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WHEN HE COMES to me, he is soaked. Dripping. And silent.

I wish he would say something.

Zane isn’t the quiet type. Thoughtful, stoic, or reticent. He’s loud. He’s ridiculous. He’s an attention hog, even though I always give him mine. Desperately, sometimes. Even now.

The dead still want attention, right?

But the silence is how I know he’s not real. My best friend is—was?—never silent. Not even when sleeping. There are few ways to know someone better than by sleeping with them. Beside them, not… Not the other way.

The sleepover way. With enough sleepovers, you see how your best friend truly acts. When there is nothing else to do but be yourself, farts and all. Farts were always a part of Zane’s schtick. Just like his devious eyes. His goofy smile. His warm body. Loud and lively.

Never silence. Silence meant death.

As it does now. Even while my imagination is currently getting the best of me.

“You’re giving me the silent treatment again,” Tilly says, waving a hand in front of my sullen, distracted face.

“Sorry, I was thinking about… sleeping. We shouldn’t have taken that week off of practice.”

“I skipped six practices,” Tilly says. “You only took off two.”

“One of those days was for free swim, not training,” I lie. “So I really took off three practices.”

Tilly stretches and yawns, her dark hair shiny in the sunlight. Her shirt rides up her midsection, exposing firm skin lighter in shade than the rest of her body. There was once a time I would’ve forced myself to stare. To be curious. Just a dude staring at a chick’s tanline.

That was around the same time Tilly convinced herself my curiosity was carnal and honest.

Our just-friends friendship is much easier now.

“Cloud, there should only be one reason why two freshmen are tired on a Friday before classes start.” She says my name like it’s sacred. Somewhere between a hush and a sigh.

“Because sunshine and grass make for the best naps?”

Tilly watches me flop backward onto the almost-neon lawn of the campus quad, eyeing my exposed, sun-kissed lower abs. I pretend not to notice the lingering of her gaze. “Because we partied. At a college party. With college students. Like us. It could happen.”

“Let’s not hold our breath. We do that enough in the pool.”

Tilly smiles uneasily. “A college party has to be a huge improvement over our track record, right?”

“A single high school swim team banquet afterparty is nothing to be ashamed of.”

“It didn’t even qualify as a house party,” Tilly says. “It was in a garage.”

“Don’t worry, Till. The upperclassmen swimmers will be flipping from the keg stand to the beer pong table. They won’t let you stick around like wallpaper. Peer pressure will make it easy. The partying will be inevitable.”

“I would pay your tuition for the whole semester if you’d say that again in front of my mom.”

I listen to a familiar litany of endless pressures Tilly lists while imitating Mrs. Win, but there’s a reverence in her tone. She thrives on it. It’s the guilt that trips her up. The pre-emptive guilt prevents her from doing the wild things she dreams up.

My guilt is always after the fact. Like hot ashes that reignite flames because the wind blew the wrong way.

Before I can think of Zane again, Tilly is on her feet and pulling me up for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Such easy affection. I don’t deserve it.

“Maybe around five?”

What? “Uh, sure. Five sounds good.”

“You don’t remember your promise.”

I scoff. “Yeah, I do.”

“Perfect. Then you’ll also remember to wear your flip-flops for our first mani-pedi date.”

This time I sputter, “What?”

Tilly laughs as she drifts away. “I can see your thoughts, sometimes. In your eyes. Like an overcast sky. I’ll be by your dorm around five for our dinner date. The mani-pedi can be a threat for a different day.”

Then she’s gone, swallowed up by the distance. By the crowded but majestic architecture of Neptune State University. A campus as beautiful as it is small. With classes starting the coming week, I hope the hustle and bustle make it feel more like home. Or at least, like a distraction.

I let my body wander like my mind, no tether in sight. The sun keeps me calm and comfortable, even with a slight sheen of sweat. I already showered between today’s unofficial—But very much mandatory, Coach Harley’s face had conveyed—practice with the team captains and the ensuing, enormous brunch feast Tilly and I shared in the dining hall, but it feels too good to care.

Most people don’t think swimmers sweat. But we do. The whole pool’s filled with it. And chlorine.

And tears.

Not even my mood can resist the sun, the fresh air, and the sweat. Sweat tells me my body’s working, even if it’s only working to keep me upright as I float past the Parker building, where I have two classes. One of them with Tilly. An intro course for film studies. A way to both honor Zane’s memory and take an easy class that meets during evening hours.

I pick up my pace, imagining a chill. Even as the late-August slickness molds my shirt and flesh into one.

As Leoni Hall comes into view, where all freshmen must reside, regardless of student-athlete privileges, my strides grow heavy. Muscles that were loosening suddenly stiffen. The closer I get to where I live, the deeper I sink into an icy pool. Colder than the kind I’ve been swimming through for years.

My veins feel dark blue as I step out of the sun and into the residence hall. My dorm is on the first floor—yes!—and in the very back—meh—past every door. Eruptions of glitter, construction paper, and flourished penmanship name each freshman in their respective rooms. Clearly, our RA has too much time on her hands and too much access to an arts and crafts store.

At the very end, CLOUD waits, plastered to my door. The letters shaped like my namesake, of course. But next to it…

RAINER.

Made of raindrops. A name that sounds as hippy-dippy as mine. Not that I grew up with hippies.

“Neither did he,” I say, because the silence is already sneaking up. It tag-teams my body with the cold, ready to flip me, pin me, and win the match. Or maybe split me apart like a game of tug-of-war. “His name is made out of dollar signs.”

Then I forget about Rainer Caraway’s stupid sign, pushing the door open to a dorm that Rainer Caraway’s lavish freshman lifestyle forgot. He’s clearly got some swanky, off-campus place instead. The empty room is a tomb. Not sure I’d exchange it for a bougie, entitled assface and all his expensive toys, though.

We haven’t met yet, but he’s not a damn book cover, so I judge away. If he were one, it would read How to Defecate Dollar Bills and Buy All Your Friends. I’ve spent four years watching him, racing him, studying him. Zane and I would sometimes narrate Rainer’s life on the pool deck while we watched him act all—

“Damn it.”

Damn it, the silence whispers back. It sounds like Zane’s voice.

“Damn it!”

The silence says nothing. It’s not a competition, but I win. My prize is a clenched gut and the burn of salt in my eyes. So I storm into the bathroom, needing to upgrade it to a hot shower. At least the whole no-roommate thing means I know where everything is. Because it’s all mine. And there’s not much of it.

The shower takes a while to heat up. Cold showers, even those first few lukewarm minutes where the hot water races through the drains like it’s excited to greet me, are too much now. Cold pools are doable, since burning muscles keep away the aquatic chill. But to be still, be silent. In the cold? No.

So I strip. I stick a finger in the spray. Then I wait.

I consider jerking off, staring at my naked body in the mirror. The thought alone excites me. Fills me with the first promise of heat since I stepped out of the sun and into the silence.

Zane always said he jacked off to his reflection. I think he was lying. Guess I’ll never know.

I turn away and ignore my arousal, and I embrace the warm refuge of a finally hot shower. Bliss is the wetness, the warmth. The cloak of steam and melted tension. A hot shower heals. Mind, body, and soul. Plus, now that my amenities are covered, it won’t even hurt the water bill. 

I moan and grip myself. Already harder than expected. Achingly so. Like the release will empty out the guilty sludge in my gut along with a sticky load. All I need is a couple of memories blurred at the edges.

“Yes,” I groan. All pleasure. Not even thinking of fighting the silence. Not even thinking at all. Feeling only, as I pump harder, working my shaft with one hand and pinching my pec in the other. Kneading a sensitive nipple and hard-fought muscle. A body carved not from stone, but from clay. Clay that needs the heat of competition, of challenge, of victory to fully form into whatever shape—

Someone gasps.

Quietly. Like they’re on the verge of laughter but holding back.

I grab the nearest weapon: a cheap bottle of shampoo. Won’t sting your eyes! it promises. We’ll see if that promise extends to my intruder.

My body coils, aware of my nakedness. The hazard of slipping. The silence, once I shut the water off.

I give the mystery man to the count of three until I’ll strike his face through the shower curtain.

One…

Two…
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THREE THINGS I will never say no to: dares, pranks, and getting laid.

I’m still brainstorming a way to hit all three buzzers at once.

As the musical score from the most famous horror movie shower scene blares in my head, I rip the shower curtain aside and stab my unsuspecting roommate with a dollar-store loofah on a stick.

Except, the curtain’s already flying open. And so is my roommate.

So is his hard dick.

My brain scrambles to keep up, but my body—Bless you, sweet, sweet reflexes—jerks backward as something whizzes past my face.

I’m still fixated on the stack of hot, slippery muscles as they slam into me and pin my body against the sink countertop. A flood of arousal ignites in my thin sweatpants.

“What the hell?!” we shout in a mix of thrills (my end), rage (his end), and surprise (both ends). I grip my victim-turned-attacker by the upper arms. The smooth, sculpted medley of biceps, triceps, and deltoids that practically sizzle under my touch. And I steady him, so he doesn’t slip and fall.

Maybe I’m copping a feel, too.

“I got you,” I say.

“Get off me,” he says.

Next comes my wisecrack, quick and clever—I’ve got nothing. With that damn erection jabbing into me, my brain’s still sitting around five seconds in the past. I almost grind into it mindlessly.

Until an interruption: “You swimmers are so gay!”

Oh, right. We’re not alone.

Naked guy shoves me away, but I’ve got no room behind me, so he ends up propelling himself away. Back towards the shower, where his heels hit the raised barrier between shower tiles and bathroom floor.

I lunge for him as he tumbles, snatching a veiny forearm before the back of his head can kiss the unforgiving wall.

“I said I got you.” My smile sells it. “You’re welcome.”

His eyes flash with a promise of I’m gonna punch that smile down your throat. But then his self-consciousness and shame steal his aggression. He rips the shower curtain off the railing clamps and wraps it around his body.

But he’s still hard. And his size pokes against the cheap vinyl in an obscene way. Same as it poked into my leg seconds ago. He even covers his magnificent torso, his modesty denying me. As if I haven’t already memorized every contour of that chiseled frame.

There’s something familiar about this body. Like it’s challenged me in the pool before. When you win every race, it’s hard to remember the losers. Even the gorgeous ones.

“Gaaaaaaaayyyyy,” another obnoxious voice reminds me again, so I plaster on a bigger smile to mask my annoyance.

“Something in the water, I guess.”

The two doofuses laugh. They always do. The girls pose with a lack of affect, trying hard to look disinterested as they silently vie for my attention.

I don’t know their names. I don’t need to. I call them Maximilians and Lolas because when I was growing up, the only kids richer than me were the Winchester twins. They always had a herd of nameless followers. Me included, until I realized what a dope I was being, suckered in by their shared and privileged notoriety. My older siblings never had a knack for public personas, so I didn’t have to share anything. I soon cultivated my own rep and left the real Maximilian and Lola Winchester behind like shadows at sunset. But the names stuck as a shorthand. So, when I can’t be bothered to remember names…

“Maximilian, baby. I’m trying to have a heart-to-heart with my roommate. I’m worried about him.”

“Bullshit,” my roommate snarls. With spittle and everything.

His name comes to me, soft and fluffy. I choose to improvise my own spin on it.

“Oh, Sunshine. I really wish you’d cut me some slack. It was an innocent prank.”

I face my herd of freshman Maximilians and Lolas (a pair of each, a foursome of equal parts attractive and boring), indicating the dorm door I’m about to shepherd them out of, so Cloud can have his privacy back. If he hadn’t tried to clobber me, it would’ve been a thirty-second gag, and then we would’ve left and forgotten all about him. But he had to go and act all—

My body flies forward, and I crash into the douchier, closer Maximilian. Both Lolas squeal.

Quick reflexes aren’t so useful against attacks from the rear.

“Call me that again…”

Cloud’s voice is dry and bottomless. Filling the space where his threat trails off. Maybe he wants me curious. How will he punish me if I call him by his new nickname?

I climb to my feet and block the fallen Maximilian, who’s getting huffy. Watching my naked and maybe-still-hard roommate deck this needy nobody would make my day. But if fists are gonna fly, I’m not about to be a bystander.

“I’ll order a microfiber bath mat so you don’t slip next time,” I say. It’s more of a bait than a flex. Or maybe those are the same by now. “My grandma slips in the shower all the time. Both her hips are titanium and bulletproof now.”

“Only if I get to pick out the color,” Cloud says. “Show me your tongue.”

Intrigued, I stick out my tongue. I’d open my whole damn mouth if he wanted to—

“What shade of Daddy’s Asshole is that?”

I savor the scent of tension from our group of spectators, then I smile until it hurts. Vindictiveness is busy rotting other parts of my family tree. So I don’t need to bother with it. “Black Card, I believe. Would you like my father to corroborate? He’s a very rich asshole.”

One of the Lolas forces a giggle, and I hate her a little for it. My jokes don’t need cheap validation.

They only need that sweet flash of ire in my roommate’s dark eyes.

He’s got no response, so I turn to leave. And find a better punchline. “I’m having a little soiree tonight, Sunny. Small affair, nearest and dearest. You should come and see why I’m so graciously giving you this entire squalid space for yourself.”

He scoffs, and I almost look back to see it. To see the way his smooth chest no doubt pumps out with bravado. “I think I’d rather go walk into traffic.”

A snippet of knowledge flits through my head. Some half-recalled memory. I don’t remember its origin, but somehow I know the offhand comment wields a painful significance.

“That’s one way to go. A lot better than drowning alone, I suppose.”

I sense that shift in Cloud again. A bottomless rage. Before it manifests into a beating, I take my leave. I may be a thrill-seeking dumbass on occasion, but I certainly don’t have a death wish.
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I’LL KILL HIM, my body screams. I will tackle that smug piece of shit and smash his chiseled face into the floor until it changes the color of the carpet.

My throbbing dick, still covered with a ruined shower curtain, stops me. Too much heat in my body. Hatred, embarrassment, arousal. An overwhelmed melting pot.

Better than the cold, though.

And the returning silence.

I close my eyes and crack my knuckles. Then he and his groupies are gone. So I cast away the curtain and stomp into the room, pulling on some underwear two seconds before Tilly peeks into the doorway Rainer and his lackeys kindly left wide open.

We jump and spin away at the same time. Somehow, the rage radiating through my body still fuels my arousal. I stay turned away and take deep breaths while grabbing a pair of pajama bottoms.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know—that was Rainer?”

“That was Rainer.”

“What were you two, uh…” Tilly tip-toes into the room. And into the conversation. “Finishing the roommate agreement?”

“More like an invasion of privacy for a laugh. You saw his entourage, didn’t you?”

“I did. All those rich dudes look alike. It’s hard to tell Rainer apart.”

“He’s the handsome one.”

A cool sweat hits me, but only for a moment. A moment from the recent past, where I’m sitting on Tilly’s bed. Clammy, cursing, chickening out at the last second. Feeling the practiced words—You’re so beautiful, but I’m maybe not really as attracted to you—clogging my throat as Tilly bounds into her bedroom.

I awkwardly add, “The punchable kind of handsome. You know, smarmy. Slick.”

“That’s cool. I prefer white guys with a bone structure that doesn’t scream, mwah ha ha!”

“I meant it objectively.”

“Villains are hot. Otherwise they’d be too easy to despise.”

I already despise him, is what I want to say. Instead, I find an old swimming shirt and toss it on, my erection finally subsiding as Tilly hops on my bed.

“So he stays the first week at some swanky, off-campus bachelor pad, only to come visit when he wants to tease you in front of his richie-rich cronies?”

