah. “I’ll deal with him.”

When they both just gape at me, I snarl. “I said go!”

As soon as they’re gone, Penn’s body relaxes slightly. For one quiet second, it feels like old times. When he’d lose his temper and go crazy fighting someone. I always had to pull him off and deal with him. Now, despite all we’ve been through, I’m right here doing this crap for him again.

“What happened?” I demand, refusing to let him go until he’s calm.

He jerks against my grip, but I don’t let him go. “I was making out with Leah and Max threw a fit over it. Tried to kick my ass.”

I stiffen at his words. “You and Leah?” I snort. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Screw off,” he growls. “That’s what happened.”

“I thought you were gay,” I mumble.

His body tenses. “I never said I was.”

Liar.

I push him away from me. He spins quickly to face off with me, but his drunk ass stumbles. I reach out to grab his hand before he crashes into more of Leah’s stuff. A strangled cry escapes him and he yanks his hand back, cradling it.

Narrowing my eyes, I inspect his hand. It’s already swelling and bruising. “Did you break it?”

His jaw clenches and he glowers at me. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t,” I snap. “But you’re wasted and hurt. I’m not about to leave you here to do anything else stupid. If your hand is busted, you’ll be out for the season.”

He slumps and runs his good fingers through his hair, his eyes frantic. “It’s fine. Bruised, is all.”

“Come on. We’re going to get some coffee to sober you up. If it’s better by the time we’re done, I’ll just take you home. If it’s not, then I’m taking you to the hospital for an X-ray.”

We have a silent standoff for several minutes until he lets out a huff of frustration. “Fine.”

He stumbles again. I grab his arm and slide it over my shoulder so I can assist his walking. There’s no way he’ll make it down the stairs without my help. He’ll break more bones if I leave him to his own devices.

It’s been two years since he did the unthinkable. Two years I’ve iced him out and ignored him. Two years where I’ve tried to push away that night and all the stupid emotions that were born from it. But even two years later, the familiarity of helping Penn is one that makes my chest ache. He was like a brother for so long, my heart thumps at the reminder.

As I guide him down the stairs, we get a couple of odd stares. No one knows what happened. Neither of us said a word. One day we were best friends, the next mortal enemies. The rumor mill was everything from my dad having an affair with his mom to the end of our friendship over a girl. Never once had someone uttered anything remotely true. Had Penn come out as gay, it’d been obvious. But, no, he continued along as though he always was. Mr. Popular. Football hero. A guy’s guy who watched girls walk by and gave off no vibe that he was in fact gay.

I know, though.

I see the heavy looks directed my way.

I was the one with his tongue down my throat.

I’m the one who felt how aroused he was through his swim trunks in the pool that night.

And yet…I never said a word. Part of me, no matter how betrayed I felt, didn’t want to do that to him. I know his dad almost as well as he does. His dad is a prick. If he found out through the grapevine his son was gay, there’s no telling what he’d do. Jason McAlister is vindictive and nasty. A cruel bastard when he wants to be. Sure, I was infuriated with Penn, but I still couldn’t out him.

When we reach the bottom of the stairs and he sees Max, he attempts to charge at him, but I’m quicker. I yank him to me and rush us out the door. His body pulses with anger.

“I don’t know why you’re so pissed,” I grumble as we walk across the field through the cars.

“She doesn’t like him. She likes me.”

“But you don’t like her,” I tell him.

He stops and I nearly trip over my feet. When he turns his face to look at me, his eyes flicker with sadness. “It was the first thing I’d felt in years,” he rasps out. “I wanted to chase that feeling.”

Uncomfortable with his words and the unguarded way with which he’s staring, I grunt and get us walking again. When we reach my car, he lets out an appreciative whistle.

“I always wanted to ride in this car. You got it…” he trails off, sighing.

After.

I got this car after our blowout and he never got a chance to ride in it. Just like I’ve never been in his Jeep.

I open the passenger side door and help him in. With his hand cradled to his chest, he looks pitiful. I’d bet my entire trust fund that he’s broken it. But, if Penn is anything like he used to be, his stubborn ass won’t believe it until he sees the X-ray himself. I grab the seat belt and hook him in before closing the door. Once I’m settled in my seat, I try not to focus on the fact I have my ex best friend in the car beside me.

“Where’s Ivy?” he asks, leaning back in the seat and closing his eyes.

“We broke up.” I let the engine roar, killing off any reply he might have had. The Camaro fishtails as I peel out of my spot on the grass. Once we’re on the main road, he speaks again.

“You broke up with her, huh?”

“How’d you guess?”

He shrugs. “Intuition. You weren’t into her. You never were.”

“We had fun,” I mutter out.

“But you didn’t love her. Not like she probably loved you.”

Ignoring him, I turn on the radio. With Radiohead blasting some soulful lyrics, I haul ass down the dark road toward town. Ivy will be okay. Especially now that I’m gone. She’ll probably bounce back by the beginning of next week. Most likely with Jett Michaels. I’ve seen the way he stares at her as though she’s the hottest thing he’s ever seen. I hope he’s ready to get burned. Ivy doesn’t play fair and someone like Jett will learn real quick that she’s difficult to handle. The mayor’s son, no matter how much he cusses, smokes, and listens to Manson, will never be fully equipped to manage a girl like Ivy.

We drive through McDonald’s and I park in the middle of the empty bank parking lot next door. I steal a glance at Penn. His brows are furled together as though he’s in pain, but he sips the hot coffee, powering through it.

“If it’s broken, what do you think your dad will say?” I ask, my voice soft. I’m not sure why I care. But right now, with him drunk and not hiding behind his walls, I feel like I want answers. When our friendship got destroyed, I expected him to find another friend or even a boyfriend. I didn’t expect my best friend to disappear before my eyes over the years. He’s changed. I know I’m partly responsible for that change. Guilt and anger are at war most days, especially when I see the struggle flickering behind his smiles he gives to everyone.

“I don’t know,” he utters finally. “If I’d hurt it on the field, that’s one thing. But fighting?” He swallows audibly. “If it’s broken, I’m screwed.”

I sip my coffee and ponder his words. He’s right. If Jason learns it was from fighting, he’ll lose his mind. I hate his dad.

“Cope?”

The pained way with which he says my name makes my chest ache. “What?”

“Why are we here right now? Why are you helping me?”

Clenching my jaw, I look over at him. His brows are furled as he sips his coffee.

“I just am,” I grunt.

“But why?”

“Maybe I’m just tired of fighting.” I’m tired of so many things. Ivy. My dad. Life.

He lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m tired too.”

“What you did…” I trail off and he winces.

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, pain etched in his features. “I’m so sorry, Cope.” His voice cracks as he regards me with emotion making his eyes glassy with tears. “I never meant to hurt you.”

I grit my teeth and turn my head from his penetrating stare. “Well, you did. You broke me.”

“When I broke you, I broke myself.” He’s silent for a beat. “I’d take it back if I could. Anything to erase that night and everything after.”

“But you can’t,” I tell him bitterly. “We’re all fucked up now.”

“I wasn’t when you were my best friend,” he says sadly.

I wasn’t either. I was happy. He was my brother. My other half. I grieved so hard after what happened. Because of what I lost. Anger chases away the hurt and I fire up the engine.

“Drink up because I’m taking you to the hospital. Might as well get this over with.”
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After a three-hour hospital visit, Penn now sports a neon green cast on his hand. He broke it good, too. The doctor said he might end up needing surgery. I drive him in silence to pick up his prescription for Percocet and then head home. Once in my driveway, I shut off the car and he quickly exits.

“Don’t forget these,” I call out, tossing his bag of medicine at him. “And keep your mom out of them.”

His eyes cut to mine sharply and it’s all I need to know. Lisa McAlister is still a pill junkie. I guess if I had to deal with Jason for a husband, I’d pop pills too.

I climb out of the car and follow him over to his door. He fumbles to get his keys out of his right pocket. After I swat away his uncoordinated attempts, I reach into his pocket and pull out his keys. He lets out a groan and staggers away. Years ago, it’s something I wouldn’t have thought twice about. But now, with the look of embarrassment on his face, I realize what a stupid move that was. Was that a turn-on to him? Did he get…

My eyes trail down of their own accord, searching for evidence. He yanks the keys from my grip, turning away from me, and starts attempting to put his key in the door. Again, he fails to complete his task. I take the keys away and shove them into the lock.

“Do I need to help you piss too?” My words are mean and meant to jab at his attraction for me. I want to see the look of embarrassment on his face again. But then disgusting thoughts of me actually in the bathroom with him and his pants down have me jumping back as though I’ve been burned.

“I can manage.” His voice is husky and he avoids eye contact.

Fury churns in my gut. My skin prickles and heats. I’m pissed that he still clearly wants me after all this time. After how very clearly straight I am. After he destroyed the best friendship. Still, after all that, he is affected by me.

The anger morphs into a feeling of power. A weapon to be wielded. A tool for revenge. And that powerful burning shoots straight down my spine. An ache settles in my lower stomach.

“Call me if you need me,” I taunt, stepping close to his back. “The number’s still the same.”

Heat from his body radiates into me. I catch a whiff of his familiar scent and I can’t help but lean toward it. So many sleepovers where I’d sniff his sweaty head and gripe that he stank. In reality, his smell comforted me. When I feel a twitch in my pants, I jolt away from him without another word. I storm back to my house. It’s dark when I enter and I rush upstairs to my room. On the way to the shower, I peel away my clothes and turn the water to the coldest setting. Any heat that had been burning through me is squelched the moment I hit the cold spray.

I need to stay away from him.

Two years later and the moment I spend time with him, we’re right back to square one. His confusing feelings toward me have somehow lingered. Now I’m the one bothered by the way my body reacted just a short while ago. And my heart’s no better. Racing in my chest, eager to talk to him once more.

I hate him.

But that’s always been a lie.

I hate that he wants something from me I’m unwilling to give.

It’s unfair and cruel.

Despite the cold water, my body turns hot once more, flooding blood to certain areas of my body I’d rather ignore. But instead of ignoring it, I jerk out my frustrations and then utter my best friend’s name with a venomous hiss.

How dare you break my mind too, Penn?

And it is breaking. The cracks formed that night and with each passing second, I feel them snaking through me. They grow deeper and spread farther apart.

I don’t know what’s happening.

But it’s all his fault.
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Penn

 

I wake to a pounding in my skull and a throbbing in my hand. As I blink away sleep, reality seeps into me like poison. With each memory of last night, I realize just how badly I messed up.

My hand is broken. I might need surgery. It hurts like hell. Dad and Coach are going to be pissed when they find out.

And Leah?

God, I really shouldn’t have kissed her. For a moment, it felt right. Because alcohol was fueling me. Now that I’m sober, I feel like a jerk for leading her on. I owe her an apology and an explanation.

The worst yet…

Copeland.

Even thinking his name hurts. But seeing him? Smelling him? Having him touch me? Last night was both the most torturous night and the happiest. It was painful to be around him, but I soaked up every second of it.

When he stuck his hand in my pocket… A groan rumbles from me at the memory. Then, his hot breath at my ear as he stood too close and whispered taunting words at me. The energy buzzing through my veins was unreal. It was always Cope who made me feel alive in this dead world. Now, having him in my life after one night, I’m addicted again. Needing another hit. My body responds to my traitorous thoughts and I adjust myself in my basketball shorts.

Focus.

Call Leah.

I reach for my phone and fumble to see if I missed any calls or texts.

Brett: Where’d you go? Someone said you and Max fought?

Brett: Where are you?

Brett: Text me and let me know you’re okay.

Quickly, I respond with a text to assure him I’m alive. Barely, but still kicking. I then text my dad asking for Leah’s number. Today is a golf day for him, so I don’t expect an immediate response. But, surprising me, he replies with her number and says I should invite her and her parents for dinner. Ignoring him, I text Leah.

Me: I’m sorry about last night.

She replies right back.

Leah: You could make it up to me. Dinner and a movie?

Me: I think I gave you the impression I wanted to be more than friends.

Leah: Friends can eat and watch movies. Are you okay?

Me: I’ll be fine. And that sounds good. Maybe later tonight? I need to get my Jeep from school.

Leah: It’s a non-date. I’ll text you show times later. I’m glad you’re okay.

When we’re done, I get up and take a piss. I can only wash one hand because a bright green cast is on the other. Bile churns in my stomach. I don’t want to deal with Dad or Coach about this. The throbbing hurts, so I hunt down my pain meds. I’m careful to hide them after because it wouldn’t be the first time my mom stole medicine from me.

I take a quick, awkward shower with my arm sticking outside the curtain and then clumsily pull on some track pants, deciding it’s easier than dealing with jeans. I need to wear one of my football hoodies when I go out later and hope I can hide my cast until I can figure out how to break it to my dad.

My head is still throbbing and I don’t want to deal with my mom, so I fall back onto the bed. I swipe at the water droplets still on my chest from my shower as my mind wanders back to last night. He said I should text him. Hell, I’m tempted. Everything in me says to back up, but I crave to hear from him. Last night was such a tease. Gritting my teeth, thankful for the pain meds in my system, I type out a text. The first text in years.

Me: Can you run me by my Jeep later?

After I hit send, my stomach tenses up. I cringe at what his reply could be. Fifteen minutes go by with no response and I let out a heavy sigh before closing my eyes.

“You look like shit.”

I jolt and jerk my head to the offending voice. Any words I could have said die in my throat as Copeland strolls into my room like old times. He looks too good in a pair of dark jeans and fitted black Henley. His ball cap is flipped backward in a way he wore it all the time when we were younger.

“How did you get in my house?” I grumble, trying not to check out his ass as he walks over to the mirror.

“Same way I always got in,” he says as he checks over his appearance. “With my key.”

He turns and regards me, his eyes roaming up my bare chest. I try not to squirm under his gaze. His nostrils flare as though he’s disgusted with me. Am I that transparent? Can he see how much I still want him? Shame burns through me. I wasn’t lying last night when I said I wish I could take it all back. More than anything, I wish I could rewind and undo that kiss. It’s been a prison sentence ever since.

I watch as he walks around my room picking up picture frames or crap that’s lying on the dresser. He eventually makes it to my desk that’s covered in more crap. Our housekeeper dusts and vacuums but refuses to touch my mess. He opens drawers and digs around. I don’t stop him because it’s familiar. So damn familiar it is like hacking away at my chest.

Stay.

I plead silently with him.

I’ve longed for his presence.

“Do you whack off to thoughts of me?” he asks as he opens a stick of gum he finds.

“Don’t be a dick,” I bite out.

He turns and flashes me a devilish grin. “That non-answer tells me you do. You’re gay and you want me.” He shrugs and starts going through a notebook.

“You’re awfully presumptuous for having not spoken to me in two years,” I mumble. “I have a date tonight.”

His shoulders tense and he turns his head to scowl at me. “With who?”

“Leah.”

He laughs and turns back to his task, popping his gum loudly.

“Why is that so funny?” I grit out.

“Because,” he says, turning to face me. “You’re gay.”

I open my mouth to argue—not because I’m not, but because he’s pissing me off—when my words die in my throat. He pulls off his shirt and tosses it on the floor.

This is Copeland.

Shirtless freaking Copeland.

For as long as I’ve known him, he’s preferred to walk around without a shirt when at home or at mine. It’s not a big deal. It means nothing. Except now, I can’t stop looking at him. He’s filled out in the last two years and he has ink.

“Tattoos?” I mutter, my voice raspy and low.

His palm splays over stormy clouds artfully drawn on his pectoral muscle. “My designs. I want to learn to do the tattoos myself, but my dad would shit.”

He frowns and meets my stare. Our dads are assholes. They rule us with their wallets. We’re trust fund babies and probably always will be. Neither of us is brave enough to bust out of this mold our dads have put us in. Our rebellion was always a quiet one…but ours.

“They’re good,” I admit, my gaze greedily roaming all over his other tattoos. There are words written under each collarbone that I want to read, but that would require staring at him for an uncomfortably long time.

He picks up a sharpie off the desk and walks over to the other side of the bed. My heart rate speeds up when he climbs onto the bed on his knees. His body is too perfect. Another painful stab. Where my muscles are larger from football, his are lean from good genetics and regular swimming. My gaze lingers at his abs—the enticing trail of hair below his belly button that dips below the waistband of his jeans. I lick my lips and peel my gaze from him.

Lying on his side, he pulls my casted arm toward him and uncaps the sharpie with his teeth before spitting out the cap.

“Gonna draw a big dick on here. Maybe you with some hearts in your eyes,” he taunts in his cruel tone he’s perfected over the past two years.

I clench my jaw and close my eyes. Whatever. If he wants to be an asshole, then so be it. I’m not pushing him out of my bed, that’s for damn sure. I’ve longed to just talk to him. His hot hand gently grips my fingertips and positions my hand where he wants it. We’re quiet as he draws. Eventually, I peek open my eyes to look at his handiwork.

It’s a cock. Just like he said.

But one of the feathered variety. The rooster has evil eyes and claws, but looks pretty badass. I watch, mesmerized, as he effortlessly draws something horrifyingly beautiful on my green cast. Time passes as he fills the cast with his art. When the sharpie presses into the skin of my arm, he laughs quietly.

“Ran out of canvas,” he mutters.

I grit my teeth and drag my gaze to his face as he continues his artwork along my arm. His blue eyes are intense and not so frosty. Dark brows are furled together as he concentrates. He has the perfect nose aside from a small dent. My mind drifts to the past.
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“She said you kissed her,” Cope bellows, storming into my bedroom.

I don’t look away from my video game and instead flip him off.

“You asshole,” he growls. He kicks the side of my chair so hard, my controller goes flying and I hit the floor.

“What the hell?” I roar, rising to my feet.

Cope’s pissed over some dumb girl he thinks I kissed? I don’t even like girls. He doesn’t know that, though.

“Back off,” I warn.

Rage flickers in his eyes and he charges at me. He tackles me to the floor. My fist connects with his ribs as he knees me in the groin. I hiss, elbowing him across the face. His hand finds my throat as mine grabs the game controller.

Crack!

I slam the controller into his face and he groans, rolling off me. His chest heaves as he holds his palm to his face.

“What’s your problem?” I demand.

He pulls his hand away and I wince. A cut across the bridge of his nose trickles with blood. His blue eyes have lost their fire.

“Sorry,” he grumbles.

I lean over him and inspect his cut. My fingers are gentle as I pull at the skin above the cut to see how deep it is. He hisses but doesn’t push me off.

“You won’t need stitches, but it’ll scar most likely,” I tell him, regret in my tone.

He shrugs. “It’ll be a good reminder when I look in the mirror to not fight your big ass.”

I stand up and pull him to his feet. “I’m glad you’ll no longer forget who’s the badass in this relationship.”

Playfully, he punches me in the stomach before pulling me in for a hug. I pat his shoulder and lean away to look at him.

“You’re really pissed about Heidi?” She’s such a ho. I knew he’d made out with her here and there, but I didn’t think they were serious.

“Nah,” he grumbles. “My dad was just being a dick. I guess I’m a dick like him.”

I pull him to my chest and hug him harder than before, whispering harsh words at him. “You’re nothing like him.”

His body relaxes and he nods. “Thanks, man.”

[image: ]

He’s taken to drawing on my stomach. I don’t know how we got from my cast to my bare arm to my abs, but holy shit am I mesmerized by the way he easily makes art with nothing but a sharpie as his medium and my flesh as his canvas.

“So if you’re gay, why don’t you date guys?” he asks, the tip of the sharpie teasing along my flesh.

“I’m not gay,” I bite out.

He laughs and continues his art. It takes me a minute reading upside down, but I soon realize he’s made art from words. Two words, in fact.

BAD LIAR

His fingers slide beneath the waistband of my pants and I let out a sharp breath of surprise. Icy blue eyes lock with mine as he drags the material lower until my dark pubic hair comes into view. My cock is hard. No denying how much he affects me. All I can do is stare down at him in awe.

Does he want me?

He chuckles again as he draws more flourishes with the sharpie. Then he blows on my flesh. My eyes roll back in my head and I fist the mattress with my good hand. I can’t take this teasing. I’m not sure what he’s up to, but it’s going to kill me.

“I’m not gay,” he growls, his voice cold, as he sits up on his knees and releases his grip on my pants. “And you are. Dating Leah isn’t going to fix your dilemma.”

I flip him off and storm off to the bathroom.

“Meet you in my car,” he calls out before leaving my bedroom.

The ink on my body looks good. It’s not permanent. But the way I felt as he drew on me was. Very permanent. So permanent, I’ll die with that memory as one of my favorites. Kicking the door shut behind me, I tug down my pants and relieve some tension before I do something stupid.

Like kiss that damn guy again.

And that absolutely cannot happen.
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Copeland

 

The music booms as I try to clear my head. Hanging out with Penn feels so normal. I hate to admit how much I’ve missed it. He’s the only person who knows everything about me. It’s so easy to fall back into the way things were.

But they’re not the same.

Because back when we were like brothers, he didn’t want my dick.

I’d drawn on him to mess with his head. Make him admit that he is gay. To realize going out with Leah is a copout to how he really feels. Maybe he needs to date guys. Then we could go back to being friends like we should be.

I drum my fingers on the steering wheel as I wonder if I know any gays at school. One guy, Liam Brumble, comes to mind. Pretty boy who wears a damn fedora and eyeliner. A little pansy if you ask me. But openly gay. Images of him and Penn don’t sit well with me. Penn may have crossed the line with me, but I still think he’s a better guy than Liam. Liam’s known for sleeping around. Probably crawling with STDs. Penn’s definitely not seeing Liam. I’ll let him know real quick that Liam’s out of the question.

The door pops open and Penn drops into the seat next to me. His hoodie can’t hide the bulge of his cast, but at least it’s not so obvious. I wonder if his dad knows yet.

“Liam’s a douchebag manwhore,” I tell him as I rev my engine.

He jerks his head my way and gives me a quizzical look. “Okay. Good to know.”

“You can’t date him.” I put the car in reverse, letting my loud engine drown out any argument on the matter.

The entire way to the school, Penn scowls. He’s pissed, but I don’t care. I may not get him to admit he’s gay, but I’ll be damned if I let him fall into a secret relationship with Liam and contract some disease.

“Dante Phillips is bi, I think,” I say, turning down the radio and glancing over at Penn.

His jaw clenches. “I told you, I’m not—”

“You are. I saw it with my own eyes in there, Penn. Stop denying it, dammit.”

“Cope…” he trails off, running his fingers through his hair. “Just leave it alone.”

I pull into the parking lot of the school and shake my head. “Nope. You see, I figured it out. We get you a boyfriend, and we can go back to being friends. I don’t have to worry about you shoving your tongue down my throat and you don’t have to worry about me kicking your ass. Problem solved. Leah doesn’t fit in this equation.”

He jumps out of the car as soon as I pull up next to his Jeep. I leave the car running and jog after him. He’s barely got his car door open, before I spin him around and pin him to the side of his vehicle.

“Leah’s better suited for me,” I tell him. “In fact, maybe I should go on your little date. We can invite Dante.”

“Back the hell off, Cope, or I’m going to make you,” he snarls, the muscles in his neck tightening.

I lean in and bring my mouth to his ear. “Admit you’re gay and I’ll back off.”

A strangled sound escapes him.

“Admit it,” I urge.

“I can’t,” he whispers.

Pulling away slightly, I look into his dark brown eyes. “Why not?”

“Because I don’t think I am.”

I blink at him in confusion. “But you kissed me,” I bite out. “You got hard earlier. I saw it.”

His cheeks burn red and his jaw clenches. “You don’t get it.”

“Apparently not.”

He licks his lips and I watch the movement before locking my gaze with his. His brows furl together as he struggles to form words.

“I’m not gay,” he mutters. “I’m not attracted to other guys.”

“Other guys?” I parrot as his words sink in. “Other guys besides me.”

Rather than answering, he leans his head back against the metal of his Jeep with a thud. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. I pull away and scowl at him.

“Leah’s still not the answer,” I rasp out.

“Neither is Dante,” he utters bitterly. “I’m just going to hang out with her as friends.”

“Then I’m going too.” I smirk at him. “As friends.”
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Earlier, I’d left Penn on his own to go home and think. He texted me to let me know the movie time and I told him I’d pick him up before we went to get Leah. Unease trickles through me, but so does a flare of excitement. On one hand, I’m uncomfortable with Penn admitting that I’m the only guy he’s attracted to. On the other hand, I’m happy we’re talking again. I think we just need ground rules.

Don’t kiss me, dammit.

Definitely rule number one.

Okay, so rules aren’t my strong suit. As long as he doesn’t kiss me, we’re cool. And now that Ivy and I are broken up, I feel free to just hang out. It’s been so long since I’ve had fun, it’s pathetic. My fun always revolved around whatever shit me and Penn could get into. Now that I have my boy back, a sense of adventure looms.

I change into some black jeans, my combat boots, and a black long-sleeved shirt before heading to the bathroom to fix my hair. It’s funky from wearing my hat earlier, so I wet it and style it with some gel. A longer strand falls over my eyebrow and I leave it, deciding it looks good. While I pass the time, I mess with some leather wristbands and choose a few to wear. My phone buzzes and I pull it out.

Ivy: I miss you.

Groaning, I ignore her text and shove my phone back in my pocket. I walk downstairs and cringe to see my dad. He’s on the phone, dressed in a sharp suit, pacing the floor beside his messenger bag.

“I don’t want London either, Mark, but what the hell am I supposed to do now? Fucking cancel?” Dad growls, running his fingers through his dark hair that matches mine. “Exactly. I’ll see you at the office.”

He hangs up and his eyes dart to mine.

“Heading out with Penn,” I say as I start for the door.

Dad nearly chokes. “Penn? From next door? I thought you guys hated each other.”

“Ivy hated him,” I lie. “We broke up and now I have more time for friends. Penn and I are cool.” For now. As long as he doesn’t try to shove his tongue down my throat. Again.

His smile widens. “About damn time, son. I’ll have my assistant set up a dinner for our families. You’re both eighteen and headed to college soon. It’s good to have strong friendships that’ll help you in the business world one day.”

I refrain from rolling my eyes. Always about business with Dad. Money, money, money. He thinks relationships have to be some ulterior motive to make more of it. Rather than get into some heated argument like usual, I simply nod.

“Got it,” I mumble. “Have fun making money.” As if we need any more of it.

Him and his business partner Mark travel a lot for their finance company. I’m not sure exactly what all they do, but they’re always recruiting investors. Dad wants me to go to school for finance so I can work for him. I’d rather apprentice at a tattoo shop than ever step foot in a boardroom. There’ll be hell to pay if I ever let that be known. Dad’s all about the image. He already has fits over my wardrobe and tattoos and hair. If I decided to ignore his future wishes for me, and do my own thing, it’d be something that was noticed within the community. Something that would look badly on him. And something that we’ll probably fight like hell over one day.

Until then…

I’m going to hang out with my friends.

“Leah Collins will be there too,” I add with a smirk.

Dad’s head whips up from his phone. “You’re dating her?”

“Not yet,” I say with a laugh. “I have to steal her from Penn first.”

He chuckles. “Good friends always share everything equally in a partnership.” His wink has me shaking my head.

“Are you encouraging a threesome, Dad?” I taunt, just to watch his face pale.

“Go,” he grunts. “I’ll see you later.”

I wave at him and then head out the door. Once outside, I’m surprised to see Penn leaned up against my Camaro. He’s dressed the same as earlier, but his hood is pulled over his hair, and he scowls. A grin breaks out on my face. I miss the days where one of us was always pissed about something and the other did whatever they could to make it worse or to make them laugh. I’ve just decided to rile him up further when he casts a dark look back over at his house.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, no longer interested in messing with him.

His jaw clenches before his brown eyes are back on mine. “Mom knows.”

“Is she going to tell your dad?”

“I’m on borrowed time,” he says with a nod.

We climb inside my car and I fire up the engine. Anxiety trickles through me. Jason is such a hardass to Penn. Always has been. The moment he discovers his perfect son broke his hand over a stupid fight and killed his senior season of football, he’s going to lose it. Not because they can’t afford to send him to college without a scholarship. No, Jason likes to keep his thumb on Penn by making him feel like a piece of shit any time he can. Any mistakes Penn has ever made, Jason is right there to highlight and magnify them. He does the same to Lisa, which is why she’s a closet alcoholic and a pill head.

The drive to Leah’s is quiet. I drive up her long road to find her sitting on the top step of her porch. She’s also wearing a school hoodie, so she’ll be twins with Penn. I let out a snort. He groans when he sees they’re matching.

“How cute,” I tease.

He flips me off with his good hand before climbing out of the car to greet her. They hug and then he climbs into the backseat, offering her the front. She sits down beside me and stares at me warily.

“Like old times, huh?”

I smirk at her. “You missed us.”

“I actually did,” she says with a chuckle. “Remember that time our parents signed us up for ballroom dancing?”

Penn grumbles from the back. “We were eight. Who does that to eight-year-olds?”

“Miss Stone hated us,” I tell them.

“She hated you,” Leah corrects. “You wore your soccer cleats on her ‘pristine dance floor.’”

“I was coming from soccer practice,” I grumble. “Not my fault my dad didn’t grab my fairy shoes for me.”

We all laugh, remembering how Miss Stone discovered I was wearing cleats. She was showing me how to do one of the dumb dances and I stepped on her foot. I’ve never seen an old woman bitch as much as that woman did that day.

“How come you don’t play soccer anymore?” Leah asks.

“Because my dad wanted me to,” I retort. My eyes meet Penn’s in the backseat and his stare is locked on me. I can tell in his pained eyes he’s remembering the night I told my dad I didn’t want to play. Penn was staying the night over. As Leah babbles about something, my mind is right there on that night. I was thirteen when I decided I wanted to give it up and try out for the swim team.
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“Real men play soccer, Copeland,” Dad snarls, his breath stinking of whiskey. “Or football like Penn.” He waves a hand at my best friend who sits quietly nearby. “Swimming is for weak-ass little boys who wish they were girls. Do you wish you were a girl, son?”

My cheeks burn with embarrassment. “No,” I hiss.

“Then don’t fucking act like one.”

Dad stumbles out of the room. Tears threaten and I don’t want Penn to see me cry. Last time he’d seen me cry, I was like five. I run from the living room and into my bedroom. With jerky movements, I yank off my shirt and kick off my shoes. Snapping off the light, I crawl into my bed and bury my face into my pillow. Emotion burns at my throat. I hear my bedroom door close and then Penn joins me on the bed.

“Your dad’s a dick,” he utters, his palm resting on my spine.

His comforting touch only makes me want to cry even more. I swallow and squeeze my eyes shut, praying I won’t start sobbing like the little girl Dad thinks I want to be. When I don’t speak, Penn scoots closer and starts toying with my hair. He’s the only one who knows how to cheer me up. We may like to beat each other on the regular, but we don’t like when anyone else hurts the other. Penn, like a long-lost twin, always senses what I need. Right now, I need his comforting touch.

“I’ll quit football,” he says with a chuckle. “Then we can be girls together. Really watch your dad lose it.”

I laugh into my pillow before turning to face him. In the dark, I can’t see him, but I feel his stare on me. “As long as our dresses are designer, our parents won’t care.”

He snorts and reaches up to mess with my hair again. “Your hair is practically long enough for bows, too,” he teases.

I close my eyes as he pushes my hair from my eyes. Sometimes, when I’m stressing over my dad, he touches my hair. I’ve never told him, but it’s the most relaxing thing in the world. Most guys my age would probably throw a fit over letting their best friend pet them, but it’s just Penn. He’s like the brother I never had. He just knows what I need.

His fingers drift down the side of my neck and I shiver. Rolling onto my back, I try to refrain from asking my best friend for a stupid hug. Sometimes I wish he could just come live with us. Stay in my room and hug me when I’ve had a bad day with my dad. Like a real brother. He pulls away, but I manage to grab his wrist in the dark. I won’t ask for the hug because I’m too embarrassed, so I just take one instead. I tug him until his arm wraps around me. Penn may give me crap about everything, but he doesn’t like it when I hurt and has always been a shoulder to lean on.

He’s stiff at first and I wonder if he thinks I’m being gay or something. I worry that he’ll gross out and push me away. But then he relaxes, his head resting against mine. His leg loops with mine.

With my best friend silently reassuring me that everything is going to be okay, I drift off to sleep.

“Love you, brother,” I mutter sleepily.

He chuckles. “Love you too, sis.”

I grin in the dark until I finally fall asleep.
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I dart my eyes to Penn in the mirror and he watches me with the same intense stare as always. Looking back on what was a seemingly innocent memory, I can’t help but wonder if he wanted me way back then. The way he touched me and held on to me was always brotherly I’d thought. Now, I can’t help but question everything. I’d ask his big, broody ass, but not with Leah in the car. Later. Later, I’m going to ask him how long he’s had this thing for me. And then I’m going to help him find someone who can reciprocate.

A pang of jealousy churns in my gut at the idea of Dante or Liam being that guy.

But I sure as hell can’t be.
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Penn

 

My phone buzzes over and over again. I know it’s Dad. He’s probably freaking the hell out right now. But he can wait. I’ll deal with him later. For now, I’m going to give into something I’ve been denied for two years.

Copeland.

Having him suddenly in my life is shocking, but not an opportunity I’m going to pass up. It’s all I wanted for so long. It sucks having to look at his perfect lips and know I’ll never be able to kiss them, but it’s better when those lips speak to me rather than sneer from afar. We can fix this. I can have my best friend back. I just need to be careful.

I may not want to lead Leah on, but maybe I should do like Copeland says. Date a guy. See if I can’t channel some of those emotions and have an outlet for them. I’m not ready to tell the school about my sexual preference, but I think he’s onto something.

“Is Dante seeing anyone?” I ask as we all pile out of Cope’s car.

Cope snaps his head my way, his posture stiff. Leah simply gapes at me.

“Dante Phillips?” Her eyes are round behind her glasses.

“Yeah,” I grunt, not making eye contact with Cope. “He’s your friend, right?”

“He is my friend,” she says slowly. “Why? You know someone who wants to go out with him?”

“Maybe,” I mumble, unable to commit to coming out even to Leah.

“Who?” she probes, a knowing glint in her eyes. “Who wants to know?”