“Well said.” I crouch under the bed, searching for a board game to play. At this point, it’s a warm tradition, like an old sweater that’s magically molded to both our shapes. My mom and I never took game night seriously, and hers took it way too competitively. So it’s only for us. Two-player games are ideal. Especially if they’re classics.

“He’s gonna get such a wakeup all next week when you drown him in the sprint group.”

I wait for her breath to hitch like previous times, but the D-word earns no So sorry or My bad or even a frown from her. It’s unfair of me to expect these little moments to affect Tilly in the same ways they affect me. She was friends with Zane, too. Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed if Rainer’s parting words hadn’t scratched that scar moments ago.

A lot better than drowning alone.

Those six words. Six little leeches bleeding me dry.

“Cloud.”

My body eases as my eyes focus on my best friend. Her face lights up. “Feel like having a game night?”

I shrug, hiding my distracted face. Did my mood follow Rainer out and completely abandon me?

“What else did that jerk say to you?”

I poke around my room for signs of dented and creased board game boxes. “Something about some stupid party.”

Tilly clasps both my wrists. “Rainer Caraway’s party?!”

“Yeah. So? That’s probably why he bribed his way out of the required residence life for freshmen.”

“To throw parties… that we are… totally invited to?!”

I draw out my response, amused by her infectious anticipation. “…Yes?”

“Oh shit! I gotta figure out my outfit! For a party! In college!”

Tilly kisses my cheek and rockets out of the room. Hearing her curse soothes my heart. As rare as glimpsing a shooting star in the night sky.

Then her head pops back in. “But also a two-piece underneath, right? His new place has to have an enormous pool. It always sounded like his pool parties in high school were the be-all, end-all. Oh, make sure to wear the bathing suit I picked out for you last month. And do not even think about getting some laps in while we’re there.”

“I’m not going.”

Tilly shakes her head at me and smirks. “Playing hard to get. I like it.”

“What if there’s no pool?”

“Two, Cloud. That’s how many parties I went to in high school. I didn’t even get to sneak out for them, because you offered to chaperone me.”

“That was the only way to get your mom to—”

“I don’t care if his party is on a boat docked in the middle of a run-down parking lot. People talk. And I listen. I’ve heard about Rainer Caraway’s parties for years. And it followed me here!” Tilly crosses over to me, revving up. “In the locker room, between classes, in the dining hall dessert line. Even in the restroom stalls—more than once! So if you’re telling me that he invited you, even if he was frothing at the mouth with sarcasm, we are capitalizing on this random act of kindness and I am chaperoning you to our first college party together!”

I stare into Tilly’s panting face. Her transparent desire. Her sweet fervor.

Then I toss away the board games and flop onto my bed in a show of defeat. “Fine, but only if I wear my board shorts.”

“What’s wrong with the cute flamingo trunks I gifted you?”

You mean the tiny swim trunks with bright pink flamingos that dance around my bulge like there’s a party in my pants?

“Nothing. They’re just, uh, somewhere else. At home. For summertime.”

“They’re supposed to be a little tight,” she says. “It’s a flattering cut.”

“Till, don’t you have an outfit to plan or something?”

After a hug and a giggle and a knowing glance, Tilly races out of my dorm room. I need to rest up because our final unofficial/mandatory captains’ practice is tomorrow morning. Being on the Neptune State University swim team is my best bet for adjusting to college life. Swimming has always been the thing to organize my life around. When I’m in the water, everything else floats in its place. I’ve stayed in shape, so it’s not like one night of fun will ruin my pre-season training. Even if it were the case, it would be a risk worth considering. Just to see Tilly enjoy some freedom from her usually inhibited lifestyle.

Try new things. That’s every college’s unspoken motto, basically?

So what new thing am I diving into?

The feeling of sinking Rainer’s ass in the sprint group Monday morning. Our first team practice. My chance to prove my worth and show how serious and committed I am to this team.

Maybe I’ll sink him a couple days early. He won’t even see me coming.

A sensation grips my upper arms. Like an itch. Or a sunburn. Invisible fingers squeeze my muscles. I got you.

But I’m alone. For now.

Then I realize something. “Where the hell does that bastard even live?”
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I ASKED for a roomy one-bedroom apartment.

I got a balcony. That overlooks an Olympic-sized pool.

Well, half an Olympic-sized pool. Everything else is full-sized though. Excessively so. Even for someone familiar with how much bigger, sleeker, faster the differences are between expensive and dirty filthy rich.

I don’t mind some dirt. Or filth. With the right person.

But the rich part is soiled meat in the sun, a buffet for popularity-seeking vultures and try-hard buzzards. Sometimes I wonder if the stench is coming from my family name. Or maybe, by this point, it’s a cologne tattooed to my pores.

If it’s in my blood, then I’m really screwed.

Unfortunately, guys like me can’t afford sympathy.

Not that I’m throwing money at it. I don’t mind being picked apart. It comes with the territory. Any complaints I have fall on deaf ears, but my mouth is usually only moving for my own pleasure. Most of the time.

Caraway is a spit-covered curse to some; the name is chanted in full-throated moaning for most. If I was banging someone and they cried out my last name, I wouldn’t even flinch.

I know that from experience.

The sun is out but falling. I’m sticky from sweat, dried chlorine, and spilled alcohol, and the handsome and beautiful scavengers surround me. But there’s no stench. Not from me.

The smell of money saturates the space. Diamond Lite vodka flows alongside icy tubs of bottled Bourbon Boys Beer (no whiskey, just a dumb, confusing brand name). Serpico speakers (at least three, maybe six—I don’t remember how many I bought) erupt with the high-quality audio of some trendy playlist I didn’t pick. And a Poseidon XG-1000, the latest in pool-cleaning AI technology, scours the underwater tiles while dodging the frenzied limbs of partiers.

Then there are the fancy things I don’t even know I have…

Yet, even Father’s money has some limits. They’re drawn the moment I step out of line. Slack off. Beg for a bit of true freedom.

Or ask Father for a bronzed Adonis of a poolboy instead of the electronic Poseidon. I’d meant it as a joke. Father had threatened to staunch the cash flow immediately.

My sense of humor was clearly not an inherited trait.

Without thinking, I slurp a jello shot off a pair of juicy tits. The Lola they’re attached to leans in and whispers, “The next one will be much lower,” before tracing the waistband of my bathing suit with a bright pink press-on fingernail.

I respond with a deep rumble in my chest that only we can hear. But I don’t follow her anywhere, because I’m already swallowed up by guests needing to slap some high-fives and wrap a few quick one-arm hugs. I acquiesce with fake smiles and cheers, then dip into the kitchen.

And promptly spit the jello shot into the trash.

Wasteful, maybe. But it pays to keep up appearances. And when everyone around you has dollar signs in their sights, they barely pay attention to your tiny, odd habits.

Besides, who goes to parties thrown by a guy that actually stays sober?

Alcohol runs in the family. If the Caraway name wasn’t busy being the second-largest national producer of military-grade titanium steel, it would be a distillery run by and sucked dry by its drunk, angry namesakes. Drunk or angry. Caraways frown on the overlap between alcoholism and rage issues. One vice is dignifying. Two is sloppy.

I don’t drink. And I don’t get mad.

Still, the two issues are either a punchline at a corporate function or a knowing nod among stone-faced men. It doesn’t help shareholders sleep at night, so it stays locked up behind hefty, hand-crafted mahogany doors.

Unless you’re Anson Caraway.

At the thought of my brother, his brooding form materializes before me. Or rather, my eyes adjust to his darkness, glimpsed through the kitchen window. His broad, hunched back. A skull of closely cropped hair when every other man in the family (including my eldest brother, who received hair plugs six months before his business degree) flaunts his righteous locks like a crown.

Anson has access to money the same as every other young Caraway, but his scent isn’t a sweat-stained hundred-dollar bill clenched in a fist like I’ve been told.

It’s the stench of danger. The reckless, exiling kind. Not the sexy kind people-pleasers like to pretend I have.

Before I can go check on my slightly older brother (his scruffiness and sullenness make him look far older than he should), a Maximilian intercepts me. Fills my face with idiot beer breath. The way his muscles glisten with sweat and suntan lotion fills my square-cut swim trunks with curiosity.

Caught between repulsion and arousal, I wonder how good he’d look jumping out of a shower with a bottle of shampoo as a weapon.

“Bro, bro, bro, come.”

I allow myself to be manhandled with a smile but ignore most of the grunt’s babbling until I hear the words teammate and super serious. Now giving him my full attention, I recognize the body squeezing into mine, dragging me along. He’s a new teammate of mine. A sophomore with the Neptune State Buccaneers. A freestyler, maybe. I can’t remember his first name—It sounds like something a barista would misspell on a coffee—but his last name is Stringfellow. Another rich family in town. Their money lacks the capital M, so we didn’t quite grow up in the same circles. But he knows the lifestyle. Certainly looks the part.

Maybe we have enough in common to really get to know each other…

A golden-haired goddess struts by and winks at us both. I flash an appreciative smile, while Something Stringfellow practically trips over himself to change directions and chase the girl.

I briefly consider pursuing them both. It’s been a few months since my last threesome. Even longer since my last dynamite threesome (the right dynamics are super essential). Plus, it would help me to determine which teammates are open-minded and sexually fluid enough to—

Teammate. Super serious.

My face lights up. I hurry to the balcony.

Ignoring Anson’s brewing mood off to the side, I search the pool area below as all the scantily clad Maximilians and Lolas fade like the dwindling daylight.

Leaving only Cloud—Sunny—as inevitable as the early moon.

A dark-haired, athletically built girlfriend moves with him like a puppy about to snap her leash. Or maybe it’s the other way around, and she’s guiding Cloud along, hoping he’ll go play with the other pups.

Either way, their bodies share a history I can glimpse from up here. I have questions, but it’s clear there’s no sexual energy between them. Not the reciprocated kind, presently.

And, regardless of any other bullshit, he is my competition. I’ve never bothered to study the enemies when I always beat them. But I know we both swim the same races. That makes us both prime candidates for some important relay events. Relays that rarely make space for brand new freshmen swimmers.

There can only be one…

Yet, my gaze feels more predatory. I’m not sizing him up to compete.

I’m sussing out his delicious weaknesses.

Cloud and his girl go through a lot of back-and-forth, silent drama. They’re clearly not the party-prone types. It’s kinda cute. Out of their element. Unaware of how they’re being watched, how their performances are already being evaluated.

They just need a proper welcoming mat, that’s all. A host’s sacred duty, I think with a smirk, wondering how to best surprise them.

“He swam with that dead dude,” Stringfellow whispers, appearing over my shoulder. I glance back and notice his mussed hair and how loosely his trunks now cling to his hips, revealing the defined lower region of his V-cut abs. Almost as defined as mine. “The swimmer who drowned.”

I glance up at Stringfellow. He’s oblivious or uninterested in how my gaze roams so freely over his body. And yet, he interrupted what was surely a pleasurable time with that Lola to come back to me with this random info. “Stringfellow. What are you talking about?”

“I’m not my last name,” he says. “I would think you of all people would understand that. My name is Jance.”

With a weird first name and wealthy surname, he’s clearly making the wrong choice. Or maybe I’m the pot calling the kettle black—I swat at the gnat-sized concerns. “Whatever. A dead swimmer?”

“The body they found in the lake around last New Year’s. How did you miss that?”

A lot better than drowning alone, I suppose.

I’d already known that, hadn’t I? My earlier comment to Cloud. Somehow, I knew that particular response would trigger him. How did I realize that if I can’t remember interacting with him prior to our little dorm bathroom encounter?

I know I’ve raced him before, but…

I shrug. “I don’t watch the news. Too depressing.”

Jance guzzles the last of his drink, stretching his torso in a way that demands my attention. Especially when some of the liquid spills into rivulets that trace the hard contours of his body. All the way down to those sexy V-lines above his crotch. In any other circumstances, I’d usher this guy into my bedroom and see if his swimsuit hits the floor as fast as my knees do. The vibes are heating up, tickling my insides.

But I turn away from him. Back to the hedonists’ kingdom I reign over. Back to this ever-mysterious Cloud. A dead teammate? A bad temper?

“Maybe all he needs is a good time,” I murmur. “A little friendly competition.”

At that moment, Cloud spins to leave. My body lurches after him in spite of the railing. But the not-girlfriend stops him. Chides him. Maybe sweet talks him? She commandeers his ear while her hand rests on the slope of his pec. Cloud relaxes. He stays, looking out of place in his oversized swim shirt and knee-length board shorts with the kind of haircut you get at your mother’s kitchen barbershop.

In a sea of Maximilians, looking out of place looks pretty attractive to me…

“He better not bring that energy to the team,” Jance says. “Coach will crush him and make the captains pick up the pieces. Who the hell fights at a swim meet?”

“Someone who has nothing to lose.”

I glance sideways at Anson, unsure if I imagined my brother’s scratchy voice. His face is dark, but his eyes are light. I nod at him, because there’s never much to say to someone who never says much at all anymore.

Jance throws an arm over my shoulder and leans in close, continuing to ride that line between flirty and friendly. “Or he’s nothing but a sore loser.”

“Only one way to find out.”








  
  
  5. CLOUD

  
  










“IF YOU LEAVE, you lose,” Tilly says.

As I debate what that would cost me, Tilly’s hand shifts on my chest. My heart beats beneath it. But not in the way she wishes. Every time I feel the urge to reaffirm the boundaries of best friendship, I remember.

The last time. With Zane.

Boundaries keep you safe—until you slam into them head-on at full speed.

“Is that a bet or a threat?”

Tilly frowns. “Neither. Both? Whichever makes you stay.”

“So if I leave, you’ll leave.”

“You don’t know that. It may shock you to know I’m wearing a sexy two-piece under this caftan. I’m ready to stay here all night.”

“You got some yum-yum sushi pajamas under there too?”

Tilly makes a face and pushes me. Then she twirls like a princess. Her garment lifts and sparkles in the waning sunlight. “Cloud.”

Say it again. “Yeah?”

“Have some fun, for… for fuck’s sake.”

I laugh as she winces and tries to keep up her stern face. A lifetime of living with a swear jar (Swear fountain, she says, because you make a wish with each coin you toss in), and with a mother who dishes out guilt like a family recipe, means her body has a natural tendency to reject cursing. “I’m calling your mother.”

“She curses, too, you know. I think.”

“You think?”

Tilly sighs. “She sometimes has a curse-y tone. But she refuses to teach me any bad words in Korean. The point is…”

“One night won’t hurt me.”

Tilly claps her hands. “Exactly! You deserve it. If you’re going to fill that empty spot on the 200 free relay, you need to be able to just chill sometimes. Balance, you know? Work hard, party hard.”

“Everything hard. Hard all the time. You want me to be so hard.”

Tilly blushes. “Shut up. I know what’s good for you and you know what’s good for me. That’s why we’re good for each other, duh.”

“Freshmen don’t usually make any relays.”

“Well, if you don’t make it, you know who will?”

My eyes scan the wet and writhing bodies in and around the pool. “The over-priced, under-trained, rich bitch who owns this party palace?”

Thankfully, the place is huge and crowded. With no sight of Rainer, I might be able to lay low and have a relaxing night. Maybe even find a girl who’d like to—

“Correct again. Two for two. Now, please try to stay out of trouble until after I’ve met a cute boy, m’kay?”

No promises, is my answer, but Tilly darts away to her own adventure, looking like a fairy among the trolls. Or a hare in a fox den.

Then what does that make me?

“A sore loser.”

That warm, smooth voice. If only it was unfamiliar, unattached to a mouth I would readily punch. I tell myself it’s too sharp. Flinty, even. Chiseling at my skull. Hard, hard, hard all the time.

My fists flex and my gut shifts, as Rainer sidles up to me. No doubt he spotted me the moment I entered his home turf. I keep my face blank, even as he circles around me and uses my bulk to hide from the other partiers’ view. Like we’re in some heist movie ready to do a secretive hand-off. But there’s no way we’d be—

On the same team? Oh, right. Shit.

“That’s what you look like, Sunny. Is that why you’re here? Did you lose a bet with your girlfriend?”

I sneer at his unbuttoned, semi-sheer shirt that probably costs more than all my clothes combined. Beneath it, his tanned, lithe torso is packed with lean but impossibly explosive muscle. He’s taller and thinner than me. Faster than he has any right to be.

I look away too late.

“She’s not my—”

My mouth clamps shut, but he’s already baited me. Flustered me. While the smirk on his face says he’s only just begun pulling my strings.

“She’s your friend. She’s a girl. Ergo, girlfriend. And maybe a secret hottie at that.”

I bulldoze the jerk with my chest, crowding him into some fancy bushes he probably has some under-appreciated gardener tend to.

And I hook myself right onto his lure. Again.

The curve of his smirk catches on something inside me. “Is this big brother energy? Or jealous ex-boyfriend?”

This time, I keep my mouth shut.

For at least ten seconds. “Don’t you have some harem of airheads to entertain?”

“I assure you, everyone here has some kind of pedigree. They may stink of sycophancy, but they’ve all got the bodies and the brains. They just choose one over the other.”

“…Sycophancy?”

Rainer tilts his head back with a laugh. Offers his throat to me. Every move feels calculated, even if I refuse to play his game.

“The followers. They worship the great big green dollar sign in the sky. I’m just a mere stepping stone.”

I scoff. “It must be so hard to be rich and misunderstood.”

“Save the sympathy for someone poor and insecure.” Rainer’s eyes scan me from head to toe. “It is possible to buy confidence. If you’re nice to me, maybe I’ll order you some.”

“I don’t need douchebag charity.”

Even as all my muscles flare for a fight, Rainer still seems to tower over me like a king with waning interest, ready to give my performance a thumbs down and send me falling through the royal trapdoor like every other court jester to cross his path.

“I’ll give you fifty bucks if you take off your shirt.”

My fighting spirit deflates, confused. “What?”

Rainer whips out his phone. “You have MoneyMe, right? I’ll hit you with fifty digital Washingtons if you strip off your shirt and make a little performance out of it.”

“Fuck off.”

“Wish I could, but you’re the only entertaining anomaly here and I’m worn out from all the… sycophancy.”

“Are you dicking an English tutor or what? I’m not your entertainment.”

Rainer’s amused smile stirs something inside me, so I glare harder. He says, “One hundred dollars if you get one of the Lolas here to apply some suntan oil on you. Two hundred if you get a Maximilian.”

I glance around, looking for a way out. Everyone’s lost in their own revelry, unaware of the fiendish game their host is playing. Even though no one’s watching now, the moment I make a move, we’ll have an audience. I’m sure of it.

“I said I don’t want your money, asshole.”

I shoulder him out of the way with restrained force, knowing how much he’s betting on my aggression. Every rise he gets out of me ups the ante. I’m shit at poker, but even I can tell the odds are not in my favor.

Especially as Rainer’s hand grips my upper arm, fingers tucked under my sleeve and caressing skin. His touch singes my muscles and brands my flesh.

I got you.

For a moment, I forget where I am. Time and space smear, now impressionistic at best. A vague sense of the past wells up in my chest. Constricts my lungs. But that hand is still there. It no longer belongs to Rainer, but the grip is the same. Groping, restraining, pleading.

I got you. Don’t go.

They’re my words once more, as I grip Zane’s arm. Something burns, and I release him. Shame? Fear? It’s hard to remember when the past smashes into the present.

I pull away, same as I did before. This time, there’s no door. No thunderstorms. No needle of guilt stabbing my gut while quiet cowardice stitches up the insides I refuse to spill.

No Zane.

Somebody shouts, “Cannonball!” Several girls squeal, as a wave of water washes away my past and plasters my shirt to my skin. I look over at the rowdy partiers and blink away the chlorine tears.

I try to swallow the words leaving my mouth: “Race me.”

Rainer’s eyes float along the outline of my pecs and abs beneath the wet T-shirt. He meets my gaze with a spark of curiosity. “What do I get when I win? A kiss?”

I peel my shirt off and fling it in his smirking face. More than a few heads turn in our direction. I stare back at them. Strangers in a pool, hungry for excitement. Competition. They’re scavengers for the scent of drama.

“A kiss with a fist.”

Rainer rips my shirt off his face and twists it. Loops it over the backs of his shoulders. Then chews on one of the ends. “Your violent delights are so predictable. Can’t you surprise me?”

My voice drops. “I’m not gay.”

Something sticks in my throat. A plea? For this attention whore to choose any tactic other than the homophobic shtick that floods every locker room. The same shit I used to laugh at. Until I noticed Zane starting to shrink a little whenever a careless taunt was lobbed between our teammates teasing each other.

“No, of course you’re not,” Rainer says. “I would never accuse you of being remotely intriguing.”

“Quit stalling. I said a race, not a bet.”

“And now you see our fundamental difference.” Rainer cracks the wet T-shirt like a whip and nearly stings me in the crotch. “You swim like a speedboat. Point A to point B, chug-chug-chug as you smash into waves and currents without care. Predictable, utilitarian. A machine.”

As Rainer’s voice and theatricality rise, more spectators gather. Naturally, he starts stripping. Tempts me into becoming his audience instead of his opponent. “While I prefer the nature of sharks. Swim to survive. Swim to hunt. Swim to feel the indifference of the water and the helplessness of those slower. If I resist my nature, I die. So why would I try to be anything other than who I am meant to be?”

Now clad in only a blindingly white speedo with silver trim, Rainer struts up to me and leans past my shoulder until my lips practically kiss the hollow of his throat. I hold my ground. Veins singing with steam and body itching for the water.

“I smell blood in the water,” he whispers. “Don’t you, Sunshine?”

My body reacts like a trap, triggered by that damn nickname. Nobody gets to call me that. Not anymore.

My palms slam into Rainer’s sculpted torso. His feet leave the ground before my arms fully extend. I take a step forward and plant for extra leverage, growling as I claim his space and obliterate any sense of teasing.

If I resist my nature, I die, too.

Rainer soars over the pool and pinwheels his limbs. A tanned blur with a silver-white streak. Then he crashes into the deep end and sinks to the bottom.

Nobody cheers. Nobody laughs. Nobody curses. If anything, most of the faces look caught between awkwardness and discomfort. Their night of mindless fun marred by something dark and nasty. A crazy road trip interrupted by the sobering sight of fresh roadkill.

They don’t know what they see in me. Maybe I don’t either. But we can all smell the ugliness. The hate.

I see Tilly making her way around the pool, ready to play the role of embarrassed mother as she sweeps up her tantrum-prone child under the public’s scrutiny.

But then Rainer explodes through the surface like a killer whale. A stupid-rich, playfully conniving killer whale capable of making good on his bets, even this one: “If Cloud beats me in a race, every guest here tonight gets five hundred dollars!”
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I’M NOT VERY GOOD at math, but five hundred times a hundred-ish has gotta be a shit ton of money. No accountants are here, so I reinforce the simplest part of the equation and scream, “Who wants some of my money?!”

The crowd cheers, and I finally stir an emotion inside Cloud other than brutish anger.

Fear.

Somehow, it makes him more threatening. His veins dance. His muscles swell. The hardness in his jaw solidifies to stone. He’s the sculpture of a Greek god everywhere but the eyes.

Those dark blue eyes churn with something like a wild animal finally noticing its cage.

Then they darkened more so. Almost ink-black, like a shark’s. The familiarity entices me. Will he swim like a shark, or is this only a bluff? A temporary survival instinct soon to be forced down to the depths with the rest of his feelings?

My smile sharpens and feels the realest it has in a while. “Unless you’re too scaaaaaaaared, Sunny?”

Plenty of Maximilians and Lolas join in with the chorus that follows every playground dare. The “ooooh” sounds start mockingly but transform into excitement, once the voices remember what’s on the line. Five hundred bucks isn’t much to most of these gilded goonies. It’s the thought of me risking the loss of a financial lump sum (that would be big enough to make Father’s accountants do a double-take) that offers the greatest reward. Watching me bleed green justifies their inherent resentment that my family name trumps theirs. None of us chose our generational wealth, so if we can’t fight over birthrights, we’ll wager with schadenfreude. Who doesn’t love watching a money bro fall?

Even rich people gotta believe the richer people get what they deserve.

The fear has faded, but a sense of pride upholds Cloud’s posture. And maybe… the slightest glint of excitement? “I’m in board shorts. You’re in a speedo.”

“Then let’s make it more fair.”

I peel my silver sequined speedo off underwater and slingshot it at Cloud. It bounces off his rock-hard stomach and flops like a dead fish at his feet.

The fear reappears as he averts his gaze, even though the sunset’s fiery reflection on the water hides everything below the surface of the pool.

His modesty is such an easy target. And honestly, kind of a turn-on. He probably doesn’t realize how sexy he could be.

“We’re not the same size.”

“Trust me, I remember how big you are. I’m giving you an advantage.”

Cloud gulps and clenches his fists. I drink it all in. “Fuck your handouts.”

“Fine,” I say, swimming to the edge of the pool dividing us. “Take yours off and we’ll both go prehistoric.”

The reds from the sky nearly drown the red of his blush. I’ll take any shade, if it means I’m getting under his skin.

Then, the big oaf fiddles with the drawstrings of his board shorts, and the party’s collective breath hitches. Mine included. No one knows what to make of this. Is it a bet? Is it a competition? Or is it some kind of gay-chicken dare?

The blurred lines are where I like to live. I can barely contain the thrill of what’s to come…

A speedo.

The boring kind. Ugh.

Black and sleek and ready to race. It occurs to me that he either came to the party to swim laps amidst drunken college students, or he’s so self-conscious that he didn’t want to wear some loose board shorts without bulge coverage underneath.

The way he fills out the speedo reminds me of our little dance outside his shower earlier. I’d gone to the dorm in the first place to invite him here. More than a few teammates had noticed his aloof, hard-training nature. I’d heard as much from scoping out teammates during dinners at the dining hall. I hadn’t actually seen him at the aquatics center. The captains’ practices were a suggestion, a means to stay in shape so you didn’t drown on the first morning of official practice. Why would I attend when I have my very own pool to do the best regimen that my body needs? To chum it up with the upperclassmen who’ve already decided that I’m a stuck-up, lazy-ass sprinter floating along on the richest family name in town?

Cloud kicks my discarded silver speedo over to me, but I press out of the pool and ignore it. “No thanks. I’ll beat you with my dick out.”

The frenzied energy of our onlookers buffets my naked body as I stroll to the far end of the pool. The thrill of the race—and of pushing my competitor’s buttons—fills me with enough arousal that I hang heavy between my thighs. Every pair of eyes focuses on me, and it’s intoxicating. The shock, the lust, the jealousy.

But most of all, the heat of Cloud’s sturdy body, as it follows me at a distance. Not far enough away that I can’t savor the warmth of his competitive spirit, his annoyance, or his embarrassment. Those triplet flames war one another for dominance. His need for victory must win out, because I’m starved for a close race.

At the same time, his inhibition intrigues me. Any guy who’s been on a swim team long enough will get used to the rambunctiousness, the playfulness of athletic bodies challenging each other. It’s dominance, it’s testosterone. Hardly anything sexual. An endless game of shameless limbo: how low can you go for a laugh?

I get naked for a laugh. Or a gasp. To make them see my body and not my bills or credit cards, or designer clothes. It’s second nature now. The ease of public nudity is a layer of armor at this point.

But I’d be lying if I said Cloud’s discomfort wasn’t making this feel particularly hot.

“Down and back,” I shout for the benefit of our gathering spectators. The pool empties of partiers anticipating a good race. “For all you non-swimmers, that’s called fifty meters. We’ll be doing doggy paddle,” I say, pivoting to Cloud. “That’s your best stroke, right?”

He says nothing. Already in the zone and sucking every ounce of silliness out of the air. He seems to breathe seriousness and nothing else. I’m surprised he hasn’t demanded swim caps and goggles to make this more official.

To punish him for not playing along, I let my gaze linger on his body. A body that’s challenged mine repeatedly. I vaguely recall a single race when his hand hit the wall only a tenth of a second slower than mine. As far as races go, the 50 freestyle makes the milliseconds count more than any other. A tenth of a second is within striking distance of victory. A margin of error too narrow for the width of my cockiness. 

When was that race? Was it before his teammate drowned? Did grief weigh down that body that had come so close to challenging me?

Is it still heavy? I wonder, stealing another glance at that rippling musculature. No signs of sorrow. Only the poise of strength and determination.

Maybe someday, no amount of time will separate us. Not even a hundredth of a second.

But not today, dammit.

“You got something you wanna say to me?”

I smirk as Cloud fidgets under my attention but puffs out his toughness like a buffer. “Good luck, Sunny.”

I grab my crotch for emphasis, and he turns away in disgust. Numerous Lolas (and more than a few Maximilians) look ready to pounce on me before the race even begins. No dearth of attention or sex in my life, but the look of my rival’s disgust is new. It isn’t steeped in jealousy.

It’s saturated in unease. Like he can’t help but notice. Maybe hates himself a little for it.

That inhibition. It fucking tempts me.

“The fastest race in the pool, my beautiful onlookers! No time to breathe, no time to strategize. No time to worry if the other guy is even going to put up a good fight.”

Cloud shuts out my spiel to the crowd and takes his ready stance. One foot forward, toes curled on the edge. Hands gripping on either side of it. Chiseled torso stretched and bent over. Speedo-clad ass up in the air.

For a (hundredth of a) second, I wonder if I’ll lose. If the persona I’ve chosen will sink me in the pool faster than someone who’s so guarded, so gray.

The thought of losing is even more foreign than that look of disgust.

Inexplicably, I consider opening my mouth to call off the race.

Instead: “Cloud’s girlfriend will be our race official!”

I fail to earn a reaction from Cloud. Guess it’s time I got in the zone, too. I point at the pretty, dark-haired girl he arrived with as she chews her nails with dread. Then move teasingly close to Cloud as I mimic his stance.

“Um, oh, okay. Quiet, please quiet down people. Okay, so… Swimmers. Take your mark…”

I refuse to lose.

“GO!”
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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL RACE always outpaces the physical one. Two lengths of a pool is short. Down and back. Victories clinched or lost in fractions of time that rarely measure anything in life but a race. In the water, time bends to a different flow. A blink is an eternity. A breath is forever.

And a single distracting thought is an anchor, coiled around my ankle and dragging me down to the darkness of indifference.

When you don’t care, losing doesn’t sting. Winning is hollow.

Sometimes, I’m afraid of how much I don’t care.

Tilly screams, and we go. Even in these ridiculous circumstances, my body snaps to the call of competition.

When I drift too far away from memories of Zane or the fragments of guilt that bob in the sea like discolored buoys, I lose track of the depth. If you can’t see the bottom, you can’t see the point.