“Me,” I admit, frowning. “I think. Well, I’m not sure. I don’t know what I want, but I figure I should explore a little.”

Copeland lets out a grunt and his blue eyes flare. “Call Dante and invite him,” he instructs Leah, his gaze challenging mine.

I give him a defeated smile. I’ll try. I’m not sure that my feelings for Cope will dissipate, but it’s torture to pine after someone I’ll never be able to have.

After she makes a call, we head inside the theater. The movie doesn’t start for a half hour, so we feed coins into the arcade machines to pass the time. When Dante arrives, I panic. Sure, Dante looks good. He’s tall and lanky with a mop of brown hair. It’s his lazy smile that makes him so attractive, though.

But what if I change my mind?

Will he tell everyone?

A cold sweat breaks out over my skin and I start pacing near a machine. Cope grips my shoulder, stopping me, but doesn’t let go. His glare is icy as he regards Dante. Dante flinches under his stare and hangs his head.

“Penn doesn’t know what he wants,” Cope says to both Leah and Dante. “He just wants to hang out. See what happens. If any of this makes it back to school, there’ll be hell to pay. Feel me, Phillips?”

Dante jolts at Cope addressing him and nods. “I’m not Liam,” he grumbles. A pang of sympathy washes over me. Liam and Dante dated for a little while, but it ended before it’d really gotten started. I know Dante was upset about it because he moped around for a week.

“Come on,” Cope says, “the movie will start soon.”

We grab some snacks from the concession stand and then find our theater. Cope sits next to Leah and nods his head at me to sit on the other side of him. Dante plops down on my other side. The conversation is light and before we know it, the theater has darkened as the movie starts. Cope slouches in his seat, his legs spread apart, and I try not to acknowledge the thrill that runs through me when our knees touch. I don’t pull away, because like the sad sap I am, I crave the connection.

Dante leans in to tell me a factoid about the film and I find myself chuckling. This seems to encourage him because he spends the movie whispering tidbits of information about the superheroes we’re watching. Apparently he’s a big comic book buff. Knows all the inside information. I’m grinning about the last thing he mentioned when his hand rests on my thigh. Heat burns on my leg at his touch. I shoot him a questioning look, but he’s smirking at the screen.

Cope nudges my shoulder and I peel my gaze from Dante to look at him. His blue eyes blaze and he arches a brow before pointedly looking at where Dante’s hand is. Then, he leans close to whisper to me.

“You don’t seem to be hating it,” he observes.

“I definitely don’t hate it.”

His utters something hateful about Dante under his breath, but then he turns back to his seat. When he takes Leah’s hand, I try not to wince. It’s better like this. Him with Leah—because she’s a helluva lot better than Ivy—and me with Dante. This could work. Especially if Cope is with me. Beside me. My best friend again. Hope surges up inside me.

I’m dragged from my thoughts when Dante starts rubbing circles over my track pants with his thumb. Tiny thrills shoot through me straight to my dick. I discreetly rest my hand over my crotch so it’s not obvious how turned on I’m getting.

Dante leans back toward me to tell me something else. When he doesn’t say anything, I turn to look at him. His lips press to mine in a soft way. I’m so stunned he has his lips on mine, I simply freeze. He pulls his hand off my leg to cup my cheek. Then, his lips part, urging my own open. Closing my eyes, I give in to the kiss. His hot tongue swipes over mine and I groan. He smiles against my mouth before doing it again. While Leah’s kiss was fun, this one is better. I like how he’s not as soft as her. I like his smell. The insistent, leading way with which he kisses me.

He breaks our kiss to smile at me and then whispers, “Need to go to the bathroom?”

I’m nodding because I need to see where this leads. When he grabs my hand, I don’t fight him. Just allow him to guide me out of the theater. Cope’s stare burns into me and I can’t help but wonder if he feels like he dodged a bullet. The moment we’re in the bathroom, Dante leads me into the handicapped stall and closes the door behind us. He doesn’t bother with locking it. Simply pushes my back against the door and goes back to kissing me. This kiss isn’t as sweet. He kisses me until I’m breathless and then his lips trail along my cheek to my throat. As soon as he sucks on my flesh there, I let out a low moan. I’m hard as hell in my track pants, worried that he’s going to notice. But when his hips press to mine and I realize he’s hard too, some of the nervousness fades.

“You’re so hot,” he utters, nipping at my throat. “I thought Leah was fucking with me when she invited me.” He sucks on my flesh. “But nope. I have Penn McAlister in my arms.”

His mouth is back on mine the next instant. I’m enjoying the kiss until his hand slides between us and he rubs it against my dick through my pants. I hiss at the exhilarating touch, but panic races through me.

“Ever been sucked off?” he murmurs.

“I, uh, I…”

“It feels good.”

“I…Dante…I don’t know if I’m ready for this…”

“No one is ever ready,” he says with a chuckle. “You just let it happen.”

“No means no,” a sharp voice barks out from the other side of the door. “Even if it doesn’t sound like no. It still means fucking no.”

Dante jerks away from me and the door gets pushed in slightly. Cope’s fiery stare burns into me as he looks inside the stall.

“You okay?” he asks me.

Swallowing, I nod quickly. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

“You guys are missing the movie,” Cope says. “Come on.” His voice is authoritative like his father’s and leaves no room for argument.

“I need to…” I look down at my obvious erection. “I need to calm down first.”

Dante winks at me. “Probably can’t do that with me here. I’ll see you in the theater.” He gives me a peck on the lips. I open the door wider to let him pass.

“Was he trying to force a blowjob on you?” Cope asks, his face screwed up into a scowl.

“No,” I snap. “Things were just heating up. I had it handled.”

“Didn’t sound like you had it handled,” he bites back. “Sounds like he was about to suck you off like a cheap whore at a truck stop.”

“Go to hell.” I shove at him, but he barely moves. “I don’t need you rescuing me from bathroom blowjobs.”

“Apparently you did.”

“Maybe I wanted it,” I bellow, throwing my hands up in the air. “Ever consider that?”

His glare hardens. “You barely know the guy and you’re gonna let him blow you?”

Embarrassment burns through me. I break our stare and look down at the dirty floor. “I don’t know what I want, Cope, but you don’t have to babysit me.”

“Were you thinking of me?”

I nearly choke and snap my head up. “W-What?”

“When you were kissing him. Did you imagine it was me?”

“You’re such a dick,” I snarl. “No. Not everything’s about you.”

He flinches at my words. “When did you know?”

“Know what?”

“That you liked me. Like that.” His blue eyes radiate with intensity.

I shrug, not giving him an answer.

“That’s bullshit, Penn. I want to know.”

“Why?” I demand, pent-up emotion bubbling up inside me. “Why must you know?”

“If we’re going to be friends again, this shit has to be out in the open. Tell me.”

I rub my fingers through my hair, no longer aroused. I’m pissed and upset and trapped in a stall with Copeland. Not a good combination. More than one fist fight has erupted over similar conditions.

“Tell me,” he growls.

Gritting my teeth, I shove him against the bathroom wall. “You’ll get mad.”

His brows furl. “I won’t.”

“Promise me. Promise me you won’t get a pissy attitude and leave me again.” I swallow down the despair scratching at my throat. “Please, Cope.”

He softens and nods. “I just want to know.”

With a sigh, I rest my forehead to his. It isn’t until I’ve done it that I realize what I’ve done. He doesn’t push me away. A fluttering in my chest makes me dizzy, but I don’t chase those butterflies of hope. I stay grounded.

“Remember when you got really sick with the flu and I wasn’t allowed to see you for a week?”

He smirks. “You made it three days before you snuck into my room.”

“Man, I got so sick,” I say with a chuckle. “But it was worth it.”

Our smiles fall as we remember that week. We were ten years old. I thought he was going to die. When I snuck in his room, he could barely move or even greet me. I curled up against him and held him close. Told him he wasn’t allowed to die. My best friend clung to me silently. Of course we were being overly dramatic looking back, but it was that moment I knew I loved him and in a way I wasn’t supposed to. In a way that made me want to keep him forever.

Cope surprises me by hugging me. Tears prickle at my eyes at the first true sign of affection from him in years. I hug him back.

“I need my best friend back,” I murmur.

“Me too,” he admits with a surprisingly vulnerable tone in his voice.

I start to pull away, but he clings to me. It’s reminiscent of that night I found him when he was so sick. There’s nothing sexual about our hug. It doesn’t make me aroused. I don’t get turned on by him. It’s just simple brotherly love. A love that has been denied to both of us for two years and it thrashes to the surface with a vengeance.

We eventually part and a weight feels as though it’s been lifted. I feel like we’re closer than we’ve been since he showed up at Leah’s last night. Those two years of being apart is being shed away like a dirty, old coat. Unwanted and forgotten. All that matters is we’re back together. Like old times. We leave the stall and walk over to the mirror. Still the same two boys we always were. The urge to challenge each other at every turn, but the undeniable need to hold onto the other when times are rough. I suppose those two opposites have always balanced our friendship. Tip it too far in one direction and it makes us enemies. Tip it too far in the other direction?

Unfortunately, that’s a territory I’ll never know.

The happy middle ground will have to do.
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Copeland

 

“We should do this again,” Leah chirps as I put my car into park outside of her house.

I give her a nod and Penn assures her we will. They hug outside of my vehicle while I stew. Dante is no better than Liam. I can feel it. He was barely into the date with Penn and he was ready to suck him off in the bathroom. I don’t know why, but that shit really pisses me off.

When he gets back inside, I give him the silent treatment on the way home. Having to watch him make out with Dante after the movie in the parking lot while Leah chattered on about how cute they were made my blood boil. And when I cool off, I’m going to let Penn know, too.

We’re friends again after all.

Friends tell each other like it is.

“So it wasn’t just me,” I say, trying to keep the bitter edge out of my voice.

“What?”

“You said you weren’t gay. You weren’t into guys. Just me.” I let my gaze burn into him at the next stoplight. “So you’re not gay, you just like kissing me and Dante?”

Penn’s brown eyes flare and he lets out a huff of anger. “What is your deal?”

“You just can’t admit you’re gay.”

“If I admit it, will you get off my back?” he barks.

“Doubt it, but I want to hear it anyway.”

We pull into my driveway and he bolts from the car. I follow him over to his yard and into his house. When he realizes he’s being followed, he turns on his heel and glowers at me.

“Go home,” he grumbles.

“Not yet.”

Our stubborn standoffs are ones I actually miss. Finally, he relents. His fingers rake through his hair and he lets out a heavy sigh.

“I’m gay, okay?” His brown eyes lift to mine and they search my gaze as though I’ll ridicule him for it.

“Are you going to see him again?”

He shrugs, a small smile on his lips. “Maybe.”

“Be careful. Uncloseted gays like him are usually a closet dick.”

“Back off, Cope.”

“I’m just saying that you should find someone better,” I bite out.

“I found someone better,” he hisses. “But God was cruel and made him incapable of loving me back. So second best will have to do.”

A surge of pride burns through me at him admitting I’m his first choice. Even if I can’t reciprocate. The competitive side of me roars with happiness. It just sucks that he looks so damn sad about it. I almost wish I were gay just to show him I’m a much better kisser than Dante could ever dream of being.

As if sensing my thoughts, Penn’s gaze drops to my lips. Knowing he prefers me over Dante has power burning up inside. I lick my lips and then grin at him.

“Stop,” he grumbles. “You’re being a dick.”

I open my mouth with a witty retort when his dad rounds the corner, his face red with fury.

“I thought I heard you come in,” Jason snarls as he storms over to Penn. “Your mother told me something pretty unbelievable.”

Penn flinches and I square my shoulders. I step closer to Penn to offer my support against his dad. Like old times.

“I broke my hand last night,” Penn blurts out, yanking his shirt up his arm to reveal the cast.

Nothing like ripping off the proverbial Band-Aid.

Jason’s eyes widen. Then, with lightning fast quickness, he backhands Penn across the face. Penn cries out, crashing against me.

“What the fuck?” I roar at Jason.

“You dumb sonofabitch,” Jason sneers at his son. “Lisa said you got into a fight. Was it worth it? Was it worth ruining your future and embarrassing me over kicking some punk’s ass?”

Penn is quick to gather his senses because he jerks away from my hold and shoves his dad. “Touch me again, asshole.” His voice drips with venom.

Jason’s brown eyes that match his son’s exactly gleam with violence. Before they get into a brawl on the foyer floor, I yank Penn back.

“Come on,” I growl, practically dragging him behind me.

Penn is a bomb about to detonate. I physically haul him back to my house and to my room. As soon as the door is closed behind me, I let go of him. He paces the room, his eyes wild with rage as he pulls at his hair.

“Who the hell does he think he is?” he bellows.

I grit my teeth as I notice his cheekbone swelling. He’ll be bruised by tomorrow. While he stews, I turn on some Radiohead and find a bottle of tequila I stashed from my dad’s liquor cabinet. I unscrew the lid and swallow down the nasty shit before thrusting the bottle at Penn. He drinks from the bottle while I tear off my shirt and yank off my boots.

“You can stay over,” I tell him, taking the bottle away. “You both need to cool off before you go back.”

He pulls off his hoodie and shirt, leaving him in just his track pants. It’s been a while since we were two boys running around shirtless in my room, hating on our dads. We’ve both grown a few inches since then. Penn looks like he’s been hitting the gym pretty hard for football. Makes me feel skinny beside him.

“Nice pecs,” I joke, pinching at one of his hardened muscles.

He cracks a crooked smile. “Some of us aren’t lazy asses.”

“You don’t get these from being lazy,” I tell him, curling my arms to show my biceps. Dad may have never allowed me to join the swim team, but I love to swim. I spend hours in our heated pool swimming, which is great for the shoulders and biceps.

And football is clearly good for pecs and abs.

And a motherfucking V.

He smirks and looks down at his stomach that still bears all the sharpie markings from earlier. “What?”

“Nothing,” I mutter. He’s right. I’m too lazy to do any actual weight training to obtain oblique muscles like his, but I still envy them.

While he flops down on the bed, I fumble with my window to crack it open. Ivy is usually the instigator whenever I would smoke, so I haven’t picked it up at all today without her influence. Yet now…with Penn back in my room like old times, pissed at his dad, looking much different than I remember, I can’t help but have the urge to take a drag.

He watches me from the bed, the tequila bottle cradled against his side under his arm like a football, and wears a frown of disproval. “Smoking?”

I pull out a cigarette from the pack and push it between my lips. “Yeah, so?” I ask, the cigarette bobbing as I talk.

“I always thought that was more your girlfriend than you,” he utters, stealing another sip from the bottle.

“Ex,” I remind him. “And it was. But sometimes when I’m on edge, I like it.”

I grab a lighter from my end table and flick out a flame. With my eyes on Penn, I light the end of my cigarette and suck in a deep inhalation of much needed nicotine. I blow out the plume of smoke and skim my gaze back down along his chest.

No wonder Dante was trying to get into his pants.

I’m not even gay and I can appreciate his perfect male form.

“Remember that time we decided to whack off to that Skinemax movie we saw when we were like fourteen?”

He laughs and takes another sip of the tequila. The liquid going down his throat makes his Adam’s apple bob. I find myself fixated on the action.

“Francesca caught us and was so pissed,” he says, still grinning.

“She yelled at us in Spanish for an hour.” Memories of my old nanny losing her shit over finding two teenage boys beating off to soft porn is hilarious to this day.

I walk over and take the bottle from him. His eyes are filled with humor.

“When she told my mom, I’d been mortified,” he says, chuckling. “Mom was like, ‘we will never speak of this to your father.’”

“When Francesca told my dad, he told her ‘boys will be boys.’” She’d been super pissed about that response. I never heard the end of it from her.

I hand him back the tequila and go over to the window to take a few more drags. Once I stub the cigarette out, I flip on the television, skimming through the channels until I find something stupid but most definitely porny. I keep it muted because my music is better than the fake moans on the screen. Glancing over at Penn, I find his eyes still on me, his body relaxed from the liquor.

“That day,” I utter as I flip off the light in my room. “That day was after you knew you wanted me. So was it me or the straight porn that got you hard?” I make a pointed stare at his dick that’s straining through his track pants.

“Uh, you.” His voice is raspy and deep.

I expected him to bullshit me some more, but he’s being truthful. “So I’m basically porn to you?”

He laughs. “I’ll never live this crap down, will I? You’ll tease me about this until the end of time now.” Instead of being upset or worried, he’s happy.

Truth is, I’m happy too.

I may have been furious over what he did, but my life has been missing a huge piece since we stopped talking. It sucks going day to day feeling as though there’s a black void growing bigger by the second. Now that he’s here, I feel whole again. It feels fucking amazing.

“Now that I’m not pissed over it, it’s kind of funny,” I admit. Then, I gesture at the blonde with bouncing tits on the screen. “Francesca’s not here to bust us…”

His eyes burn into me, the light from the television flickering over his face. “You’ve lost your mind.”

“No,” I tell him with a smirk. “I’ve recently broken up with my girlfriend and had plans with my hand. Then I had to rescue you, hence foiling my said plans.” I nod at the blonde on the screen. “I have her.” We lock eyes again. “And you have me. Use your good hand and don’t make this weird.”

He snorts. “Dude, you made this weird the moment you suggested it.” But instead of denying my words, he palms himself over his track pants. My dick thumps in my pants, eager to come.

I unbutton my top button and Penn sucks in a breath of air. I may not be into guys, but the fact he looks like a lion ready to feast on me has heat burning through me. The thought of him staring at Dante that way is infuriating. Tearing my eyes from his, I focus on the screen. The man pounds into the girl from behind. I’m tempted to look back at Penn, especially when I hear the distinct sound of his pants being pushed down his body. I focus on the couple and unzip my jeans. When I push down my own pants, freeing my dick, he lets out a groan.

My eyes dart back over to his because I’m curious to see his expression. His brown eyes are burning into me as he fists his cock with his good hand. Licking my lips, I drag my stare back to the screen. I stroke my own dick as I watch the couple, trying desperately to ignore the pleased sounds coming from him. He groans again, stealing my attention.

The way he grips his cock and pulls at it in a reverent way has me ignoring the television altogether. On the screen, it’s fake and for entertainment. Penn, on my damn bed, jerks off in a way that’s incredibly real. He’s completely turned on by me. And oddly enough, that turns me on more than the porn on television. I may be straight, but I’d be lying to myself if I said I didn’t enjoy the way he watches me.

“God, I’ve missed you,” he mutters, his hot stare burning a hole through me.

I close my eyes and realize how close I am. Stepping up to the bed until my knees touch, I find the willpower to reopen my eyes. He’s directly below me, watching me as though I’m a powerful god he’d like to worship. It’s exhilarating and empowering. I let out a groan as my nuts seize up. We both watch with fascination as I jerk myself until my release is shooting at him. His palm runs through the mess on his stomach, and then he curls his wet hand around his dick. He hisses through his teeth and I can only stare. I watch in part shock as he uses my cum to whack himself into his own orgasm. The moment he comes, his back arches and he bares his protruding Adam’s apple in his throat. Cum jets up from his cock and coats his muscled torso. He moans and jerks until he’s wrung dry.

As soon as the moment fades, disgust at myself begins to spread like oil on a lake. I hurry to pull up my pants, hating the way my neck heats in shame.

“Francesca would have beat our asses over that one,” he says, his voice husky.

It erases some of the awkwardness and I laugh. “I’ll be in the shower. You can use the one down the hall.”

It’s not until I’m under the spray of the hot water that I let it sink in. We masturbated together. Certainly not the first time either.

I should feel more regret.

Yet, I don’t.

What I do feel is foreign. A burning deep inside me. Like my body is craving something desperately.

No.

I shake my head, but my dick is already hardening again. Closing my eyes, I use the memory of Ivy’s naked body as I stroke myself. But she fades so easily.

Poof.

And I quietly stroke myself to a more recent memory. Pecs. Obliques. Abs. Dick. Everything is so damn hard.

Damn you, Penn.

Damn you for planting this seed.

I groan in ecstasy and it’s then I realize I’ve whispered his name under my breath.

I’m in fucking trouble.
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Penn

 

I stare at my stomach in the foggy mirror. The black stains on my skin won’t come off, and if I’m being real, I don’t want them to. Cope put them there. If I didn’t think my dad would literally kill me, I’d get that shit tattooed on me forever.

My cock jolts against the towel and I groan.

What we just did was the most exhilarating thing I’ve ever done. All he’s managed to do is shovel hate my way for the past couple of years. But then something happened. That stupid fight with Max brought Cope back into my world. He’s even shaken off Ivy too. So it’s almost like old times.

But my secret is out now.

And he’s still here.

I drop the towel and throw on my boxers, ignoring my semi-erect cock. My heart is pounding rapidly in my chest because I don’t know what to expect with Cope anymore. He knows I want him, and he hasn’t tried to kick my ass over it.

My mind wanders to Dante. I’d been truthful to Cope about him. That I’d maybe like to see him again. I can’t have what I really want, so making out with Dante had been a nice release. Much more gratifying than kissing Leah.

I’m gay.

Not bi. Just gay.

Problem is, I’m still in love. And I can be gay all day, but it still doesn’t erase the fact Cope owns my heart. Hell, he probably always will. If I could figure out a way to get him to let go of it, I would. I’d love to be free of him and try something with Dante or another guy. But even as I’d kissed Dante, I’d felt Cope’s eyes on me. They’d burned into me and I loved the way his stare felt.

Possessive.

Letting go of those hopeful thoughts, I exit the guest bathroom and find him already lying in bed, but he’s changed the channel to Black Hawk Down. We’ve seen the movie a thousand times together. I never watched it once without him, even during those two years alone.

“Where am I staying?” I ask, careful to not be presumptuous.

“Don’t be an idiot,” he grunts. “Same as always.”

I close the door behind me and flick off the lights. It’s hard to remain calm knowing he wants me to stay. His stare is on the television, but mine greedily drinks him up. He’s sprawled out on the bed in a pair of basketball shorts, his chest still glistening from his recent shower. My mouth waters for a taste—a taste I’ll never have. Swallowing down those illicit thoughts, I climb into bed beside him.

“I don’t think you should see Dante,” is the first thing he says once I’m settled.

I turn my head to find him glaring at me. “Why not?”

“Because he’s a dick.”

“Got someone better in mind?” I challenge.

His jaw clenches and he looks back at the television. “I don’t know. Anyone. Fucking Tinder for all I care.”

“You’d rather me hook up with some random than kiss Dante because you think he’s a dick?” I almost laugh because he’s the one being a dick right now, not Dante.

He rolls over to face me, resting his head on his bicep. It bulges beneath his cheek and I bite back a groan.

“Dante wants to do more than just kiss,” he tells me, his brows crashing together.

I know he’s right. Dante all but begged me to come over tonight. I’d considered it. Just to see what it felt like to sleep with a guy. To sleep with anyone for that matter.

“Some of us would like to experience sex,” I grumble. “Even if it’s with some handsy asshole.” I pin him with a hard glare. “Ivy was your first?”

“Ivy and I were different. She was my girlfriend. We were together for two years,” he argues.

“But you didn’t love her,” I bite back. “You still slept with her knowing you didn’t love her.”

He doesn’t deny it. Simply glowers at me.

“Whatever,” he finally snaps. “I’m just trying to protect you.”

“Why now?” I demand. “Why protect me now? Where the hell were you for the past two years when I was fucking dying?” My voice rises with every word. “Where were you then?”

Our eyes lock and a muscle in his jaw ticks. Instead of answering me, he rolls over to his other side and turns off the television. Within minutes, he’s sleeping soundly and I’m stuck staring at the ceiling in the dark.

I wonder if we’ll ever get back to the way we once were.
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A groan wakes me up. It’s still dark in the room, but the first signs of morning are making their way through the windows, casting a gray hue on everything. Cope is sprawled out like the crazy sleeper he is with one massive arm slung across my chest. It’s then I realize my fingers are in his hair. My heart rate speeds up, but I don’t pull my hand away from him. Instead, I think back to a time when we were young boys. Maybe ten or eleven.

He sobs, soaking through my Iron Man T-shirt. I run my fingers through his hair like I’ve seen Francesca do before when he’s upset. It seems to calm him a little as he clings to me.

I hate his dad. Nearly as much as I hate mine.

“I m-miss him,” he chokes out.

Granger. His little dog he rescued. Cutest little mutt ever. Cope was good to that dog and took care of him. That is, until his dad found out about it. Earlier, when he discovered that Cope was hiding the dog in his room, he yanked the poor thing up and tossed him in a box. Cope begged for him to let him keep him. I even offered to keep the dog at my house, knowing full well my dad wouldn’t let me keep it either. His dad wouldn’t have a word of it. Just took the dog and left.

“I know. I’m sorry,” I murmur.

His crying eventually stops and he lifts up to regard me with bright red eyes and tearstained cheeks. “I hate him.”

“Me too,” I assure him.

“We should run away,” he says, a smile tugging at his lips. “Just you and me.”

I think about my own dad. He’s worse than Cope’s. My dad gets mean and hits me sometimes. I have the bruises to prove it. “They’ll find us,” I tell him sadly.

We’re silent for a while as we let that sink in. When your dads are friends with everyone in the community, including the police, you’re screwed.

“He can’t keep me forever,” Cope mutters. “One day, we’ll get to leave and they can’t do anything about it.”

“When we go to college?” I ask. It feels like forever away.

He shrugs before resting his head on me again. I go back to petting him like I was doing earlier. We stay silent as he traces the letters on my T-shirt with his finger and I touch his hair.

“I won’t miss them,” he murmurs, his breath hot against my shirt. “They’re not my family like you are.”

I smile because Cope is more than my best friend. He’s like my brother.

“I’m your family,” I agree. “One day, Cope. One day we’ll leave them.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

I’m still thinking about that promise when I feel a finger dragging along my bare chest. He’s awake and I wonder if he’s remembering that moment too. After all that’s gone down between us, I expect him to pull away. We’re not ten years old anymore. Cope and I are men. Legally old enough to bail on our parents if we want. It doesn’t seem so black and white now, though. Everything is grayed and muted.

“One day,” I murmur, mimicking my words from the past.

He stiffens but doesn’t pull away.
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“Get up.”

Jolting upright, I rub at my eyes as I try to place where I’m at. As the room comes into view, I realize I’m at Cope’s house.

“Get up,” he snaps again, dragging my attention to him. Beside the bed, he paces. He’s fully dressed in a pair of fitted black jeans with pockets, his black combat boots, and a tight Foo Fighters black T-shirt. With his inky hair in disarray and his usual scowl in place, he’s intimidating as hell and looks like a damn god.

“Okay,” I groan, my voice raspy from sleep. I toss away the blanket and stand. “Why?”

His lip curls up. I wince when his gaze rakes down my bare chest and he glances at where I’m sporting morning wood through my boxers. I know he’ll never believe me that it’s just morning wood, so I ignore his scathing glare to push past him to go to the bathroom. After a piss that settles my cock, I wash up and then exit to find him still pacing.

“Your dad came by looking for you. I think you should go home,” he grunts, no longer looking as furious.

I wince at his words and grab my jeans that have been placed in a chair in his room. “The last place I want to be is home.” No, I’d rather be curled up next to Copeland on a Sunday morning in his bed than having to have my ass handed to me by my dad. I quickly get dressed and then find my phone. I have several missed calls from Dad and some texts from Dante asking if I want to hang out today. Ignoring Dad, I reply back to Dante.

Me: Not sure yet. I’ll let you know.

As soon as I pocket my phone, I look up to find Cope watching me with narrowed eyes.

“What?” I demand, irritated over his weird attitude this morning.

“Dante?” he sneers.

“Yeah, so?”

He rolls his eyes and turns to walk away, but I snag his bicep. Our eyes meet and the anger burns bright and volatile between us.

“Don’t come crying to me when he uses you,” he snaps, attempting to shake me away.

My grip tightens. “I’m not going to let him use me. What the hell is your problem this morning?”

His jaw clenches and his blue eyes flicker with fury, shaking me off his arm. “I thought we could spend one night together without you trying to make a move on me.”

I frown in confusion. “What?”

He darts his gaze to the floor. “I woke up to your arm around me.”

“Give me a break,” I groan. “I was asleep!”

His head lifts and I notice his face is red with embarrassment. Guilt seeps into me and I let out a heavy sigh.

“I’m sorry, okay?” I run my fingers through my hair and plead with my eyes. “I honestly didn’t mean anything if I touched you. Come on, Cope. Don’t be like this.” I swallow down the rising panic at losing him over a stupid sleepover. “I need you right now.” I need you forever.

His shoulders sag and the anger bleeds away. “It’s fine,” he grunts. “Sorry I overreacted.” His face flames red again. “It’s just…when my dad came in to wake me to tell me your dad was here…” He trails off, palming his face in frustration. “It didn’t look good. You’re not the only one who has to have a talk with his dad.”

Taking a chance like old times, I grip his shoulder and pull him to me. I hug him and try desperately not to inhale him. He’s stiff at first but then hugs me back. I could hold on to him for hours, but before I can memorize the way he feels in my arms again, he’s already pulling away.

“Let me do the talking,” I tell him as I start for the door.

Bryan Justice may have always been an ass to his son, but the guy likes me for whatever reason. I think in some warped way, I’m everything he wishes Copeland were. Prior to ruining my football career, I had a lot going for me. Decent grades. A good head on my shoulders. A bright future. Cope had a trashy girlfriend, no longer plays sports, and is a tattooed troublemaker. It’s like when we were younger, his dad predicted how his son would turn out and was bitter there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

Cope doesn’t argue with my suggestion, so I wind my way through the house with him on my heels until I find Bryan in the kitchen drinking coffee. He’s dressed in a suit, which means he’s headed for the office. One good thing about Cope’s dad is that he’s a workaholic and is even gone a lot to the office on weekends. He spends more time away from home than actually in it. It’s why Cope always had to have a nanny growing up. His real mom bailed and moved to California. He acts like being abandoned by his mother is her loss—which it is—but it still affects him, no matter how much he tries to deny it.

“Morning, Mr. Justice,” I say as I help myself to a cup of coffee.

Cope stands tense nearby with his arms crossed over his chest.

Bryan looks up from his phone and studies me. “Long time, no see, son.”

“Been busy,” I reply as I dump in several scoops of sugar into my coffee. “Thanks for letting me crash here last night.” I wave my cast in the air and then point at my bruised cheek. “Dad wasn’t exactly happy about this.”

When I turn, Bryan’s eyes are focused on my hand.

“Broke your moneymaker, huh?” Bryan asks.

“It’s just football,” I grunt. “I’m more than just an arm.”

“I’m glad some of us around here use our brains too,” Bryan sneers, darting a glance over at Cope. I don’t need to see Cope to know he flinched at those words that were aimed at him. “I see you two boys are awfully friendly again.” Bryan’s eyes are sharp and focused like Cope’s. Like he’s waiting for me to come out of the closet and drag Cope along with me. That’ll never happen.

“With football no longer being in the way and Ivy no longer around,” I lie, “Cope and I picked right back up where we left off. He’s my best friend.” I shrug as if it makes total sense. “We got the gang back together and even saw a movie with Leah Collins last night.” I cock my head to look at Cope. “She was there with me and yet you two couldn’t keep your tongues out of each other’s mouths.”

All lies.

These lies fall easy out of my mouth.

These lies are ones to protect Cope.

Understanding my game, Cope joins in. “She got hot. You’re just pissed she didn’t want you.”

“She wanted me, but Heidi wanted me more.”

Bryan chuckles. “Now, boys. Let me tell you some advice. Girls aren’t worth years of friendship. You already lost two over Ivy, Cope. And while Leah’s a good girl who comes from a good family, you’re both still young. You’ll find women later in life when the time comes. For now, enjoy the rest of high school. Play the field, but don’t get tied down with girlfriends.”

I sip my coffee as Bryan lightens up and chatters on about some new investments he’s working on. He drops hints several times that they could use interns and that I should intern during the summer before college starts. Cope makes two bowls of cereal and it all feels so familiar.

I’ll have to deal with my dad eventually, but for now, I’ll spend time playing referee with Bryan and Cope. Whatever assumptions Bryan had about Cope and me sharing a bed this morning—no doubt tangled together like Cope was complaining about—have been squashed.

As we eat, I catch Cope’s stare on me. His eyes shine with gratitude. I give him a simple nod and pretend to be hella interested in the best annuities on the market according to Bryan.
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Copeland

 

I’m a liar.

A big fucking liar.

I want to be furious with Penn, but after he saved my ass yesterday morning, I can’t find it in me to pin my anger on him. No, the fury is all directed at myself.

I am disgusting.

My body, in its confused state when I’d awoken, had reacted to Penn’s nearness. I lied straight to Penn’s face. I told him it was him who was all over me. Truth is, I woke up with my dick hard and pressed against his ass. My hand was on his stomach and my nose buried in his hair. The memory is fresh in my mind and my gut churns.

Pleasure skitters up my spine as my cock rubs against her. Not her. Him. Awareness trickles through me. It’s a dream. For a second, I convince myself it’s a dream as my body reacts to his. His abs are hard under my palm and my thumb lazily rubs back and forth through his happy trail. My cock is aching. I can’t help but roll my hips, seeking relief against him. Fuck, he smells good. Familiar and clean. It’s just a dream. Shame creeps around me like a fog, but I attempt to push it away. Not real. It’s not real, so I can fantasize for one fucking second. That’s all I want. One second of a fantasy. Just a taste. In my dream, I edge my fingers beneath the hem of his boxers, my longest finger sliding against his dick. My own dick jolts against him, making me groan. Just a dream. I’m breathing heavier and the craving to take this fantasy further is a maddening lure.

“Cope, have you seen—”

I shake away the memory from yesterday morning and the way my dad had walked in on me. It wasn’t a dream. Or rather, it was a dream that had taken a realistic turn. I’d jumped away from him at my dad’s words, but didn’t miss the disgusted look on his face. I was worried as hell what Dad would do over it, but then Penn made it all better. He saved my ass by chatting it up with my dad in a way I’ve never been able to do.