In spite of the heavy feelings and burdensome introspection, I execute a flipturn at the other end of the pool in perfect sync with Rainer. We’re swimming far closer to one another with no lane rope to define our separate paths. Close enough to grab one another like a drowning victim and reluctant savior.

Which one am I?

As we rocket off the wall underwater with two whip-like dolphin kicks before surging to the surface, I realize I do care. I can see the bottom. Or maybe I should’ve taken a breath that first lap instead of risking oxygen-deprivation delirium. Maybe I should’ve declined the challenge of a wealthy brat with an ass way too tanned and plump for any swimmer I’ve ever known.

Maybe, genius needs madness to stay afloat.

As my limbs grow heavy with far more exertion than oxygen, I embrace it. I regress from cutting the water to caressing it. I watch Rainer’s naked body out of the corner of my eye, as it continues churning and leaves me behind to eat its bubbles.

A race is always psychological. Always physical. 

They’re not mutually exclusive.

Rainer wins the physical as he hits the wall over two body-lengths ahead of me.

But I nab the psychological win, flipping over and coasting into the wall with a languid backstroke. The exact opposite of a finish my rival was itching for, no doubt.

I smirk at his seething face, and damn—a little role-reversal feels fucking amazing.

“You lost on purpose,” Rainer snarls, a thin film of confusion stretching over his bubbling indignation. His bro-happy face strains against his true emotions.

“I needed to conserve some energy. Early morning practice tomorrow.”

As I press out onto the edge of the pool, Rainer lashes out, latching onto the back of my speedo and dragging me back in. It’s no longer playful, only desperate. Whatever charming spell his charisma had cast on the crowd is gone. The race was a bust. No money was lost or gained. So, the attention reverts back to drinking, splashing, flirting.

“We’re going again.”

I shrug. “If you insist.”

Rainer half-shoves, half-splashes me. I realize why he gets off on being so disaffected and coy and teasing. Getting a rise out of someone else is an aphrodisiac, especially when you barely have to do or say anything. “I’m not insisting, Sunshine. I’m challenging you.”

That nickname—Bro, it’s ‘cause you’re just so warm and giving, Zane’s voice had dripped with irony—still manages to light a few dangerous sparks in my gut. Not quite the wildfire Rainer seems to be working so hard to cause.

“And I’m forfeiting. You win. Enjoy your night of partying and… sycophancy.”

I press out of the water again, briefly wondering if this will become a Sisyphean task of me trying to push up the side of the pool and Rainer rolling me back down to the water forever.

Part of me wants to keep testing his patience. He’s certainly eroded mine after only two encounters. But he releases my speedo. And I don’t look back.

“What just happened?” Tilly asks, as I drape an arm around her and lead us into the fancy-ass house so we can find our own little party of two away from the masses.

“What? You win some, you lose some.”

Tilly pulls away to stare at me. Then decides she’d rather risk the uncharacteristic warmth and closeness my body offers. Even if it’s as dependable as a slowly sinking ship. “Let’s agree that you hit your head at some point during that race. And the real Cloud will wake up in the morning with no memory of this.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” I say. “I never forget.”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




But I do. I forget all about Rainer Caraway and his cocky confidence. His petulance over an empty victory. And his evenly tanned, overly round bare ass. All the while I laugh and joke with my best friend, feeling like I’m floating after an endless season of sinking. Tilly sits in my lap at some point, and I think, This is how it’s supposed to be. Until I stumble into a cobweb of guilt I vainly swat away.

When our energy fades, Rainer has disappeared somewhere, so we leave without issue. And I continue to forget him. All the way back to my dorm, where Tilly and I curl up in separate beds with laughter still warming our bellies.

I dream. I dream of taking a shower with water that smells of chlorine. Countless bottles of shampoo cluster around my feet. A sudden erection aches harder with every passing dream-second. At some point, a shadowy figure tears open the shower curtain—but a wall of rain and distant thunder drive me into the wall. I slip and fall. An endless fall. Then I’m awake and staring at late-morning sunlight.

Without need for discussion, Tilly and I treat ourselves to the longest, laziest brunch in the dining hall. I don’t even mention how we slept through the final captains’ practice. And as we wander back to the dorms, full of food and companionship, I remember that this is the first practice I have slept through since the time Zane dared me to take five shots of vodka he had nabbed from who-the-hell-knows where. He could only stomach four, so I won. We passed out in my bed and awoke at noon.

I haven’t had a drop of liquor since.

“I feel drunk,” Tilly says, then she does the drunken college girl twirl like a mermaid on land. “Is this what drinking feels like?”

I catch her and hoist her up. “You should probably never get drunk standing up. You don’t have the balance or coordination to spare.”

“But what about the carelessness? The lack of inhibition? The melting away of insecurities?”

“I don’t know. You should’ve asked some people at the party last night.”

“I would have,” Tilly says, resuming her fish-out-of-water spinning. “If you hadn’t distracted everyone with your macho-man pissing-pool contest.”

Tilly tumbles into the grass, and we both crack up. “I take it back. You are most definitely white-girl wasted. What would your mother say?”

“She’d make me count backwards in Korean. Hana, dhul, sehtt—wait, that’s forwards! Maybe I really am hungover!”

Tilly’s ridiculousness is infectious. By the time we enter Leoni Hall, we’re doing some version of a three-legged race. A pair of freshmen, a tangle of limbs and laughter drunk on possibilities, not predictions. Swimming toward the future instead of drowning in the past.

I don’t recognize myself. It feels good.

“Wait!”

Tilly and I halt, then trip over each and fall to the floor. More giggles. Then, a cherubic face pops into view above us. His blond curls lit by a fluorescent halo.

“Hey, look,” Tilly says. “It’s Cupid!”

“No,” Not-Cupid says. “I’m Brighton. We’re dorm neighbors. And teammates. And—are you two on drugs?”

The way Brighton’s angelic face scrunches up with shock is kinda cute. I banish the thought, but it sobers me nonetheless. “It’s a late-sleeper’s high. Every swimmer should try it. Why did you tell us to wait?”

Brighton’s scrunching intensifies. Now he looks like a baby face with old-man wrinkles. “I’m sorry. I tried to stop him. Honestly, I did. But…”

My mirth fades fast. “Him who?”

“Technically, it’s his room, too. But that doesn’t mean he can just do whatever he wants. I swear I told him that. I may have whispered it, but I’m almost certain he heard me.”

Brighton and Tilly huddle behind me as I jump up and round the corner, like we’re investigating spooky events in some haunted house. And maybe something paranormal is going on, because my dorm room is now magically out in the hallway. Furniture included.

Heat rises from my fists to my face. A ghost might be able to dodge me. But the same can’t be said for the richest asshole on campus who’s surely to blame for this. I stomp into the room, knuckles begging to connect with some sharp cheekbones.

Except, it’s empty.

Empty of Rainer, I mean.

It’s congested with an oversized bed and massive wooden frame, a closet vomiting a wardrobe of the finest brand names, and enough high-tech devices to put the local electronics store out of business.

If my stuff hadn’t been moved, the room would have been completely barricaded by sheer clutter.

“Hope you don’t mind,” Rainer whispers, slithering out from some shadow. “I had the sudden urge to redecorate.”
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AND THE SUDDEN URGE to wrap myself around my roommate’s tree-thick body and squeeze tight. To constrict those hard muscles until they beg for mercy—or for a taste of forbidden fruit.

But that would violate some kind of dorm room code of conduct, I’m sure.

So I settle for licking the hot skin beneath his ear lobe.

Cloud pounces on me, and we crash into a pile of who-gives-a-shits. Whatever is crunching underneath me and digging into my back can be replaced.

Unlike my wounded pride, which needs much more than a little dorm decor switcheroo. It needs hard-bodied heat and a teaseable temper.

Two pairs of hands pull Cloud off me before he can do any real damage, or make me feel more in control, and he instantly cools. The guilt in his face is a balm my ego craves more of, but I’m not so stupid as to poke a bear more than once.

“If you’d been at practice, Sunny, I would’ve warned you. Seems a few anonymous somebodies from my soiree last night tipped off the head of residence life, and she wasn’t too happy about a freshman student-athlete living off-campus.”

“Then bribe her more,” Cloud snarls. “And get the hell out of my room.”

“You must be an only child. Sharing a room is a privilege. You practically won’t even know I’m here.”

Cloud shrugs off his girl-friend-not-girlfriend and that adorable but annoying boy from next door. I’m willing to offer them money to leave me and my new roomie alone to hash out our roommate contract, but their faces tell me they price friendship too highly to be bought off.

“I’m not sleeping in the fucking hallway.”

“My bed is quite spacious. More than enough for two. Or three. Or four.”

The two others shrink back, but Cloud surges forward. “I’ll race you. Right now. Winner keeps the room. Loser fucks off.”

“I’m not in the mood for competition. I’m quite tired from practice. And from moving all your secondhand squalor out to the hallway.”

Two burly guys from the moving company appear in the doorway. “What about everything in the hallway?”

“They’ve got a date with a dumpster.” Two gasps, but neither comes from Cloud’s mouth. “Or leave it all behind. You can go now.”

The movers leave with grunts and nods. I turn to my bed, ready to swan dive into a nap while Cloud figures out his next move. I wasn’t lying about the exhaustion. Even though I’d trained on my own every couple of days in my (former) pool, I was still out of shape at the captains’ practice this morning. That, plus the unexpected absence of a certain rigid, muscley lughead, left me fatigued. The moving, even though I didn’t lift a finger, ran me down even further, thanks to the endless string of expectant questions from the movers. They clearly knew my pedigree.

“I’ll give you a hundred bucks to go away for two hours, then you can move your shit back in here wherever.”

“Deal.”

Surprised, and relieved, I peel a hundred-dollar bill out of my wallet. MoneyMe would be easy and convenient but lacks the theatricality of using crisp, physical money to get your way. Maybe I’d underestimated Cloud’s allergy to bribery. Every tough-guy act has a price. A hundred is far too cheap, but I’m not about to argue.

The trio then leave without another word, and if I wasn’t so tired, I’d be a little disappointed. So I strip down to my briefs and belly flop into bed, to anyone walking past the left-open door.

I imagine staying like this for two hours, offering a view of my ass for Cloud’s return. He’d feast on me from afar and struggle with what to do. That inner conflict looks so good on him. A mixture of guilt and desire, anger and ache that paints a more gorgeous self-portrait than anything those Maximilians and Lolas from the party can create.

I’m already so hard, my cock peeks out of my briefs and I grind into my bed. Feeling more pleasure than I did during any of the sex I had last night.

As Imaginary Cloud looms closer, his buff body bound by curiosity, repression, and pain, I hump my mattress harder. And angle my ass up by hitching my hips and spreading my legs.

I shiver as his rough hands grope me and toy with the fabric of my underwear, pulling it side to side. Exposing one plump cheek, then the other. I bite down on a moan, then I feel his hot, hushed breath coat my hole. My moans break free. Unrepentant. Needy.

When sex is so readily available, you don’t bother with fantasies. No need for sticky daydreams. In some ways, the thrill lessens. There’s no hunt, no games. No flirty tête-à-tête to stoke the flames of sexual tension. It can become daily caviar. A luxurious delicacy watered down by expectation and repetition. Not to mention the out-of-balance dynamics. When you hold a certain amount of riches and notoriety, the other person’s knees almost always hit the ground first.

No matter how much you want to be the one used.

I want the bruised knees. The scalp tender from tugging. The body begging to be handled like it’s made of dirt and rock and hot flesh. Not treated like the finest gold-encrusted china.

Imaginary Cloud knows this. He doesn’t care that my libido finds most men only mildly pleasing at best. Or that I’m covered in tiny wounds hidden beneath dollar-bill bandaids.

Imaginary Cloud knows I want him to crack me open like a dirty piggy bank filled with filthy coins.

Imaginary Cloud rips open my briefs, and I bite down on my pillow with a whimper.

A cannon fire of rap music explodes on the other side of the wall beside my head. Imaginary Cloud, and my leaking arousal, are instantly blown to smithereens.
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BRIGHTON’S ROOMMATE Magnus, a Swede who looks too old to be a freshman, with his menacing stature and modelesque facial angles, takes the money I offer without a word. He lines his laptop up with the wall our dorm rooms share, then he blasts a playlist of bass-heavy rap at full volume. 

When he returns to his desk and opens up a dog-eared copy of some ancient-looking novel, he blocks out both the music and our presence. So, we depart with enough satisfaction to help me forget about my inescapable future of being actual roommates with Rainer Caraway.

As we find ourselves heading toward the athletics building and adjoining aquatics center, I pause. “You and Magnus, have you both been attending the captains’ practices?”

Brighton gives me an odd look. “Uh, yes. I swam in your lane three days ago.”

“What’s the aquatic equivalent of tunnel vision? Anybody?” Tilly asks.

“Sorry, I just meant… How have you been finding the practices?”

“Finding?”

Tilly steps between us and translates. “You know how when you were really little, and you had to learn how to swim? And it was really scary, and you hated leaving the wall for more than five seconds?” Brighton indulges her, thinks about it, then nods. “That’s what Cloud is doing right now, except with making friends.”

I roll my eyes instead of considering how Tilly’s not that far off the mark. Brighton turns to me and smiles. “I’ll happily be your wall, Cloud.”

I nod my thanks at this human embodiment of cheerfulness before continuing to our destination.

We change in the locker rooms, then hop into the pool. Even though I’ve spent almost a week here, the sheer size of the pool, the deck, and the way-up-high ceiling still strike me with awe. Having spent my previous training at a city-owned pool in the back of my old high school, this is the equivalent of a small-town boy gawking at the big-city skyscrapers that defy his understanding of physics and architecture.

The depth of the pool stuns me, too. One half of my old pool is so shallow, you sometimes scrape the bottom after pushing off the wall. Here, the shallow end only dips to four feet, while the deep end plunges to twenty-four. 

Sometimes, the temptation to sink to the bottom sneaks up on me like a whisper. To know how it feels to touch the floor and let go. To rest in the depths far below twenty-four feet.

Tilly swims with me for about fifteen minutes, then abandons me for Brighton, who sits on the bulkhead that sections off the Olympic-length pool into lanes of twenty-five yards for our training needs. He changed into his speedo but remains dry, moving through different stretches while chatting up my best friend.

I feel a pang of jealousy but am unsure of its direction. So I put my head down and churn my limbs faster. The water knows; the water accepts. Like a vigilant parent, it allows me to make my choices without feigning supervision.

When my mind and body meld with the single infinite intention of just keep swimming, time flows much faster in the water. I don’t think Tilly and Brighton would leave without me, but maybe I’m overestimating their patience or attention.

A normal person would probably stop at the wall and put their head above water to see the obvious. Part of me knows this is rational. The other part of me shushes my mind and encourages my body to keep moving, keep swimming. Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t—

Swim to survive. Swim to hunt.

The thought of Rainer heightens my breathing and intensifies my effort. As if his watchful eyes are on me now, urging me to outswim his judgments.

If I resist my nature, I die.

I force my strokes to lengthen. My kicking to hold steady. Feel the water, don’t fight it. 

So why would I try to be anything other than who I am meant to be?

As I approach the bulkhead wall, somebody plunges into my path. Even before the bubbles part and reveal a silver speedo, I know who’s arrived to interrupt my flow. I’m surprised it took him this long.

At least he’s not naked this time.

I glide into the corner of the lane and flip, kicking off the wall without changing my speed. I expect Rainer to grab my ankle or sprint past me, but he does nothing.

I wonder how long my good fortune will last.

I flip at the deep end wall and hug the lane rope, giving my lanemate plenty of space to pass by me while wondering how long I need to swim before I can leave without it seeming like—

Crack! 

The tops of our skulls kiss with a sting of pain. Our arms hook together like some ill-attempted do-si-do dance.

“What the shit?!” Rainer sputters, clutching his head like it’s my fault.

“You’re on the wrong side of the lane, fuckface.”

“Not when we’re splitting the lane!”

I spit out some water and glare. “Sharing is a foreign concept to you. No surprise there.”

“When two people are in a lane, they split it. First swimmer takes the right side. The other swimmer takes the left.”

“Some of us didn’t grow up with a fifty-lane pool. We shared each lane with three, four, sometimes five swimmers.”

“Oh, I’m well aware,” Rainer says. “I paid a visit to that public school bathtub you called a pool.”

“I fucking knew that was you!”

Rainer plants his feet on my chest and kicks off like I’m a wall. It knocks the wind out of me, but I don’t need air to chase him. Only a righteous, justified fury.

I pursue him under the floating rope of plastic and into the adjacent lane, desperate to snatch his ankle and drag him under. His feet churn propeller-fast, but I’d willingly sacrifice a few fingers to get a hold of him now.

Last season, Rich Bitch Academy was supposed to compete with my high school at our pool. They were going to crush us, but at least we had the home field advantage. Not that there’s much of one, when the home field is a minimally maintained community pool. But there’s some underdog pride in the cracked tiles and surrounding dirt parking lot.

Except the day before, a major chlorination recalibration was ordered for sanitation reasons. Something or someone had fucked it up. Which meant no swimming for three days—if we wanted to keep our body hair and skin cells from being zapped by the increased levels of chlorine. So, we ended up at the Shithead School for Wealthy Wimps and their newly renovated aquatic center. We were beaten, humiliated, and sent home on our thirty-minute rickety bus ride with our tails between our legs.

That was also the day a single tenth of a second separated me from victory. And from Rainer Caraway.

Zane talked about that race the whole way home. Like nearly beating Rainer in the 50-yard freestyle was some sort of scientific breakthrough or cataclysmic event. I was too busy stewing over having to swim at a fancy pool against fancy swimmers with all their fancy spectators watching. I barely heard Zane’s excitement all the way home. I didn’t even notice how his hand lingered on my thigh when he told me I’d beat Rainer during club season.

As I chase Rainer’s silver-streaked ass down one lane, then another, then another, I wonder if anyone is watching our two-headed snake routine. If it looks more playful than predatory. 

Rainer flips on the wall and pushes off at an angle into the next lane. Instead of following his movements, I dive under the lane rope to cut him off. His momentum from the flipturn carries him past me—as I snag his ankle.

More playful than predatory… Or kinda gay?

Something electric shoots between our bodies. I release Rainer and quickly swim back to the bulkhead, pressing up out of the pool without looking back.

“Boooooooooooo!”

I beeline for the entryway to the men’s locker room.

“Why do you always give up right before the best part?!”

Rainer’s question echoes after me. Maybe it echoes in my head. Either way, his whiny voice grates on the headache that started throbbing after our collision.

Only the hot water of a locker room shower offers any consolation. I close my eyes and lean on the wall, surrendering my tired muscles to the flowing heat. I know it was dumb to skip a warm-down, but it would be downright idiotic to go back out there and subject myself to more Rainer.

After my body finally relaxes with gratitude for the hot shower, I twist the water off and sigh. Maybe if I hurry up and—

“I’m not leaving until I get an answer, Sunny.”
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THE WAY THE WATER sluices down the broad, muscular slope of Cloud’s back mesmerizes me for far longer than it should. When he stretches, the rivulets dance with the contours of his physique. I’ve never been jealous of water before, but here we are.

With my cock fighting like hell against my tiny speedo.

I stare at my growing silver bulge. Then back at Cloud. Then back at my crotch. Hesitation? Maybe I didn’t think this through…

As I dash out of the showers, I tell myself it’s not shame. It’s strategy. A calculated escape. If you confront a straight guy, you do it without a raging hard-on. Common sense, right? A chubby or even halfsie is permissible, but a full-on erection (in a flashy speedo, no less) is like bringing a bomb to a knife fight.

Everybody loses.

Granted, being naked is also a big risk, but that was Party Rainer. That was Offering-Fifty-Thousand-As-A-Bet Rainer. That Rainer’s expected to strip at some point. Girls find it scandalous and thrilling. Guys find it ballsy and hilarious.

Cloud refused to look.

…Except when he gawked at my bare ass for almost a whole second. Bet he thought I didn’t notice.

Party Rainer could maaaaaybe pull off a speedo boner. In the right place, at the right time. With enough people so no one feels it’s their responsibility to claim the arousal. Just another party gag. Or party foul. Who cares, as long as it’s funny, you know?

We’re in a locker room. Alone. And Cloud already has more than enough reasons to beat my ass.

But he only needs one to stare at it again.

“I’m not leaving until I get an answer, Sunny,” I shout from behind the first row of lockers. If we have to play some twisted game where I alternate between taunting him and hiding from him until my speedo bulge looks less guilty, so be it.

It’s not the first time I’ve been attracted to a dude. It won’t be the last. But never a straight guy. Never a teammate.

Never a fucking rival.

“Fuck you. That’s my answer.”

“Get in line. The men’s one is much shorter than the ladies’, but you’ll still have to wait your turn.”

His deep voice rumbles out a laugh. “What’s the point of being a whore when you’ve already got all the money?”

At the sound of wet footsteps, I duck into the next row. “I guess your parents didn’t have the talk with you, huh? Sex can be fun. Really fucking fun. Some people enjoy rides of all shapes and sizes. Even the uptight ones.”

“Yeah, especially when that ride is shaped like an obnoxious dollar sign.”

I edge forward and stay behind the narrow end of the lockers. “Maybe I’ll let you bend me into a better shape.”

Cloud makes a half-growl, half-groan sound. “Anything but this stalker shape.”

“Good roommates keep an eye on each other.”

“Enemies do it closer.”

My cock is finally at half-mast, but the style of speedo (designed for flattery, not competition) still makes it look pretty lewd. I realize I’m by my locker, so I tug out and pull on the dark sweatpants I wore here. The moment I pull the waistband over my bulge, Cloud appears. Droplets of water still roll down his pecs and beg to be licked.

“Is that what we are to you, Sunny? I thought we were teammates.”

I try to move past him, but Cloud blocks me. “Maybe if we weren’t gunning for the same spot on the 200 free relay.”

“You’ll have to beat me to get that spot. And I mean physically beat me up, ‘cause there’s no way you’re beating me in the pool.”

“Cockiness will be your downfall.”

Another move, another block. “Would you like to trade weaknesses? I’ve always wondered what it’s like to be insecure and inhibited.”

“What do I have to be insecure about?” Cloud puts a hand on my chest to hold me back. I press into it eagerly. “Because I’m not on a family payroll? Because I know what financial aid is? Or because I trained at a pool with only eight lanes for fifty swimmers?”

There’s something else there, beneath the aggression. Like the reflection of a flame on the surface of a lake. The illusion of an underwater fire. Make a splash, and the flame only dances. Never dies.

But that’s only true of the reflection. A real fire snuffs out with only a tiny splash.

Suddenly, I’m feeling like an ice-cold bucket of water.

“I didn’t say I knew why you are insecure. Only that you are insecure. But if I’ve learned anything from Dr. Rosenberg—who’s been my family’s psychiatrist since before I was born in a blast of confetti and vaginal fluid—it’s not the why. It’s the how.” I let my gaze devour Cloud from head to toe, until he takes a step back. “How someone as hot as you can be so painfully awkward. So lacking in confidence that showing off feels shameful. How having friends, even girlfriends, besides that lovesick puppy who follows you around seems so difficult for you. How you can’t take the least bit of teasing or banter without barking like some sad scrapyard mutt.”

Cloud continues to back away as I step forward. But he doesn’t shrink. His face doesn’t change. If anything, every part of him is itching for a fight.

For a moment, I imagine Cloud punching me. Or tackling me. Or throwing me across the locker room. I bite down on the moan rising in my throat.

“I want a challenge. You almost gave me one, once upon a time. Remember? You came close enough to get my attention. But then, in club season, you’re nowhere. From a tenth behind to a blip in the rearview mirror. Too busy picking fights in locker rooms? That’s what I heard. Then you show up at my party. You race me. And you… lose on purpose?!”

I don’t mean to shove him. My hands shoot out and smack that meaty chest while I still formulate my monologue. Cloud stumbles backward, but he doesn’t retaliate. Or react.

“See what I’m saying, Sunshine? No challenge. We’re not enemies. We’re sure as hell not rivals. I would love nothing more than for you to make me fight for it. Make me sweat and bleed and choke to get that relay spot. ‘Cause it’s so fucking boring always getting what you want. So fucking boring waiting around for someone to show up and put me in my motherfucking place.”

I shove Cloud again. This time, I mean to. With all my might.

This time, he catches my forearms and pushes me against the lockers.

This time…

He kisses me.
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WHEN I OPEN MY EYES, I see rain.

The kind that announces an impending storm. Softly falling but heavily foreboding. With stone-colored clouds tumbling through the sky on promises of thunderous intent. The plop, plop, plop of raindrops on the window pane warns of a storm brewing. But the warning is too late.

The storm is already in my bedroom.

The growing shadows. Encroaching darkness. Memories of sunlight swept away by the arriving onyx sky. Mattress springs coiling beneath my thighs, holding their breath. A hand on my chest, as if to caress my rapid heartbeat.

His lips whisper a secret that deafens all else.

I stare at the rainy window, as Zane stares at me. His eyes searching mine for the tiniest specks of meaning. Answers to questions his lips ask without words.

My heart crackles like lightning, striking my breastplate as I wonder if eighteen is too young to have a heart attack.

Killed by a kiss.

A kiss.

“I’m sorry,” Zane says. “It doesn’t mean anything if…” He’s still staring into my eyes, while I stare into the stormy window. “It was an accident.”

“Accident?”

The hesitation brightens Zane’s eyes from sky blue to the shade of old snow. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

No matter what he says, neither of us can deny the heat of his arousal. It tents the front of his jeans. I think, I’ll understand when I’m older. Zane has always been older, bigger, stronger. He’ll be nineteen in two months. He never stopped joking that repeating the first grade allowed him to be the spelling bee champ because he learned all the words twice. Ever since we met in the same middle school classes, on the same swim team, laughed at the same jokes, he’s been a purveyor of every adolescent experience. He was older, so he got there first. He learned, then he taught me.

Maybe kissing a boy was just another lesson to share.

Zane grins in a way that only reaches his mouth. The rest of his face isn’t in on the joke. He shoves me back onto my bed with a forced laugh. “Gotcha, dude!”

“W-What?”

“You fell for it!” he says, turning to the window. To the rain. To the only witness to this apparent prank. We have never been short on shenanigans.

“So it wasn’t an accident?”

“No, man! It’s called acting. I think I’ll try out for the school musical next semester.”

“But you’re… you’re…” I swallow. “You’re hard.”

“Bro, I’m always hard! You got a girlfriend and suddenly forget the life of a true bachelor.” Zane grabs his crotch and laughs again. It sounds more like the yelp of a kicked puppy. “So how many days a week does Tilly blow you, huh?”

I stand on shaky legs. “I need to go.”

“Uh, it’s your bedroom.”

“I need to go outside.”

Zane jerks a thumb at the window. “It’s raining. Soon to be storming.”

“I need to go.”

I move too quickly. In hostage situations and wild animal encounters, moving too quickly is a risk. My best friend isn’t a grizzly bear or desperate captor, but he’s on me before I reach the door.

“Wait wait wait don’t leave me!”

He doesn’t restrain me; he clings to me. A drowning victim. If they pull you under, you’re supposed to—

I punch him. To save myself.

The sound reverberates through the locker room like a gunshot. Bone on bone. Knuckles on a sharp cheekbone.

But it’s not Zane’s wild-eyed stare and gaping mouth.

The memory bleeds into the present like waking from a nightmare. The shock. The adrenaline. Rainer.

He touches his cheek. Anger fills his bugged-out eyes. “What the actual fuck?!”

I look at my fist. Then at his face. I whisper, “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“You just fucking kissed me!”

“It was an accident.”

Rainer’s eyes almost pop out of their sockets. His jaw tries to dislodge and hit the floor. “I… I kissed—oh god, accident?! The kiss? Or the punch?”

“I didn’t—it wasn’t—I, I, I mean—”

Rainer laughs hoarsely. “You’re certifiably psychotic. But you do not get to have a goddamn breakdown right now. I’m the victim. I’m the one who gets to freak out right now.”

I take a step back. My legs hit a bench. I sit down and catch my head before it falls between my legs. “It wasn’t. I didn’t. Sorry.”

“Shittiest apology ever.” Rainer licks his lips, checking for blood. “Thank god you hit like a toddler. But you kiss like a—”

“Nothing happened.”

“Again with the sincere apologies.”

I groan into my hands. Make myself take a deep breath. “I’m sorry for punching you.”

“And?”

“I’m sorry for punching you.”

Rainer throws his hands up. “Repression! That’s what Dr. Rosenberg would say!”

My vision blurs, and I see two of Rainer. One makes me itch. One makes me crave. So I close my eyes and pretend all the Rainers cease to exist. “I’m not gay.”

“Open your eyes and say it like you fucking mean it.”

When I look, Rainer’s face is close enough to kiss. I jerk backward and topple over the bench. He watches as my body splays on the tile floor. Makes no move to help or taunt or stomp. The way his gaze roams over me twists knots from my stomach to my throat. If I open my mouth, there’d be a rope for him to climb down into the dark depths.

“Say it to that hard cock between your legs.”

Rainer storms off to his locker, rips it open, slams it shut. And leaves me to stare dumbly at my crotch. At the weeping cockhead sticking out of my speedo and leaving a sticky trail of betrayal along the inside of my thigh.

Fuck. Me.
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“FUCK HIM,” I say. “Fuck him in his uptight, repressed, homophobic ass.”

Anson shifts his weight from one foot to the other and stares harder at the sunset-bloody sky. That’s about as much discomfort as he’ll ever show. “You’re gay. Got it.”

“Fuck you. I’m not gay, I’m…” Labels are everywhere until you need one. “I’m someone who fucks around. Equal-opportunity fuckery. I don’t go around reminding you of your straightness.”

“I’m not straight.”

I swear I see a ghost of a smile on my brother’s lips. Maybe it’s a trick of the fading light. “Excuse me. What now?”

“I’m someone who fucks around.”

Anson hits me with a smile. It looks painted on, but I appreciate the effort. When broodiness is your bread and butter, you forget what constitutes an actual smile. It doesn’t go well with his darkened features. “Guess it runs in the family.”

He raises his hand and says, “Money, status, influence.” He lowers his hand. “Equal-opportunity fuckery. People only care so much about bottom-list priorities.”

“Where on the list is beating up my pathetic roommate?”

A real grin this time. “Right above the fuckery, I’m guessing.”

“I don’t fuck violent psychopaths.” Anson’s eyebrow raises. “Not if I know beforehand. Besides, in his bizarro world, he’s straight. I don’t fuck straight guys. I don’t fuck teammates.”

“I’m really not interested in your sexual partners.”

“Not even Madison Grant?”