Familiar laughter jolts me from my thoughts and I lift my head to see Ivy walking toward me. Today she looks sexy as ever in all black. Smiling. Happy. And with Jett Michaels with his arm slung over her shoulders. Predictable. I wait for a pang of regret or a spike of jealousy. Nothing. I feel nothing. I’ve been numb for so long…

They walk into the classroom together and I avoid them by stopping off at my locker. As I’m passing time, switching out books, my skin feels as though it’s suddenly on fire.

Heat burns up my neck and sends awareness skating along my exposed flesh.

Not so fucking numb now.

I glance down the hallway. Penn strides through the corridor with only the swagger he possesses. Confidence drips from him and he wears a smug smile. Everyone just goes the fuck along with it. No one else sees the torment in his brown eyes like I do. No one reads him like I can.

He wishes he were numb.

He doesn’t want to feel.

But he does and it hurts.

It’s plain as fucking day in his eyes. No one sees. No one but me. His eyes could never lie to me.

I’m about to call out to him, thankful to have him back, when Dante beats me to the punch. My blood boils at seeing that guy. Penn winces slightly but then greets him with a friendly slap on the shoulder. Fake. Fucking fake. I clench my fists, attempting to keep the irritation at bay. Penn hasn’t officially come out that he’s gay and if Dante so much as breathes a hint of it to anyone, I’ll throttle his ass.

I can’t help but stare blatantly at them. Penn is clearly giving him the back off vibes, but that dumbass just keeps stepping closer. Slamming my locker door shut, I take satisfaction in the way both their heads snap my way. I pin Dante down with a glare that has him visibly flinching.

That’s right, motherfucker.

“Yo, Penn,” I call out. “Come here.”

He nods, his features relaxing as he waves off Dante. I motion for him to follow me around the corner away from Dante’s view. Leaning my shoulder against the wall, I wait for him to mimic my actions.

“Everyone knows Dante is gay,” I warn him. “And his over-the-top greeting points at you as his new conquest.”

Penn rolls his eyes at me. “I’m nobody’s conquest.”

Damn right.

“Tell that to Dante,” I taunt.

His jaw clenches as he looks past me and then locks eyes with me again. “I told him not to say anything to anyone.”

I let out a derisive snort. “And you trust him?”

“I have no choice, Cope,” he snaps.

We have a silent standoff. The heat in his fiery gaze burns me. When you’ve been dead inside for years, the burn feels good. It makes you feel alive.

“Do I need to have a talk with him?” I’d love nothing more than to take Dante out back and get in his pretty boy face.

Penn’s gaze hardens. “You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were jealous.”

I bark out a cruel laugh. “I just got my best friend back after two years. Seems you forgot how much I had to look after you back then.”

“I can take care of myself,” he sneers. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Whatever, man,” I grumble as I start past him.

He grabs my bicep and drags me through the nearest door. The staff bathroom. Thankfully no one is inside. I get shoved against the wall as he glowers down at me.

“What?” I demand, attempting and failing to shove his big ass away from me.

He fists my shirt and leans in close. So close our stomachs rub against each other. When I realize he’s hard through his jeans, a wave of disgust washes through me. That is, until I feel my own dick growing stiff. What the fuck?

“Lose the attitude,” he rumbles, his voice dropping low. “I had enough of that shit for two years. If you want to be my friend, stop acting like a douchebag.” His eyes drop to my lips, sending rage exploding through me.

I shove at him again and he stumbles back, but never lets go of my shirt. We end up on the other side of the bathroom with him backed against the wall this time. My eyes sear into his as I ready myself to spit out hateful words. But the words never come. When his eyes dart to my lips again, my cock jolts in my jeans.

“I’m not gay,” I growl. “Stop looking at me like you can change that.”

He grits his teeth but doesn’t respond.

“This,” I hiss as I grind my hips against his, “is just what happens when you haven’t gotten laid in a while and someone touches you. Don’t ever confuse this for anything other than a reaction.” He licks his lips and fire lashes at me just below the surface of my skin. I track the movement of his tongue, hating the forbidden desire that pools in my stomach. “Don’t even think about it,” I warn.

I can see it in his eyes.

He wants to kiss me.

For a split second, I almost wish he would. So I could punch him in the face and not see him again for two more years. At least the past two years I’ve been numb. Right now, I feel anything but numb. I feel alive and on fire. And I hate him for making me feel this way.

“Penn,” I rasp out. “Don’t fucking kiss me.”

But I don’t move away. When he leans forward, his lips just inches from mine, I freeze. He’s really going to do it. He’s going to ruin everything again. Still, I don’t move.

“Kiss you and lose your moody ass again?” he whispers, his breath hot on my lips. “I wouldn’t dare.” He bypasses my lips and brings them to my ear. “If you want a kiss, you’ll have to take it yourself.”

He pushes me away and storms from the bathroom, leaving me to stew with a raging hard-on and tornadic emotions spinning up inside me.

It almost sounded like a challenge.

A damn dare.

Fucking Penn.

He knows me better than anyone else, even after all this time, and he’s screwing with my head in a way only he knows how.

Two can play at this game, McAlister.
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I saunter into class, uncaring that Coach Sullivan might give me shit for being late. But he’s not focused on my tardiness or the unruly class at the moment. No, he’s red-faced and snarling at Penn.

My hackles rise and I stop mid-step, ignoring Ivy’s glare from nearby. Penn is no longer the confident asshole he was five minutes ago. His shoulders are hunched as he takes a verbal beating from Coach.

The need to intervene becomes too much to bear and I stalk over to them, catching the tail end of Coach’s words.

“…an idiot. Nothing but a damn idiot,” Coach seethes.

Penn’s Adam’s apple bobs in his throat as he swallows. “I’m sorry.” The despondency in his voice scratches away at me until I feel raw and pissed as hell for him.

“Are you done harassing your student?” I grind out, my eyes snaring Coach’s.

He turns to glower at me. “Take a seat, Justice.”

“Come on,” I tell Penn, grabbing his bicep and dragging him away from Coach.

Several students watch us with curiosity in their eyes. Penn and I are enemies to them. Have been for two years. Me standing up for him—hell, even talking to him for that matter—has to be gossip-worthy news to them.

A familiar cruel laugh cuts through the loud chatter of the other students. I glance over at Ivy, meeting her icy stare. Jett sits in my usual spot looking smug as fuck. I don’t give either of them a reaction, because I don’t care, and guide Penn to a table. A kid named Wendell vacates his seat and scurries across the room to sit elsewhere. He must have felt my get the fuck out of my way vibe I was throwing out. By the time Penn and I sit, Coach has composed himself somewhat and is scrawling out bullet points on the blackboard on what he’ll be lecturing over today. While his back is turned, I flick my gaze to Penn.

“You okay?” I ask, my voice low enough for just him.

His brows furrow together as he gives me a quizzical look. Moments before, we were practically at each other’s throats. Now, we’re once again having each other’s backs. It’s how we are—how we’ve always been. Our friendship has been fire and ice. A volatile clashing of emotions that somehow makes sense. We blow up and then we cool together. Like a couple of damn volcanoes.

“He took it a little better than Dad,” he murmurs.

I rake my eyes over his face, searching for any bruising from where his dad hit him. His dark hair is styled in a way that looks good on him. Brown eyes that earlier simmered with anger toward me have softened. He licks his lips, drawing my gaze down south, and I linger at them. Full, dark pink. Lips that one time pressed to mine. I’d tasted hope on those lips. And when I tore my mouth from his two years ago, I thought he’d spit hope to the dirt. But looking at them closely, and by the way he licks them in an almost nervous way, that hope still glistens on them.

Leaning in to whisper to him, I can’t help but inhale his familiar scent—a scent I’d missed for years. Everything is a mess between us, but I have my best friend back. I didn’t realize how much I’d been drifting in a numb fog. Now, every time I’m with Penn, I’m fired up. I’m burning up from the inside. He just gets inside me in a way no one else ever has.

“Don’t worry about him,” I tell him. “He’ll get the fuck over it.”

Penn’s lips quirk up on one side as he gives me a lopsided grin.

As Coach lectures, I watch Penn take notes with his left hand. He shoots me glares of annoyance any time I let out a snort. Eventually, he gives up and starts scrolling through his phone. I pull out my own phone and discreetly text under the table.

Me: Come over after school and we’ll study since your dumb ass isn’t taking notes.

The corner of his mouth twitches when he reads the text.

Penn: Are you even listening to the lecture?

Me: No. Hence why we need to study.

Penn: Sounds boring. I’m not going to college anyway now. Who cares?

Me: Liar. You’ll figure out a way to go. Unlike me, you actually care.

He darts his brown eyes my way and holds my stare for a moment before resuming typing.

Penn: Your dad will freak if you don’t go. He’ll cut you off.

Me: I have money put away.

Penn: For?

Me: To get my own place while I apprentice. I don’t want to do fucking finance shit. I want to draw for a living. Preferably on people.

Penn: You’re really serious about this tattoo stuff?

My skin heats with embarrassment, which is dumb. It’s just Penn.

Me: Yeah. Just have to find a place to take me in and not have my dad find out until I’m ready. Wanna be my first victim when they actually give me a gun?

Penn grins at me, and fuck all if my heart doesn’t stop in my chest.

Penn: Hell yeah.

My own smile grows into a wicked one.

Me: What if I tattoo a dick on you?

Penn: I’ll kick your ass.

Me: It’d be worth it.

His smile falls and his brows furrow together as he types.

Penn: You can do whatever you want. You know what I like.

All jokes have fizzled away and he gives me a look that sears itself into my soul. Of course I know what he likes. I know him. We may have lost two years, but the same Penn I’ve known since we were old enough to remember lives in this overgrown man’s body.

Me: You’ll love it. Whatever it is. I need to sketch some things and think it over.

He flashes me a broad smile and winks at me before turning back to his notes. A flush washes over me—one I don’t know how to interpret. Penn’s arrival back in my life has my mind a fucking mess. My knee starts bouncing and the urge to bolt is strong.

A hand slides over my thigh, stopping my movement. I jerk my gaze to Penn. He pats me in a comforting way that has illicit thoughts making my dick jolt to life in my jeans.

“No pressure,” he murmurs and then pulls away.

He’s talking about the tattoo, but my mind is thinking about more.
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Penn

 

“We need to talk about your future.”

Dad’s words stop me in my tracks. He and Mom are sitting side by side in the living room. Mom looks higher than a kite. Dad’s tight expression and slightly curled lip have him looking more disgusted than usual at me.

I drop my backpack to the floor with a loud thunk and cross my arms over my chest. “What of it?”

“Come sit, son,” Mom says, absently waving at the furniture in front of them.

With a groan, I stalk into the room and plop down in an armchair. “I have studying to do. Can you make it quick?”

Dad sits up straighter. “I’m sorry for losing my cool and striking you.”

He’s not. I nod anyway.

“I have a proposition for you,” he continues.

Oh, God. I know I’m going to hate whatever he has to say.

“I will pay for your college since your grades are subpar and won’t get you any scholarships. After that stupid fight, you lost your chance at a football scholarship.” He lifts a brow as if waiting for me to challenge him so far. I remain silent, so he continues. “I want you to get your degree in business. Specifically, real estate law.”

“I was thinking finance,” I utter. “I’m better with numbers.”

He waves me off as though my words are stupid. “I’m not finished.”

Gritting my teeth, I wait for more.

“Your success is very important to me,” he drawls out.

No, my success reflects upon him.

Dad loves being the shiny star of our town.

I’m tarnished under the glow of my father, barely hidden from all to see.

“Did I ever tell you the story of how your mother and I got together?” he asks, voice businesslike and not at all nostalgic like one should be when referencing the beginning of dating.

“No,” I grumble.

Mom lets out a tittering giggle. Dad ignores her, his eyes sharp and focused on me.

“Your grandfather owns all those restaurants across the country as you know. And my father was a Wall Street man.”

I’m bored already.

“But,” Dad continues, “they were from the same town and settled there. Two influential men with a lot of opportunities at their fingertips. My father had your uncle Stephen and me, whereas your mother’s father had her.”

I tense, unsure where this is leading.

“It made business sense to blend our two families.” Dad smiles and Mom shudders. “I was eighteen when my father and your mother’s father sat us down. They promised to set us up on our own path of success. A marriage that was an integral piece for future success.”

My blood runs cold.

“I met with Gil Collins for drinks today at lunch. We’ve decided since your career path will be changing due to the broken hand that happened in his home, that your best chance for success is to marry Leah.”

I jolt to my feet, panic rising up inside of me. “W-What?”

Dad also stands, his lips pursing together in a firm way that always had me standing straighter as a kid. Today is no different. My spine stiffens.

“Leah is an attractive enough girl, like your mother was, so it isn’t like I’m asking you to marry some hag. The engagement can be long. While you both complete college. But of all the families in this town, she is the most eligible wife who will—”

“Dad, stop,” I snap. “Just stop.”

“I will not stop and you will not take that tone with me, son,” he barks out. “You fucked up when you got in that fight. I’m fixing it. One day, you and Leah can have all this. Without my intervening, you’ll end up in jail for fighting or working at some lowlife bar. I will not have you tainting the McAlister name because you’re going through some weird phase. Two years is long enough. Whatever is going on with you needs to stop. You’re eighteen years old now. Grow the fuck up.”

“I’m not marrying Leah,” I snarl, fury burning in my gut.

Because I’m gay, Dad.

Because I’d never be able to get my dick hard to give her a kid.

Because I’m in love with someone else.

“This is not up for negotiation, Penn,” Dad snarls. “I will take away everything from you. Your credit cards, your car, your bank accounts. Do not test me.”

“Whatever,” I grumble. “We can talk about this later. I have to study.”

Snagging up my bag, I bolt out the front door and over to Cope’s. I told him we could study around six. I’m two hours early. Thankfully, his car is in the driveway. I let myself inside and find my way to his room. He’s lying on his back on his bed, shirtless like usual, staring up at the ceiling.

“You’re early,” he mutters.

I drop my bag and kick off my shoes. I feel like I’m ten again. Bullied by my dad. Emotion clogs my throat. Storming across the room, I climb into the bed beside him. “Why is he such an asshole?” I mutter as I flop down next to him.

He rolls onto his side, propping his head up on his hand, and studies me with furrowed brows. “What now?”

I feel like a pussy when tears threaten. My life is a chaotic mess. The one I want doesn’t want me. The one I don’t want is who my dad wants me to have. College and my future are up in the air. I feel controlled by others and everything is spinning.

“Hey,” Cope murmurs, his voice concerned as he grips my jaw. “Tell me what the hell happened.”

So many times I cried in front of Cope when we were kids. Why am I hesitant to let my emotion bleed through now? Because I don’t want to scare him away. I fucking need my best friend.

I swallow hard, blinking away the threatening tears. “When Dad finds out about me—the real me—my life will be over.” A single tear burns down my cheek.

Anger blazes in Cope’s blue eyes. “He won’t find out. I’ll make sure Dante keeps his fucking mouth shut.” He runs his fingertip through the wetness on my cheek. “Your secret is safe with me. It always was. Even when I hated you.”

Rolling toward him, I tentatively wrap my arm around his middle. At one time, this would have been okay. I can’t deal with any more rejection right now, and yet I open myself up for it.

“I didn’t really hate you,” he murmurs, his arm hugging me back. He pulls me closer until we’re chest to chest. From this close, I can inhale him without seeming like a creep. His scent, manly and familiar, soothes me.

“He actually said he wants me to marry Leah,” I admit with a whisper. “Like we’re a royal fucking family making a strategic move.”

Cope absently reaches up and fiddles with my hair. “You’re not marrying Leah.”

“I know this,” I grumble. “Dad just doesn’t know it yet. He’s going to flip his shit when he finds out I’m gay.”

“He won’t find out,” he vows. “Just…just stop whatever it is you tried with Dante. You can date when you’re out of Jason’s house. Until then, keep a low profile with him.”

“And pretend to date Leah?”

He chuckles. “I’m sure Leah will be totally pissed about the whole situation. You two can lie to them to keep them happy. Nothing has to happen. Then, you bail when you can.” His fingers grip my hair and he tugs until my face is looking at his. “You’re a good liar, Penn. You can do this.”

“It’d be much easier if you were gay,” I complain, all too grumpy over this situation.

He chuckles at my words.

“Wow, you really have no filter about this anymore, do you?”

I shrug. “Held it all in once before. That didn’t work out for me. If you’re my best friend, you get to hear everything. Like old times. Even if that shit makes you uncomfortable, too.”

He leans forward and his breath tickles my ear. “Enough talkie talkie. It’s nap time.”

A shudder of pleasure ripples through me. “Okay.”

Cope relaxes but doesn’t let me go. Soon, his breathing is soft and rhythmic. It lulls me to sleep in no time at all. Why does everything feel so much better with him?
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Oh, God.

He feels good. Too good.

My hips thrust against him, eager for some relief.

His breathing is heavy as his fingers twist into my shirt. He’s daring me. Taunting me. Reminding me I’ll ruin it all if I kiss him. But he’s not pushing me away.

My dick is hard as stone in my jeans and I rub against his erection in his basketball shorts. He moans, but remains perfectly still.

I want to kiss him. I need to kiss him.

Greedily, my lips seek him out. He turns his head. I get his stubbly jaw instead. He tastes salty. It’s addictive. I want to taste every part of him.

Pleasure explodes through me. My cock jolts as I come hard in my pants. When my heart rate slows, I relax against him. He doesn’t let go.
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My dreams are cruel and taunting.

I wake with a grumble when I realize my dreams are also wet. Fuck. Chancing a peek, I open my eyes and tilt my head to find Cope frowning at me.

“Good dream?” he asks, his voice husky and raw from sleep.

“Uhh…sorry.”

He shrugs and pushes me away from him before climbing out of the bed. My gaze trails down to his ass in his shorts. His back is muscular and I’d give anything to press kisses along his spine. After he disappears into the bathroom, I run my fingers through my hair, before sliding out of the bed. I dig through his drawers until I find some gray sweatpants. Quickly, I rid myself of my jizz-soaked underwear and jeans. I tear off my shirt to wipe off the remnants and then toss it in the pile. I’ve barely pulled on the sweats when he exits the bathroom. When I take in the red claw marks on his chest, I gape at him.

“Jesus,” I grumble. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” he challenges, sauntering my way, his brow lifted.

“I had a wet dream about you,” I blurt out.

He winces at my boldness. “It was just a stupid dream. Not like you would have acted on it if you were awake. At least you didn’t try to kiss me.”

Liar.

Fucking liar.

His jaw is red and raw. I tried. Like hell, I tried.

And he knows it, too.

But he’s not kicking me out.

“We should study,” I reply, desperate to change the subject.

“I’ll order pizza,” he says as he picks up his phone to search for the app. “Any requests? Coke or Dr Pepper to drink?”

“I’m going to need something a lot stronger,” I mutter.

I pull out my history book from my bag and sprawl out on the floor. I busy myself reading the chapter while Cope scribbles in a notebook. We’re clearly avoiding the topic of what just happened, thank God. When the pizza arrives, I’m feeling better about the whole thing. Cope comes back a short while later carrying a pizza, two plastic cups, and two-liter Coke tucked under his arm. He sets the box and Coke down before handing me both of the ice-filled cups. Then, he walks over to his dresser on a hunt for something. I fill the cups with the Coke. When he returns with a bottle of Jack, I let out a laugh.

“There goes study time. We have school tomorrow, dickhead,” I tell him, biting back a smile.

He pours some into each of our cups. “You said you needed something stronger.”

“So this is my fault?” I snort with laughter as I open the box and grab a slice of pepperoni.

“Everything’s your fault.”

“That time you broke the sliding glass door at my house was totally your fault,” I remind him.

“Your mom wanted French doors. I did her a favor,” he says, while chewing his pizza.

“My dad was so pissed.”

“He couldn’t exactly beat my ass, though I know he wanted to,” Cope says, a devious smirk on his lips.

“I got grounded for that, asshole.”

“Like it did anything. He grounded you from me, but we still hung out.”

As we eat, I’m thrust to the past when we were thirteen going on thirty.

[image: ]

A tap at my window has me rolling out of bed and padding over to it. I expect to see a bird, not my best friend.

“What are you doing?” I hiss through the glass.

He’s sitting on a tree limb, his legs locked around it, and leaned forward with his palms pressed to the glass. “Breaking you out of jail.”

“I can’t leave,” I grumble. “Grounded thanks to you.”

“You can leave,” Cope challenges. “Just walk right out the door.”

“No, the alarm…” I trail off. The alarm couldn’t be set because there’s a piece of plywood where our glass door used to be. “I’ll be right out. Don’t break your neck.”

He smirks, pushes away from the glass, and starts shimmying back down the branch like a monkey. I throw on some clothes and creep out of my room. Dad’s snores are loud coming from down the hall, so I easily sneak out. Once out the front door, Cope grabs my hand and guides me around to the back of my house. We cross through my backyard and then hop the fence. A thicket of trees lines the back of our homes, so we sneak away there sometimes.

“You have to come see this,” Cope says, dragging me through the brush.

We walk for ages until we come to a clearing. It’s the farthest we’ve ever gone. He points to another patch of woods where a small shed sits.

“What the hell is that?” I demand.

“Probably some hillbilly lives there. Wanna check it out?”

“No,” I grumble.

“Too bad.”

I follow my idiot best friend to the small shed. He creaks open the door and steps inside. It’s pitch-black inside. No windows. The air is stale and musty.

“This is creepy, Cope.”

“It’s empty,” he says as he fumbles about the space. I remain at the door.

“Why is there an empty shed in the middle of nowhere?”

“I don’t know, but it’s ours now,” he tells me as he approaches, his face once again bathed in moonlight that streams in from the doorway. He reaches forward, grabbing a handful of my shirt, and yanks me into the dark space. The door gets closed behind us.

“Cope!” I cry out, freaked out by the sudden darkness.

He laughs and pats my chest. “Calm down, wussy, it’s cool.”

It’s not cool. It’s dark and hot. And something is crawling up my arm. I swat it away, frantically searching for the door. Panic floods through me, making me dizzy. Tears burn at my eyes as I stifle a sob.

“Hey,” Cope calls out, his voice calm and comforting. His arms wrap around me. “Seriously, chill. I’ll open the door.”

I shudder against him, clinging like a little kid, my lashes wet with tears. He guides us to the door as promised and cracks it back open. I look up at him. His brows are furrowed in a concerned way, no longer teasing. He pushes the hair from my eyes and leans his forehead to mine. We’re both sweaty after only a few moments in the shed.

“I wouldn’t let anything happen to you,” he murmurs, his breath hot against my face.

I hug my best friend tight and let out a sigh. “I know.”
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My memory fades and I stare at Cope. The longing in my chest is something that aches so fucking badly. I want him. I want him so much.

I drain glass after glass of Jack and Coke.

Until the pizza is long gone and the room is blurry.

And then I let my dumbass mouth run wild.
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Copeland

 

“Do you think Dante would let me suck his dick?” Penn’s eyes are half-lidded and his lips are quirking up on one side as though the idea excites him.

I glower at him, the Jack running hot through my system. “Yeah, and then tell the whole damn school about it.”

His eyes roam down the front of my chest and he licks his lips. “You’re the only one who keeps my secrets. Maybe I should suck your dick instead.” When he bites on his bottom lip, heat rushes down to my dick.

What the hell?

“You’re not sucking my dick, asshole.”

His lips pout out and I can’t help but laugh. I rise to my feet to clean up our mess, slightly swaying from the alcohol. Penn sits up on his knees, raking his gaze down my bare chest.

“Why not?” he demands, looking up at me from his knees.

My cock twitches in my shorts.

“Because I’m not gay,” I remind him.

“Well, unlike you, I haven’t had any sexual experience and I’m fucking tired of it,” he snaps. “I’ll call Dante—”

I snag a handful of his hair, keeping him in place. “You’re not calling him.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.”

He wets his lips with his tongue and it sends fury raging inside of me because my dick aches with need. His stupid lips only make it ache more.

“Cope,” he rumbles, his thumb hooking into the top of my shorts. “Let me suck your dick.”

Is he fucking insane?

I nearly killed his ass for kissing me.

We’ve finally made up and now he’s going in for way more than a kiss.

“Penn,” I warn, my grip tightening in his hair.

“It’s not a kiss,” he taunts. “You told me not to kiss you. You never said anything about your dick down my throat.” He looks up at me again, a wicked grin on his face. “Did Ivy swallow?”

Ivy didn’t like to suck dick, much less swallow.

But that’s beside the damn point.

I’m about to open my mouth to tell him to shut up when he pulls down the front of my shorts, revealing the root of my dick. He bites on his bottom lip, begging with his eyes for me to let him do this.

But I’m not gay.

“Your dick is hard,” he mutters, his hot breath on my bare flesh making my dick jolt in response.

“Natural response when being touched,” I growl back.

“It’s either you or Dante.” He licks his lips, inching my shorts down. “At least you won’t tell anyone.”

Gritting my teeth, I watch in fascination as he drags my shorts down my thighs. My dick heavy and throbbing bobs out, jutting at him.

“You disgust me,” I blurt out.

He flinches at my words. At my lies. He doesn’t disgust me. He confuses the fuck out of me.

“Do it,” I growl. “You want practice? You want experience? Suck it. I can’t promise I’ll come and I certainly won’t like it.”

Liar, liar.

My cum glistens at the tip of my cock.

“I’ll probably suck at it,” he mutters, his hand gently wrapping around my length, sending a spark of electricity up my spine.

“I think that’s the purpose.”

I snap my eyes closed because it feels good. But it’s just a physiological response. When someone grabs your dick, you like it. No matter who they are. He strokes me in an expert way that has me letting out a small groan.

Don’t look at him.

Pretend this is Ivy.

A warm tongue circles my tip and I suck in a harsh breath. When he makes a sound of pleasure, I can’t help but reopen my eyes and stare down at him. His full pink lips encircle my thickness and he slides down.

Fuck, this feels good.

He strokes me firmly while he bobs up and down my shaft. The tip of my cock presses against the back of his throat and he gags. Hot saliva runs down the underside of my dick to my balls. His teeth scrape along my flesh when he pulls back some to gasp for air, but then he’s back to it. Pressing further. Harder. He’s trying so hard. He wants me to like it.

Holy shit, I’m going to come.

“Penn,” I warn, my voice hoarse.

He grips my thigh and takes me deeper. A hum rumbles from his throat. I fucking lose it. My nuts seize up and I come without warning. Heat floods through me as I release. His throat tightens around me as he swallows it down. I nearly black out from pleasure. My legs shake wildly. He pulls away and carefully puts my shorts back into place. I’m stunned and have no words.

I just allowed my best friend to suck me off.

I liked it. No, I loved it.

Fuck.

He stands and surprises me when he hugs me. His face presses to my neck.

“Thank you, Cope.”

I relax and hug him back. “Someone has to teach you and it sure as hell won’t be Dante.” My words are breathy and I sound like a damn girl.

“What if I need to practice again?” he asks, his breath hot on my neck.

“You practice on me.”

I should have said a million other things besides that. Not an invitation to suck my dick whenever. No big deal.

No, it’s a big deal. Huge fucking deal.

“You’re not fucking me,” I warn. I need to draw some sort of line in the sand.

He laughs and it vibrates through me. “I don’t know much, but the cravings I have put me on bottom, Cope, not on top. If anyone’s fucking anyone, it’s you fucking me.”

I shove him away but can’t help but laugh because he’s messing with me. I think. “I’m not fucking you either,” I tell him.

It’s not a lie.

But the images inside my head are all true.

Him beneath me. My dick deep inside his ass. His tongue kissing me expertly like he just worked over my dick.

I’m. Not. Gay.

My dick hardens in my shorts, disagreeing completely with me.

“Go home, Penn.”

But he doesn’t go home. He just crawls into my bed and passes the fuck out.

The thumping in my chest is nearly painful, but seeing him sleeping so peacefully brings relief. A relief I can’t make sense of. I quickly clean up our mess, flick off the lights, and join him.

He snuggles against me, wrapping his heavy arm across my chest.

Do I push him away?

Fucking no. I just run my fingers through his hair until I fall asleep too.
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“We’re going to be late,” I remind him for the tenth time as I watch him in the mirror from his bathroom doorway.

He fucks with his hair some more, his brow lifting as he inspects his handiwork. School will start any minute and we’re going to be late because Penn is fussing over his damn hair.

“It looks fine,” I grumble.

He turns to regard me. “I’m not going for fine. I’m going for hot.”

I let out a snort, grabbing the top of the doorframe before leaning into the bathroom. “Who do you need to look hot for?”

His smirk tells me everything. For me. He wants to look hot for me. I’d be lying if I said that pisses me off. In fact, I’m relieved. If he’d said Dante, I would’ve probably gotten mad. Dante will just use him. He doesn’t care about Penn like I do. He doesn’t have an entire lifetime of history with him. I let Penn suck me off to practice or whatever, and I don’t plan on telling a soul. His secrets are safe with me.

While he continues to mess with this hair, I discreetly check him out. I’m still reeling over the fact he sucked my dick. I’d expected to wake up hungover and horrified. My head hurts a helluva lot, but I’m not angry or disgusted like I expected. Helping Penn, rather than letting that dickhead Dante do it, felt almost natural. Definitely as right as could possibly be for our fucked up scenario.

In a nutshell, Penn and I have to play by different rules than everyone else.

He’s my best friend. If he needs to suck my dick to get a little experience, then so be it. It’s not like he’s going to turn me gay. Gay doesn’t work like that. You’re either gay or you’re straight. Some people are bisexual, I suppose, but I’m not one of those people. Guys don’t do it for me.

Penn’s different.

With Penn, we have a connection. And now that it’s been plugged back in after having been disconnected for two years, it buzzes to life. I have an innate need to look after him. His happiness has always been something I loved seeing. When we were kids, I loved to hear him laugh and to see him smile. The only way I was able to cope without him the last two years was because I turned myself off from everyone. Ivy wiggled her way in, but only because she was tough enough to withstand the frigidness of my heart.

He’s back, though, and I no longer need to be cold.

Penn lights me up.

His smiles burn into me. Brilliant and bright.

So if I want to keep my best friend—and keep him happy—then I have to play by new rules. Eventually, he’ll grow bored of whatever it is he’s trying to physically wring from me, and then he’ll find some other guy. A guy who can fuck him like he wants. A guy who will kiss him and keep his secrets. A guy who will proudly parade him through town.

A guy who is not me.

And then…then the world will be right again.

I’ll have my best friend back without any weirdness between us and he’ll have someone to love him in the ways I’ll never be capable of.

So why does that whole scenario still feel off to me?

Penn is still fucking with his hair and the urge to mess it all up has me grinning evilly at him. He shakes his head, shooting me a warning glare. But Penn’s warnings are like catnip to a cat like me. I pounce before he has time to react. Wrapping an arm around his neck, I grip him in a headlock before giving him a noogie. He growls and slams me back into the wall, cursing like hell.

“You asshole!” he snarls, trying to shake me off him.

My chest rumbles with laughter, but I refuse to let go. Eventually, he gives up and glowers at me in the mirror. His chocolate hair is all kinds of fucked up, but it looks better. I like messy Penn. This is the boy I’ve grown up with.

“There,” I tell him, grinning over his shoulder as I slowly release him. “Much better.”

“You’re going to pay for that,” he warns.

I’m about to tell him he can fucking try when he spins on me so fast, I don’t have time to react. His big ass body pins mine against the wall, our hips bruising painfully against one another, and he grabs my wrists. Even with his stupid cast, he overpowers me easily.

His mouth nears my ear and the heat of it reminds me of how his hot breath felt on my cock last night. I swallow back a groan. He licks my earlobe and I struggle against his hold.

“Penn…”

“I know,” he says, his tone dark. “Don’t kiss you.” He nips at the flesh on my neck. “But you already said sucking was okay.” His lips latch onto my neck and he sucks. Hard. Hard enough that this motherfucker is purposefully going to give me a hickey.

“You’re such a dick,” I say with a laugh, unable to even be mad at him.

“You taught me well,” he teases, his wet lips grazing along my now-bruised flesh. “Paybacks are hell. You fuck with my hair, I fuck with you.” He sucks again and I close my eyes.

“Cope?”

“Hmmm?”

“I like the way you taste.”

With those words, he pulls away, leaving me panting for air. He vacates the bathroom. My eyes lock with the man staring back at me in the mirror. There’s a wildness in my expression. Something unfamiliar. An ache deep down inside of me. I flit my gaze to the huge mark on my neck that’s still wet and already turning purple.

He fucking marked me.

I’m furious.

The stupid, crooked grin reflecting back at me says otherwise.

“I like the way you taste.”

My fingertips touch at the wetness on my neck.

I wonder if he tastes good too.
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Penn

 

As soon as I walk into the lunchroom, Leah nearly runs me over, panic in her eyes.

“We need to talk,” she hisses, looking over her shoulder. “My dad told me some seriously messed up stuff this morning of what he expects of me.”

I cringe and nod. “I got that talk last night from my dad.”

Her eyes are wide from behind her glasses. “They can’t really expect us to follow through. It’s so archaic.” She lets out an angry huff. “Besides, you’re g—”

Cope’s hand muffles her words as he hugs her from behind. “Leah, Leah, Leah. What we know doesn’t always need to be said. There’s a lot at stake here.” He releases her and she gives him a nod of understanding.

My dad cannot find out that I’m gay. Practically yelling it in the middle of the lunchroom would get back to him before I could even sit down and eat my meal.

“Come on,” Cope tells her, throwing an arm over her shoulders. “Let’s talk outside.”

As he guides her out of the lunchroom, I follow behind, trying hard not to check out his ass. But it’s not my fault he wears these damn black skinny jeans that make his ass look way too good. Darting my eyes away, I end up looking right at Ivy.

For a moment, I fear I’ve been caught, but her attention is not on me. It’s on Cope and Leah.

“Nice hickey,” Ivy bites out at Cope as they pass.

Cope doesn’t so much as flinch and ignores her. Leah tenses, most likely realizing she’s the subject of Ivy’s venomous stare. They pass through the doors, but before I can exit, Ivy’s black-painted claws dig into my bicep as she stops me.

I turn and lift a brow at her. “What?”

“Are they fucking now?” she demands.

Shaking her off, I snarl at her. “Last I checked, you two broke up.”

Her eyes narrow at me. “We broke up and suddenly he’s back to being best friends with you.” She points a black nail after them. “And cuddled up real close to that loser.” Leaning into me, she hisses out her words. “I get you three go way back and were friends, but shit changed. This thing with Cope is a phase. He gets bored easy. Hope you two have fun playing with him because one day you’ll blink and he’ll be gone.”

Jett Michaels saunters up to her and wraps an arm around her waist. “Problem, babe?”

She stiffens at his touch, clear disgust rippling through her. “Just warning McAlister here that Copeland Justice is not his friend. Copeland doesn’t have friends.”

Jett snorts. “Yeah, he sure dropped us like a bad habit. Right, babe?”

Every time he says babe, a vein on her reddened forehead jumps. “Right. Get me a salad and water.”

“Sure thing, babe.” Jett kisses her temple before sauntering off.

“Just warning you that Cope’s a dick who uses people. You included,” she sneers. “You should have heard all the shit he talked about you. How your mom fucked his dad. I bet you don’t want that getting out, hmmm? You don’t want the entire town knowing that your family isn’t as good as everyone thinks they are.”

Cope didn’t say anything to her. She’s bluffing and I’m not biting.

“Do what you have to do, babe,” I mock. I tip my head at the doors where Cope and Leah went through. “He sure is.”

Her cheeks blaze red with anger. It’s better for her to think Cope is with Leah and that my mom fucked his dad. Much better than the truth.

“Tell them I said hickeys are trashy,” she snips before turning on her heels and storming away.

Rolling my eyes, I push through the doors and head down the hallway. I find Cope and Leah outside. She’s pacing beside the table while Cope watches her with an amused smirk. I walk over to them and sit down next to Cope. Our knees touch, but he doesn’t move away.

“Your ex is lovely,” I deadpan.

He laughs. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Married,” Leah hisses, ignoring our banter. “They want me to get married. Ughhhh.”

Cope looks up at her, amused by her frustration. I can’t help but admire his sharp, angular jawline. Or the way the stubble has barely grown in, giving his flesh a shadowed look. My eyes skim down his throat where his Adam’s apple protrudes. Next time I get him alone, I’m going to taste him there, too.

As if in tune with my thoughts, he turns his head to look at me. The purple hickey on his neck is obnoxious and for all to see. I’d done it to mess with him, but now, I can’t help the thumping in my chest. Possessiveness glides through my veins like a drug. Foreign, but intoxicating.

I sucked his dick last night.

He let me blow him and I’m still alive to tell about it.

Cope may be straight and my best friend, but I will never forget the way his eyes seared into mine as I looked up at him from my knees. Maybe, even for only a few moments, he was right there with me.

There was no gay or straight.

No right or wrong.

Just us.

Penn and Cope.

Always tethered to each other by some invisible force. Even two years spent apart, that connection I’d thought was severed continued to exist, linking us even when I thought we’d long been cut apart. Because the moment he spoke to me this past weekend, I felt the pull. The yank on our cord grew taut, and he’s been reeling me closer ever since.

“Helloooo,” Leah whines.

Cope’s eyes linger on mine for a moment before he gives her his attention. “What?”

“Ugh,” she grumbles. “This is why I hate you guys. I was always the third wheel in our friendship.”

“Awww,” Cope teases, grabbing her wrist and pulling her into his lap. “Are you jealous?”

With her, tiny and cute, sitting in his lap, I can’t help but be jealous. He holds her with ease, a half-grin on his lips. No matter how much I want to pretend I could ever be with Cope, I’m a realist. He belongs with a girl—a good girl like Leah—who makes him smile and laugh. Giving in to his affections that I’d give my soul for, she leans back against him. His palm settles on her hip. I have the urge to pry his hand off her.

“I just want a solution. Dad says we’re eating dinner at the McAlisters’ tonight. To make things official.” She huffs. “I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

When she absently starts stroking his hand with her fingertip, I’ve had enough. I scoot over as I pull her to the bench between us. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I lean in and bring my mouth to her ear.

“We pretend, babe,” I say, a teasing lilt to my voice. “Give our parents what they want to hear. Tell them we want a long engagement. We use them like they want to use us. Then, when we’re done, we break up. Simple as that.”

Cope pats her thigh and his hand remains there. “Simple as that.”

“It’s going to be so embarrassing when people find out I’m engaged to you, Penn,” she grumbles. “We’ve barely talked up until this past weekend. No one will believe it.”

Cope squeezes her thigh. “So make them believe it.”

Leah looks up at me in confusion. “Really?”

From behind her, Cope nods, urging me on. I cradle her small, soft face with both of my hands. “Really.”

Cope’s hot gaze is on mine, making my stomach clench. “Penn likes to practice, Leah. So practice. It’ll be better for when you’re around your parents if you’ve given it a few trial runs.”

Finally, getting on board, she nods. “It’s not like we haven’t kissed before.”

Some voices titter from nearby as more people exit the building. Knowing this is my chance, I press my lips to hers and kiss her. Sweet and gentle at first. Then, her fingers slide into my messy hair and she kisses me back. As I kiss her, I can’t help but look at Cope for his reaction.

My little liar who lies is smiling.

But his eyes flare bright blue.

Cope gets jealous, too.
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I’m ransacking my room when the door flies open. I don’t have to turn around to know it’s Cope.

“She fucking took my pills,” I snap, my blood nearly boiling over with fury at my mother. “My hand is throbbing like hell and my own goddamn mother took my pills. Unbelievable.”

Cope throws himself down on my bed. “You didn’t really think she’d leave them alone, did you?”

No.

Not really.

I honestly don’t need them for my hand.

The numbing was what I was after.

Kicking off my shoes, I join him in the bed. I lie on my back, staring up at the ceiling, my mind running a hundred miles per hour.

“Tonight is going to be awkward as hell,” I admit.

“Need backup?”

I turn my head to lock eyes with him. His expression is unreadable. He reaches forward and toys with my hair.

“You really should do something about this hair,” he tells me, his lips quirking up in a deviant smile.

“Some asshole fucked it up,” I complain with a matching grin of my own.

His features soften. “Did you make him pay?”

“I sucked on him until he cried ‘Uncle.’”

Blue eyes glimmer with barely hidden lust.

The eyes don’t lie, Cope.

“He sounds like a pussy,” he says, his fingers tugging at another strand of my hair.

“Maybe,” I tease, earning a raised brow from him. “But his dick is really nice.”

He snorts with laughter. “Just really nice? You’ve got to be kidding me. I bet it was the best damn dick you’ve ever seen.”

All jokes fizzle into the air when his gaze breaks mine to travel to where my own dick strains in my jeans. His eyes—slightly panicked—flicker to mine. He licks his lips and of course I can’t help but look at the perfect shape of his pink, pouty lips.

“Penn,” he rumbles. “So help me. Do not fucking kiss me.”

I nod, but I have to bite on my bottom lip to make good on that promise. Everything in me craves to kiss his mouth I’ve fixated on way too many times in my life to be healthy.

“I need you here tonight,” I admit in a husky, serious tone. “I can’t handle my dad alone. Please don’t make me do this alone.”

He presses a palm to my chest over my shirt. “You’ll have Leah.”

“I want you.”

His dark brows furl together. “Your heart is racing.”

“I hate my dad,” I remind him, my voice small.

Too much rides on tonight being successful. Dad holds out a key to my future. I just have to play his game and be the boy he never had.

“You can’t go to the dinner with a hard-on,” he mutters. “You might end up fucking Leah out of desperation. Then, you’d really be stuck with her if you knocked her ass up.”

“It’ll go away,” I grumble. “I’m not sleeping with Leah.”

“I could help make it go away,” he offers, his voice trembling slightly. “You could feel better and get your sexual practice in all at once.”

I grip his wrist when he starts sliding it down my stomach. “What are you doing, Copeland?”

“I just told you.”

His eyes won’t meet mine. I need him to look at me. When he realizes I’m not going to release his hand, he slides those icy blues to me, a challenge glimmering in them.

“Why?” I demand.

“Because I know what you need and I’m willing to give it to you. It’s just a hand job, Penn. Relax. You can come, get your little kink out over me doing it, and then fucking relax. You’re making this way too damn complicated.”

When I don’t have words to respond, his hand yanks from mine and he tugs at my belt. I watch in awe that Cope has offered to jerk me off. Like maybe I’m in a dream. A good dream, but a dream nonetheless.

He makes quick work of unfastening my jeans. Once they’re loose, he slides his large hand down past the elastic of my boxers. A hand that feels much like mine in size, but better, tentatively wraps around my aching length.

I hiss out in pleasure, my eyes rolling back. “Oh, fuck!”

Emboldened by my reaction, he strokes me in such a Cope way. Lazy. Smug. So damn sure of himself. I nearly come right then, but I want to make this last forever.

He doesn’t take me out of the moment to remind me he’s just a friend giving me a “hand.” No, he breathes heavily as he jerks me off and remains otherwise silent.

“This is the best torture,” I moan as I roll toward him.

I seek his mouth, but he turns away. It only makes me more desperate to taste him. Using my strength against him again, I grab his free hand, pinning it to the pillow beside him. Our eyes burn into each other as I thrust my hips against his hand. He grips me tight, not at all intimidated by my bold move.

“You can’t kiss me,” he murmurs, baring his teeth. “You can’t kiss me.”

Fuck, he’s hard in his jeans, too. My thigh rubs against his cock, making him groan.

“No, but I can suck,” I taunt, my lips finding his throat again.

I bite his neck and he squeezes my dick. I thrust my hips against his hand and he thrusts his against my thigh. Our breathing becomes labored and heavy and loud. Groans and moans, of mutual pleasure, fill the air. I suck new places on his neck, loving the way he jolts each time. Leaving my mark on him feels like victory.

Everything in me begs for him to fuck me.

It’s on the tip of my tongue.

I come hard with images of him pushing into me from behind. My cum soaks his hand as I moan against his wet throat. His pulse is jumping in his neck, which gives me the courage to repay him the favor. Running my palm down my stomach, I collect my cum in my palm.

“Take your dick out, Cope,” I growl against his skin. “Let me give you this favor.”

He doesn’t respond, but releases my cock to undo his jeans. When his dick is free in his still-wet hand, I push it away and take over stroking him. His teeth grind together as he tries to hold in sounds of pleasure.

But I fuck him so good with my hand, he’s eventually at my mercy.

And it’s my damn name that finally escapes his lips.
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Copeland

 

I’m just toweling my hair dry when my dad walks into my room like he owns the damn place. His face reddens and his eyes protrude when he rakes his stare up my bare, tattooed chest and then lands on the state of my neck.

Thanks a lot, Penn.

I snag up a pair of jeans from the floor and pull them up over my boxers. “What?”

“Seeing someone?”

I’m frozen for a moment, unsure what to say. Dad, like always, takes advantage.

“I know your secret, son.”

Heat burns up my throat and scorches my face. “W-What?”

He smirks. “Leah.”

“Oh,” I mutter. “Yeah. I forgot Penn told you I was seeing her.”

Lies.

Lies my father eats up greedily.

“I learned something pretty interesting today,” he goads, crossing his arms over his chest. “About Penn and Leah.”

I walk over to my dresser and yank out a shirt. “What’s that?”

“Jason told me Penn’s going to ask her to marry him.” He lets out a derisive snort. “Does Jason McAlister know my son is fucking his future daughter-in-law?”

“What Jason doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

“Penn’s too young,” Dad says, his tone serious. “I don’t know what Jason is thinking. Pushing Penn and Leah into marriage is only going to benefit one person and that’s Jason.”

“And you care, why?”

“Because,” he jabs. “Unlike my son, Jason’s son has a bright future ahead of him. Getting married to that Collins girl and most undoubtedly soon knocking her up, he’ll be stuck. Whatever Jason’s trying to do will backfire. You know who will suffer? Penn. If you care one iota about your best friend, you’ll talk some sense into him.”

“So you approve of me fucking Leah to make a mockery of Jason and to free Penn from a loveless marriage?” I grab some socks and yank them on before pinning him with a disgusted stare.

He nods, his calculating blue eyes sizing me up. “Your mother nearly sucked the life out of me and left me with you. I can’t sit by and watch the same happen to that boy next door.”

“And me?”

“What about you?”

“You have all these plans for Penn,” I sneer. “But what about your own flesh and blood?”

“I have no plans for you, son. I never did. You’re too much like your mother. I’m surprised you haven’t bolted and gotten the hell away from me by now. That’s because you’ve got just enough of me in you to like this luxurious fucking life I have given you.”

What an asshole.

I fist my hands and glower at him. “Anything else? I’m late for an engagement dinner I’m supposed to wreak havoc on for my dear daddy.”

He smirks. “I was going to tell you to have fun and be safe. But let’s face it, Cope, if you got the rich little Collins girl pregnant, that’d be the most successful move you’ve ever made.”

Fuck, I hate him.
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When I arrive next door, everyone is already there. I slip in unnoticed and peek into the living room where both sets of parents are chatting happily with drinks in their hands. Backing out, I head down the hallway to the game room where pool balls clacking together can be heard. In this room, the guests aren’t nearly as happy.

Leah, poor girl, has been dolled up to look slutty in a classy way. She’s wearing a pink dress that’s low-cut and short, but no doubt expensive. I’ve known Leah my entire life and she would never wear something like this of her own accord. The heels make her taller, but she’s still a shrimp compared to the brooding beast of a man beside her. He clutches the pool stick and glares at the pool table as though it’s personally wronged him.

“Hey, kids, whose dog died?” I ask as I saunter in.

Both of them go from scowling to grinning. It feels kind of nice to have that power over people. I quickly squash away that thought because it’s a total Dad thing to think.

“Leah sucks at pool,” Penn says without missing a beat.

“And you suck at pretending,” she huffs back. “We’ll never make this work.”

Lifting my brows, I lean my hip against the table. “Why? What happened?”

Penn frowns again. “It was awkward as hell, man.”

“He practically turned green when I kissed him in front of them.” Leah crosses her arms over her chest, making her boobs look bigger and bouncier than usual. “This is a waste of everyone’s time.”

Looking over my shoulder, I make sure no one is overhearing before I walk over and close the door. “Listen,” I tell her. “We could all do without the diva meltdown. I’ll start calling you Heidi.”

She curls her lip up in disgust. “Gross.”

“Your soon-to-be fiancé likes dicks.” Specifically, mine, but she doesn’t need to know that. “Give him a break.”

Penn laughs and shakes his head. “We’re all adults. What are we even doing?”

I grab Leah’s hand and pull her to me for a hug. “We’re playing their games. Better than them. To get what we want.”

Leah looks up at me. “You’re playing with us. Why?”

Penn’s stare is scorching me. I don’t dare look at him. Instead, I brush the hair from Leah’s face, noting she’s not wearing her glasses tonight.

“My dad has a game he wants me to play, too.” I dip down and trail kisses to her ear. My eyes finally lock onto Penn’s. “He wants me to save Penn from a loveless marriage by getting in the middle of this sweet, green budding romance.”

“Why does your dad care about Penn?” Leah asks, tilting her head to the side, allowing me to press soft kisses near her ear.

But Penn knows.

The furious glint in his eyes tells me he’s not happy about it either.

Because, Leah, my dad likes my best friend more than he ever liked me.

“So it’s all pretend?” she asks, her voice breathless when I nip at her earlobe.

“Yes,” Penn barks out harshly. “All pretend.”

His lying eyes tell me he hopes it’s all pretend. All but whatever chaos that’s been happening between him and me. That, he hopes is real.

I don’t even know what I hope for anymore…
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Watching them together is comical. Penn scowls way too much to be in love. Leah rolls her eyes so much I’m afraid they’re going to fall right into her soup. Their parents are completely uncaring, though, at the lack of connection between them. Gil and Jason are here for business and their children are a transaction. Their wives are fucking ornaments.

And me?

I’m the threat.

Jason didn’t push me away when I waltzed into the dining room with Penn and Leah. He probably hopes he can rub it in my dad’s face that he’s somehow smarter and more cunning. Like my dad would ever let Jason McAlister pull one over on him. Regardless, I think he allows me here, knowing I’ll report back to my dad.

“Let’s see the ring again,” Leah’s mother, Linda, says.

Leah forces a smile on her face and holds out her dainty hand. Before Linda can admire it, I stand and reach across the table to take her hand. I pull until her boobs are damn near in her soup.

“Wow,” I praise loudly. “Beautiful gem you have here.” I look up at Leah and smile at her. “Prettiest one I’ve ever seen.”

Her cheeks blush dark red at my words. Penn shakes his head. I can’t help but sneak a peek at Jason. Jason’s stare slides down my neck to my hickeys and he clenches his fist.

Yeah, asshole. I’m going to steal your son’s fiancée.

At least that’s the look I shoot his way. If he only knew I wanted to steal his son instead…

I freeze at my train of thought. Leah plucks her hand from my grip and leans into Penn, who possessively—for his father’s benefit—wraps an arm around her. Plunking down in my chair, I rewind back my thoughts.

I don’t want to steal his son.

I just want him to be fucking happy.

Jesus.

I’m frowning hard when I feel Penn’s curious eyes on me. I wish I had the power to ignore him, but I can’t. Our gazes meet. Heat prickles up my spine.

We’ve crossed too many lines.

Jumping back into friendship with him was easy. The love I had for Penn McAlister dates back to when we were toddlers. It’s natural. But all this other stuff that’s transpired since we started talking again is new territory. I’ve somehow convinced myself I’m doing it all for him, but deep down I know.

I’m doing some of it for me.

How much is the question?

Maybe I should call Ivy. Fuck out my frustrations. That would only complicate shit, though. Ivy, no matter how much of a bitch she is, doesn’t deserve to be used.

I scrub my palm down my face before excusing myself. The dining room is too hot. I can hear rain pattering against the window. If Penn and Leah didn’t need me here for moral support, I’d push out the back door and take a run through the cold-ass rain.

Stalking through the McAlister home, I find a powder room and push inside. Before I can close the door behind me, someone else makes their way in too. The bathroom is small—too small—for Penn and me. He stands close, locking the door behind him.

“You okay?” he asks, his voice a husky rumble.

Panic makes my chest ache. I back against a cabinet. There’s nowhere to go. Penn eyes me like I’m an animal caught in a trap. I’m reminded of how he pinned me down on the bed and fucked my hand. Of how he demanded I pull my cock out so he could jack me off too.

Fuck.

He’s fucking me all up.

“G-Get away,” I snarl, my hands fisting.

His brown eyes soften. “What’s going on?”

I try to look away because it’s hard to be angry when he stares at me with such concern. He grips my jaw, holding me in place. His brown eyes drop to my lips, sending my heart bouncing around inside my chest.

“Penn,” I hiss. “Just stop. This shit has gone too far.”

He winces at my words. “I’m not going to kiss you.”

“Could have fooled me,” I rasp out, hating how weak I sound.

“I made a promise.” His words are unwavering as he rests his forehead against mine. “I made a fucking promise.”

I believe his promise not to kiss me.

But I can’t trust him not to worm his way inside my mind. He already lives in my heart, and has for a long time. In the course of a few days, I’ve gone places with him I never even thought possible. I’m fucking terrified of where he might try to take me next.

“I have to go,” I croak out, pushing against his solid chest.

He allows me to push him away, his eyes sharp and worried. “We’re not done.”

No, Penn, we’ll never be done.

It’s too late for that.

This mess is too big to clean up.
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Penn

 

When I leave the bathroom, I find the back French doors ajar. I can hear the rain beating down and a chilly draft rushes in.

“Go,” Leah says from behind me.

I whip around and frown at her. My fiancée. Beautiful, but utterly unhappy. I know the feeling. “What?”

She walks over to me and takes my hands. Then, she stands on her toes, bringing her lips to my ear. “It took me a bit to connect the dots, but I see. Just go check on him. I’ll cover for you.”

Abruptly, I pull her to me and squeeze her tight. “Thanks. I’m sorry about all this. We’ll figure it out together. Until then…”

“Cope.”

I swallow down my nerves. “Yeah, Cope.”

“Go,” she urges once more, pulling away to point at the door.

With a quick kiss to her forehead, I tell her goodbye and slip out the back door. As soon as the rain starts pelting me, I wish I’d grabbed a coat. My dinner jacket isn’t thick enough to protect me against the chilling rain.

A shudder ripples through me, but I ignore it as I take off running. Like an invisible wire stretched out between us, I can almost feel the ping of his pain radiating down the line and spearing me straight into my chest.

At dinner—and then in the bathroom—his normal walls were down. Sheer terror shone in his normally smug blue eyes. That one look gutted me. It’s a look I’m responsible for. Something I need to fix.

Slices of pain shred my heart as I run through the rain. I need to apologize. My shit I’m going through isn’t something he deserves to be dragged into. Cope acts tough and like he has it all together, but I know the boy deep inside him. The insecure boy who never felt loved by his father. The boy who hides behind smirks and tattoos and nonchalance.

But that boy hurts.

I feel like I’m the cause of so much of it.

As soon as I hit the tree line, the rain isn’t as heavy. I’m already numb, yet my chest burns from exertion. It’s dark, but I’ve taken this path so many times, I could get there with my eyes closed.

Something slams just ahead. A fist against metal. Pow. Pow. Pow. Swiping rain from my brow, I chase the sound. I slow my steps when I find Cope pacing the front of our secret shed, shaking out his hand. A loud snap under my foot has him pausing, but he doesn’t look my way.

“Cope—”

“No,” he bellows. “I’m done pretending and practicing for you.”

I knew it was coming—what needed to be said—but it still crushes me. “I know,” I call out. “I’m sorry.”

He tilts his head up to look at me. The dark gray glow from the moon through the rain clouds reflects from his pale white face that’s dotted with raindrops. “You’re sorry?” he demands. “For what?”

Slowly, I approach him, my hands held out in a placating way. “For everything.”

“No,” he snarls, storming my way. “I need you to be more specific. A generic apology doesn’t help me narrow down the point where you dug inside my head and scooped out my sanity.”

“Cope…”

He shoves me hard, sending me stumbling back several steps. “You wanted to kiss me? Might as well shove that final nail in the coffin. Come on, McAlister. Kiss me like you fucking whack off thinking about every night. Kiss me and run me off for good because I can’t fucking take this anymore.”

“I told you,” I grit out, “I’m not going to do that.”

He pushes me again, letting out a rage-filled roar. “Do it!”

“No,” I growl. “Now cut your shit. It’s starting to piss me off.”

And just like when we were kids, the two tornadoes collide. He swings at me, but I block his hit, shoving him to the ground. The asshole kicks up at me, nailing me in the thigh. I hiss and grab my leg, stumbling away as he jerks to his feet. He tackles me hard, sending us to the muddy ground with a loud splat that knocks the breath out of me. His fist swipes my jaw, but the rain has it glancing off before it does any real damage. I grab his throat with my good hand and roll him, straddling him beneath me. Even filled with rage and losing his shit, I’m able to overpower him. It’s always been this way. He catches me off guard, but then I pin his ass down when I’ve had enough.

“I said stop.” I have his arms pinned, and despite his thrashing beneath me, he’s at my mercy.

“I hate you,” he chokes out.

“No, you don’t.”

Something that closely resembles a sob rattles from him. I lean forward and press my forehead to his. This time, the unmistakable sound of unchecked emotion rips from him in one sharp cry.

“Just kiss me and end it all,” he pleads, defeated.

I lift away slightly so I can look into his eyes. They’re partially closed as the rain beats down on us. “I don’t want to end it all,” I mutter to him. “I want to keep it.”

“Penn. Put me out of my misery.”

Brushing my nose against his cold, wet one, I let out a sad chuckle. “I can’t.”

His brows crash together for a moment and then they relax slightly. He leans forward, pressing his lips to mine. I freeze at the contact. I’m startled enough that he surprises me once more by gaining the upper hand. He flips us so he’s glaring down at me, victory in his eyes.

“Cope—”

He silences me with his lips to mine again, this time harder. Insistent. Demanding. His tongue slides out and I greedily lash at it with my own, forgetting all my rules and promises.

He tastes like rain and friendship and memories and love.

And I can’t get enough.

Sliding my fingers into his wet hair, I pull him closer. I kiss him deeper. My soul pleads its damn case with his. This. This is right and real and ours for the taking. He groans when I nip at his bottom lip, sending currents of desire straight to my dick. My erection seems to be contagious because as time ticks on, he grows harder and his kiss becomes more intense.

“Fuck, Penn,” he mutters against my lips. “I don’t know what I’m doing, but it feels good. Why does it feel so damn good?”

I smile against his searing kiss. “I don’t know, but it’s been driving me crazy long before it has you.”

“I’m sorry.” He groans and sucks on my bottom lip. “I didn’t know how it felt.”

Painful. Lonely. Devastating.

But Cope won’t have to feel that way. He has me. We’re in this together.

“Just don’t leave me again,” I plead. “Promise me, Cope.”

“I promise,” he says without skipping a beat.

Lying in the cold mud with icy rain pouring down on us, we frantically grope at each other, desperate for this new feeling. Mutual want. He easily yanks at my belt and dives his hand into my slacks while I impatiently fumble at the button of his stupid jeans. His chuckle makes my dick jolt in his freezing cold hand. He undoes his pants with his free hand, granting me access. With my hand around his dick and his around mine, we kiss more eagerly. Both of us climbing and climbing and climbing together to a new plateau.

Cope is the first to lose himself to pleasure. He groans as his release spurts from him, warming my hand with his hot cum. It sends me into my own vortex of ecstasy. I moan into his open mouth and nearly black out as I come. His hand slows as he wets my dick with my own cum. Our kisses grow softer and less frantic until Cope chuckles.

“What?” I demand, a laugh trickling past my lips. “What’s so funny?”

“This,” he utters. “You and me. Fucking fighting per usual and then back to normal. Except this time, I don’t feel so normal.”

“That’s because you’re covered in mud and cum and it’s freezing ass cold.”

He sobers and lifts so he can look at me. His dark hair is plastered to his head, nearly hiding his blue eyes from me. “This doesn’t feel real. Like when I walk back into my room…” he trails off, frowning.

“It’s real and we’ll walk into that room together.”

We both rise to our feet and fix our pants. Cope watches me with such vulnerability in his eyes it nearly kills me. I stalk over to him and pull him to me for another soul-stealing kiss.

“My dad can’t find out,” he murmurs, his hot breath warming my chilled lips.

“Neither can mine.”

“No one can know.”

“I agree.”

He embraces me hard like I might disappear any second. I mimic the sentiment, burying my face against the side of his neck.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he breathes.

“That makes two of us.”
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His house is empty by the time we make it back. Both of us are shivering from the cold. He leads me through his kitchen, us tracking in mud along the way, to the laundry room. Once inside, he opens the lid to the washer and starts peeling away his wet clothes. I follow suit until we’re both standing in our boxers.

“This looks pretty bad,” I say with a smile. “Where’s your dad?”

“Work probably,” he utters as he throws in a couple of pods and starts the wash. “I need a shower.”

As he walks away, I admire his broad shoulders and muscular back. His ass looks too good in his black boxers that are glued to his skin since they’re wet. I don’t know what’s going to happen when we’re upstairs, but I’m suddenly nervous. My heart rate skitters in my chest as we make it upstairs and to his room. Once inside, he shuts the door and locks it behind us.

He walks into the bathroom and starts the shower. His eyes are everywhere but on mine when he returns. I’m thankful when he roots around in one of his drawers and produces the bottle of Jack he had last night. Unscrewing the lid, he glances over at me, his gaze roaming down my front before he looks away. My skin heats from his stare.

“You going to share?” I ask, my voice husky as I approach.

He takes a long pull from the bottle before handing it to me. His hand trembles slightly. My cold fingers wrap around the glass, brushing his. Blue eyes, wide and jittery land on mine.

“Nice hickeys,” I say, nodding to the purple bruises on his neck I gave him.

His nerves melt away as he smirks. “Some asshole can’t keep his lips off me.”

I drink the Jack and shrug. “Maybe you taste good.”

The smug, confident boy I know slips back into place as he steals the bottle back. “I taste fucking delicious.” He tilts his head back and I drag my stare down his neck, watching his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows. Like I promised myself, I take a step forward and lick my tongue up his cold neck there.

“Yep,” I murmur against his chilled skin, loving the way his dick hardens and presses against my own through our boxers. “Fucking delicious.”

He staggers away and sets the bottle down. Then, he stalks toward the bathroom, shoving his boxers down along the way. I stare after his sculpted ass, my mouth watering. Once he reaches the doorway, he turns and I’m awarded a stunning view of his perfect body. His cock is hard, bobbing out in front of him, thick and long enough it’s almost touching the doorframe. He arches a brow at my gaping and turns slightly to give me the full view of him. His hands grab the top of the doorframe and he leans out into the room. Blue eyes sharp with hunger and challenge gleam at me.

“Stop standing there and let me help your gimp ass in the shower,” he says, his head nodding at my cast.

The nerves that were threatening to take over earlier are back. With shaking hands, I hook my thumbs into the waistband of my boxers and push them down. My own length juts out, hard and eager. Everything I’ve ever dreamed and hoped for is standing in front of me, barely within reach. As if cued into my thoughts, his brows deepen as he holds a hand out to me.

A lifeline.

A rope.

Something to tether us together.

On wobbly legs, I step closer and closer until his hand grips mine in my cast. He pulls me into the steamy bathroom and steps inside the shower.

“Hold this,” he instructs, placing my broken hand on the shower rod. “Don’t get it wet. I’ll take care of you.”

I can’t help but reach out and run my fingers along the hard curve of his shoulder with my good hand. My fingertips dance at the purple marks on his throat. He grips my wrist and kisses the palm of my hand. Then, he grabs the bar of soap. His soapy hand slides across my pectoral muscle and I groan, my eyes hot on his. A knowing smile tugs at his lips—a smile I want to kiss and own. Leaning forward, I brush my lips across his. For a moment, he becomes distracted from his cleaning my body as his kiss becomes ravenous.

Abruptly, he pulls away and smacks my ass. “Behave.”

I laugh at him and lift a brow as I watch him continue his path toward cleaning me up. The hot water chases away the chill in my bones and I’m left feeling hot. So hot I might explode. His sure hands are clinical in the way he washes me, but teasing any time they near my dick.

“This is torture,” I hiss out, my fingers toying with a strand of his wet hair.

“Sometimes torture is nice.”

I don’t argue his words because it’s more than nice. Every touch he gives me feels like a gift. I’m greedy for every single one of them. Once he’s washed my front, I take satisfaction in watching him do the same for himself. Except instead of ignoring his dick, he gives it two hard tugs that have me groaning.

“Turn around and let me do the back now,” he instructs in a husky tone.

I do as he says, a ripple of desire dancing along every nerve ending. His big, soapy hands find my hips and he guides me to the wall. The tile is cold against my chest and dick, making me hiss. He chuckles, deep and rumbly, as he presses his cock against the crack of my ass.

“I’ll warm you up,” he murmurs, his teeth nipping at my shoulder.

I can’t help but push my ass against him, urging him to fuck me. I may be a virgin, but it’s not like I want to be. With a soapy, eager Cope behind me, I’m ready to take this wherever it leads. Even if I’m not sure what the hell it will feel like. I just want to finally be connected with him.

“I’m not going to fuck you.” His whisper against the side of my neck has me freezing.

“W-What?” Disappointment detonates inside me like a bomb.

His teeth tug at my earlobe, his breath hot in my ear. “Not yet.”

I scowl because I don’t know what to say. Sensing my mood change, he grips my hips and turns me so that my back is against the wall. I grit my teeth and can’t meet his stare. His lips find mine and the rejection loses its sting as pleasure once again replaces it. Well before I’m ready to quit kissing, he pulls away. He gently cups the side of my neck as his blue eyes probe me.

“I feel like we’ll need things to make that possible. Time being one of them,” he utters. He presses a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “We’ll work up to it.”

I don’t know what he means or why he doesn’t want to fuck me or what these things are, but I simply nod. Once we’re clean, he shuts off the shower and hands me a towel. We dry off in silence and with towels around our waists, we make our way back into his room.

“Penn,” he says, drawing my attention.

I shift on my feet. “Yeah?”

He approaches, a frown on his face, and grips my face in his palms. “Condoms. Lube.”

Understanding dawns on me. Heat snakes up my spine and wraps around my throat.

“I have experience…” he murmurs. “With one girl. Not guys. And we never did that. I just…I want to be sure I don’t hurt you.”

Oh.

Ohhhh.

“Lie down now, Penn.”
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Copeland

 

If I let my brain think too hard, I start to panic. What the hell am I doing? I’m not gay. I like girls, not guys. As soon as my brain decides to shut up, it’s my heart that reminds me.

It’s just Penn.

Gay or straight or whatever…all that is of no importance.

The hot, trusting look in his big brown eyes squashes all self-doubt. It’s like something deep inside of me craves to cling to that same part of him. Whereas with Ivy I’d felt hollow and empty, with Penn I feel complete. Right now, his gaze fills me with longing and desire. I want to give him everything he wants. What we both want.

As much as the idea of fucking him excites me, I know I need to be patient. And just like I was gentle and careful with Ivy our first time, I’ll be the same with Penn. I refuse to hurt him just to get off.

He rests his casted hand that’s stained with mud across his abs and his legs hang off the bed. I let my gaze roam his body that is flawless.

“Where are you going to let me ink up this skin one day?”

He smiles, crooked and boyish. “Wherever you want.”

My heart thumps with pride and nerves. I know my drawings are good, and one day I’ll learn how to put them on people, but it still unnerves me a little.

“Where? If you had to choose.”

His casted hand slides up his chest to where his heart is and he marks the spot with an imaginary “X.” “Here.”

Some familiar Radiohead lyrics come to mind and I know right then what I’ll do. Right where he’s pointing. The image becomes clear in my mind. One day.

“I’ve never sucked dick before,” I tell him as I reach into the side drawer, hunting for my bottle of lube.

He sits up on his elbows. “You don’t have to, Cope. I can still do that for you. I know this is weird for you—”

“It’s not weird,” I say sharply, cutting him off. “At least it doesn’t feel weird. Out there at the shed, I kept waiting for the disgust to wash over me, but it didn’t. I’ve never wanted to be with someone so badly in my life. Now that I’ve come to that decision in my head, it doesn’t feel anything but right.”