Anson shrugs and continues studying the sunset, which is the exact opposite response I hoped for. Madison Grant was the last person (besides me and only occasionally our parents) my brother paid any attention to before his current state. Madison Grant is no Lola, not by a long shot. I hadn’t gotten anywhere near her, but that was more due to her cool disinterest than any kind of brother-respecting code of conduct. She and Anson were hot and heavy last year, and then they weren’t. Like almost everything in Anson’s life last year—it was, and then it wasn’t.

“It’s not impossible, you know.”

“By all means, go for her. I think you’ll have better luck with your confused teammate.”

I roll my eyes and collapse onto the plush velour couch I had to leave behind. The house looks pretty much the same. After cleaning out my bedroom and game room and moving all that shit onto campus, there wasn’t any space left in the tiny, cramped dorm room. Anson stayed behind with all my excess amenities and perks, so at least I can visit and mourn the off-campus life I’ve been forced to secede until next year. Plus, it remains a sanctuary for the next time Cloud tries to beat and/or kiss me.

Not that Anson is much of an upgrade in company. Blood may be thicker than water, but the part of him I recognize is still lost at sea somewhere. At times, he’s a shell of a person that only looks, smells, and sounds like him. Other times, he’s as tangible as an illusion.

“If he’s confused, then he has a reason,” Anson says.

“A reason for what?”

“A reason. For doing whatever he does.”

I kick my feet up on the couch and let my head hang off the edge to ponder. “Something with that dead swimmer, I guess. I think they were pretty close.”

When I don’t get a response, I notice I’m alone.

The sound of clinking ice draws me to the kitchen, where Anson prepares a drink. The tried-and-true Caraway coping mechanism. “I said he was friends with that swimmer they found in the lake.”

Anson glares. “I needed a drink. Not hearing aids.”

I offer my hands in surrender. “That’s my cue to dip out.”

“Real cute.”

“You think I’m joking? I’m not afraid of confrontations but—know your daily limits, you know?”

Anson finishes whipping up something bourbon-based. It’s more energy than he’s shown in a while. At least it’s not chugging from the bottle. “Being sober won’t save you. No matter how long you hold it over all our heads.”

“Teetotaling. A lame secret kept from my peers. A scarlet letter among my family.”

Anson knocks back the drink. His body visibly loosens. I hadn’t realized his shoulders and ears were so close together. “You’re not gonna be in the business, anyway.”

“Fuck off.”

My brother glances around for the intended target of my sudden venom. “Learn to take a compliment.”

“I’m not gonna fight you. There can be two black sheep.”

“Not if one of us goes over the cliff.” Anson pours a second drink. “You already got the short end of Father’s patience stick.”

“I’m not the one being kept under lock and key.”

Anson pounds his drink. Stares at me through the empty glass. “I can go wherever the fuck I want. I choose not to.”

“Try telling that to the letters D, U, and I.”

I hear the glass shatter before I realize what Anson’s done. I cower from the sound on reflex alone, even though the shards spray the floor at least ten feet to my right. He didn’t aim at me. He didn’t need to.

The sound of shattering glasses still echoes from my childhood.

“Sorry,” I say, pretending it was me who had the outburst.

“I think you should leave.”

I stare at the broken shards glistening in the moonlight, vaguely expecting a maid or butler to rush in, clean the mess, and rush out. No one does, of course, so I feel compelled to do it.

“Please, Rainer. Leave.”

“I don’t think I’m cut out to be target practice for other people’s problems.”

I head for the door, kicking the glass as I pass the shattered remains. Wondering how long before the next thing around me breaks.

I shove open the front door and don’t bother closing it, as Anson’s voice escorts me into the falling night: “You know what likes being the center of attention as badly as you?”
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“A BULLSEYE!”

Tilly and I glance over at Brighton, along with half the room in the student union rec lounge. He points at the dartboard with more volume and pride than seems feasible. Especially since the dart landed at least four inches from the inner bullseye.

“Should we tell him?” I ask.

Tilly shakes her head at me and says, “Nice shot, B!” As our new friend’s next excited throw misses the board completely, she shrugs. “Maybe his goal is to simply make the dart stick. Bullseyes are relative.”

“Uh, not when you’re playing darts.”

“Relax, rulebreaker. When you’re competing against yourself, it’s all relative.” Tilly slaps my arm. “And stop trying to distract me! I can tell you’re holding out on me. He kissed you?”

“You can stop doing that thing with your voice.”

“What thing?”

“That incredulous thing. He’s an attention whore. Or a prankster. Whatever. I told you everything. He kissed me, I hit him. I apologized, he stormed off. Same as when…”

I force the memories of Zane back down and focus on Brighton’s next throw instead. I should warn the students conversing near the dartboard, oblivious to their imminent danger. “Same as when I told you five minutes ago.”

“Well, he’s clearly messing with your head.”

“I’m completely fine, Till.”

Tilly’s train of thought pauses, then shifts tracks. “Maybe he’s nervous. Official practices start tomorrow. You’ve stayed in shape. He hasn’t. So he’s—”

“He’s in shape. When I chased… When he interrupted my practice, he didn’t look half-bad. Pretty sure he’s making use of his massive private pool.”

“The massive private pool where he’s no longer staying because he’s now staying in your room?”

“If you were truly sympathetic, you’d stop reminding me.”

“Cloud,” Tilly says, taking my hand. “If you pretend he’s not there, he’ll get more provocative. If you try to beat him up again—”

“I pulled the punch, I barely even—”

“He’ll get creative. Guys like Rainer Caraway depend on attention and thrive on confrontation. They don’t like surprises. Do you know what the worst surprise is?”

I sit back and watch as Brighton’s final throw causes someone to duck. He runs over to apologize. “Saying I’m sorry and making a peace offering?”

“No, it’s saying you’re sorry and—oh. You suck.”

“I’m a mind reader around you.” I tap my knuckles on the top of her head. “I know all your secrets.”

“Is that so? What am I thinking about right now?”

“How jealous you are that Rainer kissed me.”

We both cringe. I meant it as a joke. I think. But it came out sounding like a taunt. Almost casually cruel.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Yeah, right.” Tilly forces a laugh. “Like I’d want a taste of that playboy mouth. I’m sure it got swapped between half the people at the party last night.” Her eyes settle on my lips. “You can borrow my prescription-strength mouthwash if you want.”

My turn to laugh. “I’m good. I rinsed my mouth with chlorine on the way out.”

“…Did he use too much tongue?”

Touché. “That was one time.” I make a face. “And my first kiss. And I apologized to you.”

“I know, I know. And Zane dared you to. He was always your alibi.” Tilly reaches for my hand again. “I may have exaggerated when I called it gross.”

I pull away and stand. “I’m going to turn in early. Try to get to the pool when Coach Harley does tomorrow. Join me?”

“And break my years-long streak of arriving on the pool deck with thirty seconds to spare? I’ve got a reputation to uphold.”

“Nobody knows that here but me.”

Tilly pats me on the back and goes to retrieve Brighton before he accidentally aims for another human dartboard. “Then everyone who needs to know, knows.”

While the three of us walk back to Leoni Hall, Tilly and Brighton talk nonstop about some television show or web series. My mind’s already shutting down in preparation for sleep. Whenever Brighton looks up at me for my input, I smile and nod and say, “Totally.” Each time, he melts a little. Like a kid whose older brother just said he was cool.

I almost ask Brighton if he has siblings. Between myself, Tilly, and Zane, it was easy to forget our other friends had to fight for bathroom time, argue over which shows to stream, or play chauffeur on occasion. In a way, our trio of only children created our own sibling dynamics.

Sometimes, I’ve wondered if an older brother would tell me I was cool. If he would say it the way Zane had, a half-mocking, half-proud mix. 

Don’t get a big head, but, you’re actually not as uncool as you think you are.

“Cloud?” Tilly asks. “Everything cool?”

I notice I’m waiting outside my dorm like it’s an automatic door. It doesn’t open on its own, and I look like a fool. “Guess I’m more tired than I thought. Been a long day.”

Brighton raises his eyebrows. “A looooong day.”

“Please don’t make me regret telling you.”

“My lips are sealed.” He makes the zipper sound. “Unless a certain someone wants to kiss them.”

“I’ll pass along the offer.”

Brighton blushes, then whispers, “I wasn’t talking about Rainer.”

An even deeper blush, as he grips Tilly in a wild hug goodnight before flying through the neighboring door.

“Great, now I’m on the defensive with two pairs of lips.”

Tilly giggles. “Shut up.” As we hug, she gives me a peck on the cheek. “Make that three. Just remember who came first.”

Tilly heads down the hallway to her dorm room, and I take a deep breath. Unlock the door. And step into the sweet relief of darkness.

I sneak into the tiny bathroom, brush my teeth, then strip to my underwear. As I crawl into my bed already half-asleep, I hear a sigh of disgust from across the room.

“For someone so kissable, you’re really a shitty kisser.”








  
  
  14. RAINER

  
  










“GOODNIGHT, RAINER.”

Each syllable reeks of forced pleasantness and sounds like gritted teeth. But he neither ignored me nor responded sarcastically. I’m exhausted. And still smarting from my encounter with Anson.

Now I’m in bed at nine-thirty. Sharing a room with a whack job of a brute.

And horny as hell.

I consider going to the bathroom. Maybe running the shower. I’ve never been a quiet masturbator, and I’m not about to let Cloud change my favorite habits. It wouldn’t even be the first time I’ve jerked off in the dark with a sleeping straight guy.

Or a straight question-mark-exclamation-point guy.

Fuck him. It’s his fault I haven’t been able to pleasure myself all day and night. When I close my eyes, I see him rushing me, clinging to my lips like I’m his last breath of air. When I open them, I see his hot body sprawled on the floor with that big, sticky cockhead poking out of his speedo. It’s burned into my vision like a never-ending afterimage.

Even in the darkness, I see that precum pooling on the inside of his hairy thigh.

“Fuck me.”

I’m not sure if I whispered it or shouted it. Cloud doesn’t respond. Doesn’t stir. His breathing sounds deep and rhythmic already.

“And fuck you, too.”

I touch myself under the covers. With a throbbing hard-on and no underwear, it’s impossible not to. I bite my lip to keep a lid on the horny noises, as I stroke my curved shaft. My other hand cups my balls, and I spread my legs wide.

The lube is in the top drawer of my nightstand. Too bad I’m already leaking like a motherfucker. Leaking as badly as Cloud was after he kissed me. After he hit me. I slick my full length and thumb the slit at the head. While I imagine hitting him back. Punching his rock-hard stomach. Slapping his head of stylishly messy brown hair. Twisting his juicy nipples until he cries out in defeat.

Then I’m on my knees and licking the inner curve of his quad muscle. Tasting his stickiness. Offering my mouth for that thick cock I glimpsed by chance in the shower only a day ago.

“Fuuuccckkk.”

I writhe in my bed, panting and already tangled in my sheets. I jack my cock faster, feeling reckless in the cover of darkness. Feeling emboldened by how uncomfortable my stupid roommate must feel, getting what he deserves. Maybe I’ll do this every night. He’ll say goodnight, and I’ll respond with my own loud as fuck orgasm.

Routines are an important part of getting a good night’s sleep.

My balls tighten, and my precum-coated grip jacks harder. I’m riding the edge. On the verge of pleading with breathless need. Fuck fuck fuck until I lose count, peppered with grunts and moans. It probably sounds like I’m being theatrical.

But it’s real as fuck. And there’s no way Cloud’s still asleep.

My orgasm is about to peak. My back arches with anticipation. I fist myself until—

My bedside lamp clicks on.

“What the fuck?!” I cry out, snatching at my sideways sheets. The sudden modesty confuses me, but then I’m distracted by pinching my cockhead and stemming my orgasm. I’m not about to come under the covers like I have something to be ashamed of.

Then I see Cloud’s face. One half in light. The other obscured in darkness. Expressionless, except for an unreadable intensity in his deep-sea eyes.

The angle of lamplight carves his bare torso with extra contours. More peaks and valleys than I can count. And at the bottom edge, where the darkness feeds on the light.

A pair of cheap boxer briefs fraying beneath the waistband.

Stretched taut by a hard cock pointing in my direction.

An undeniable accusation. So much hotter than anything I’ve seen or imagined thus far.

My mouth waters, but my voice rasps, “Sorry.”

Cloud says nothing. I glance down at the wet patch in the old cotton fabric. Right where that plump cockhead offers a detailed outline through the sheer material. Somehow, seeing it like this. So powerful. Barely restrained. Imminently suckable. It’s more than I can handle.

“Sorry,” I say again, because the only other word I can remember is fuck. And I just spent the last five minutes chanting it like a spiritual mantra.

Maybe it worked. Maybe I conjured this beast.

Maybe we can both forget about the man.

“You’re hard.” He says nothing. “You’re big.” Still, nothing. 

Cloud parts his lips for the smallest inhale.

“Do you want to join?”

Cloud nods, then climbs into my bed. A delicate art of movement. Instead of crushing me, he folds his legs underneath his weight and on either side of my upper body. Which is covered in goosebumps, by the way. Even as all my blood flows into the pool of lava that is my crotch.

I leave my cock covered and untouched, not wanting to spook this strange animal. But the heat from his ass is unbearable. Thankfully, he rocks forward on his knees, so nothing touches my erection but the sheet.

His meaty cock hovers over me, eclipsing my view of his blank, metallic face.

“Do you want to shut me up with your thick cock?”

Cloud nods again. Then he flicks off the bedside lamp.

I open wide. Cloud fills my throat. We both moan. The darkness engulfs us together.

If not for the immediate ache of getting pummeled in the soft palate by a big dick, I would have to pinch myself. The greatest wet dream wouldn’t even compare. Cloud’s girth stretches my lips. Each thrust buries deep and unearths a louder, needier moan. Without the muffling, I’m sure my throes of pleasure would be heard in every dorm room on this floor.

I want to see Cloud’s sexy body so badly. I want to see that stone of a face crumble with how I make him feel. His grunts go straight to my own cock. I can’t turn on the light. I can’t touch myself. So I reach up for his chest. Those sloping mounds of muscles. The sparse field of trimmed hair. The hard nipples I no longer have to imagine as I pinch and twist.

And that thunderous heartbeat. A storm with no shelter but ourselves.

Cloud flattens his body to the wall behind my head and drives his cock deeper. The last few inches remain out of reach as I sputter and gag. It’s been a while since I’ve fooled around with a guy, let alone one who’s got me doing the sucking. Especially with his size. If he were anyone else—

Teammate. Roommate. Enemy.

I wonder if this counts as a hate fuck. If the blood stiffening his dick is saturated with rage as much as it is lust. If every thrust is a punch, bruising my insides. Bruising that part of me that gives him the most grief: my mouth.

Cloud moans with such a high-pitched, vulnerable sound, I forget all his previous moody seriousness. No amount of frustration or rage makes that kind of noise. Only messy, uninhibited pleasure. He stuffs another inch inside of me and thrusts rapid fire. Miraculously, my throat doesn’t snap like a rubber band. The burning blends in with the rest of the heat circulating through my body. A detonation counts down behind my balls.

“Fuck!”

As a call and response, I say, “Unggggghhhhh,” and then his entire body vibrates atop my chest. Tumbling rocks of masculinity cave in and trap me beneath their weight.

I reach for my dick in the dark, because you don’t let a firehose go unmanned—Cloud throat-punches me up to the hilt and—

A warm, creamy explosion coats the inside of my mouth. Soaks my pinned, lapping tongue. I swallow each blast of his release, starved for his taste. Starved for air. Starved to be used for my body and not my last name.

My own cock fires in quick succession. I gargle out mouth sounds far louder than I should be able to with a mouthful of cock. I do my best to aim my load away from Cloud’s back. Even on the incredible crest of pleasure, I know the swell won’t last. And any evidence tonight will only lead to inevitable denial in the morning.

So I slurp down all that remains of my roommate’s orgasm while using my rumpled sheets to contain my own mess.

Cloud pulls out. I gasp for that first breath of survival. He dismounts and lands heavily on the floor. Then crawls into his own bed with the telltale whine of thin mattress springs beneath his thick, nude form.

I finish sopping up my mess and cast my dirty sheets aside. My sweaty body cools in the lightless, air-conditioned atmosphere of our dorm room. The silence hangs heavy, stifling. As I wait for the pressure to rise, I wonder if the storm has passed.

Or if my future destruction is but a dream away.
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WHEN I AWAKEN to the soft buzzing of my phone alarm, I only remember a single dream: riding Rainer as he sucked me completely dry.

My cock perks up at the memory, but I ignore it. I ignore the glimpses of my naked roommate, lit by my phone’s flashlight as I get ready for practice. His disheveled sheets. His swollen cock sleeping on those shredded abs. His mouth wide open, lips—

Those lips.

As my arousal thickens, I find my underwear near Rainer’s bed and pull them on. With as much haste as I can quietly manage, I gather my things and a breakfast to go.

Rainer mumbles something. But it sounds sleep-slurred, so I leave without looking back.

I’m halfway to the pool as I finish a banana, granola bar, and my water bottle. I get the sense I’m not alone.

Or any less hard than I was in my dorm room.

“I knew you’d be an early bird,” Brighton sing-songs, skipping to catch up with me. I force myself to slow down and not be a dick.

Which reminds me to cover my stiff crotch with my swim bag.

“Takes me a while to warm up. Don’t like to rush.”

“I like to stretch. And dance.” He demonstrates while still matching my pace. “And, I like to people-watch. See who shambles in like pre-dawn zombies. Who stomps in like mid-tantrum toddlers. Who glares at the pool like it owes them a double espresso mocha venti cappuccino latte.”

I laugh. “Doesn’t sound like you’re much of a coffee person.”

“Or a zombie or a toddler. I’m me.”

“I believe the official term is morning person.”

As we reach the athletic building, Brighton latches onto my arm to bare some kind of dark secret. “No way. I’d much rather stay in bed, cuddled up in a cocoon of warm blankets. Until I can awaken as a sleeping beauty with the mid-morning’s kiss, refreshed, energized, and aliiiiive.”

“You’re in the wrong sport, then. The sun’s still asleep.”

Brighton sighs, then smiles with a self-awareness that surprises me. I wonder how he’ll see me when I walk on the pool deck. Sluggish zombie? Angry toddler? High-maintenance coffee person? He races ahead to open the door for me. “How did you sleep?”

“Not bad, I guess. Weird dreams.”

“Tell me, tell me, tell me! I love interpreting weird dreams!”




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




Brighton’s incessant but well-meaning talking slows us both down. It’s a welcomed distraction, though. Once we finish changing in the locker room (I glance briefly at the bench I tripped over yesterday) and lug our mesh bags of equipment onto the pool, we’re in the second wave of arriving swimmers.

The coaches are in the stands, conversing with clipboards and whispers, while the two captains lead a small handful of swimmers in a routine of warm-up stretches.

Kelby and Parrish McGinty. The sun and the moon. Boy scout and badass. Identical twins with the undeniable, shared desire to create a striking contrast between them. Their tall, muscular bodies, and prominent, square jaws support mirror images. But everything else is a game of opposites. Clean-shaven or scruffy. Sun-kissed tan or pale skin colored by tattoos. Loud and direct or sly and subversive. They have been this way since I first started swimming almost seven years ago. Their god-like figures and dynamic appearances have always been joined at the hip, each of them specializing in distinct races and excelling at all competitions. Only two years older than us, they were visible, inspirational heroes for me and Zane and almost every other boy in the younger age group. The closest thing this small town has to homegrown swimming royalty, other than—

Rainer.

I glimpse him strolling in from the other side of the pool deck. Wearing low-slung sweatpants and nothing underneath, judging by how the top of his ass peeks above the waistband. The high ceiling of blinding fluorescent lighting washes out his tanned skin, leaving it the color of marble. A tired-looking statue on the move. A work of art that should sink, not swim.

Instead, I’m the one with the sinking feeling.

“Three minutes, Caraway!” Kelby says. Rainer flinches but doesn’t pick up his pace into the locker room.

I continue my stretches and lock eyes with Tilly, where the women’s team performs their warm-ups at the other corner of the pool. Her questioning face is inescapable, even so far away.

“Twenty bucks says he won’t make it in time,” Parrish says before streamlining his arms high above his head, muscles dancing with dark ink as he stretches. “Hell, make it fifty.”

“I don’t bet when the odds are stacked against me. He has fewer than five minutes.”

“Actually,” Brighton says, popping up and pointing at his waterproof watch. “It’s only five fifty-three. So he’s got seven minutes.”

The twin captains double-team Brighton with matching looks of indifference. Then they glance at each other. Kelby whispers, “Fifty bucks says there’s still alcohol on his breath.”

“Don’t take those odds,” I say without looking up from my stretch. I feel the twin pairs of eyes on me, but nobody says anything more. It’s too damn early for talking, anyhow.

Rainer jogs out a few minutes later, but I keep stretching as an excuse to look down at my feet. The streak of silver in the corner of my eye is enough to heat my body to a dangerous degree.

“Absolutely not,” Kelby says. “Go put on your practice suit.”

“It’s either this or my birthday suit, Cap’n.”

Kelby stands tall (by several inches) over Rainer and crosses his veiny forearms under his bulging pecs. “Then we will wait for you to find an appropriate suit. For every minute it takes you past six, the freshmen will swim an additional hundred yards at the end of this morning’s practice. Even if you have to run all the way back to the dorms.”

Rainer shrugs and Brighton gasps beside me. It’s not a particularly heavy punishment or anything.

Unless Rainer really did leave his suit in our dorm. I can’t remember seeing it. If he takes his sweet damn time finding it, we could be stuck in the pool a half hour later than everyone else.

Without a word, without a look, I shuttle Rainer away from the pool with a tight grip on his biceps. He scrambles his footing, so I end up half-dragging him toward the locker room. I tell myself I’m being a decent teammate. A responsible roommate.

Even though Rainer’s flesh burns the inside of my hand.

“I didn’t know you wanted me naked again so soon,” he says. But his words resemble a question more than a taunt. I respond by pitching him through the open entryway and toward the lockers.

As I head toward my section, Rainer follows at a distance. I feel his eyes glued to my body, but his intentions are a mish-mash. Is he checking me out? Is he waiting for me to snap? Is he eyeing me like a train that’s veered off the tracks?

“So we’re not gonna talk about it?”

I throw open my locker. “We’re here to swim.”

“Do you have any gum? I woke up this morning with the strangest taste in my mouth. Smell my breath.” He exhales onto my cheeks as I fish out my extra practice speedo. “Dick breath, amiright?”

I slam the locker and shove the suit into Rainer’s chest, pushing him away. His cocky smirk stops me short. “It’ll go quicker if you help me change.”

“You? Change? Go buy a self-help guru for that.”

“Already did. She recommended blowing off some steam. Or blowing the problems themselves. ‘Specially the big ones.”

I turn away to force some privacy between us. “Shut up and get changed.”

“Do you want to shut me up?”

My cock twitches at the huskiness of his voice. At the familiarity.

Do you want to shut me up with your thick—

I rub my eyes, but there’s no sleep. No dreams. Only the dread coiling in my gut, and the arousal thickening in my crotch.

“I’m surprised I’m even talking this much. My throat hurts like a bitch. Not complaining, but I did have the strangest dream last night…”

My tight speedo is doing its best to keep me contained, even as Rainer tries to spill me open. I take a deep breath and keep my eyes locked on the entryway.

“Normally, I have this effect on most people, where they can’t shut up, and all they want to do is talk to me or get my attention or get in my pants—or my silver speedo. I’ve always found it unattractive, the rampant neediness. Waiting to be acknowledged as something real and not yesterday’s leftovers. I always assumed it was pretty pathetic. Now I know. It isn’t pathetic. It’s sweet fucking torture.”

Rainer’s hot breath trails down my spine. All the way to my ass, as I hear the taps of his kneecaps on the tile floor.

“And Sunny? It goes both ways.”

His fingers dip under my speedo, right where my ass cheeks meet my thighs. His thumbs trace forwards and inwards, charting a course to meet beneath my heavy balls. His hot breaths continue seeping through the nylon fabric, searching for my sensitive hole.

“Or maybe we’re both still dreaming,” Rainer says, as his thumbnail skims the underside of my sack and I nearly leap out of my skin. “One of us needs to wake up.”

Rainer slaps my ass with the playfulness of a teammate, nothing more. A shrill laugh, and then he’s gone. Leaving behind a sole piece of evidence: that damn silver speedo sitting on top of my locker.

And the aching bulge in my own speedo that throbs I’m fucked I’m fucked I’m fucked over and over again until I remember I’m going to be the last one in the pool for practice.








  
  
  16. RAINER

  
  










THANK GOD CLOUD’S SPEEDO is two sizes bigger than my normal one, because I need that extra space for my horniness. The more tired the rest of my body gets from practice, the longer my cock stands proud in the borrowed swimsuit.

Every time we stop on the wall between sets, I resist the urge to touch myself. Or to grind my groin on the hard surface of the wall.

Or to peek underwater to see if a certain other speedo is filled to max capacity.

But Cloud stays far away from me. As far as someone can when they’re both in the sprint group. He’s always an extra lane away or going in the first heat when I’m going second. Anything to keep us from swimming side by side. I wonder if anyone would notice me switching into his lane. At this point, the thrill of a chase is the only thing motivating my fatigued body. The practice kicks my ass.

Meanwhile, my roommate thrives. He’s got the speed and body of a sprinter, but the attitude and discipline of someone more serious, more punishing. Like a long-distance swimmer, who finds pleasure in endurance sets. In the ache of tired muscles.

Too bad my aching cock doesn’t do shit for my swimming.

Eventually, mercy comes in the form of eight o’clock. I’ve fallen to the back of my lane. Faded into the background. I tell myself every great performance needs a great audience, and the first practice of the season is more like an audition. Everyone’s finding out where they stand after the off-season. In shape, out of shape, sinking to the bottom like a capsized ship. Why swim if there’s nothing to prove? I always perform best when it counts. The more pressure the better.

So I sink during the warm-down and embrace the serenity at the bottom of the pool. And the perfect view of Cloud’s long, smooth strokes, as his body releases the tension of a hard workout. My goggle-colored vision somehow immediately tracks his solid abs, powerful thighs, and normal-sized bulge apart from all the similar-looking bodies.

I watch him until I recall the need to breathe. Then I rocket off the bottom and out of the pool and straight toward the showers.

“Warm down isn’t over,” Captain Do-Gooder shouts, but I pretend not to hear. If he’s looking to make an example out of someone, he’s better off finding a swimmer who knows right from wrong.

All I know is my right-of-way. The Caraway.

I strip off Cloud’s borrowed speedo and fling it in the general direction of his locker with my foot. It soars through the air far beyond its target. Already distracted, I moan at the sight of my bouncing cock, knowing it’s still not the time or place for sweet release. Showering naked is one thing. Even I have limits, and communal shower masturbation is beyond my limit.

…Unless no one else is around.

“Should I risk it?” I ask. The empty locker room doesn’t answer, which in my book means, Why the hell not?!

A little excitement, a little danger. The perfect way to unwind from a rough practice and prepare for a Monday full of my first college classes.

I pick the shower furthest away and turn it on full blast, jerking myself while testing the temperature with my other hand. The smart thing to do would be to plunge into the icy waters and quench my burning desire. But I’ve got to save the smarts for all three classes I’ve got before afternoon practice. Besides, it’s not like anyone will care if they don’t—

“What the hell, Rainer?”

I thrust into my fist at the sound of his voice. That brusque, deep baritone bounces off the tile surfaces and tickles my heated skin.

“I like having an audience.”

“What? We still have an extra five hundred yards because you made us—fuck.”

Cloud spins away as I turn to him. Covers his eyes like the sight of my hard cock will turn him to stone. A stone I’d gladly bash myself upon.

“Get your speedo back on. You made us late, so we have to swim extra.”

“Don’t be like that,” I say, slapping my wet dick in my open palm. “These are industrial-strength drains. They’re made for unloading a mess or two. Practically begging for a bit of mischief.”

“Just, stop. We can’t leave practice until you come back.”

“Then let me jerk off in peace. You owe it to me.”

Cloud balks on top of his current balking. “The hell does that mean?!”

“You giving me your suit gave me a boner. Ergo, you started it, so let me finish it.”

With an irritated growl, Cloud stomps off and says, “You’re putting my fucking speedo back on.” What an unsatisfying victory. I’m still hard, but less enthused. And maybe, just maybe, feeling a little silly. I hear the far-off voices of upperclassmen headed this way, so I cover myself. It’s only the first practice, and I’m already trying to be what: The cocky nudist? The obnoxious prankster? The untouchable asshole?

It’s too late; my teammates are already at the entryway. I could dash past them and into the locker area while covering my hard dick with both hands. Maybe I’ll slip and break my neck and they can all have a good laugh, too.

“Put it on.”

Cloud stuffs the speedo into my hands and spins me around, offering me a brief buffer of privacy as several guys stroll into the showers. The moment I pull the suit up and tuck myself inside, Cloud grabs me, his large fist shackling my upper arm. I scamper to keep up with him, as he drags me the same as before—with one teeny tiny difference.

My discarded silver speedo hugs Cloud’s ass.

And by hugs, I mean slowly disappears into his crack. More thong than speedo, by the looks of it. He barely fits.

Don’t say anything.

“Don’t say anything,” I repeat, this time aloud. All mouth, no brain. Oops.

Cloud glances back but says nothing. Until we reach the pool deck. “Five hundred yards.” Then he shoves me into the water.

But not before I glimpse the way my too-small speedo flatters his mouthwatering bulge. Enough visible penis lines to draw that shit from memory. It’s all I think about for the next twenty laps.

That, as well as a single, simple thought: I’ve been in his speedo, he’s been in mine—so what’re we sharing next?
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“HERE’S A SIMPLE THOUGHT: I didn’t have a choice.”

I plop into the chair, exhausted, humiliated, and starving. At least I can fix one of those things right now.

Across the table, Tilly and Brighton stare at me with wide eyes and open mouths. Then they glance at each other and burst into fits of giggles.

I roll my eyes and tear into two Early Bird Specials from one of the local eatery vendors in our student union building. Turkey bacon, scrambled egg whites, and blueberry pancakes. The perks of a student-athlete meal plan.

Tilly and Brighton play with their assorted fruits, muffins, and oatmeal, drawing out this non-existent joke until I’m considering taking my breakfast to go.

“I’m sorry, it’s just…” Tilly grabs at the air for the perfect words. “Unbelievable.”

“Believe it, I was there,” Brighton says, then whispers, “It was everything and more.”

I jerk my fork at Brighton. “I did it for you, me, and the other four freshmen guys. Kelby was going to double the yardage if Rainer didn’t come back.” Tilly narrows her eyes at me. “So what happened? You donned that ridiculous speedo and serenaded him out of the showers?”

“Hell no, I didn’t—there wasn’t any time to—I knew it would surprise him. Distract him. When he’s thrown off his game, he’s less of a dick. Somewhere between human and dick. And that means he might actually listen to someone.”