His eyes are curious as he watches my movements. I set the lube on the bed beside him. Pulling my towel off, I toss it on the floor. Like he can’t help himself, his eyes drop to my dick and he licks his lips.

“I’m going to suck your dick, Penn.” I smirk at him. “I need the practice.”

He smiles, bright and radiant and fucking happy. I did that. Me. Copeland motherfucking Justice.

I kneel beside my bed and admire his cock. He’s slightly thicker than me, but mine is longer. Unease roils in my stomach. Ignoring it, I take his dick in my hand. It’s just Penn. I don’t have to freak the hell out because it’s just my best friend. If I fuck up, we’ll laugh together and move on. The pressure to be perfect isn’t there. He already knows I’m not perfect. He accepts me anyway.

“This is surreal,” he breathes, his brown eyes like liquid pools of lust.

Leaning forward, I lick his tip. I’m met with a salty but nice flavor. His groan when I wrap my lips around him gives me a spike of confidence. He grips my hair and lets out a choked sound.

“Fuckfuckfuckfuck.”

I smile against him and then close my eyes as I give in to my task. Bobbing and sucking and licking, I try to do all the things to him that feel good on me. Based on the way he thrusts his hips up and curses every few seconds, I’d say I’m doing okay. I pop off his dick and love the heated, wild look he regards me with.

“Spread your legs apart,” I instruct as I grab the bottle of lube.

His brows furrow together, but he obeys. As I lubricate my finger, he watches with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

“I’ll go slow and easy,” I tell him. “If you want me to stop, tell me.”

He nods and swallows audibly. “I don’t want you to stop.”

Laughing, I grab his dick again. “I haven’t started yet. You don’t know that.”

“You could kill me right now and I’d die from happiness,” he rasps out.

With my eyes on his, watching for nonverbal cues, I start sucking his dick again. This time, I tease the puckered hole of his ass with my slick finger. He’s nervous and clenches.

“Relax,” I whisper against the tip of his dick. “I want to feel you inside.”

He groans, but nods. “I want that too.”

I take him deeper in my mouth, his tip threatening to make me gag, as I push my finger a little inside him. He hisses out a sharp breath. Slowly, I ease my lubricated finger into the tight channel of his ass.

Images of my dick inside him, his ass gripping me the way he does my finger right now, has a growl of desire humming through me.

“Cope…” His whimpered pleading way he says my name has me slowing.

“Yeah, Penn?”

“It feels good…it hurts…”

“It hurts?”

“It burns but…” Brown eyes lock with mine. “I want more, though.”

I release his dick to grab the lube again. Dripping some onto my other finger, I get that one nice and wet before I urge it inside him too.

He clenches his eyes closed and his ass tightens. I nip at his inner thigh. “Relax,” I growl, “or it’ll hurt worse.”

On command, he does as instructed. Gently, I stretch him with my second finger. His eyes squeeze tight again and a tear races down his temple.

“Should I stop?” I ask, my voice merely a whisper.

“N-No.”

When I start sucking his dick again, with my fingers barely moving in his ass, he seems to find his way back to pleasure again. Soon, he’s back to enjoying the way my tongue teases him and the way my fingers probe him doesn’t seem to bother him as much anymore.

“I want to taste you, Penn,” I murmur. “Are you close?”

“So close,” he chokes out.

It doesn’t take but a few more swipes of my tongue along the underside of his hot dick before he’s coming with my name bursting from his lips. His salty cum shoots into my mouth. I expect to gag or some shit, but I find I like the way he tastes and swallow him proudly. Easing my fingers from him, I then snag up the towel and wipe away the lube from my hand.

“Come here,” he growls, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me to him.

Our mouths meet again, eagerly and happily. My dick aches for some relief as I grind against his hip. He puts me out of my misery and wraps his hand around me.

“Pour that lube on your cock so I can make you feel good too,” he orders, his grip tightening around me.

I fumble around behind me until I find the bottle. After pouring a good amount on my dick, he rubs it all over, his palm easily sliding up and down my length now. We kiss hard as he jacks me off. It feels so fucking good. I’m looking forward to the day when I can lose myself inside of him.

I want it.

I want it so damn bad.

Images of him whimpering into the pillows as I stretch his ass with my dick have me coming abruptly. I soak his stomach with my cum and moan loudly. He nips at my bottom lip.

“Did that feel good?” he asks, a smile curving his lips up.

“More than good.”

Lifting up, I roam my gaze over his face. Happiness shines in his eyes and his smile is something I want to see more often.

“We need another shower.” Wickedness gleams in his brown eyes.

“You exhaust me.”

“Not yet,” he murmurs. “But soon.”

[image: ]

I wake to the sound of rain and lips on my neck. Penn is like a damn monkey—always has been—and is wrapped around me like I’m his favorite tree. Only this time, unlike when we were kids, we’re both naked. His flesh is hot against mine. Each time his breath tickles my skin, tremors of excitement run down my spine.

We’re doing this.

We’re really doing this.

I’ve never felt so explosive before. Like one simple touch would make me catch fire and burn endlessly. Yet now, with Penn, I’m an inferno of heat. This heat can’t be put out. It only rages hotter and wilder by the second.

His dick brushes along the crack of my ass, causing me to naturally stiffen. I’m not sure how I feel about the tables being turned on me. I’ve never experimented with anything there. Though I’m a little curious, the idea of being inside of him excites me more.

“We’re going to have to get up soon and go to school,” he grumbles, his thumb rubbing back and forth along my abs.

“Fuck school.”

He laughs and it warms me. “Yeah, we still have to go.”

We lie in silence. Our legs are tangled together like old times during sleepovers. God, how I’ve missed him.

“College is important to you,” I state, already knowing the answer.

“I guess.”

“Are you really going to be able to play your dad’s stupid games? It’s that important to you?”

I mean Leah. Pretending like he has every intention of doing his father’s bidding and marrying her.

“I don’t know.” He lets out a heavy sigh.

Twisting around until we’re facing, I run my fingers down the outside of his arm and search his eyes in the dim early morning light.

“You do whatever you need to do,” I tell him. “I’ll be there for you.”

His eyes grow stormy. “I’m not ashamed of you.”

“I know,” I tell him with a smile. “I’m hot as fuck.”

He snorts out a laugh but then grows serious again. “I’m not joking. I have wanted you so bad, for so long…” He frowns. “I would give up everything if I had to.”

“Well, luckily for you, I’m not some prissy girl, so you don’t have to give anything up. And I can keep your secrets. I always have. We can be together in secret until you get what you want from your dad.”

“What about your dad?” he asks. “Even if I wanted to come out to the world that I was gay, I’d still be worried for you.”

I grit my teeth as I wonder about Dad’s response. He’ll throw a shit fit. I can handle his fits, though. If he kicks me out on my ass, well, I’ll deal with it. I’m not going to let him bully me out of something I want because it might embarrass him. He’s already used to me embarrassing him, so it’s not like it will matter much.

No, the one who needs protecting is Penn.

His dad is a mean, psycho cunt.

Not only would he hurt him, he’d try to destroy him.

Emotionally. Financially. Mentally.

Over my dead body.

“As much as you want to make out with me in the halls at school, it isn’t going to happen,” I tease. “Your girlfriend will get jealous.”

He rolls his eyes. “I think Leah knows about us.”

My brows lift. “Did you text her while I had my fingers in your ass? And here I thought you were enjoying my blowjob.”

Laughter shakes the bed. “No, prick. When you ran off into the rain, Leah told me to go after you. We can trust her.”

I know we can. Leah is the same sweet Leah who never tattled on us even way back when we were five years old and we decided to cut her pigtails off. Back then, despite her mother’s screeching, she took the blame saying it was her idea. And it was because she hated being dolled up by her mom, but still, she had an out and she didn’t take it.

“Are you going to be jealous of her?” he jokes. “When I have to show her affection to prove we’re engaged?”

“As long as you’re in my bed at the end of the day, I don’t fucking care if you and Leah play kissy face.” I stroke away his messy hair so I can see his eyes better. “Now Dante? If that motherfucker touches you, I can’t be held responsible for kicking his ass.”

“What does this make us now?” he asks. “Boyfriend and boyfriend.”

We both laugh.

“We’re Penn and Cope. Best fucking friends. Like always. Two tornadoes. But instead of bouncing off each other and wreaking havoc alongside the other, we’ve become one. Unstoppable.”

“Sounds way more badass than ‘we’re a couple,’” he agrees. “As long as you’re mine, I don’t care what we’re called.”

“But for the record,” I tell him softly, running my fingertip along his jaw. “You are my boyfriend now. I know no one can know, but don’t put it past me to piss on your leg so Dante knows to stay the fuck away.”

“Okay, psycho boyfriend,” he rumbles as he reaches down to grab my dick that’s hard as stone. “We better make this official with a morning blowjob.”

I agree with moans of pleasure as my boyfriend kisses down my chest all the way to my cock where he shows just how dedicated to this relationship he is.

And holy shit is he dedicated.
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Penn

 

“I need details,” Leah says as she climbs into my Jeep, a big grin on her face. Today, she looks more like herself wearing an oversized hoodie, her big owlish glasses, and jeans. Difference is, she’s wearing my ring.

Putting my vehicle into reverse, I laugh. “Details of what?”

“Oh, come on. From last night! You and Cope!”

I side-eye her as I pull out onto the main road. “Why do you think there’s a me and Cope?”

She lets out an annoyed huff. “Seriously? It all makes sense now. You two fought because you wanted him all those years ago. It took him until last night to get there with you. How right am I?”

I frown at her. “Completely. What the hell? Are we that transparent?”

Her gaze is soft as she reaches over to pat my thigh. “Only to me because I’ve practically known you both since birth. At my party, that’s when it started. Because he took you away with him. Then, suddenly, it’s like you two were besties again after two years of hatred. At the movies, I was so busy rooting for you and Dante that I was oblivious to the brooding Cope was doing. There was tension at school. All the heated looks. Last night, he was jealous. Like super jealous. I pieced it all together and oh my God, I’m so happy for you two!”

I cringe at her early-morning yammering. “You presume a lot.”

“Admit it.”

“Fine.”

“Fine, you’ll admit it or fine, I’m right?”

A smile tugs at my lips. “You’re right. But I still need you to be my fiancée.”

She snorts out a laugh. “That sounds so messed up.”

“Completely messed up.”

“So…” she implores. “Did you kiss him?”

Finally, yes. And so much more.

“Yeah,” I admit. “But you can’t tell anyone, Leah.”

“Don’t insult me. You know I won’t. Was he a good kisser?”

“The best.”

“I’ll try not to be insulted again since we’ve kissed,” she grumbles. “Are you an item now?”

I roll to a stop at a light and regard her with a serious expression. “Leah, I love him more than anyone in the entire world. He’s my everything.”

Her eyes grow glassy and she blinks away tears. “I was not expecting that intensity this early in the morning.”

The light turns green and I gas it. “At school, you’re my fiancée.”

“But at home we see whomever we want to see.”

“Exactly.”

“I’ve been talking to someone,” she admits shyly.

I stiffen. “From school?”

“No. He doesn’t go there. We’re safe. I just…it kind of happened after the movies. He texted me and we’ve been talking. I swear I won’t let it get out, though.”

“Do I know him?”

She shrugs, turning her attention out the window, clearly not wanting to give me a definitive answer. I blow it off as I head into the parking lot at school. After I park, I climb out and walk over to Leah’s side. She climbs out and accepts my hand. A few people look our way, but mostly no one cares. When we pass Ivy, she glowers at Leah. I walk Leah inside to her locker, but my eyes search the hallways for Cope.

I know the moment he arrives because the air is sucked straight from my lungs just like anytime he is near. Our eyes snap together like two magnets meeting. His blue ones are bright and intense. Today he looks good wearing a long-sleeved, fitted black shirt and his usual black skinny jeans that have tons of pockets all over them. The knee is blown out on one side and I can see his pale, white skin. His combat boots are untied, but the laces aren’t long enough to trip over. He’s donning some silver rings and a few black, thick leather bracelets. When he catches me staring, he smirks. I have to fist my hand because the craving to march right over there to him and run my fingers through his dark, tousled hair is strong. He licks his lips and I have to look away.

Too fucking hot in here.

“Whoa,” Leah hisses. “Chill on the love stares. I nearly got pregnant and I was a bystander. Keep looking at Cope like you want to eat him and our secret will be over before we even get a chance to tell it.”

She purses her lips at me and I frown.

“Sorry,” I mumble. For show, I cradle her face with my palms and kiss the corner of her mouth.

“Better,” she says, “but not at all convincing.”

I glance over at Cope and he’s talking to a kid named Jeff, but his eyes are on me. Amused at my little show for our school. Leah and I need to up our game.

“Hey, kids,” a familiar voice booms from behind me.

I turn and nearly cringe to see Dante standing there wearing a wide grin.

“Hey,” Leah and I both utter at once.

Dante clutches my shoulder, his brows furrowing. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Leah squeaks.

I shrug and look at the linoleum floor.

Dante sidles closer, his palm sliding underneath my backpack at the small of my back, as he whispers, “Wanna come over tonight? You look fine as fuck today.”

“I, uh,” I start, unsure what to say to him.

His palm slides lower, his fingertip threatening to go past the waistband of my jeans. “I’d suck you off right now if we didn’t have a million witnesses and you weren’t a closet gay.”

He pulls away slightly and then he’s jerked away from me completely. Cope’s icy glare has Dante nearly falling on his ass to get away from it.

“What?” Dante demands.

Cope steps forward, murder gleaming in his eyes. I press my palm to his front. Leah hooks her arm in his to keep him from kicking Dante’s ass.

“It’s fine,” I assure Cope. “I can take care of it. I’ll see you in class.”

Leah starts to drag him off, but Cope’s menacing glare remains on Dante until they round the corner. When they’re gone, I square my shoulders and look at Dante.

“You’re a nice guy and all…”

He winces. “We’re not even dating and this feels like a breakup. Is it him?”

Panic rises up inside of me. Are we really that obvious?

“It’s Leah,” I lie. “It was always Leah. I thought I could experiment with a guy, but turns out, I’m just so in love with her.”

His brows shoot up in surprise. “Leah? Leah Collins?”

I can’t meet his confused stare. “I asked her to marry me.”

Silence.

Then, he starts laughing. “You really got me, asshole.”

“I’m serious,” I tell him. “She’s my fiancée.” That’s sort of the truth.

He smirks. “Okay.”

“Dante…”

“Wait. You’re not shitting me.” His eyes widen in shock. “What the fuck, man? Engaged? You’re in high school. Who the hell gets engaged in high school?”

“Me and Leah, I guess.” I flick my eyes to the clock. “I’ll catch ya later.”

I leave him gaping as I make my way to class. Why do I feel like convincing everyone is going to be a lot harder than I ever thought?
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The secret’s out.

Dante and his big mouth.

At least it’s the secret engagement and not my secret sexual preference. Mostly, everyone is amused by it. Eager to have something to gossip about. By lunch, though, I’m over it. I find Leah and Cope leaving the lunchroom just as I’m heading that way.

Cope hands me a sandwich and a Gatorade before the three of us make it outside. It’s chilly today, but it beats staying inside where everyone will stare and whisper at us. Leah sits between us on the bench and I’m annoyed that I’m not sitting in the middle instead. We all eat in silence, each of us trying to acclimate to this new setup between us.

“It’s cold,” Leah whines.

I playfully pat my lap. “Warm here, fiancée.”

She laughs but then to my surprise moves to my lap. Her body snuggles against my chest as she seeks out warmth. When I steal a glance at Cope, he’s thrumming with wild energy. The blues of his eyes are nearly glowing with intensity. He tears his gaze from mine to lean back against the table on his elbows. His head tilts up toward the sky and his jaw clenches in an angry way. I can’t help but imagine my tongue sliding down his throat, marking him more. Purple bruises stain his otherwise pale flesh. My mouth waters to lick his protruding Adam’s apple.

“Is that a pickle in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” Leah teases.

Cope’s head snaps my way and his grin spreads across his face in a villainous way he’s long perfected over the years. His dark eyebrow quirks up and his lips twitch with amusement. “Got a woody over there, Penn?”

“If someone would stop rubbing their ass on my dick, I’d be just fine,” I grumble out. And if someone else would stop looking hot as hell, that’d help too.

“Like this?” she asks, wiggling her hips.

Cope’s expression is no longer amused. He boldly grabs her hips and pulls her back to the bench between us. His arm wraps over her shoulders and he hugs her to him, pinning her arms.

“You’re so territorial,” she says, her pealing laughter echoing all around.

“You’re rubbing on my boyfriend’s cock. My restraint can only be tested so long before I snap,” he growls under his breath.

I guess he confirmed to her that we’re together now.

My chest aches in a satisfying way at his words. I’m his and he’s jealous. It makes me want to get on my knees and show him how loyal I am to him too. Those thoughts don’t help the state of my dick, though. I bite on my bottom lip, trying to drive my lust-filled thoughts out of my mind and lock eyes with Cope over Leah’s head.

He drops his gaze to my mouth. I release my lip and lick my bottom one to wet it. His eyes track the movement of my tongue, searing heat burning in his stare.

I have to tear away and look elsewhere before I do something stupid like press my lips to his. As soon as I glance over at the windows of the cafeteria, I see Ivy with Jett’s arm around her glaring at us, making me stiffen.

“We have stalkers,” I mutter under my breath, tugging Leah back toward me. I slide my fingers into Leah’s hair and tilt her head back. “Kiss me like you mean it.”

Our lips press together and she kisses me sweetly. Knowing Ivy’s watching makes me nervous. I can’t help but look at Cope for support. His narrowed eyes are laser-sharp as he watches me kiss her. It helps if I pretend it’s him instead. I kiss her deeper and she lets out a moan of surprise. Our tongues tangle, but she tastes all wrong. I want Cope’s mouth on mine. The way his teeth are gritting away to dust, I’d say he wishes for the same.

“She’s gone,” Cope barks out.

I pull away rather quickly from Leah’s kiss and rise to my feet. “I’m going to take a piss before my next class.”

Cope jumps to his feet. “Me too.”

Leah laughs and grabs her bag. “See you two lovebirds around.”

I give her a wave, but Cope is already stalking away. His broad swimmer’s shoulders are tense. Trying to look casual, I follow after him. I attempt not to be so obvious about the fact I want to fuck his brains out. The three of us have an image to keep up.

Cope ducks into a bathroom and I slip in behind him. Several guys are exiting as the bell to end lunch resounds. He walks into the handicap stall but doesn’t close the door behind him.

An invitation.

One I gladly accept.

As soon as I open the door and step inside, he slams it closed behind me, pushing me up against the door. His hips press to mine, letting me feel just how hard his cock is.

“This is harder than I thought,” he rumbles, his icy blue eyes pinning me.

“Us?”

His grinds his teeth as he stares at my lips. “Not us, Penn. You and her. Watching you kiss her makes me burn with rage.”

“Does it help I didn’t enjoy it and wished it were you?” I ask, a smile tugging at my lips.

He smirks. “It helps, but it’s not good enough. I’ll feel better when I remove every trace of her.”

His lips press to mine, gently at first, and then our tongues tangle in a heated frenzy. My hands are everywhere, desperate to touch every hard muscle on his body. He groans, rocking his hips against me. If he keeps rubbing his dick against me, I’m going to come in my pants like a fucking loser.

I yank his hoodie up some, desperate to touch his rigid abs. He lets out a hiss of air when my fingers stroke along his bare flesh. Then, because I need to touch him more, I unbuckle his belt and shove my hand down into his pants. He’s hard as fuck and thrusts against my grip. Our mouths are just a breath apart as I slowly fuck him with my hand. We’re quiet, aside from our heaving breathing, as I jerk him off. When his sounds become uneven and ragged—a clear indicator he’s about to come—I slide down to one knee and take him in my mouth. His fingers grip my hair hard and he lets out a string of curse words as he comes. The salty burst of cum hits my tongue and I swallow him down through each throb of his cock. When I’m sure he’s done, I pull off and tuck him back into his pants.

“Feel better now?” I ask as I buckle his belt and look up at him.

His eyes are hooded and he wears a lazy, sated smile. “For now,” he teases. “If I get jealous again, I’ll come find you.”

I lick my lips and then kiss his pouty mouth. “I’ll be ready. With you, I’m always ready.”
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Copeland

 

I’m thrumming with pent-up energy. Watching Leah and Penn pretend all day is making me antsy. I need to go swim to burn off some steam or some shit. When the final bell of the day rings, I stalk down the hallway on a mission to find them. They’re not by Penn’s Jeep that’s parked next to my Camaro, so I lean against my car door and stare at his vehicle.

“Want a drag?”

The sultry, familiar voice of my ex-girlfriend wafts around me like the cloying smoke of her cigarette. She offers me the cigarette that’s delicately balanced between her two black-painted fingernails.

“Nah, I’m quitting,” I say roughly, my eyes darting up to search the crowd dispersing from the building.

She shrugs and takes a heavy drag before blowing it out in my face. “Suit yourself.” Her ass rests against Penn’s Jeep as she positions herself directly across from me. Despite her pretty makeup and perfect hair, her eyes are quite telling.

Angry. Confused. Sad.

Guilt rises up inside of me. I led her on for too long. Two years is a long time to spend every free moment with someone. They become attached. Well, in her case, she did. Sure, I loved Ivy in some way, but it’s not the same way I love Penn.

And, fuck, how I love him.

“Why her?” she asks bitterly. “Of all the girls, why Llama Leah?”

I tilt my head up to inspect her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You think I believe Penn is in love with Leah?” she sneers. “I mean, look at her. Look at him. It’s clearly one of these rich kid schemes you people are so good at.”

Rolling my eyes, I let out a frustrated huff. “They’re engaged.”

She steps closer, her eyes narrowing at me. “Yeah, I heard. And you don’t look too happy about it either. So I want to know why her? Why are you in love with her?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I bite out.

I hear Leah’s laugh from nearby. Both Ivy and I snap our heads in that direction. Penn’s arm is over her shoulders and he kisses her temple. At least he’s playing the part well. It looks believable. And for some reason, that annoys the shit out of me. I fist my hands, the urge to pry him away from her overwhelming.

“That’s why,” Ivy hisses. “You’re jealous of him. That’s why you’re suddenly hanging out with him again. To be closer to her. Unbelievable.”

Unbelievable because it couldn’t be further from the truth.

But Ivy Cunningham can’t know that.

“Everything okay?” Penn asks as he approaches, fire burning in his brown eyes at seeing Ivy.

Okay, so maybe I’m not the only one who gets jealous.

“Peachy, McAlister,” Ivy says sweetly. Then, she pokes Leah hard in the chest. “You give him one of your nerd girl STDs and I will blow your house up with you in it.”

Leah gapes at her in shock and Penn’s body twitches with barely contained fury.

“What the fuck’s wrong with you?” I roar, grabbing Ivy’s wrist and dragging her away from Penn and Leah.

“Oh, come on.” Ivy’s furious glare meets mine over my shoulder. “When you’re done fucking the geek, you’ll come back to me. We’re meant to be. Nothing will change that, Cope. And when you come back, I don’t want to get tainted by that skank.”

She yanks her hand free from my grip now that we’re no longer near Penn and Leah. Despite the war raging in her blue eyes, her bottom lip trembles ever so slightly. Ivy can be the biggest bitch on the planet sometimes, but I still feel like a dick. My mind drifts to the past, when things with her were okay.
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“You love me,” she purrs, drawing a heart with a fingertip over my bare chest.

Ivy is always affectionate right after we have sex. It’s like for five minutes, she’s the sweet girl before I ruined her. I stroke my fingers through her hair.

“Mmmm,” I say in response. I guess I love her in some way.

“Say it,” she demands in a playful yet still desperate way.

I pretend to be asleep.

She slaps my chest. “Don’t be a dick, Cope.”

“Fine,” I grumble. “Love you.”

Her sigh lets me know she doesn’t like that my response is just a forced one. She sits up and I peek my eyes open at her. With her brows furrowed and her troubled green eyes darting all over me, I feel shame. Why can’t I just love her like a normal fucking guy? Why must I drag her along, always dangling the carrot of hope that I might one day wake the fuck up and realize she’s a great girl? But I can’t. All I can do is give her the tiny morsels of myself. It’s all I have to give. And on some deep level, I think she understands this. Maybe even appreciates it. Too bad she deserves way more than a few morsels.

“Do you think we’ll get married one day?” she asks, grabbing my wrist to bring it to her full, naked breast.

I gently run my thumb over her nipple, hardening it. “Maybe,” I lie. I’ll never get married. Dad proved that marriages are just a shitty means to an end.

She straddles my stomach, baring her body to me, and then reaches for another condom. The door flings open and my dad storms in. His eyes narrow as he takes in the naked girl in my bed. I don’t like the perverted look in his eyes as he appreciates my girlfriend’s rack. I shove her into the bed beside me and yank up the sheet.

“Privacy, Dad,” I growl. “What the fuck?”

“Language,” he snaps back. “And what have I told you about having sex in my house?”

“We can talk about this later,” I bite out. When my dick isn’t still wet from just fucking my girlfriend a short while ago.

“Throw some clothes on,” he barks out. “We’re talking about it now.”

As soon as he’s gone, I shoot her an apologetic look. “Get dressed,” I tell her. “After he chews my ass out, I’ll take you home.”

She pouts, but I don’t stick around. I dress and then find my dad in the living room where he paces.

“You can’t tell me who I fuck,” I snap.

“Your future says I can.” He flashes me one of his wolfish boardroom smiles.

Fuck him and the horse he rode in on. “I love her,” I lie. “We’re going to get married one day.”

“Why must you make the same mistakes I did, Copeland? Your mother was trash. And look where Halle’s at now.” He laughs cruelly. “Bartending at some LA bar, far from you.”

I try not to flinch, but his words wound me. Mom bailed when I was young. Three or four maybe. I remember flashes of her. How she smelled like oranges and was always singing old Janis Joplin songs.

“I’m just saying Ivy Cunningham is beneath you,” he says, his voice softer. “If you stay with her, you may as well resign yourself to the fact you’ll be working at the post office like Paul and she’ll end up at a diner like Fawn.” He frowns. “Do you love her that much?”

Not really.

Not that I’d choose money or some shit over her. I just don’t love her like I should. We’ve been dating nearly two years and I’ve yet to feel that aching in my chest for her.

It’s times like these, I wish I had my best friend.

Penn would know what to do.

Anger swells up inside me. Why did he have to push me away? Why did he have to change everything about us? I could really fucking use him right now.

“You’re just seventeen,” Dad says. “You have a whole life ahead of you.”
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I’m pulled from my memories when I hear Jett calling out to Ivy. Her features have softened as she regards me. I hate how hope glimmers in her eyes.

“You’re just eighteen,” I tell her, mimicking my dad’s words a while back ago. “You have a whole life ahead of you. Don’t waste it pining over some dickhead who’s not coming back.”

“Fuck you,” Ivy mutters, rare tears glittering in her eyes.

Jett swoops in and saves the motherfucking day. He pulls her to his chest, glowering at me.

“What the hell did you say to her?” he demands.

“Nothing worth repeating,” I utter, turning on my heel.

I stalk back over to my car. Leah grabs my hand when I get close.

“Everything okay? Why does she hate me so much?” she squeaks out.

“It’s fine,” I assure her.

Leah wraps her arms around my middle and hugs me. I look over the top of her head at Penn. His brown eyes swim with questions, but I know he’ll ask them later when we’re alone. Images of him naked and sprawled out in my bed have my dick hardening.

“Damn,” Leah says with a laugh, her head tilting up to look at me. “You two literally cannot be near each other without wanting to bone.”

I tug at her hair. “Shush.”

A burning glare sears into me, and this time, it’s not Penn’s. I look over to see Ivy scowling my way.

“So it doesn’t help if I do this,” Leah teases, rubbing her stomach against my dick.

I snap my eyes down to hers. “Stop.”

Penn grabs her backpack and pulls her away. “Mine,” he growls, his eyes hot on mine. Then, his stare rakes down my chest to the bulge in my pants. He licks his lips and winks at me.

To anyone nearby, they see a jealous boyfriend. A boy who doesn’t want his girl hugging his best friend. What they don’t see is a jealous boyfriend who is seconds from fucking his best friend across the hood of his car.

My dick throbs at that thought.

Down, boy.
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“There you are,” Dad calls out from nearby when I walk in the front door. He steps into the foyer with a tumbler filled with amber liquid in his grip, looking sharp and vicious as per usual. Based on the way he takes in my holey jeans, combat boots, and black shirt, I’d say he isn’t impressed with my lazy look.

“What’s up?”

His irritation melts away as a predatory grin stretches across his face. My dad is good-looking, I know this. He looks like me. Just a little more refined. A few grays at his temple. Calculation in his blue eyes that comes with age and experience. I’ve seen women practically throw themselves at Dad at functions. Even the married ones. Hell, even Penn’s mom on a few occasions when she’s been hitting the booze too much. But the reason why he doesn’t date is because he’s a cold, heartless bastard. Doesn’t matter how good you look if you’re an asshole. Women can only handle that shit for so long.

“I had people texting me today asking me if I knew Penn and Leah were engaged. They wanted me to verify the rumors.” He chuckles darkly and takes a long sip of his liquor.

A little early in the afternoon to be hitting the bottle, Dad.

“And?” I sneer.

Unperturbed by my attitude, he sips his drink again. “I told them the rumors were true. But I also told them you were taking it hard since you’ve always been in love with the Collins girl.”

This prick is always kicking the hornet’s nest.

“Good one,” I grumble, hoping to hell it doesn’t get back to Ivy. I don’t care about Ivy being jealous, but what I do care about is her taking it out on Leah. I know my ex-girlfriend. She’s vindictive as fuck.

He slightly sways on his feet and I arch a brow. You’ve got to be kidding me right now. This guy is fucked up in the middle of the day?

“Are you drunk?” I ask, disgust in my tone.

He snorts. “Don’t try that holier than thou shit on me, kid. I know you drink all the damn time. Who do you think buys all your liquor?” With his intense glare on me, he drains the rest of his glass.

“Why do you hate Jason so much?” I blurt out.

I know why I hate Jason. He’s a cunt to Penn. Whips up on him more than Penn lets on. Dad is always coolly polite to Jason and Lisa, but they’re far from friends. At least not anymore. It was around the third grade, after a New Year’s party at Penn’s that Dad suddenly stopped hanging out with Jason.

“You have to care about someone to hate them. I don’t hate him. I just want to watch him suffer.” He shrugs.

Sadistic bastard.

“Okay,” I mumble. “Well something happened to change your friendship.”

Dad’s gaze hardens as he looks off into space as though he’s remembering something. “He told me something that pissed me off. I know it’s not true, but it still pissed me off.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“He told me he’d been sleeping with Halle for years up until she left,” he growls. “Your mother was a whore, there’s no doubt about that. But even she had standards.”

“How did you know she didn’t fuck him?” I challenge.

Dad’s smile is pure evil. “Because I tracked her every move. Her phone. Cameras on the house. Email. Her car. Your mother was mine and no one but me was allowed to have her. I know how these rich bitches are. They think they can have their cake and eat it too. Not in the Justice house.”

“Is that why she left?” I ask, my voice small. Once again, I’m that toddler asking my dad where Mommy went.

“Who the hell knows,” he grumbles. “But she didn’t just leave me. She left you too. Don’t paint me as the villain in your story.”

I shake my head as I walk away.

Everyone’s a villain in my story…including me.

The only hero is Penn.
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Penn

 

“Right there,” I moan. “Feels good, Leah.”

She lets out a giggle as she moves the pen back and forth under my cast. It itches like fucking crazy.

“All better, fiancé?” she asks.

I nod and pull my hand away as I shut off the Jeep in front of her house. It’s been three weeks now that we’ve been playing this game. Three weeks of secretly being with Cope in the afternoons and on weekends, but putting on a show during the day. At least now, most of the kids have accepted me and Leah as an official couple. We’re getting better with the act.

“When do you get that thing taken off?”

I grumble. “This afternoon. The doc thought I might need surgery, but it’s doing better. They’ll take it off if everything looks okay.”

“Just in time for the football game tomorrow night!” she exclaims.

I wince at her words. Everyone thinks as soon as the cast comes off, everything goes back to normal. Nothing will ever be the same again. Why the hell would I start playing football again when I could be spending that time with Cope?

The simple act of defiance toward my dad has me standing behind my decision. Football was fun for a while there and it kept me distracted from the pain I had when it came to Cope hating me. But it was simply that. A distraction. Now that Cope is mine and we’re happy, I couldn’t care less about football. Or anything for that matter.

All that matters is him.

I think about how close we’ve gotten to sex lately. He makes me so fucking horny. All the dirty shit he says to me is maddening. All the things he wants to do to me. But it pisses me off that they’re just words. Sure, he’s been fingering my ass more and the intrusions are no longer so foreign feeling, but I want his dick there. I’ve told him as much.

“Hello,” Leah chirps. “Earth to alien boy. Your head is in the stars. What’s up?”

We climb out of my Jeep and I walk her up to her porch.

“I’m not going to play football,” I tell her.

Her eyes widen, making them look super owlish behind her glasses. “Wait. You’re getting the cast off and Coach Sullivan will probably beg you back onto the team and you’re still going to walk? Why?”

Irritation claws at my chest. “Because I don’t want to.”

“But you’re good at it and college—”

“Stop,” I snap.

She winces and I feel guilty for yelling at her. “But won’t your dad be mad at you?”

“Dad has a new agenda,” I state in a cold tone, motioning to her.

“Well, it’s a good thing you’ve been giving it your all then, huh?” she says, pulling me to her for a hug. “Keep him focused on our supposed engagement and maybe he’ll leave you alone about football. I’m on your team, Penn. Don’t sweat it.”

I hug her tight and kiss the top of her head. A car pulls up, but I don’t pull away in case it’s her parents. The more we convince them how in love we are, the more my dad will stay off my ass about football.

She senses the new arrival too and tilts her head up to look at me. I lean forward to kiss her, but she turns slightly to see who’s stomping our way. Gripping her jaw, I pull her face to mine, ignoring her widened eyes, and kiss her like I mean it.

I mean to convince them, that’s for damn sure.

I’ve barely gotten my tongue down her throat before I’m being yanked away. Someone pulls me out into the yard by the back of my hoodie. When I finally gain my wits, I yank from his grip and swivel around to greet my attacker.

Max.

I see red.

Swinging out with my casted hand, I aim for his fucking face. Leah screeches from nearby, but I don’t stop. Max charges for me and tackles me to the ground. My head hits the ground, dizzying me for a moment, and then I’m back to attacking this motherfucker.

“Max, baby, please stop,” Leah begs.

I freeze at her words. Wrong move. Max nails me with his fist, right across my cheekbone. His eyes are wild and furious. Jealous. What the fuck? I shove him away from me and rub at my face as I glower at him.

“What the hell is your problem?” I roar, standing off with him again.

Our chests bump and we’re seconds from tearing into each other again.

“She’s my girlfriend and you’re fucking making out with her,” he snarls. “That’s my problem.” He shoves me hard.

I shoot a glare at Leah. “Care to explain?”

She loops her arm through Max’s and he visibly relaxes. “We’re dating. We have been since the week after my party.”

I gape at her. “And you didn’t tell me? Why not?”

“Because it’s a secret!” she exclaims, tears welling in her eyes.

Max shoots me a nasty glare before pulling her to his chest. He kisses the top of her head and rubs at her back. She sinks against him as though he’s her happy place.

Since. Fucking. When?

“A secret from me?” I seethe. “You’re my fiancée.”

This sets Max off again because he tries to untangle himself from her to get to me. Her grip tightens around him.

“Stop,” she yells. “Both of you.” She looks up at Max. “You knew this when we got together. That my parents and his had this engagement shenanigan in place. You were okay with it. I made sure of it.”

He drops his forehead to hers. “Knowing of it and seeing it are two different things.”

“I know,” she coos. “I’m sorry. It’s not real, though. We’re real.”

They spend the next five minutes making out while I pace the dirt in front of my Jeep. I need to see Cope. He’d gone after school to apply for an apprenticeship at Fenway Ink. I’d offered to go with him, but he was nervous as hell and wanted to do it alone. As soon as I leave here, I’ll wait in his room for him. I just need to see him.

When they finally pull apart, Max’s glare is on me again. He has a smug, satisfied glint in his eyes, though. Because he won the girl. Leah is a catch, but I’m not interested.

“You don’t have to be jealous that I’ll take her away from you,” I mutter. “I’m gay.”

Leah widens her eyes at my admission. “Penn…”

“No,” I say, interrupting her. “He needs to know that every time I have to kiss you, I think about my boyfriend. That I wish things were different so I could freely kiss him. Same as you, Leah.”

Max’s face goes blank. “You’re not gay.”

“He is,” Leah utters. “And it’s not common knowledge. I know you’ll keep this secret, right?”

He looks at her as though she’s the most precious fucking thing in the world. In that instant, I let all the anger and hate toward him dissipate. Leah deserves love. Max is clearly completely in love with her. He stares at her the same way Cope stares at me.

“I’m not telling anyone,” he assures her. “I don’t want to watch you kiss him, but I get why you two are doing this.”

“Leah is one of my best friends,” I tell him. “I’d die before I let anyone hurt her. You have my word that I’ll always look after her. Truce?”

The animosity in his stare is gone. “Truce.”

Surprising me, he reaches out to shake my hand, while not releasing his girlfriend. I shake his hand with my casted one and he lets out a laugh.

“Sorry about your hand.” He winces.

“You breaking my hand was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

At his confused stare, I let go and give them a wave.

Him breaking my hand brought Cope back to me.

And yes, I’ll definitely owe Max a solid for that one.
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I pull into my driveway and shut off my Jeep, making a fist with my hand. It feels so weird to not have the cast on anymore. Maybe a little sore, but I’m happy as hell to have it gone. I glance next door. Cope’s Camaro isn’t at his house, which makes disappointment flood through me. He’s the only one who fills the giant, gaping hole in my chest. I’m fully aware of how dependent I am of his presence to make me happy. It’s probably unhealthy as hell, but I don’t care.

I love him.

I’m just climbing out when Dad’s Porsche 911 Carrera S Model rolls into the spot beside me. The garage door opens and I pray he’ll just drive inside, leaving me be. But when I make the mistake of looking over at him, I realize he’s shutting off his car and climbing out. I hop out and sling my backpack over my shoulder before making my way toward the open garage bay.

“Penn,” Dad says, halting me.

I turn to regard him. He’s leaned up against the side of his shiny silver sports car that put him out a hundred and twenty grand. My dad thinks he’s the shit. Handsome. Rich. Powerful. But behind his back, people hate him. They talk about how he’s going through a midlife crisis when he bought that car or how his wife is the town pill head. He constantly needs his ego stroked, though, so I wouldn’t be shocked if he paid an army of people to follow him around and tell him how fucking amazing he is to drown out all the ones talking bad about him.

“How’s Leah?” he asks.

I shrug. “Same as always. Fine.”

When a loud engine rumbles, we both turn to watch Cope’s black Camaro pull into the neighboring driveway. Cope climbs out, his brows furrowed as he regards us. He starts for us and I give him a slight shake of the head. His eyes flicker with understanding. As soon as he’s disappeared into the house, Dad starts in on me.

“I want you to stop hanging out with that loser,” Dad grumbles.

Irritation spikes up my chest. “He’s my best friend,” I grit out. And my boyfriend. My lover. My fucking everything.

“His father was once my best friend, too. Things change. People change.” He waves a hand at his new car. “We outgrow certain people.”

So this is a pissing match between him and Bryan? Who makes the most money?

“Whatever,” I utter.

He storms over to me and grabs the front of my hoodie. Eyes flare with anger as his spittle sprays my face. “He’ll use you. Furthermore, his dad will use you.”

Bryan loves me. Unfortunately, more than his son.

“You’re way outta line, Dad.”

He releases my hoodie and runs his fingers through his dark hair. “You always were soft. Don’t you see? Bryan is still bitter because I let his fucking wife blow me a few times.”

I recoil at his words. “You what? W-What about Mom?”

He laughs, cruel and mocking. “What about your mother? She knows she was a marriage of convenience. You don’t think you’ll be balls deep in Heidi or that skank Ivy before your first wedding anniversary? Don’t try to act like you’re better than me, son. Leah is your mother. A tool.”

I fist my hands. My mom may be a pill stealing drunk who can’t remember shit, but she’s still my mother. I’d probably be fucked up all the time too if I were married to Jason McAlister.

“My point is, Bryan is still pissed that Halle and I fucked around. It was purely sex, though. Ever since I told him about our affair, he’s taken it quite personally. And while I do enjoy having the upper hand, knowing it pisses him off and was the ultimate demise of his marriage, I don’t like how he thinks he can toy with my son now.”

My dad is a monster.

“You’re disgusting,” I spit out.

“My patience is wearing thin with that mouth of yours,” he snaps, making me jolt. “Now, realize that you are a McAlister. Not some long-lost son of Bryan’s. He’ll just use you for some vindictive game. It’s high time this friendship ends with his boy. You need to focus on school, your fiancée, and your place in this community.” He flashes me his million-dollar smile. “We have a legacy to maintain.”

“Does Mom know?” I ask, my voice husky.

“About what?”

“Your affair.”

His features darken. “Which one?”

Dirty asshole.

When his phone rings, I let out a sigh of relief the moment he answers and stalks into the house. I walk past my garage and into Cope’s house. He’s in the kitchen making a couple of sandwiches when I round the corner.

I take a moment to admire him.

He’s lost his shirt and shoes, standing there in holey jeans that hang low on his hips. I’m mesmerized by the happy trail that dips below the waistband of his jeans. I lick my lips, suddenly eager to suck on his dick.

“What’d your dad want?” he asks, handing me one of the sandwiches.

I grab it and peel my stare from his abdomen to meet his eyes. “To fuck with my life a little more.” Guilt floods through me. “He said some bad shit.”

Cope takes a bite of his sandwich and chews with his mouth open, mumbling the word, “What?” around his chewing.

“That he had an affair with your mom.” I wince at saying the harsh words. I know how much of a sore spot Cope’s mother is to him.

He grunts and takes another bite. “My dad told me.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand, storming over to him until our chests are nearly touching. “That’s not the shit you keep from your best friend.”

He takes another bite from his sandwich, his blue, blazing eyes locked on mine. “No? Well, it’s the shit you keep from your boyfriend so he doesn’t feel bad for what a fucker his dad is.” He polishes off the sandwich. No longer hungry, I toss mine back on the plate.

I let out a heavy sigh and lean against him, burying my nose against the side of his neck. “You don’t have to protect me.”

“But I don’t have to hurt you either.” He swallows down the rest of his food and hugs me. “Your dad is a dick. So is mine. Just because they like to fuck with each other doesn’t mean we have to get pulled in too.” He pulls my no longer casted hand to his mouth and kisses my palm. “Finally got the cast off.”

“Finally.” Pulling away, I hook my thumbs into the top of his jeans. “How did Fenway Ink go?”

A wide grin stretches across his face. “I start tomorrow. Unpaid apprenticeship, but I’ll get to learn the ropes, train under their artists, maybe even tattoo some people if I have willing victims.”

“I’ll be your victim,” I tell him without hesitation.

He laughs. “You’re such a masochist.”

“And you like dishing out pain, so that makes us evenly matched.”

Except when it comes to sex. For some reason, he wants to protect me from pain when it comes to sex. Or…

My thoughts darken.

What if he doesn’t want to have sex? What if he’s just blowing off the sex part because he knows he can’t do it?

Talking with my dad really has my self-doubt front and center. Cope senses my mood change because he frowns.

“What’s wrong?” he demands.

I shake my head. “Nothing. Just found out some shit earlier today.”

He reaches into a cabinet above the stove and pulls out a bottle of Jack. “What kind of shit?”

“About Leah.”

Cope whips around, his blue eyes flickering. “What about Leah?” He unscrews the top and takes a healthy swig. My eyes travel down his neck, lingering on his Adam’s apple that moves as he swallows, and then lands on the newest hickeys on his collarbone.

“She’s been dating Max.”

“Max? Who the fuck is Max?”

He takes another swallow of the liquor and hands me the bottle. Needing to chase away my lingering nerves, I drink a bitter swig.

“Luke Collins’s best friend.”

“The asshole who broke your fucking hand?” he seethes. “You’ve got to be kidding me. For how long? Why?”

“Like three weeks,” I grumble, taking another long pull of the liquor. “And who the hell knows.”

“Three weeks? When did she think to tell us?” He snags the bottle back and drinks more. “Everyone’s going to find out now.”

“No,” I assure him. “He really cares about her. Just about beat my ass again today.”

His glare becomes murderous as he steps closer to me. He swipes his thumb along my cheekbone that’s sore to the touch. “I thought Bryan did this to you.”

“Nope. Fuckin’ Max.”

“Want me to kill him?”

I chuckle. “As tempting as that sounds, I think my fiancée might get pissed at me. Raincheck?”

He smirks and then sets to putting away the food. I eat my sandwich, trying not to brood over the fact he hasn’t slept with me yet. Once we’re finished in the kitchen, we take the bottle with us upstairs. I take to pacing his bedroom floor, wondering if I have the nerve to bring up his refusing to fuck me, as he saunters over to his stereo. Soon, Radiohead blasts from the speakers, making my heart thrum hard in my chest. He makes his way back over to me and sets his bottle down on the end table so he can pull my hoodie and shirt off. His fingers ghost along my abs, circle my bellybutton, and then tease at the hair that trails off under my jeans.

“You look like you need a blowjob,” he rasps out. “You’re so tense.”

The alcohol running through me seems to ignite in my veins. As good as it feels to have his lips wrapped around me, I don’t want a fucking blowjob. I push away his hand. Hurt flickers in his eyes as he takes a step back.

“Are my blowjobs not good?”

“Not good enough,” I snap.

He winces at my words and I immediately want to reel them back in.

“Cope—”

“What the hell is your problem?” he bellows. “You get in a fight with your dad and want to be an asshole like him? Fuck you, Penn!”

I grab his hips, yanking him closer. “I just want more from you, dammit. I always want more and you keep me at arm’s length.” I flinch at my own words. “Do you not want to…” I swallow down my emotion. “Do you think it’ll be gross?”

He glowers at me as his hand grips my throat. “Gross? Don’t be a goddamn idiot.” With those words, he smashes his lips to mine, kissing me like he can somehow show me a glimpse of his soul.

I see.

Black. Lonely. Empty.

But when his soul meets mine, it brightens. It fucking glows.

I know this, because mine glows too.

Our tongues tangle in a heated frenzy. Suddenly, a blowjob sounds really damn amazing. Even if I never got to have sex with Cope, I’d be happy with just kissing him. We’re still able to be intimate enough. I could settle for that. For him. He’s worth it to me. Anything not to lose him altogether.

“I love you,” I breathe against his lips.

He pulls away, his blue eyes hot with intensity. “I love you too.” His words are but a whisper, but I hear them. They’re etched into my heart like a carving on stone. “I love you and I want to fuck you so bad it physically hurts.”

Pleasure coils in the pit of my stomach. “So why don’t you?”

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” he mutters. Then, his eyes darken. “But now…”

“But now?” I urge, my voice hoarse with need.

“I’m going to fuck my best friend. Even if he cries like a little girl.”
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Copeland

 

We may be joking, but Penn’s brown eyes gleam with hurt. The idiot really thinks I don’t want to fuck him. My aching cock begs otherwise. Seriously. Each day, we spend wrapped up in each other. Sucking each other. Fingering his ass. Making out. Jerking off. We’ve done everything but fuck, but it’s not like I don’t want to.

He starts for the bed, but I grab his bicep, dragging him into my bathroom instead. I turn him around to face the sink so I can look over his shoulder and see his expression in the mirror.

Confusion. Self-doubt. Yearning.

Patience, lover.

I hug him from behind, splaying my palms over his pectoral muscles. “Your body drives me crazy,” I murmur, my breath hot against his shoulder. “Everything about it is hard. Cut. Defined. I could spend hours memorizing each inch.”

A smile tugs at one corner of his lips. He knows I worship his body. We’ve spent every weekend curled up in bed. My tongue has been everywhere on his body.

“These abs,” I say and then playfully bite the side of his neck, “make my dick hard as fuck.” I rub against his ass to prove what he does to me. “I dream about these abs.”

“They’re yours,” he utters in a husky tone.

“Damn straight.” My fingertips slide along the grooves of his prominent V. “And this motherfucking wonder of the world makes me crazy. Like I’d start wars and end humanity if I had to in order to just keep these within my grasp.” He hisses when I stroke his oblique muscles and then unbutton the top of his jeans. “Your body is like a drug to me. I want more and more. It’s never enough. So the fact you even considered for one second that I didn’t want to fuck you means I make you insane too.”

He groans when I unzip his pants and push them along with his boxers down his thighs. His cock, thick and heavy, bobs out, the tip glistening with pre-cum. I slap at his ass, indicating he needs to kick off his shoes and step out of his clothes. Once he’s naked and pushed them out of the way, I take a step back to admire my favorite body part of his.

His ass.

I step closer, wrapping my arm around his front to grip his throbbing cock. Our eyes meet in the mirror again. “Promise me you’ll never doubt how fucking into you I am.” I stroke him until he whines, his head nodding. “Words, Penn.”

“I promise,” he hisses. “I just…this is everything I ever wanted. You and me. This. I’m afraid it’s some fucked up dream I’ll wake up from.” His pained eyes meet mine in the mirror. “If I lost you again…” The despondency in his eyes guts me. Hollows out my fucking soul. Sends searing pain into my heart.

I kiss his shoulder. “I’m yours forever. I’ve always been yours.”

Our eyes remain locked as I stroke his dick. He begins trembling. Signaling he’s close to coming. I slide my hand away, leaving his cock to bob eagerly. His groan has me chuckling.

“Stay here,” I tell him firmly.

“I was so close,” he grumbles.

Ignoring his pouting, I exit the bathroom and lock my bedroom door on the way to my nightstand. I pull out the lube and a condom. Once I shed the rest of my clothes, I carry my supplies into the bathroom. As soon as he sees what’s in my grip, he flashes me a brilliant smile.

I set the lube on the counter and hand him the condom. “Put it on me,” I instruct. “Have you ever put on a condom before?”

He snorts as he takes the rubber. “I’ve seen enough porn to get the idea.”

Our dicks gently rub against each other, sending a thrill shooting down my spine. This is finally happening. I’m about to fuck my best friend. My boyfriend. It’s surreal and kind of terrifying, but I’m eager.

He tears open the condom with his teeth and pulls it from the package. With trembling hands, he slides it over my tip. I hiss when he rolls it down my length, sheathing me. I’m clean and he’s clean, but until he asks me to fuck him bare, I’m not going to put that pressure on him. He fondles my balls, making me groan.

Looking down between us, I swat his hand away so I can take his dick in my grip. I slowly stroke him, loving the sounds of pleasure coming from him.

“See how my dick is all ready to go?” I rumble. “Wrapped up and ready to be inside your virgin ass.”

He thrusts against my hand. “Fuck, Cope, you’re driving me crazy.”

Running my thumb along his pre-cum at his tip, I shrug. “It’s fun.”

“Asshole.”

“Shhhh,” I tease. “I’ll be there soon enough.”

We grow quiet, aside from our ragged breathing, as I stroke him closer and closer to the edge. When he tenses and shakes, readying himself to come, I release him.

“What. The. Actual. Fuck?” he complains.

I chuckle as I grab his hips and turn him toward the mirror. His cheeks are flushed and his brown eyes are wild. “It’s called edging. It’ll feel much better when I eventually let you come.”

His eyes flare with lust and he rubs his ass against my erection. “You’re a tease.”

“You like it.”

He smirks, sending a wave of heat surging to my dick. I press my palm into his back and urge him to bend over some. His palms settle on the edges of the sink and his forehead nearly touches the mirror. I uncap the lube and pour a healthy amount on my fingers. Because we’ve been working up to it, I easily slide my middle finger between his ass cheeks and into his tight hole. I’m dying to put my cock inside of him because I know his tight ass is going to squeeze the fuck out of me.

“You like my finger in your ass,” I tell him, meeting his hooded stare in the mirror. “Fuck my finger like you own it.”

He groans and rocks his hips against my hand. His dick bounces with each movement. My own cock seeps with need.

“Perfect,” I praise, pushing a second finger into him. I fuck those fingers a few times into his ass before adding a third.

He hisses and tenses.

“Too much?”

“N-No,” he breathes. “I love it. I love you.”

“Pour lube on your dick.” I nod to the bottle. “Now, Penn.”

His ass clenches around my fingers, but then he obeys me, rubbing lube all over his impressive dick. I push away his hand and take over with my free one. With each fuck into his ass with my fingers, I time with my strokes around his dick. He’s a shaking, panting mess, edging closer and closer to oblivion. I wait until he’s tensed up and his eyes close before removing both hands abruptly.

“Jesus Christ!” he complains. “You’re killing me!”

I chuckle as I pour lube all over my dick, making sure it’s good and wet. “I’m a sadist. What can I say?”

He snorts but positions himself again at my mercy with his hands on the sink and his ass pushed out toward me. I grip my aching dick in my fist and slide between his cheeks in a teasing manner. When I meet resistance at his puckered asshole, I meet his stare in the mirror.

“Ready?”

He nods. “I’ve been dying for this.”

Just barely, I push into him, letting the crown of my cock get sucked into his tightness. Blinding pleasure rocks me to my core. The urge to drive into him is maddening, but I refuse to hurt him.

“Fuck,” he whispers, his eyes wild in the mirror.

“You make it sound like you like it,” I rumble. “You’re making me jealous. Maybe I want you in my ass one day.”

He groans, his ass clenching. “Whatever you want. I’ll give you whatever you want.”

I’m not sure if I want that, but I’m curious as hell. He’s coming undone and I’ve barely inched inside him. Slowly, I push into his hot, constricting body. All I’ve ever known is one pussy and Penn. His ass is the best fucking place I’ve ever had the pleasure of sticking my dick in. A low moan echoes around us, and I realize it’s mine. He feels so damn good. As soon as my pelvis presses against his ass, indicating I’m completely inside him, I lose control. My hands frantically claw at him, needing more. I pull him up right, seeking his mouth. He turns his head and meets my kiss at the awkward angle, just as eager for my lips.

“I’m fucking you,” I whisper against his lips. “I’m inside you. Deep inside your ass. How does it feel?”

He moans into my mouth. “It feels perfect. Long overdue. Everything.” His breath exhales sharply. “Now move your hips, Justice. Fuck me.”

His words send me over the edge. I push him back down so I can see over his head in the mirror. My hips piston slowly against him at first, but then I’m quickly unraveling. The urge to come is intense, but I want to prolong this feeling forever. It feels insane and wild and out of this world. I can’t get enough.

My fingertips dig into his hips as I fuck him hard. Relentlessly. Crazed. He pushes out against me, eager for the punishing my dick is delivering to him. I slide my hand around to his front to yank on his cock. He cries out in pleasure, his ass clenching tightly around me.

Fuck, this is blowing my mind.

His cock is hot and throbbing in my grip. Soon, he’ll climax. I bring him to the edge again and then let go, loving the flare of madness in his eyes.

When he goes to grab it, I thrust my hips hard enough that tears spring in his eyes.

“Don’t fucking touch it,” I growl. “I want you to come just watching me fuck you. Eyes here, McAlister. Look who’s fucking you. Your best goddamn friend in the world.”

His face scrunches up as he locks his eyes with mine. A choked sound escapes him and then my eyes are staring in the mirror as I watch cum shoot from his beautiful dick. It shoots into the bowl of the sink, making a mess, and it’s hot as hell. I let out a surprised sound when my own nuts seize up unexpectedly. Pleasure pulsates down my spine and through my cock as I come hard. My dick throbs in tandem with the clenching of his ass. I thrust and thrust and thrust until I’m dripping with sweat and no longer hard. I just want to fuck him forever.

Now soft, my dick slides easily out of his ass. The condom is full, but I wish it were his ass instead.

“I wish I could fill your tight ass up with my cum,” I tell him, grabbing his ass affectionately. “I want to prop you up on my bed and fuck you so many times, filling you to the fucking brim.”

He turns around and pulls the used condom from my dick. “So do it.”

“I…let me get tested first. I only slept with one person and used condoms religiously, but who knows who all she slept with behind my back,” I grumble. “I’d just feel safer getting tested.” Ivy was my girlfriend, but she’s a vindictive woman. So if she was mad at me, which she was often, then I wouldn’t put it past her to fuck someone just to sate her inner desire for revenge. And I’ll be damned if I ever put Penn in danger.

“Fine,” he concedes. “But then you get to fuck me bare whenever you want.” He smirks. “Were you serious about what you said or was that just heat of the moment?”

I walk past him to turn on the shower, not answering him at first. The idea of him inside of me is a forbidden one that entices me like no other. Six months ago, I would’ve laughed if someone told me one day I’d want a dick up my ass. Now…now I’m not so sure. As if hearing my internal thoughts, Penn picks up the bottle of lube before heading over to the shower. I frown at him, panic swelling inside of me.

“Don’t worry,” he assures me. “We’re just going to play.”

Because I trust him with my life, I give him a nod. My stomach is still in knots, but I join him in the shower. And after a quick soap down, he has me pressed against the wall, his hard dick rubbing along the crack of my ass as he sucks more purple hickeys on my neck.

I roll my eyes back, suddenly eager for him. When our bodies are wrapped together, threaded in mutual pleasure, it’s easy to want to try new things. Like right now, if he slipped his dick into my ass right now, I think I’d love it. He’s a fucker who likes to tease too, because he keeps sliding the head of his cock along my crack, spreading my ass cheeks. I can feel my ass open and the hard probing of his crown, but he never breaches the hole. Just threatens to. He pulls away and I curse.

“You want me there,” he says smugly.

“Don’t make me beg for it.”

He laughs. “Oh, I’m going to make you beg for it.”

My best friend and sadistic lover kneels behind me. His hands pull my ass cheeks apart as his tongue seeks my hole. He’s done this a few times when he’s blown me and it feels like heaven. I groan, pushing against his hot tongue. When his tongue breaches where his cock wouldn’t, I hiss. He’s licked me here, but he’s never stuck his tongue inside me.

“Holy shit,” I croak.

His hot breath tickles me as he laughs. Then, he fucks my ass with his tongue. Just when I think I might come again—my dick is hard and dripping with pre-cum—he pulls out. Rotten bastard. I hear the cap open and then his lubed finger enters where his tongue just was. My ass clenches in response, sending blazing fire shooting up my spine.

Fuck, this hurts.

And he had my entire dick inside him?

“Penn,” I mutter. “Pennnnnn.”

He lazily fucks me with his finger, not realizing he’s burning me with each thrust. “Yeah, babe?”

Babe.

Such a cheesy thing to say, but from Penn, with his finger in my ass, it’s hot.

“I want to come. I want to come,” I beg. The pain is intense, but it also sends a yearning coiling through me.

“Let me help with that,” he rumbles. His finger keeps fucking my ass and then his mouth is on my balls. Sucking them hard. Painfully so. Here I thought I was the sadist, but it’s this motherfucker who likes to inflict pain. “I like sucking on you.”

His words send wild lust shooting through me. He sucks my balls and the underside of my dick. He sucks my goddamn taint of all things. With every forbidden lick and suck, he sends me further into the unknown. I’m going to drown in Penn. Gladly. His big mouth sucks both my balls into my mouth, his nose breathing hot air against my dick. Just as I start to come, he pushes a second finger into my ass. The pain is severe and sudden and fucking delicious.

I come with a growl, my back arching like I’m a wolf howling to the damn moon. My cum shoots out of me hard, splattering the tile, as my lover sucks the pleasure right out of me. As my balls seem to deflate in his mouth, he presses his fingers firmly inside of me. Whatever he touches within is a hot button. No cum shoots from my dick, too wrung dry from my last orgasm, as he sends more pleasure exploding through me. Magically so. My legs are trembling so badly that when he pulls his fingers from me, I nearly collapse. But Penn is back on his feet, hugging me to him.

“Did I do okay?” he asks.

I pull away to glower at him. “Okay? You just blew my fucking mind, man. What the fuck? You holding a bag of tricks I don’t know about?”

He flashes me a smug grin. “I milked your prostate.”

“You did what?” I gasp.

“I’ve been watching gay porn long before you,” he says with a wolfish grin. “And I know a few tricks.”

All I can do is gape at him in shock.

“Can you do it again?” I murmur, my voice husky with need.

“I can do it all night long.”
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Penn

 

Cope’s job sucks. I mean, it’s awesome for him, but it sucks for me. I’m stuck hanging out at my house to pass the time. Maybe I need a job too. I walk over to my window to see if he’s back, but the driveway next door is empty.

And it’s snowing.

The trapped feeling intensifies.

I type out a text to him.

Me: Weather’s getting bad.

His reply is instant.

Cope: Almost home.

I let out a sigh of relief. It’s been a month since Cope and I had sex for the first time, and since then, we’ve become inseparable. Like maybe that night united us in a way neither of us ever thought possible. He’s my first and hopefully my forever. I don’t want anyone else. Just Cope. And while he’s yet to let me fuck him back, I know he secretly craves it. He has no qualms against my tongue or fingers inside his ass.

My phone buzzes again, but it’s not Cope.

Dad: Tonight at Red Herring’s. Dress sharp.

What the hell?

Me: I’m busy.

Dad: You have a dinner with your future in-laws. If it’s any consolation, the trash next door will be there too.

Me: What? Why?

Dad: Stop asking a million questions and show up. Seven.

Moments later, Cope texts me.

Cope: Dinner????? Don’t they torture us enough just by existing?

I let out a snort as I reply.

Me: Get over here and quick so I have time to fuck you before we leave.

His nonresponse over my joke has me chuckling.
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Red Herring’s is an upscale restaurant that overlooks the Missouri River. It’s a place I’ve been to a thousand times with my parents. The most expensive restaurant in town, usually reserved for celebrations. Now that Cope and I are here, and we find the large table, I realize we’re celebrating with Police Commissioner Jesse Sounder’s family and also Mayor Glenn Michaels’ family. I cringe because I hate this schmoozing shit, but it’s Cope’s gentle palm at the small of my back that keeps me going.

At least if I have to do this, we do it together.

Eyes burn into us and I catch the stare of the mayor’s son, Jett. He was friends with Cope when we weren’t speaking. Now, he’s dating his ex. You’d think the guy would be happy he got the girl. Instead, he watches Cope as though he’s someone who can be devoured.

Poor Jett doesn’t realize Cope is the one with fangs here.

Jett quickly looks away and it’s then I understand he’s lost to a stare down against Cope. Pride surges through me. Cope is the strongest guy I know. Some twerp won’t be able to intimidate him.

I’m not worried about Jett, though.

My eyes drag along the table to where Bryan sits at the head of the table. The place to his left is empty. For Cope. On his right are Gil Collins and his family, including Leah. Across from them is my family. As soon as my dad sees me, he puts on his fake front. He and Mom chirp about how wonderful it is to see me and Copeland together. Like old times. Fake. Bryan watches us with interest. I try to pull back so as not to gain his suspicion, but he’s already locked onto his son like a missile on a target.

“There you are,” Gil Collins greets. “Leah needs a good cheering up.”

I lock eyes with Leah, who seems seconds from breaking apart. Rushing over to her, I slide into the seat next to her and hug her. “What’s wrong?” I ask against her hair.

Her body trembles. I feel Cope’s gaze on me, burning with worry. With a quick nod, I let him know I’ll handle it. He needs to deal with his father. My own father starts in on a little speech. Talks about the community and its future. Blah, blah, blah. I don’t care.

“Talk to me,” I whisper.

Leah pulls away slightly and her watery eyes glisten with emotion. “Something bad.”

I frown and take her hands into mine, straightening her ring on her finger. “How bad?”

She sniffles and shrugs.

“Not good enough. Tell me.”

“I’m pregnant,” she chokes out.

Jett, from the other side of me, drops his fork, making a loud clang that has several adults turning their heads our way. I try to explain, with my eyes only, to Cope that this is bad. Real bad.

“You’re pregnant?” Jett asks loudly.

Her eyes widen when people start whispering.

“Don’t worry,” I assure her before turning my attention to the table. “This changes nothing. Having a baby a little sooner than we thought is just something we’ll figure out together. Right, sweetheart?”

Her face sours, but she nods quickly, eager to have the attention off her.

“In that case,” Dad bellows. “You should get married sooner. You can’t have a baby and not be married.”

I shoot him a murderous glare. “There’s no rush.”

“Now I beg your pardon, son,” Gil grumbles. “If you’re going to knock up my daughter, then you’re going to make an honest woman out of her. I will not have her be known as the town trash.”

She flinches at his words and Jett snorts. I glower at him until he looks away.

“We’re not getting marr—” I start, but Dad stops me with his booming voice.

“This weekend. Before school goes back in session. We’ll start looking for starter homes. I can book a minister to perform the service—”

“It’s not his,” Cope cuts in.

Leah starts shaking her head in warning. For whatever reason, she doesn’t want them to know whose baby it is. We’ve been on Christmas break and I’ve mostly been wrapped up with Cope. For all I know, she and Max could be broken up now. What the hell is he doing?

“What?” both Gil and my dad hiss. I gape in horror. Leah’s not much better from beside me. And Bryan? Bryan smirks in a devilish way that indicates he knows exactly what his son is going to say. Triumph is written all over his face.

Cope stands up. “The baby is mine.”

And with those words, he storms off.

My dad curses and Bryan laughs.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
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“He told me ‘nice work,’” Cope says, disgust in his voice. “As though breaking up an engagement by knocking up the bride-to-be is something to be proud of. Then, he rolled out the door with his suitcase. London can have him.”

I snort. “Well, at least we’ll have the weekend to ourselves. I sure as hell am not going home where I can listen to my dad bitch about how weak I am for letting you steal my fiancée.”

“Sorry,” he grumbles. “I didn’t think. I just didn’t want them pushing you into that marriage. Especially considering it’s not your kid.”

“It’s not yours either.”

“But my dad isn’t forcing me to marry Leah. I had to take one for the team.” He sighs and rolls toward me on the bed. “I hate that I probably made things worse with you and Jason.”

“Dad’s going to be a dick either way. At least this way there won’t be any wedding bells.”

His fingers trail between my pectorals, making my nipples harden with anticipation. Anytime Cope touches me, my mind and body go wild with exhilaration. I’ve wanted this type of connection with him for a long time. To finally have him is the best feeling in the world.

“You think Leah’s getting all kinds of shit right now?” he asks, his eyes fixated on the flesh over my heart. He keeps stroking a pattern as though he’s following a picture there I can’t see.

“Oh yeah,” I rumble. “Your dad bailed after you. Then, the mayor and the police commissioner. I guess whatever business was to be done got shelved for another date. But I had to sit there and listen to my dad bitch out Leah and her parents once it was just our two families. About what a mockery of his son they’d made. Leah was a whore. Yadda, yadda, yadda.”

Cope’s blue eyes burn into mine. “Poor Leah.”

“Don’t worry,” I assure him. “I defended my ‘fiancée’s’ honor, much to Dad’s fury. Gil flat out asked my dad if this engagement was over. Not me or Leah, because it never was about us. I could tell Gil wanted an out.”

“Jason didn’t give him one?”

I roll my eyes. “What do you think? Dad sees it as a weakness. Something to use against Gil now. So he said the engagement was still on. When they got into a bitchfit over a prenup, I grabbed Leah and took her outside.” I let out a heavy sigh. “Max better step up and take care of that baby.”

“He fucking better,” Cope growls. “Leah deserves someone who isn’t just going to fuck and run.” His palm slides to my ass and he pulls us until our fronts meet. He settles his large hand on my ass in a possessive way that makes my dick throb to life. “You still have to pretend?”

I groan. “For now.”

“I don’t like seeing her attached to you. Like you’re hers,” he murmurs, his lips whispering over mine. “You’re mine.” His hand slides to my front and down the front of my boxers. When he grabs my dick, I hiss in pleasure.

“You going to parade me around the school with your hand around my dick?” I taunt and then nip at his bottom lip. I reach into his boxers and grab his cock too, loving the sounds hissing from him.

“Yeah,” he says, smiling against my lips, his hand stroking me in that lazy way of his that maddens me. “I’m going to walk around the school with this perfect dick in my hand so that fucking Dante and Liam and all the other gay fuckers know who you’re fucking.”

His words thrill me, but I know it’s just dirty talk. We can’t come out and be a normal gay couple. All hell would break loose. Mainly with our dads. They definitely can’t find out. At least not any time soon. Once we’re out from under their thumbs, then we can do whatever the hell we want.

“Come by the shop soon. I’m ready to ink you up,” Cope says, his lips stealing a kiss from mine. He lets go of my dick to run what feels like an infinity pattern over my heart. “Here. Will you let me ink you here?”

“I’ll let you do anything,” I growl, stroking him harder and firmer. “As long as you touch my dick again. Fuck me and jack me off.”

His blue eyes darken. “About that…”

I freeze at his words. We’ve been having sex for a few weeks now. Every time he slides into my ass, I swear I go to heaven and back. It’s insane and fucking amazing. Nearly every day his dick makes its way inside of me.

And now what?

He seems troubled. Unsure. Afraid.

“What?” I urge, my brows furrowing with worry.

Instead of answering, he leans forward to kiss me deeply. His hot tongue sends jolts of electricity down my spine and straight to my dick that pulsates in his grip. My own hand eagerly strokes his erection, desperate to make him feel good. Just as our kiss grows more heated, he pulls away. His blue eyes blaze with intensity.

With love.

My heart responds with a thundering of beats. Copeland is my other half. He makes me complete. My best friend, and now lover, is the key to my every happy thought, sensation, and experience. Cope’s my whole damn world and then some.

“I love you,” I blurt out. I know I sound desperate and stupid. I even expect him to laugh at me.

Cope does none of those things.

His nose nuzzles mine and he kisses me softly. “I love you too.”

A squeeze around my heart makes me higher than a kite. I’m buzzing on all the feelings that rush through me. All of them good. All of them hopeful.

He pulls away and finds my stare again. “Penn,” he starts, his blue eyes a storm of conflicting emotions. “I want…I, uh, I want to try it.”

“What?”

A snort escapes him. “Don’t act dumb, asshole.”

I can’t help but smirk at him. “What do you want, Cope? Tell me and I will give it to you. I’ll give you anything.”

Wickedness gleams in his eyes. “Anything?”

“Anything.”

All devious and probably illegal thoughts bleed from him as panic once again pinches his brows together. “Your fingers…your tongue…” he trails off and lets out a heavy sigh. “They feel so good…”

“But?” I definitely feel the unsaid but lingering in the air.

“But they’re not enough. I want you…I want you to fuck me.” He swallows and I ignore the racing of my heart. Cope’s having reservations and I’ll be damned if I coerce him into something he’s unsure about. “I’m afraid,” he finally utters, shame stealing his eyes from mine.

Reaching up, I grab his neck gently and stroke my thumb along his jaw, bringing his attention back to me. “I would never hurt you. Fucking never.”

He swallows and I feel the action beneath my palm. “If I say stop—”

“I’ll stop,” I vow. “You know I will.”

His lips press to mine again for a jittery kiss. I can feel his nerves practically buzzing through our connection. When he pulls away, I smile at him.

“I will go slow and if it’s too much, we’ll stop. If you decide you hate it, we’ll never do it again. Having you, even here just kissing you, is more than I ever hoped for. You are enough for me, Cope. It was always you. The sex stuff could be taken completely out of the equation and it’d still be all about you.”

He flashes me a devious grin. “Don’t get all crazy now. I’m pretty fucking fond of the sex stuff. So fond, I want to do more. Explore more unknowns with you. All I ask is don’t laugh at me if I cry like a baby.”

I chuckle and give him a wicked look. “Oh, I’ll laugh. You can count on it.”
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Copeland

 

Unease settles in my gut as Penn slides off the bed. I watch him carefully, as though he’s a viper that might strike when I least expect it. My heart rate skitters like crazy. This man is going to give me a heart attack one day.

His dark brow lifts in a slightly challenging way that used to antagonize me. Now, it sends a thrill surging through me. He’s so fucking hot. From his deep brown eyes and messy as fuck hair all the way down his perfectly sculpted chest to his impressive dick that’s straining in his boxers.

That damn dick is about to rip me in two, I just know it.

He smirks and pushes the boxers down, freeing his erection. It bobs out heavily. My mouth waters to have his salty taste on my tongue. I like sucking dick. Who knew? I sure as hell would have never assumed it would’ve been something I’d ever try, much less love. But with Penn, I love it. I love it all. I love him.

A calmness settles over me.

This is right. This is us. It’s time to come together in this final way. I feel like it’ll seal us together as a real couple. In all the ways. Of the flesh, of the heart, of the soul.

I’m drowning in Penn McAlister.

He’s pulling me under and it’s a descent that makes me crazed with excitement.

Into the unknown. Together. Forever.

It’s right then I realize what I want on his chest. Immerse your soul in love. A phrase—the same phrase—written twice to signify the two of us. Drowning in love.

Penn catches my eyes searing into his chest. “I’ll come by tomorrow. Do it tomorrow.”

The trust he so easily gives me makes my chest ache. I’ve been practicing at Fenway Ink. My boss, Lars, says I’m a quick study and is already letting me take on clients. I can’t wait to get my hands on Penn and mark him up permanently. Kind of like I wear his purple love marks on my neck continuously and for all to see. This will be permanent and a representation of us.

I shove off my boxers and sit up on the bed, my eyes tracking his movement as he grabs the lube and condom. Will he make me hold on to my headboard while he fucks me from behind like I’ve done to him so many times? Will he take it to the bathroom where I can see him in the mirror? Will it happen on the floor? My mind runs a million miles per hour as I try to predict how this will go.

“On your back, Justice,” he orders, his brown eyes burning with lust.

I frown at him. “You’re going to suck me off first?”

He shakes his head slowly at me, motioning with the bottle of lube in his hand for me to lie back. I plop back on the pillows and my dick slaps against my stomach. Lifting a brow, as though to ask, ‘what now,’ I wait to see what he has planned. He crawls onto the bed.

“Spread ’em,” he barks out, running his knuckles along my hipbone.

“You’re not going to fuck me like a girl.”

He rolls his eyes at me. “I’m not going to fuck you, Cope.” Burning intensity sears into me in his stare.

So he’s going to make love to me like a girl.

I grit my teeth. Heat burns across my cheeks. Shame has me tearing my eyes from his as I wrench my thighs apart.

His chuckle has fire searing through me.

“This is stupid,” I grumble.

“What’s stupid is you shooting down something before we’ve even tried it. Look at me.” His firm words have our eyes locked in a heated battle. “You had your fantasy of our first time together and it was amazing. Let me have mine.”

Guilt prickles inside me. I’m such an asshole sometimes. A rush of air escapes me, but I nod at him, trying to dispel the jittery feeling in my gut.

He opens the cap of the lube and pours some on his fingers. Instead of going straight for my ass, he wraps his hand around my dick and strokes it in a slow, deliberate way. Fuck. It doesn’t matter how he touches me, it’s always the best touch, each one better than the last. With each tug of my cock, I can’t help but lift my hips to seek out the pleasure. Just as I think he might make me come, his hand slides away to rub his lube over my balls. I groan at the sensation. Then, his slippery fingers slide past my taint to my asshole. From experience, I know it’ll burn at that first intrusion. But instead of pushing inside, he barely presses against the puckered hole.

I clench out of habit, but he doesn’t enter me. Letting out a frustrating breath, I give him a challenging glare. The bastard simply smirks at me. His finger circles the area, teasing me. When I’m about to tell him to quit fucking with me, his fingertip presses just hard enough to breach me. The familiar burn sends excitement coursing through my veins.

“Tell me what you want,” he utters, his voice husky.

“You.”

His lips lift on one side. “And where do you want me?” He teases some more, barely stroking the tip of his finger in and out of me.

“Right there.”

“Right where?”

“In my ass,” I growl.

“My finger?”

When I narrow my eyes at him and clench my jaw, he laughs before fully sliding his finger into me. I suck in a breath of air, ignoring the sting.

“I want your dick inside of me,” I rasp out, desperate for what he’s offering. Blindly I pat the bed beside me until I find the condom. I tear it open and pull out the condom before handing it to him. For someone who’s never technically had to use a condom in his entire life, he certainly rolls it on like he’s a seasoned sex god. I watch with rapt attention as the rubber clings to his veiny cock. It makes me want to peel it away with my teeth so I can suck on him.

“That’s it,” he murmurs, urging another finger into me. “You’re going to feel so damn good, Cope.”

His words ignite a fire within me. I want him to burn me with his words, his mouth, his dick, his everything. I want him so badly, I can hardly stand it.

“Now. Please,” I plead.

He pulls his fingers out. I immediately miss the loss of them. But then he’s coating his big cock with lube, readying himself for me.

“You say stop and I’ll stop,” he promises.

I nod, fully trusting his vow. “Go. Right now I’m begging you to go.”

His smug grin as he lines the tip of his cock against my asshole lights me on fire. The moment he starts pushing into me, panic rises up inside of me.

“Eyes here, Cope,” he commands, jerking my attention to him.

He’s a fiery, beautiful god. Carved to perfection. I could stare at his body for days on end and never get bored.

With incredible patience, he slowly inches his way inside of me. The burn is much worse than his fingers, but not anything I can’t handle. Having him like this makes it worth it.

Heavy breathing. Flushed cheeks. Clenched jaw.

He’s barely holding back. I can tell he’s desperate to fuck me into submission. Instead of giving into those baser instincts, he bottoms out and then prowls toward me for a kiss. The moment his lips meet mine, I groan in pleasure. This makes his dick throb. He hisses and then thrusts once, hard. My fingers fly to his biceps and I grip him so tight, he’ll probably bruise.

“Fuuuuck,” I hiss.

His hot breath mingles with mine, our lips dancing across each other’s, as he says, “Am I hurting you?”

Fuck yes, this hurts.

Burns like a motherfucker. My dick aches for him to relieve it from its misery.

But do I want him to stop?

Hell no.

He must sense the want rippling from me because his mouth crushes to mine. His kisses are frenzied and chaotic. When his hips begin to thrust wildly against me, I try not to lose my mind to the madness only he can create. He reaches between us to grip my dick, stroking in tandem with his thrusts.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Feels fucking foreign and fucking weird and fucking amazing all at once.

“Penn,” I croak against his mouth.

“I love you too,” he murmurs, his voice breathy.

“Jesus!” I cry out as my cum spurts without warning from my dick. Pleasure chases away the pain. I spiral into ecstasy with my best friend grunting out his own release.

He makes a garbled sound as he comes. His dick seems to swell to a painful size within me. All I can do is hold on. As soon as he finishes, he slides out of me, before falling next to me. He buries his face in my neck.

“That was the best moment of my entire life,” he breathes hotly against my flesh.

I turn away from him, smiling because it tickles, and my stare locks on the open door. A chill settles in my bones. We shut the door.

We shut the door.

We shut the d—

Crash!

Penn jolts upright, his wide eyes darting to the door. “Who the fuck opened the door?”

Another crashing sound.

Neither of us waits around. Both of us scramble off the bed, hunting for clothes. With a pinch at his tip, Penn tugs off the condom filled with his cum and ties it into a knot. He disappears into the bathroom and yanks on his jeans without underwear. I throw on some shorts and rush out of my room.

As soon as I make it into the kitchen, to the source of the sound, my chest hollows out.

Dad.

He’s not on a flight to London.

No, he’s here and he probably just saw…I can’t even finish that thought.

His arm swipes out and he knocks a canister of sugar by the coffee pot onto the floor. It shatters, exploding sugar everywhere. Then, with a roar of fury, he yanks the coffee machine from the wall and throws that onto the floor too.

“Dad!” I bellow. “Calm the hell down!”

Penn’s heat is behind me as he looks past me at my dad raging in the kitchen.

Dad swivels around, his face beet red with anger, and points a finger our way. “You,” Dad hisses. “You sick motherfucker.”

“Leave him alone,” I snap.

Dad’s lip curls up in disgust as he rakes his gaze down my front. Cum is still smeared across my lower stomach. This seems to infuriate him again, because he kicks the coffeemaker. “I was talking about you, Copeland. You’re the sick motherfucker here.”

I tense, feeling the impact of every single one of his words. Penn pushes past me and squares his shoulders at my dad.

“Bryan,” Penn growls. “You’re out of line.”

My dad sneers at him. “Me? I’m out of line? My flight’s canceled and I come home to find the neighbor fucking my son. No, I’m not out of line. I’m disgusted.”

Dread washes over me. Like so many times when my dad was saying hateful shit to me, I’m left tongue-tied and upset. I’ll think of a thousand comebacks the moment I’m back upstairs. But in the face of his blatant dislike for me, I can’t formulate any words.

“W-what w-we did—” I utter, trying to explain this explosive thing to my father.

“You know,” Dad interrupts. “When I thought you’d knocked up Leah, I felt kind of proud of you. Like my fucking son was sticking it to those assholes.” His lip curls up. “But you’re just a whore like your mother. Fucking everything in sight. I bet if you still had that dog, you’d fuck that too.”

Penn shoves Dad so hard, he stumbles over the coffee pot and nearly knocks his head on the counter. He recovers quickly, face red with fury. “He’s not a whore,” Penn defends me, his tone icy.

Dad turns his stare on Penn. His features soften for him. Pity gleams in his eyes. “You’re throwing your life away for my son, Penn. When this gets out…”

Penn stiffens, his back muscles flexing. “My dad doesn’t know.”

“See to it that it remains that way,” Dad says to him coolly. “I’m disappointed that you let my son get inside your head and corrupt you.”

“He didn’t corrupt me,” Penn spits out. “If anyone corrupted anyone, it was me corrupting him.”

Rage burns hot in my gut. “He didn’t corrupt me. I love him,” I tell my father bravely. “I always have.” The moment the words leave my mouth, I feel stronger. Braver. Taller.

Dad’s head cocks to the side as he rakes his eyes down my face in revulsion. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

“What?” I hiss.

Penn shoots me a panicked look.

“I said get the fuck out of my house. You’ve ruined a good boy and are threatening to ruin my name. Get the fuck out of my house before you do any more damage.” His face reddens to the point I think his head may explode. “And leave the car. You take the clothes on your back and leave.” Then, he turns his attention to Penn. “If you knew what was good for you, you’d run, son. Get as far away from my fucked up son as you can get. Marry that damn girl for all I care, but don’t let my son take you down a path you’ll never come back from.”

With those words, he storms off.

Fire burns in my chest. A cacophony of shame, fury, relief. Then, Penn launches himself into my arms, hugging me tight.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” he assures me, kissing my neck. “I fucking promise.”

I swallow the huge ball of emotion in my throat. My dad may have made me cry when I was a kid, but not now. Not ever again. “He can take away everything,” I mutter, “but as long as I have you, I know everything will be okay.”

That’s the damn truth and I’ve never felt surer of anything in all my life.
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Penn

 

I drum my fingers on my steering wheel as I sit parked outside Fenway Ink. It’s the butt crack of dawn, so no one is here being that it’s before eight in the morning and a “closed” sign is hung in the window. Some of my tension bleeds away the moment Cope comes into view. He unlocks the door, steps out, and then locks it behind him.

This morning, he looks good.

Broody, but good.

He’s wearing a black beanie that’s drawn low over his eyebrows and a black fitted Henley that hugs his broad shoulders while also highlighting the sexy curves of his biceps. His jeans are holey—like to the point I could fit my whole hand inside the hole on his thigh—and his black Doc Martens are scuffed and ruined. My dick twitches at the thought of accessing him through one of the holes in his jeans. This morning he looks every bit a cast-aside, bad boy rebel. Yesterday, his appearance was a lie. Today, he is the truth.

And I war with being both happy and terrified.

Who the hell kicks their son out because he’s bisexual?

I thought America had come a long way when it came to same sex relationships. But, apparently, in Backwoods, USA, we still do things the old way. Everyone’s sitting around thumping their Bibles, reminding the sinners that God made a penis to fit inside a vagina. That its purpose was for reproduction. That anything but is considered unnatural and wrong.

Anger simmers in my veins, just below the surface, lashing to get out.

Who the fuck says we want to reproduce? Our parents sure did a shitty job. I’m not ever hoping to make that same mistake.

The door opens and Cope slides in. His scent—a mixture of cigarette smoke and his body spray—fill my car, making me yearn to bury my nose against his neck and inhale him.

“Been smoking?” I ask as I put the Jeep in reverse.

“Yeah,” he grumbles.

He’s stressed. We both are. His dad kicked him out, cut him off, and is shunning him.

Reaching over, desperate to touch him, I grip his thigh with a comforting squeeze. His hand covers mine.

“I can tell you’re worried,” Cope says, not meeting my eyes as he looks out his side window. “But don’t. Dad’s too embarrassed of me to say anything to anyone.”

“I’m not worried,” I growl. It’s a lie. I’m uneasy as hell, wondering if my dad’s going to show up out of nowhere to kick my ass. Where Cope got kicked out, my dad will want to kick my teeth in.

“Liar,” is all he utters.

We thread our fingers together. Despite the uncertainty in our lives, we have each other. Tethered to each other in the middle of a brewing storm.

“So another day of pretending, huh?” he asks bitterly.

Shame courses through me. I’d give anything to hold hands with him as we walk down the halls at school. Anything. But then what? The news would travel like wildfire back to my dad. Everything hangs in the balance. My future, especially.

“I guess.”

He chuckles and squeezes my hand. “It helps to know you fucking hate this every bit as much as I do.” He brings our joined hands to his mouth and he kisses my knuckles. “Maybe one day we won’t have to pretend anymore.”

“Not maybe. One day we won’t have to pretend,” I assure him.

“Yeah, yeah,” he utters. “After college. Get what you can from your dad. I can be your secret for four more years.”

While he seems outwardly okay with that notion, I know better. I’ve grown up with Cope. I’ve fought with him like a brother. Spent the night at his house more times than I could count. Held him through his tears when his dad was being a dick. He puts up walls. Walls no one can see past. Walls built of lies. But I’m on the other side of that wall with him.

“Leah texted that she’s driving herself to school today,” I tell him as we pull into the school parking lot.

I park far away because there are already a million cars here this morning. We exit my Jeep and grab our backpacks from my back seat. Last night, we made quick work of packing up his clothes and belongings while his dad drank himself stupid in his home office. We stashed most of his things in my back seat. Lars said he could sleep on the couch in the breakroom at Fenway Ink, but he needed to find somewhere else to go by the weekend. And he sure as hell can’t stay with me.

The urge to grab his hand is strong. As we walk side by side, our arms brush against each other. His fingers dance across mine briefly. I’m thankful for the contact. He steps ahead of me as we squeeze between two big trucks. Before we make it to the other side, he spins and stops, blocking my path.

“You’re too fucking hot not to kiss right now,” he murmurs as he slides his palms to my neck and crushes his lips to mine.

My hands find his hips, pulling him against me. Our tongues meet in a heated, frenzied tangle as we desperately take the stolen moment. He groans and his fingers slide into my hair, messing it up. I nip on his bottom lip.

“This is too hard,” I grumble. “I hate my dad. I hate your dad. I hate everyone.”

He laughs and pecks my lips. “Me too.”

Reluctantly, he steps away and starts to back up. I rake my gaze down his front, lingering on the bulging hard-on in his jeans. If we weren’t surrounded by all these people, I’d be sneaking a hand inside his holey jeans on a hunt for that perfect cock of his. I reach out a hand, unhappy as fuck that we’re no longer touching. His fingers slide against mine before he turns and walks away.

This is going to kill me.

I could give up everything for him.

It’s not like I love being at home with my abusive dad and wasted mom.

But my dad is vindictive as hell. He’s not the type to cut me off and kick me out like Bryan did. No, my dad is worse. Evil. Cruel.

Maybe if we can make it to graduation, then Cope and I can slip away unscathed.

Feels too easy.

Nothing, for me, is ever that easy.
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“Max stepping up?” Cope asks Leah from our normal spot on the picnic table at lunch.

She nods and chews on a grape. “As much as one can do in secret.”

“This is stupid,” I grumble, tossing my crumpled sandwich wrapper at the trashcan. It bounces off the edge and falls into the basket. “We should just tell our parents to fuck off.”

Her glassy eyes meet mine. She’s pale and dark circles are under her eyes, her glasses magnifying her lack of sleep. “Your dad made it perfectly clear that this marriage will go on without a hitch. Or else.”

“Or else what?” Cope demands. “He can’t ruin your dad. He’s already successful.”

She drops her head, plucking another grape from the vine in her sandwich bag. “I wish that were all.”

Cope wraps an arm around her and hugs her to his side. “Whatever it is, it’s not worth it.”

She sniffles. “You. It’s you.”

“Me?” Cope asks with a surprised laugh.

Her head turns and she shoots me an apologetic look. A look that says, I’m sorry your father is a monster who plays with people’s lives. Me too, Leah. Me too.

“Jason called my dad and threatened him. With you, Cope,” she says, looking back at him.

Cope’s brows furrow. “Jason can’t touch me.”

Unease stirs in my gut. “What do you mean with Cope? How?”

“He said since I was knocked up with your baby, that if I embarrassed the McAlister name by leaving Penn for Cope, then he’d destroy Cope. And while he was there, he made a call to the police commissioner.” She lets out a choked sob and Cope hugs her tight.

Our eyes meet over her head.

“What the fuck?” I mutter.

Cope’s jaw clenches and a vein throbs in his forehead. “Dad already cut me off and kicked me out. I don’t want to go to college. What the hell else can he do to me?”

She flinches and looks at him again. “Remember when that senator went to jail for sleeping with his teenage intern?”

It was all over the news last year. The guy was a sick fuck sleeping with a sixteen-year old.

“Do you remember two years ago when that huge supercenter was coming to town and then suddenly the property was uninsurable because of being in a massive flood zone?” she asks, her voice small.

“Vaguely,” Cope bites out. “What’s the connection?”

She sighs. “Remember when that rich guy Mr. Evans’s wife tried to burn down the country club when we were like fifteen?”

“There was no proof, but everyone knew it was her. They left town to avoid the shame of her being a crazy ass,” I say, remembering how much my mom yammered on about that gossip at the time.

Leah stands and walks over to the trashcan to dump her empty bag of grapes. She turns and regards us with a wobbly chin. “According to my eavesdropping, that was all your dad, Penn. They were people who got in the middle of his business dealings or pissed him off in some way. He paid a teenager for a fake scandal, a surveyor to misreport flood findings, and an alleged arson against a huge business rival.”

Her words sink in and my stomach clenches in disgust.

“He makes people go away. He ruins them. My dad has played well with him throughout the years, but they’re on shaky ground right now.” She swipes away a tear. “And now he’s threatening you, Cope. That is why Max can’t step up. That is why Penn and I have to continue on our merry little way. For you.”

I scrub my palm down my face. I’ve always hated my father, but that hate grows exponentially each day. If he even tries to touch one hair on Cope’s head, I’ll kill him. “Why would your dad care if my dad threatened Cope?” I ask Leah, trying to make sense of all this.

“Because,” she says, “Jason told my dad he’d ruin Cope and make sure Bryan knew it was my dad who’d orchestrated it all. And since Bryan funds a lot of my dad’s business ventures, things would get messy really fast for my dad, which he absolutely does not want.”

“Fuck your dad,” I grumble to her.

She sighs. “I’m not worried about my dad’s business problems. I’m worried about Cope getting caught in the middle. Which is why I marched in and told them both that Penn and I were going to stay together. I was trying to protect you, Cope.”

“I can handle myself,” Cope tells us boldly as he rises from the bench. “If he finds out, so fucking be it.”

Leah hugs him and tilts her chin up to look at him. “Don’t. Whatever is running through your head, just don’t. Promise me.”

“Sure,” he says coldly.

His answer is a truth. Because even though this is about him, he’s still protecting me. How this will impact me. My heart aches inside my chest.

“Same goes for you,” Leah says to me. “Now’s not the time to be rebellious. Okay?”

I smile at her. “Sure.”

My answer is a lie.

I’ll go head to head with my father before I let him destroy the love of my life.

I will bring a war to his doorstep.
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Copeland

 

Fuck.

When Penn McAlister gets that evil glint in his eyes, I know he’s about to do something stupid. Like fight. Quickly, I glance around to make sure no one is nearby. When my eyes lock with Ivy, I cringe. Her face is bright red as she storms toward us, Jett hot on her heels.

“Incoming,” I growl, instinctively hugging Leah closer to me.

Penn swivels around, squaring his shoulders, readying himself against an attack by my ex-girlfriend. Does she know? Did she see us in the parking lot?

“You little whore,” Ivy screeches, pushing past Penn to grab at Leah’s hair. She wrenches her out of my grasp before I have time to react.

“Ahh!” Leah cries out as her glasses fall to the grass.

Penn and I launch into action. He grabs Ivy around the waist while I tug Leah back toward me. Jett wrenches Leah’s hair loose.

“What the fuck is your problem?” I demand.

Leah picks up her glasses and then cowers beside me, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“She’s a disgusting skank!” Ivy yells, drawing a huge crowd from the lunchroom to where we’re at.

“She’s not a skank,” Penn bites out at her.

She untangles herself from Penn’s grip and Jett wisely grabs hold of her shoulders.

“She’s supposed to be marrying him,” Ivy barks out, tears burning in her bright green eyes. “But she fucked you instead.” A single tear slides down her red cheek. “And now she’s pregnant with your baby, Cope! A whore!”

Leah sniffles from beside me. I turn and check her over. “Are you okay?”

She nods, swiping away her tears with the backs of her hands. “Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Ivy mocks. “Because she gets the best of both worlds. Rich Penn McAlister is her fiancé and bad boy Copeland Justice is her baby daddy. You disgust me, whore.”

“That’s enough,” I bellow.

Several kids snigger nearby, loving the drama as it unfolds.

“No,” Ivy says, her voice a broken sob. “I don’t understand how you left me. After two years, you left me.” She points a black fingernail at Leah. “For that.”

“Ivy,” I warn.

“She’s nothing. Was it money? Is it because she’s rich and I’m not?” Ivy shrieks, losing all control. Normally she’s so cool and collected.

Jett shoots me a panicked look. I have no sympathy for him. He’s the dickhead who probably told her all about the pregnancy drama we had at dinner last night. I bet the asshole wishes he’d kept his mouth shut. Now he’s dealing with a feral version of Ivy as if her normal self isn’t wicked enough.

“I didn’t love you,” I say as gently and as quietly as possible. It was never my intent to hurt her.

“Yes, you did,” she argues tearfully. “You did.”

“My heart never belonged to you,” I admit. “I’m sorry.”

“And it belongs to her?” she asks, her tone shrill as she points to Leah.

No.

My heart belongs to my best friend.

Penn McAlister owns my soul too.

As much as I want to belt those words out, I don’t. Not because I’m afraid Jason is going to try to ruin me. I’m already fucking ruined. As long as he doesn’t take the only thing I care about away from me—his son—then he can try and terrorize me all he wants.

I don’t reveal whom my heart truly belongs to.

Because then Jason will find out.

And it won’t be me he destroys.

Penn will be an even bigger embarrassment to him than I am to my dad. Jason will take away his college opportunities, his future job opportunities, his trust fund, his car. He’ll spend every waking minute trying to abuse Penn’s life. Abusing his body under his roof will no longer be an option. He’ll send blow after blow into my fucking boyfriend’s world and I won’t do that to him. No matter how much I want to tell Ivy and the whole damn school who I really love.

“You think you’ll own him now, bitch?” Ivy sneers, finding her venom once more and stinging Leah with it. “Maybe for a few months. Maybe until after the baby is born. But then he’ll crawl back into my bed because I’m the only one who can satisfy him. You probably don’t even know how to suck dick.”

“It’s not his kid,” Penn barks out.

Several kids squeak out in surprise at this new revelation. Fuck. Why did she have to do this in front of everyone?

“Penn,” I warn.

His hot gaze sears into mine. “No, I’m tired of this. So fucking tired. This is my life. Your life. Her life,” he says, pointing at Leah. “And I’m tired of letting my dad run all three.”

“I knew she was a whore,” Ivy hisses to Jett, but relief is evident in her words at the shocking twist that Leah’s not knocked up with my baby.

“It’s not his baby because ever since you and him broke up,” Penn says to Ivy before looking back at me, “we’ve been together.”

My heart stops in my chest. Heat races up my spine, spreading across my flesh like a blazing forest fire. I can feel eyes on us and some kids laugh at the stupidity of his words.

Penn and Cope are best friends.

But the words aren’t stupid.

They’re the fucking truth.

Ivy lets out an exaggerated laugh. “Stop covering for her already. She’s a weak girl who doesn’t know who the daddy—” Ivy’s words die in her throat when Penn approaches me.

His brown eyes gleam with determination and love. I can’t help but get locked in his stare. My nerves are about to eat me alive. My heart is beating out of my chest. But as he nears, I feel relief. No more secrets. No more hiding. No more lies.

When he palms my cheeks, several kids gasp, including Ivy. Then, he pulls me to him for a soft kiss. Gentle, sweet, but possessive. His kiss screams, mine. Gripping his hips, I pull him closer and kiss him deeper, my tongue sweeping across his. My kiss says, I’m not ashamed of you and you’re mine too. I groan when he pulls away, my eyes burning into his. His gaze drops to my lips for a moment and then a smile tugs at his.

“You’re…with him…” Ivy chokes out. “But you’re my…we were…”

I sling an arm over his shoulders and we turn to face her.

“I’m sorry, Ivy, but Penn and I were a thing long before you and I were. It just took me a little longer to get on the same page.”

“Unbelievable,” Ivy utters before turning and storming off.

“I guess the wedding’s off,” Leah deadpans.

“Fuck yeah, it is,” I grumble.
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Penn sits in the chair at Fenway Ink looking fine as hell. He’s lost his shirt, baring all his sinewy muscles for the entire damn shop. Luckily, Lars and Graham are both married to chicks. I get to appreciate Penn’s lickable V all to myself. When he catches me salivating over the way his happy trail disappears into his jeans, he smirks knowingly at me.

“You’re here to tattoo me, not suck my dick,” he says loudly.

I don’t flinch. Not anymore. We’re free.

“I’m going to tattoo you and then I’m going to suck your dick.” I flash him an impish grin that has him biting on the inside corner of his lip.

As I close my curtain and prep my station, I can’t help but think about the rest of the school day. Penn and I were the gossip of the year. Most kids said they suspected we were a couple. Others were thinking we were doing it to get back at our dads. A few said we were just faking a relationship for attention or to in some way cover up Leah being a whore. Dante seemed upset at first, but then, after school, he and Liam had their tongues down each other’s throats. Not sure why Dante would fuck around with that disease cesspool, but whatever. If he thought he was going to make my man jealous, he was sorely mistaken.

My man was too busy with his tongue down my throat.

It’s freeing when you don’t have to hide. And just because we could, we made out with Penn’s ass pressed against the driver’s side of his Jeep and my dick grinding against him through our jeans. My dick stirs at the reminder, but I ignore it, focusing on my work. I’m careful and a perfectionist. Since this tattoo is going on Penn, my favorite person in the entire world, the art has to be perfect like him.

I do a simple black tatt. Just words. For now, it expresses how I feel. How we both feel.

Immerse your soul in love.

He looks down to admire my handiwork once I clean away the ink smears. “Immerse your soul in love.”

The phrase is written twice. One for each of us. In the shape of an infinity symbol right over his heart. Black. Permanent. Forever mine to look at. He’s forever mine.

“I love it,” he says, grinning. “It’s awesome.”

His eyes drift past me to the closed curtain before landing back on mine. He puts his hand on his dick that’s straining in his jeans.

“If me hurting you gets your dick hard,” I tell him, pointing at his tattoo, “then it looks like we’re going to have a lot of fun when I ink the rest of you up.”

He undoes the top button of his jeans and unzips them. “You get me hard. Just looking at you.” Brazenly, he pulls his dick from his boxers and strokes it. My own cock strains against my jeans in response. “Now, you promised me something else.”

I lick my lips as he tugs at his thick length. The shop is slow, which means Lars is probably in his office while Graham is out back smoking. I rip off my gloves and kneel beside the chair. Wasting no time, I lean forward and lick his tip that glistens with pre-cum, loving the hiss that escapes him.

With people able to pop in at any time, I make quick work of satisfying my man. Giving him the best and quickest blowjob of his life, I pull out all my tricks to have him nearly coming out of his chair in pleasure.

“Fuck,” he grunts, his lower abs flexing. “Fuck.”

Swallowing down his cock, I revel in the way he explodes. He curses, grabs my hair, and jolts his hips up as he forcefully pushes himself as deep into my throat as he can go. I maintain a hold on my gag reflex as I let him use my throat for his pleasure. Heat floods into my throat as his cock pulsates with his release. I swallow down his saltiness before slowly dragging my teeth along his shaft as I pull away. When our eyes meet, his are hooded and sated.

“I fucking love you,” he utters.

Rising from the floor, I watch him as he tucks his dick back in his slacks.

“What?” he jokes. “Too good to say it back?”

I unbutton my jeans. “Nope. Just waiting for you to earn those words the same way I earned mine.”

His brown eyes gleam wickedly. Within seconds he has me growling back the same sentiment, drunk on pleasure.

This. Fucking. Guy.

He’s mine.

And I’ve never been happier.
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Penn

 

I’m too buzzed to work on homework. Buzzed from the high of today. Kissing him at school in front of everyone was a dream come true. Sucking each other off at the tattoo shop was a fantasy turned reality. I should be studying, but all I can do is count down the minutes until he gets off work and comes over to see me. More than anything, I want to pull him into my bed and finish what we started at his work. My new tattoo burns on my chest, reminding me of my permanent art. I love it. I love the fact Cope gave it to me even more.

Flipping the page on my book, I attempt to concentrate. With Cope getting kicked out, it’ll be even more important for me to keep up my grades and go to college. I’m just jotting down an answer when my door flings open, cracking against the wall from the force. I jolt up in bed, tossing my notebook on top of the book beside me, and sit up.

Dad.

Shit.

I knew this was coming. It was inevitable. I didn’t miss the way those kids took videos of our blatant display of love at lunch today.

I’d just hoped maybe, for once, Dad could just be embarrassed and get over it.

No such luck.

“You’re seven kinds of stupid, aren’t you?” Dad growls, prowling into my room, his chest heaving.

Hating that I’m on uneven ground, I rise to my feet, fisting my hands beside me. “Excuse me?”

His eyes narrow to slits and he jeers at me. “When I fuck around on your mom, I keep that shit locked down tight. I don’t broadcast it to the entire damn town.”

I tense. “Leah and I—”

“Not only did you publically cheat on your fiancée for everyone to see, you’re fucking queer, too. And with the Justice boy of all people. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Infuriated at him, I charge until I’m right in his face. “The whole thing with Leah was a sham and you fucking knew it. You set it up, for fuck’s sake, Dad. But Cope and I? It’s real. It’s real and I’ll be damned if I allow you to say—”

My words are cut off when he slams his fist into my face. Shocked by the sudden explosion of pain, I stumble back. He swings at me again, but I manage to dodge it, landing a punch to his stomach instead. His ab muscles—fit for an older guy—flex at the blow. I get knocked to the floor when he swings his leg out, crashing against my legs. Hating that he’s at the advantage, I attempt to scramble to my feet.

“You’re a fucking disgrace,” he snarls, grabbing a fistful of my hair. “Always have been, queer.”

I’m stunned by his hatred, so much so, that I don’t block the knee to my face. Everything blacks out around me and I fall to my side. Pain explodes in my lower back when he kicks me there. Over and over again. So many times I dreamed of the day when I’d finally kick his ass. I’m younger and stronger and faster.

But he’s meaner.

He’s a psychopath.

“You will have nothing,” he roars, coming into my view. Then, he kicks me in the stomach.

I howl out I pain, attempting to catch my breath. All the energy bleeds from my body like it used to do when I was a kid. Tears leak out of their own accord as I try to remain lifeless. If I’m lifeless, he gets bored and goes away. Choking back the sob is always the hardest. It slips out like a whine, alerting him to the fact I’m still awake and ready for more abuse. I brace for impact when he’s suddenly slammed against a wall.

Cope.

My heart hammers to life. So often it was him who came to my rescue. But usually, he just helped me get cleaned up and took me to his house to recover. Now, though? Now he’s toe to toe with my old man.

“Fuckin’ queers,” Dad bellows. “The both of you!”

Cope whips his arm back with lightning speed and slams it right in my dad’s face. Blood bursts from Dad’s nose and gushes down his lips to his dress shirt.

“I will have you locked away! I will sue you and your father!” Dad threatens. “I will ruin you.”

Cope kicks him right in the nuts, making my dad cry out. “And then I’ll hunt your ass down and gut you in your sleep,” Cope vows, his voice cold. “You touch one hair on my boyfriend’s head again and I will end you. I’ll go to prison for the rest of my life just to watch you fucking bleed out. Do you hear me, old man?”

Dad swipes away at the blood with one hand and cradles his dick with the other. “You’re going down, trash. You won’t get away with this.”

Cope reaches into his pocket and flips open a knife. My dad’s eyes widen in pure fear. All I can do is watch in horror, pain rendering me immobile.

“Cope,” I croak out. “P-Please don’t d-do this. Don’t get t-taken away because of him. He’s not f-fucking worth it.”

Cope jabs the tip of the blade under my dad’s chin, forcing him to look up. Then, he turns to regard me. “He needs to know I’m not fucking playing,” Cope tells me. His head snaps back to my dad. “You need to know I’m serious, Jason. I’ve watched you beat the living shit out of Penn our entire lives. I couldn’t do anything about it back then, but I sure as fuck am going to do something about it now.”

“You can’t do shit,” Dad says, his voice shaking despite the venomous intent of his words.

Cope digs the blade into Dad’s flesh until he cries out in pain. “I will come for you. I will find you. I will fucking gut you. Are we clear? I love him and I’ll be damned if you ever even think about looking at him again.”

“You’re going to regret this,” Dad warns Cope. “People like you end up gone from my town. I make problems like you go away.”

“You can fucking try,” Cope growls. “I think you forget who you’re talking to. I’m a Justice. You mess with me and you’ll deal with my dad. He’s the only person in this town not afraid of you. Besides me.”

Dad has his poker face on, but I don’t miss the subtle flinch at the mention of Bryan. “I want him out of this house in two minutes.”

As soon as he’s gone, Cope rushes to my side. He strokes his fingers through my hair, concern furrowing his brows. “Jesus, Penn. What the hell did he do to you?”

Tears of shame leak out of my eyes. Nobody wants to be weak. Nobody wants to be curled on the floor in pain because their dad likes to whip up on them.

“Don’t,” he utters lowly, gently swiping a tear away with his thumb. “Don’t cry on me. Please.” His own bottom lip trembles. If I could move, I’d stop it with my thumb. Then, my lips.

“W-Where w-will w-we g-g-go?” I stutter out, my entire body shaking in pain.

“Anywhere but here.” He leans over and kisses my forehead. “But wherever we go, it’ll always be together.”
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No broken bones. Plenty of bruises. A slight concussion.

But free.

I’m free.

Officer White clears his throat, drawing my attention back to him where he sits in a chair beside the hospital bed. Cope has his arms locked around me, both of our legs swinging like we’re kids sitting on the edge of the bed.

“And you’re sure you don’t want to press charges?” he asks, his brows furrowing.

Officer White is new to the police department. My dad and his friends haven’t corrupted him yet. He’s fresh out of the academy, trying to do right by the law. Me, getting my ass beat by my own dad, has his face turning red with anger as he scribbles down more notes on his pad.

“I, uh,” I stammer, my head throbbing in pain.

“Can we come back later, Officer?” Cope asks. “He just needs to crash for a few hours.”

Officer White presses his lips together and nods before standing. “Don’t let too much time pass. Sometimes, victims forget how badly their perpetrators hurt them. From what your friend here said, you tend to forget a lot over the years.”

“Boyfriend,” Cope corrects him, challenging him with a glare.

“If you care about your boyfriend, get him back to the station,” Officer White tells him. He regards me once more. “I know your father is a big deal around here, but even he isn’t above the law. He needs to be held accountable for what he did to you.”

With those words, he leaves. It takes another hour before I’m hobbling out of the hospital, Cope gripping my arm so I don’t fall. When he walks us to his Camaro, I look at him in confusion. “Did your dad give you back your car?”

“Nope,” he says with a laugh. “I stole it.”

I start to chuckle, but it makes my ribs and back hurt. “Owwww,” I grumble. “Don’t say funny shit.”

He snorts as he opens the passenger door. “I’m a funny guy. I can’t help it.”

It hurts as I ease myself into the bucket seat, but once I’m settled, I relax and pull my belt on. He closes the door and then hops in on the other side.

“Where do we go now?” I ask, my head still throbbing.

“Home.”

I tense. “I can’t go back there. And we can’t go to yours either.”

Reaching over, he grabs my hand. “While you were playing naughty patient with a nurse who looked like she wanted to eat you up, I made some calls.” He flashes me a smile. “I got us a place.”

My eyes widen. “Like an apartment?”

“Yeah, it’s not far from Fenway Ink. Not the most expensive place, but not a shithole either. The guy said if I bring him a deposit tonight, we can have the keys.”

The thought of living with Cope every single day, with him in my bed to wake up to each morning, is more than I could have ever hoped for. “For real?”

“For real.”

“I don’t have a job, but I’ll get one,” I promise.

He shakes his head. “I told you I had money put away. Dad’s threats over the years did nothing but turn me into a planner. Any money I could siphon away from him or my trust fund, I did. With what I have put aside, away from his prying fingers, and what I make at the shop, it’ll be enough. Just focus on school, man. It’s what you want.”

It’s what I did want.

Now?

Without Dad’s help or football, college feels like something unattainable. I don’t burst Cope’s bubble, though. I’ll figure something out.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I say as we roll to a stop at a stoplight.

He leans across the console and kisses me. “Believe it. We’re doing it and we’re never going to stop.”
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Copeland

 

“You going to get off your throne, King Penn, and help?” I tease, grunting.

Penn laughs. “Nah, I kind of like watching you get all hot and sweaty while I do nothing.”

Lars almost drops one end of the sofa, chuckling. “Kinda mouthy for a kid with two black eyes.”

Penn shrugs, but the action makes him wince. It’s been two days since the incident. We both bailed on school for the rest of the week to get shit for the apartment and for him to recuperate. Leah texted earlier to tell us the newest gossip is that Penn and I ran off to Vegas to get married. The idiots we go to school with need to get a life.

“Just put it along that wall,” I grunt, nodding with my head.

Lars turns and backs the sofa into the right spot. “Enjoy this beauty,” Lars says, huffing as he slaps my back. “We made a couple of kids on it.”

“Take your nasty ass back to Dina,” I say with a groan. “But for real, though, thanks for your jizz sofa.”

Lars laughs and shoots us the bird before leaving. I plop down on one end of the sofa before kicking my boot up, resting it on the arm of the recliner Leah robbed from her grandma’s basement.

“Starting to feel like home,” Penn says, admiring our space.

It’s small, sure. One bedroom, one bathroom. There isn’t a dining area, just a small bar off the kitchen. We picked up some cheap barstools from a thrift shop earlier today so we have a place to eat. Our living room is just big enough to hold a sofa and a recliner. A small end table fits on the other side of the recliner. We still need a television and bedroom furniture. For now, we sleep on a mattress on the floor.

“Yeah, I like it,” I admit. My house I shared with my dad was massive and expensive, but it never felt welcoming or relaxing. Not anywhere close to the solace we feel in this mediocre apartment.

“I feel like an invalid. We should go somewhere tonight. Go see a movie or something,” Penn says, wincing as he reaches over to pat the top of my boot.

“I have to work later, but we can go tomorrow,” I promise. “One more night sleeping off those pain meds won’t kill you.”

“What do you want to eat—” he starts but is interrupted by the knocking on the door.

“Did you forget something, dumbass?” I call out. “Come in. I’m not getting up to open the door for you.”

The door swings open. But instead of Lars standing there, I lock eyes with my father. I scramble to my feet, poised to knock this motherfucker in his head if he even says one wrong word.

“I see you stole your car,” he says in way of greeting, his eyes flitting over our space in mild interest. His gaze falls to Penn. “And the neighbor.”

“What do you want?” I demand. He can have the damn car. I have plenty socked away that I can get a new one.

He lets out a resigned sigh before closing the door behind him as if he’s welcome. “I want to apologize.”

I let out a snort. “Apology not accepted. There’s the door.”

Penn slowly rises from the recliner and shuffles over to me. He may have had his ass kicked, but I like that we stand in solidarity against my father. Penn’s fingers thread with mine, giving me the moral support I need.

“I don’t suppose you plan on giving the car or the boy back,” Dad deadpans.

“Nope.” I grit my teeth in frustration. How the hell did he find me anyway? “Leave, Dad.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a set of keys. When he tosses them at Penn, I snatch them in the air before they hit him in the chest. Penn’s still all beat to hell.

“Those are my Jeep keys,” Penn says when I open my hand, handing them to him.

“I bought it from Jason.”

Penn tenses from beside me. “What do you want from us?”

Dad flashes us his boardroom smile. “It’s a peace offering.”

Peace? With my dad? Since when?

Penn squeezes my hand. “Why the sudden change of heart?” he asks Dad. “A few days ago you banished your own son from your life.”

Dad frowns, losing the fake smile. “I lost my cool.”

“My dad lost his cool too,” Penn says in a cold tone.

“Your dad’s an asshole,” Dad bites out.

“So is mine.” I smirk.

Ignoring my remark, he studies Penn. “Listen, I’m not going to come in here preaching about how I’m some father of the year type. We can cut through all the shit, because we all know I’m not.”

Penn and I nod in agreement.

“But just because I make poor decisions regarding my son, doesn’t mean he’s not still my son.”

I’m about to tell him to get the fuck out when Penn calms me with another squeeze to my hand. “You want something from us. Out with it, Bryan.”

Dad laughs. “This is what I’ve always liked about you, McAlister. Your ability to see through the bullshit and face off with the likes of me.”

I roll my eyes. I’m fucking hungry and as much as I love Penn, the last thing I want to do is sit here while my dad blows smoke up his ass.

“Your dad is a wreck,” Dad tells Penn. “He’s not sad. He’s afraid. You really had the balls to press charges. I’m pretty impressed, kid.”

“He kicked the shit out of me,” Penn growls.

“For the last fucking time,” I bite out. “I made sure of that.”

Dad’s eyes cut to mine and they glimmer briefly with pride. The little boy inside of me perks up. Since when do I care about making my dad proud?

“That would explain why he’s such a mess.” Dad snorts. “He hired personal security. They sit outside his house like he’s the goddamn president.”

“He better watch his back,” I warn.

“That’s what I thought,” Dad says. “Let me guess. Jason beat up Penn here and you threatened to blow up his house or something? Am I close?”

More like gut him like a fucking pig. But close enough.

“Yep.”

“Good boy.” Dad folds his arms over his chest. “Well, now that we have that asshole by the nuts, I’d love to twist them a little further. I’ve always enjoyed watching him squirm.”

“What. Do. You. Want?” I demand, punctuating each word.

“I want an intern,” Dad says. When I tense, he shakes his head before pointing at Penn. “I want Jason McAlister’s son as my intern.”

“No,” I bark out.

“You didn’t even let me finish.” Dad smirks. “As long as Penn is affiliated with my company, McAlister will get off my fucking back. I spend a good ten percent of my profits each year playing defense against his sly attacks to drive me out of this town. It’s getting old, and until now, I didn’t have anything on him. Now, I do. He’s in no position to push right now being that Penn filed a restraining order and pressed charges. If we got a good lawyer, we could even prove his assault was because his son is gay. In many cases, a misdemeanor for assault could be elevated to a felony for a hate crime. The last thing McAlister wants is a felony on his precious reputation.”

“Did your buddies at the station rat us out?” I grumble, hating that he has information we thought was private.

“I have means,” Dad says simply. “You know this.”

“We’re not doing any deals, Devil,” I tell him, annoyed as fuck over this whole conversation.

“I’m not done wheelin’ and dealin’, son.”

I open my mouth to argue, but Dad cuts me off with his words.

“I’ll pay for Penn’s college education as long as he stays on as an intern with me. Paid intern,” he amends.

Penn jerks his head over to look up at me. The hope his dad squashed has once again risen to the surface. His thumb swipes across my hand in a gentle, almost pleading way.

“You’d work with him?” I ask in astonishment. I’d die before I ever worked with that asshole. But Penn’s not me. And it’s not my education on the line.

“If you were okay with it,” he says, brows furling.

Leaning forward, I brush my lips across his ear. “If you can deal with my dad from eight to five and get your college paid for, then go for it. I’ve got your back.”

I start to pull away and he kisses me boldly in front of my dad. Then, he turns and faces off with my father, who, to my surprise, doesn’t wear a look of disgust. He’s too juiced up on the potential power he’ll have to lord over Jason.

“I have demands,” Penn tells him.

Dad’s brow hikes up in surprise. “As you should. What’ll it be?”

“You pay me an annual salary of the average employee salary, management included in that calculation, with a renegotiation opportunity once I graduate from college.” Penn pockets his keys before releasing my hand to walk over to my dad.

I can tell my dad is running quick math in his head. His jaw clenches, but he nods. “Extravagant, but I’ll allow it.”

Penn isn’t through yet. Despite his beat down body, he thrums with power. He has just enough of Jason’s business sense and arrogance to do him well in the world. But not so much that he’s an abusive asshole. “I want stock options.”

“Since my son cares nothing about his father’s legacy, I suppose you’re the only option I have. Excessive, but I’ll allow it.”

“And,” Penn says, before looking over at me. “You pay for his education too.”

Both Dad and I bark out a “no” at once. Penn shrugs but then winces at the action.

“I don’t want to go to college,” I grumble. But that’s not wholly true. I don’t want to go to college for finance like my dad. But I might go if it meant more time with Penn.

Dad’s eyes narrow at me. “Fine. College for both. Ridiculous, but I’ll allow it.”

“Then you have yourself a deal,” Penn says, offering his hand to my dad. As they shake, Penn grips his hand tighter and leans into him. “And if you’re an asshole to my boyfriend, I will make your life a living hell.”

Dad laughs as though Penn’s joking. But Penn is not fucking joking.

“Good doing business with you,” Dad tells him. “You can start Monday after school.”

As soon as he’s gone, I lock the door behind him. Penn orders pizza before walking his old, limping ass to our bedroom.

“I’m going to take a quick shower before the pizza arrives,” he tells me, not making eye contact.

I frown as I follow him into the bathroom where he’s wincing as he pulls off his shirt. Every time I see the black bruising all over his body, it takes everything in me not to seek Jason out and plunge my pocket knife into his temple.

“Here,” I utter, wrapping my arms around him. “Let me help.” I unfasten his jeans and kiss his shoulder gently. He groans when I slide my hand down into his boxers, gripping his erection. It throbs in my hand, desperate for release.

“Shower with me,” he demands, his voice husky.

I release his dick to fumble with my own clothes. He starts the shower and then sheds the rest of his clothes. The hot water makes him flinch as it pounds on his bruises. I wish I could make him feel better.

Grabbing the soap, I set to gently soaping him down. “You’re quiet. What’s up?”

His eyes lift to meet mine. Excitement glitters in his brown eyes. “Things are looking up, Cope.”

“You’re happy. You got me roped into school and now you’re happy. Fucking figures,” I tease, sliding my soapy hand around his cock.

He hisses and steals the soap, mimicking my actions. “You look kind of excited too.”

I bite my bottom lip and suppress a groan. “You’re jacking me off. Of course I’m excited. It’s the most action I’ve gotten in two days because my boyfriend’s a gimp.”

His hand squeezes my length in a strong grip. “Admit it.”

“Fine, I am kind of looking forward to college with you.”

“Why?” he probes, jerking me harder, making me hiss.

Two can play this game. I return the favor, my fist working him fast. He leans against me, his lips against my neck.

“Because I’m obsessed with being with you. You’re my best friend. I want to spend every damn day with you,” I grit out as my orgasm nears. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

He sucks on my neck to the point of pain before releasing me. His breath is hot on my neck. “That’s nice. Admit it that you want to do something cool with your art. Like maybe more than draw things on people.”

With his hand working me over, I can’t think. I give myself over to the pleasure, groaning out my release. His hand slows, but I increase mine around his cock. With each jerk, his breathing becomes more intense against my neck. I know the second he comes because he bites me, the fucker. My heart is hammering in my chest. It takes a moment to recover. Pulling away slightly, I kiss his mouth.

“One day, I want to own my own shop. Not something little like Lars. Something fucking awesome and talked about and revered.” Admitting it is kind of embarrassing. “What do you want?”

His hooded eyes meet mine and he gives me a sexy, half smile. “Someone has to crunch the numbers on our badass tattoo parlor. Your lazy ass sure as hell won’t. It might interfere with nap time.”

A thrill shoots through me. Images of Penn and me running our own place together seems like a dream. A dream I want to chase until I turn it into a reality.

“Let’s do this,” I agree, grinning.

He motions at our cheap apartment. “We already are.”
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Penn

Five years later…

 

“Come home to meeeee,” Leah whines. “I miss you.”

No, she wants adult time. As much as she loves her kids, even supermoms need a break.

“Maybe at Christmas. We’ll see. Things are picking up around here,” I tell her as I lock up the building and head down the street to Copenn’s Tattoo Parlor.

“Christmas is a million years away.” She huffs into the phone.

I can hear her oldest daughter asking about Santa now. “Whoops.”

“Whoops is right. Now look what you started.”

We move on to other topics. I stop to grab a couple of to-go coffees, which are hard to hold while I still have Leah yammering in my ear.

“Why are you suddenly whispering?” I ask.

“I’m hiding from Bea.”

“And where are you hiding from your kid?”

I can hear Bea calling for her mommy.

“Leah,” I say with a chuckle.

“In the closet. I’m hiding in the closet.”

“And what does Beau think about that?”

“Beau’s asleep. He sleeps through every hide and seek game.”

My phone buzzes and I pull away to see that she’s sent me a dim picture of her holding her infant son to her chest. I can’t help but grin.

“They’re going to find you.”

“They always do.”

“I found Mommy,” Max calls out and Bea shrieks in the background.

I roll my eyes when I hear smooching. This is why they have three kids. Their other little girl, the middle child named Bali, starts to cry from the background.

“Someone’s up from their nap,” Leah tells me. “Listen, we’re going to dinner with Max’s parents, but come home. We miss you. Love you bunches.” Chaos ensues as both the girls have to tell their Uncle Penn bye. Even Max joins the fray and agrees with his wife that we need to come to the States to visit. It was hard to stay mad at him. If it weren’t for him swinging a damn telescope at me to fight for the girl he liked, I would’ve never reunited with Cope. He’s a cool guy now.

I finally tell them all bye and hang up just as I pull up in front of our shop. It’s Cope’s baby, but I make sure he doesn’t overspend on advertising and cool furniture and shit. Being in the heart of London for the past year, we’ve spent more than we should making this place our home. Bryan, true to his word, paid for both of our educations. Then, he asked me to head the London branch. Because, surprisingly enough, I’m really fucking good at what I do.

Pushing inside the shop, I find all the stalls filled with people. Cope has eight artists not including himself. Because of his knack for edgy advertising and the trendy design of his shop, not to mention his American accent, his shop is all kinds of popular in this city.

“Hey,” he calls out, without looking up. He’s perched on a stool with a notebook balanced on his knee as he sketches.

“Hey, sexy.”

“Get a bloody room,” Faye hollers out.

I flip her off. “We did get one. You’re in it.”

She cackles and so does her client. The people here are cool as shit.

“Brought you some coffee,” I tell him as I sit his cup down. “Oh, and Leah says Christmas is a must.”

Cope looks up at me, his lip curled up. I can’t help but stare at him. London suits him. Where I am decked out like a boardroom boss, which I usually catch all kinds of hell from Faye about, Cope is a picture of dark perfection. His black hair has grown out some and hangs messily into his eyes. He pierced his lip not long after we moved here. Something that never fails to get my cock hard. Where he once had pale flesh, he’s now covered to his jawline in tattoos. He looks devious. I fucking love that about him.

“Do we have to?” he whines. He hates going back home. He and Bryan aren’t exactly close, but they don’t have that animosity they once had. Once Bryan realized that I was more than just a tool to fuck with my dad over, he has been utilizing me to grow his firm. I have good ideas and I’m even better at making them happen. Since Cope went to college and runs his own shop—in London no less—this is something he can brag about. Something to be proud of his son over.

And my dad?

He watches his fucking back. I know he hates everything about me—who I love and who I work for—but that’s his problem. And a problem he keeps to himself to protect his precious image. We see my mom on occasion, but she’s more concerned with her next pill fix than the well-being of her own son.

I don’t care, though. Cope is more than I could ever need. He’s the only family I want. Our love is more than enough and it fills me the fuck up.

“Our nieces miss us,” I tell him and then sip my coffee. “What are you working on?”

He holds up his artwork. An intricate maze with all kinds of fine details. Roses. Vines. Butterflies. It’s girly as shit, but cool as hell.

“For a client?”

“Yeah,” he says, tossing the notebook on the table and picking up his coffee. “Full back piece.” Then he calls out to Faye. “Watch the front. Gotta go crunch numbers.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Faye sings back in her cute English accent. Then she makes a not so cute crude gesture with her hand and mouth. “Dirty bastards.”

Cope laughs. “You’re fired.”

“Nice try, asshole,” she chirps back.

We laugh as we push into Cope’s “office.” It has a station where he tattoos people, but in one corner is his desk. Just like his desk back when we were teenagers, it’s piled with all kinds of stupid shit. He’s messy. I thought I was messy, but turns out, my boyfriend is way fucking messier.

I set down my coffee and shrug out of my jacket. He walks over to me, tugging at my tie until our mouths meet.

“I missed you,” he says, nipping at my bottom lip.

“You saw me at lunch.”

“I can still miss you, dickhead.”

We both laugh and he tugs away my tie. His fingers effortlessly fly through my buttons. I rid myself of the dress shirt and undershirt.

He taps at his lip ring as he studies his canvas. With my hands on my hips, I wait patiently for him to mark me in some other way. I love that every single tattoo on my body was given to me by him. And, now, I have many. I don’t have them crawling up my neck like Cope, but I have a bunch.

“How about here,” he says, running his finger along my V muscle groove. “I love this spot.”

I laugh and run my fingers along the black word “MINE” on the other side of my V that he tattooed on me probably four years ago. “I know.”

We get situated and he begins his art. While he brands me, I tell him about a new client from Edinburgh. I know Cope couldn’t care less about his dad’s finance firm or the branch I run here in London, but I tell him anyway. The fact I care means he cares. I spend all week bringing in new clientele and then I spend the weekend bent over Cope’s messy desk as I try to make sense of his mountain of receipts. If he didn’t pay me handsomely with his dick, I’d tell him to hire an accountant.

“What do you think?”

I look down at the “FOREVER” that runs along the groove. “Looks badass.”

“Forever,” he says, running his gloved finger over his handiwork, “mine.”

“That all I get?” I ask, arching a brow.

He leans in and kisses my mouth. “Too busy to blow you today.”

“Guess you have to let me fuck you later to make up for it.” My dick is hard just thinking about dragging him upstairs to our small studio flat above the shop and fucking his brains out. “I was actually wondering if you could do one that’s permanent.”

Cope pulls away and toys with his lip ring with his tongue, which doesn’t help the state of my cock that’s bulging in my slacks. “They’re all permanent.” His brow lifts like, Why are you fucking with me?

“I want one on my finger,” I tell him, my eyes searing into his.

He frowns. “Mr. Finance Man wouldn’t look so professional with ink on his finger. That’s Business World No-No 101.”

“Does it look like I give a fuck about what other people think?” I challenge. “I want a ‘C’ right here.” His eyes follow the movement of my hand to my wedding ring finger. Then, they snap back to mine.

“For real?”

“For real.”

He sets to work, his brows furrowed in concentration. Within fifteen minutes, I have a cool ‘C’ on my finger. I grin like an idiot.

“Faye!” he bellows. “Emergency staff meeting!”

A few seconds later, she sashays in with her eyebrows lifted. “What?”

Cope points at my finger and then points at his own. “I need you to ink me.”

Her bright red lips curl into a wide smile. “A ‘P’?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, a bright smile on his face, “and don’t fuck it up.”

She rolls her eyes and within the next fifteen minutes, he has one similar to mine. “Does this mean I have to watch the shop while you honeymoon on some bare-arsed beach now?”

“Get back to work, lazy,” he teases, shooing her off.

Once she’s gone and he’s cleaned up his area, he grips my hips and pulls me to him.

“What does this make us now?” he asks playfully. “Engaged or married?”

We both smile, no doubt having the same conversation when we made our relationship official all those years ago. Even when confusion and anger divided us when we were teens, our hearts always knew and brought us back together again. Our love was never a lie. It was the truest thing either of us has ever known.

“We’re Penn and Cope,” I tell him, with a peck to his lips. “Best fucking friends. Like always. Two tornadoes. But instead of bouncing off each other and wreaking havoc alongside the other, we’ve become one. Unstoppable.”

“Sounds way more badass than ‘we’re engaged,’” he agrees. “As long as you’re mine, I don’t care what we’re called.”

“But for the record,” I tell him softly, kissing a trail to his ear, “you are my fiancé now. Don’t put it past me to piss on your leg so everyone knows to stay the fuck away.”

He laughs, clearly amused at my throwing his words from so long ago back at him. “Okay, psycho fiancé,” he rumbles as he reaches down to grab my dick through my slacks that’s hard as stone. “We better make this official.”

He tugs my hand and leads me out of his office.

“We’re going to crunch numbers,” we both call out to Faye.

Neither of us waits for an answer. The trip upstairs is a mad dash of removing clothing, bumping of teeth as we desperately kiss, and a groan of pleasure when we sink down into the bed. With practiced ease, he lubes up and slides into me from behind. I love fucking Cope, but I love it even more when he’s fucking me.

“I love you,” he moans, his hips flexing as his lips press kisses to my shoulder.

“I love you too,” I rasp back. “I always have.”

 

The End
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Listen on Spotify here.

 

Lie by NF

Not So Bad in LA by Allie X

StarCrossed by MissThis

Baby by Bishop Briggs

Sunshower by Christ Cornell

Movement by Hozier

Be Alright by The Dandy Warhols

Kill the Sun by Cane Hill

Broken by lovelytheband

Love on the Brain by Rafferty

Numb by Meg Myers

Hi-Lo (Hollow) by Bishop Briggs

New Blood by Zayde Wolf

Sorry by Meg Myers

I Really Want You to Hate Me by Meg Myers

I Don’t Give A… by MISSIO

Twisted by MISSIO

Lyin’ by Bishop Briggs

I Don’t Love You by Cruel Youth

Flawless by The Neighbourhood

Bloodstream by Transviolet

Just Tonight by The Pretty Reckless

Blood // Water by Grandson

Wolf by Highly Suspect

Blue Eyes Blind by ZZ Ward

Ego by Tribe Society

Outta My System by Tribe Society

Hypnotic by Zella Day

High by Zella Day

Run by Hozier

The Night We Met by Lord Huron

Boys Better by The Dandy Warhols

Karma Police by Radiohead

So Real by Jeff Buckley

I Don’t Know Anything by Mad Season

Meet Me in the Hallway by Harry Styles

Back to You by Louis Tomlinson and Bebe Rexha

Just Like You by Louis Tomlinson

They Don’t Know About Us by One Direction

Drag Me Down by One Direction

Dusk Till Dawn by ZAYN and Sia

Seeing Things by The Black Crows

Lights Down Low by Max and Gnash

Street Spirit (Fade Out) by Radiohead

18 by One Direction

Better Love by Hozier

Two of Us by Louis Tomlinson

Love the Way You Lie by Eminem and Rihanna
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Thank you to my husband… I love you for always being there no matter what. You’re the best!

A huge thank you to my Krazy for K Webster’s Books reader group. You all are insanely supportive and I can’t thank you enough.

A gigantic thank you to those who always help me out. Elizabeth Clinton, Ella Stewart, Misty Walker, Holly Sparks, Jillian Ruize, Gina Behrends, Rosa Saucedo, and Nikki Ash—you ladies are my rock!

Thank you so much to Misty Walker for always being there 100%, no matter what direction I go. It’s nice to always have you by my side, even when the journeys are often wild ones. Your ability to tolerate my #larrystylinson obsession deserves a trophy. Love you like a sister!

Thank you so much, Wendy Rinebold, for proofing this book! You’re a star, lady!!

A big thank you to my author friends who have given me your friendship and your support. You have no idea how much that means to me.

Thank you to all of my blogger friends both big and small that go above and beyond to always share my stuff. You all rock! #AllBlogsMatter

Emily A. Lawrence, thank you SO much for editing this book. You rock!!

Thank you, Stacey Blake, for being amazing as always when formatting my books and in general. I love you! I love you! I love you!
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Psychological Romance Standalones:

My Torin

Whispers and the Roars

Cold Cole Heart

Blue Hill Blood

 

Romantic Suspense Standalones:

Dirty Ugly Toy

El Malo

Notice

Sweet Jayne

The Road Back to Us

Surviving Harley

Love and Law

Moth to a Flame

Erased

 

Extremely Forbidden Romance Standalones:

The Wild

Hale

Like Dragonflies

 

Taboo Treats:

Bad Bad Bad

Coach Long

Ex-Rated Attraction

Mr. Blakely

Easton

Crybaby

Lawn Boys

Malfeasance

Renner’s Rules

The Glue

Dane

Enzo

Red Hot Winter

 

KKinky Reads Collection:

Share Me

Choke Me

 

Contemporary Romance Standalones:

The Day She Cried

Untimely You

Heath

Sundays are for Hangovers

A Merry Christmas with Judy

Zeke’s Eden

Schooled by a Senior

Give Me Yesterday

Sunshine and the Stalker

Bidding for Keeps

B-Sides and Rarities

 

Paranormal Romance Standalones:

Apartment 2B

Running Free

Mad Sea

 

War & Peace Series:

This is War, Baby (Book 1)

This is Love, Baby (Book 2)

This Isn’t Over, Baby (Book 3)

This Isn’t You, Baby (Book 4)

This is Me, Baby (Book 5)

This Isn’t Fair, Baby (Book 6)

This is the End, Baby (Book 7—a novella)

 

Lost Planet Series:

The Forgotten Commander (Book 1)

The Vanished Specialist (Book 2)

The Mad Lieutenant (Book 3)

 

2 Lovers Series:

Text 2 Lovers (Book 1)

Hate 2 Lovers (Book 2)

Thieves 2 Lovers (Book 3)

 

Pretty Little Dolls Series:

Pretty Stolen Dolls (Book 1)

Pretty Lost Dolls (Book 2)

Pretty New Doll (Book 3)

Pretty Broken Dolls (Book 4)

 

The V Games Series:

Vlad (Book 1)

Ven (Book 2)

Vas (Book 3)

 

Four Fathers Books:

Pearson

 

Four Sons Books:

Camden

 

Elite Seven Books:

Gluttony

Greed

 

Not Safe for Amazon Books:

The Wild

Hale

Bad Bad Bad

This is War, Baby (Book 1)

Like Dragonflies

 

The Breaking the Rules Series:

Broken (Book 1)

Wrong (Book 2)

Scarred (Book 3)

Mistake (Book 4)

Crushed (Book 5 – a novella)

 

The Vegas Aces Series:

Rock Country (Book 1)

Rock Heart (Book 2)

Rock Bottom (Book 3)

 

The Becoming Her Series:

Becoming Lady Thomas (Book 1)

Becoming Countess Dumont (Book 2)

Becoming Mrs. Benedict (Book 3)

 

Alpha & Omega Duet:

Alpha & Omega (Book 1)

Omega & Love (Book 2)
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