“So you… pranked him, I guess?”

Brighton’s hand shoots up. “Oh, oh! Can I be pranked next?”

“Brighton, you’re too much of a sweetheart to be a dick. And I don’t think Cloud can fit into any of your speedos.”

Brighton blushes. “He almost didn’t fit into Rainer’s speedo.”

I shove away from the table, my teasing friends, and my half-eaten two-thousand-calorie breakfast. I don’t say anything, because whatever comes out will be more melodramatic than how I’m already acting. If I’m going to continue being exhausted, humiliated, and starving, I’d rather do it alone in my dorm room. I’m almost positive Rainer mentioned having class after practice, so there’s little chance I’ll bump into—

“Move!”

No watch out or excuse me. Only move! Which I don’t do because I don’t see him. I’m in my head.

And now my chest is on fire.

“Fuck,” I bellow, as the hot coffee soaks into my shirtfront and scorches my skin. I stumble backward in surprise and in pain, already aware of the too-much attention being paid my way.

“Oh relax, I was just sipping it,” Rainer says. “It can’t be that hot. Also, you owe me a sea salt caramel macchiato with three shots of espresso and extra foam. And hurry, I’m late for my first class.”

“Get your fucking butler to do it.”

“I would,” Rainer whispers, “but he’s busy buying me a gold speedo. It’s only fair, since silver is now officially your color.”

“Make sure he buys you a work ethic, too. I’m done covering for your lazy ass at practice.”

Rainer’s voice drops. “I’ll gladly repay the favor. Maybe tonight, when we turn off the lights, you can let me cover your ass with my face.”

I shove him into the table I just left, hard enough to throw off his balance. The table, and my breakfast leftovers, break Rainer’s fall. He gasps and spins around like a dog chasing its tail. Eyeing the fresh stain of splattered blueberry pancakes adorning the back of his crisp, loudly colorful button-down shirt. “Imbecile! Now I’m really gonna be late for class.”

“Like your grades aren’t already paid for.” I grab my swim bag and head for the side door. Ignoring all the curious onlookers and hushed voices.

“Hey, my muffin!” Brighton cries out.

I keep moving, feeling like every gaze in the room is on me.

Maybe it’s not an exaggeration, because now Rainer’s on me, stuffing his hand into my mouth from behind, whispering, “This is how sweet your cock tastes.”

Fuck you. And fuck banana nut muffins.

Before someone can shout foooood fiiiiight—I’m dropping to the floor and flipping Rainer over my shoulder. I blindly grab for whatever discarded meal is on the table beside us, and I dump it in his face while pinning his squirming body.

Soggy cereal for the win. I make a big mess of his face and his stupid shirt, which I accidentally rip as he tries to swing at me. I bear down harder, making full use of my extra weight and muscle to keep him from retaliating.

Tilly calls my name, but it’s static from an unknown channel. There’s nothing else I want to watch but Rainer Caraway’s face twisted in frustration and defeat. It’s a look I plan on seeing a lot more at practice.

So stop making excuses and helping him, I tell myself. Before someone thinks you like the fucking bastard.

No one’s going to make that mistake at this moment. Not with me disciplining the rich asshole’s untouchable attitude. No place for smugness when you’re covered in pancakes and milk-sopped cereal with a big rip in your expensive-as-hell shirt.

Rainer’s slim but strong body bucks beneath me. My grip slips. My knee slides on something jelly-like. I fall forward.

My body flattens atop Rainer’s.

The food fight becomes a wrestling match.

Only, it’s not a fair fight, because I can feel the heat and hardness in Rainer’s crotch. I can’t even think straight. Not when my cock’s equally rock hard between us.

Certainly not when a devilish smirk lights up Rainer’s soft, full lips.

Fuck me.
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“FUCK HIM.” I lean back in the stiff chair, struggling to project the devil-may-care attitude necessary for the moment. “And that’s all I have to say on the matter.”

Coach Harley laces her fingers and tilts her head. Her bleach-blond ponytail bounces far too giddily for the cold, surgical intensity of her stare. I try to dodge that look, but her office is tiny, and everywhere I look is a plaque or trophy or framed certificate telling me this woman is more than qualified to call out my bullshit. Not to mention the number of years she’s dealt with troublesome, aggressive, thick-headed college guys causing a ruckus both in and out of the pool. She can clearly handle the idiots and jerks. How well does she fare against charm and wit?

“Then let’s focus on the real reason we’re here.”

I opt for a picture on the wall with Coach Harley seated between two menacing bulldogs dressed in matching tutus. “Which is…?”

“I would like to know your opinion on something.”

“A little brassy, but I think the color suits you. I can recommend a fabulous stylist who turned me onto a purple shampoo and conditioner to—”

“Cut the shit, Mr. Caraway.”

Her humorless smile pins me in place. I fail to shrug it off. “I didn’t realize my father was in the room with us.”

“We are two adults,” Coach Harley says, “so I’m addressing you with a modicum of respect. More than you’ve earned, but as much as you deserve. Now, your opinion. Do you believe swimming is an individual sport?”

“Sure. Except when it’s a relay race.”

“So, when you are on the block for your specialty, for the 50 free, the performance of those two laps are a singular result of your efforts alone?”

I drum my fingers on the desk. Coach Harley holds my gaze until I pause. “I mean, competition helps. Winning’s a lot harder if no one makes you fight for it. But the guys I’m trying to beat aren’t on my team.”

“Is that true?”

I slouch in the chair, eyes now on the ceiling. Nothing up there to judge me. “I dunno. Try not to think too hard about it.”

“I’m not asking for the sake of complexity. Only honesty.”

“Not to be a dick, but can I just get the punishment and go? My last class is right before practice, so I need to grab lunch beforehand.”

“Mr. Caraway, you are an individual. So is Mr. Stearns.”

“Who?”

Coach Harley suppresses an eye-roll, I’m sure of it. I pluck a pencil from her desk. Something to occupy my antsy fingers. “In the 50 free, you are both individuals behind the block. Whether you win or lose, that does not change. But when you are in the water together—competition or practice, relays or sprint races—you are teammates. That is the bond between two individuals on the same team. That bond remains intact the entire time the two of you are on my roster. If we are on the bus, or you are at an off-campus event, or you run into each other over winter break, that bond remains. If you want to succeed, you will protect, and strengthen, that bond. Do you understand?”

I do. Or, at least, I feel it. Even if I can’t articulate it. “So, in terms of apologies… where do you stand on ass-kissing?”

I toss the pencil in the air, aiming for a perfect landing on the ceiling tile. It ricochets, and Coach Harley stands to snatch the pencil out of the air. “You’re dismissed.”

I hop out of the chair. But right as I reach the door, she adds, “Please send in Mr. Stearns. And report to the pool deck at five tomorrow morning.”

I freeze. “Five?!”

“Every morning this week, in fact. I suggest you plan your new bedtime accordingly. Now go change and get to your next class.”

I glance down at my ruined shirt. Stained and ripped because of the guy sitting two feet away in the narrow office hallway. I exit and shut the door, then say, “She gives you a choice between spankings and extra practice. I took the spankings. Wanna see?”

Cloud stands. Even though I’m taller, it always feels like he’s trying to tower over me. “So getting your ass beat at breakfast wasn’t enough?”

“Enough? Hardly. Practically a mere distraction—’til I felt your big cock against mine.”

Cloud surges at me, nearly lifts me off my feet. There’s no room in the hallway to do anything but embrace his aggression. To wait for him to slam me down, strip me naked, and fill this insatiable urge inside of me.

But he doesn’t, of course. His nostrils flare. His eyes flick to our coach’s door. Then he releases me and mumbles, “Sorry about your shirt.”

“I’d rather you rip it off me and stuff it down my throat.”

Cloud steps back, shock on his face. Hunger in his body. Muscles flexing beneath his tight, coffee-stained shirt. A predator preparing to pounce, even as the human rationale scrambles to conceal the animalistic impulse.

I lean back on the wall and run a hand through the split fabric of my shirt. Caress the smooth skin stretched taut over my lean musculature. Offering a taste with no regard to who sees. No regard to our history or our circumstances.

The turmoil of conflict flows through Cloud’s veins, until the door opens beside me. I reach out and grab his meaty bicep with a squeeze. “Good luck in there. Don’t let her eat you alive.”

Then I’m gone before either Cloud or Coach Harley can respond, ducking into the stairwell and palming the incessant throbbing in my pants.

I know how we can strengthen that bond…




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~




I think of bonding and bondage, of Cloud’s body and how it felt on top of mine for everyone to see. The horny thoughts are the only clarity in the afternoon blur. Lunch, class, then practice. My silver speedo forgotten in my locker because I found where I tossed Cloud’s extra one. I wear it again, and he says nothing. I have the team-issued one that’s in my actual size, but I like the extra crotch room. I like that I have a piece of him on me at all times in the pool.

I head over to Anson’s place to eat takeout, watch sitcoms, and exchange the barest of conversation points. Neither of us feels compelled to fill the quiet with questions or excuses. It’s not like I’ve forgotten the drinking or the glass throwing. The shards are nowhere in sight, so at least he’s cleaning up after himself. He’s no moodier than usual, and being off campus feels good. Plus, it gives Cloud some alone time. No matter how much I enjoy our back-and-forths, we need our space. Coach Harley made it very clear without having to say it: another fight, and we’re both off the team. 

Now I just need to figure out the trick to turning the fighting into foreplay…

I say goodnight to my older brother, remembering that I have to be at the pool at five fucking a.m. in the morning. He follows me to the front door. “Father’s coming by tomorrow.”

I jerk on the locked door, unable to flee those words. Anson nudges me to the side and unlocks it. Opens it. Sizes me up. “You better not act like this.”

“Why the hell would he do that?”

“Because you’re an idiot who gets into a fight the second week of school.”

“It wasn’t a fight! Is that what she said? What happened to athlete-coach confidentiality or some shit?!”

Anson pushes me through the front door and closes it behind us. Walks past me and lights a cigarette. “Wasn’t your coach. Somebody in the department told someone who informed him. Mom overheard the call and asked me to give you a heads-up. Stop being a fuck turd, Rainer. My words, not hers. She said something about misguided youth and a spirit of recklessness.”

“What… What should I do?”

Anson takes a drag and studies the moon for an answer. “Tell me it wasn’t the guy you raced here. The one with the dead swimmer friend.”

“…It wasn’t him.”

“Good. Because if it had been him, you’d be on your own. You stir shit up and try to float away, then act all surprised when the stink follows you downriver. If you wanna fuck with a guy, that’s fine. If you wanna fuck a guy, that’s—”

“That’s none of your goddamn business.”

Anson grabs me by the shirtfront so hard, I’m afraid I’ll have two torn shirts in one day. His smoky breath weighs on my face. “Everything you do is my business. It’s family business. Nothing you do is ever in a vacuum. Even when you’re so far up your own ass. No Rainer’s World. Only reality, where your actions mean our consequences. Garrison, Broderick, and me… We took so much shit. You’re the baby with the easiest upbringing. But that same shit flows upstream, Baby Rainer. Maybe if the company hadn’t been struggling when you were growing up, Father would’ve had time to lay down more fatherly discipline. Don’t force him to make up for lost time.”

My brother releases and smooths out my shirt, then grinds out the cigarette he dropped. I toss my pack of gum at his chest. “Wintergreen goes great with ash and alcohol. Bad breath makes it hard to focus on your monologues.”

“Stay the fuck away from that guy, Rainer.”

“Why?”

Anson’s eye twitches. “Because I fucking said so.”

He’s starting to sound a lot like the man we both fear…

“If I wasn’t already feeling sorry for you, maybe I’d feel threatened.”

Anson pops a piece of gum in his mouth and tosses the pack back at me. “For his sake, dick brain. He’s had a shitty hand without you and Father creating more.”

“Wait, did he say something about Cloud?”

My brother answers by slamming the door in my face, leaving me to question why I bother coming back to this place.

And why is he telling me to stay away from the one guy I’m stuck living with for the entire school year?








  
  
  19. CLOUD

  
  










FOR BEING STUCK in the same dorm, the same locker room, and the same week’s worth of extra early morning punishment swim practices, Rainer’s doing a good job of avoiding me.

Or maybe this ruse of normalcy is simply another tactic to annoy the hell out of me. Either way, I’m grateful and relaxed in spite of the hungry curiosity gnawing at my insides.

At the end of Tuesday morning’s practice, Montgomery Caraway appeared at the top of the bleachers, where spectators enter. I wouldn’t mistake him for a fan of swimming. Or a fan of anything beyond the steelwork industry, counting the number of zeros in bank accounts, and whatever else passes for fun in the Old White Men’s Multi-Millionaire Clubhouse.

Nobody spoke to him, only spoke of him. I think we all swam a little harder, a little faster. Pretended like we were a well-oiled machine when we were only in our first week of training. Most shockingly, Rainer said nothing and looked nowhere but the bottom of the pool.

And then it all happened again on Wednesday morning, but two hours early. When Rainer and I were finishing our punishment practice. This time, I felt the town of Neptune’s richest (and probably most powerful) man watching me. In spite of his anchor-heavy gaze, I swam with precision and discipline. The burning in my muscles meant that his heavy scrutiny wasn’t dragging me into the depths.

Caraway was back Thursday morning, too. Never for more than fifteen minutes or so. Never closer than the highest row of seats. Never sitting, never coughing, never wandering.

After his fourth and hopefully final visiting-then-vanishing act this morning, I wait for Rainer to finish warming down. I can’t lie—I’m impressed he’s still swimming. He didn’t skip out, didn’t bitch, didn’t exploit some ridiculous loophole. He put in as much yardage as me, and now, with our punishments fulfilled, I’m wondering if I’ve underestimated him in other ways.

When he finally drags his body out of the water, Coach Harley pays us a nod and a grunt before leaving. I follow my roommate to the locker room and ask, “Is your dad our new mascot?”

Rainer stumbles, then glances back at me with hazy eyes. Like I woke him from a slumber. Maybe he’d mastered the art of sleepswimming. It wasn’t like we’d been racing or challenging each other during these extra practices. There was unspoken solidarity. We had suffered together.

“Or is he thinking about donating to the program? Wanted to vet our potential before investing in our future?”

Rainer turns and keeps walking. Unsteady on his feet. Maybe from all the extra training and the brutal fate of waking up at four-thirty every morning since Tuesday. Hey, I’m still standing just fine. Right?

I stare at his ass while we walk, lost in my own thinking. Until he skips the showers and heads straight for his locker. I pause, then follow him. He strips down without a glance or a word, flashing me with those plump cheeks. Unlike most of the guys, his ass is as sunkissed as the rest of his body. No stark speedo tan.

“Are you okay?”

When he turns around, I glimpse Rainer’s flaccid dick. For someone always touching himself and bragging/complaining about his never-satisfied libido, the sight alarms me. It shouldn’t, because no other guy in here ever sports any state of arousal. Usually…

“Tired,” Rainer says, then faces his locker once more. I’m stuck staring at his ass again, and he says nothing. I should go to my locker, or to the showers, especially since my suit’s feeling a little tight now.

Horny. Sometimes I’m just horny. Doesn’t mean anything. It’s hard to relax around Rainer. More so when he’s not being a loudmouth cocktease of a brat.

…Cocktease?

“Rainer.”

A dark, flint-like voice with a quarry-sized echo fills the space. Rainer folds into his locker, but it’s too small to hide in. He looks around, desperate for something. Modesty? Protection?

I offer my towel, and Rainer wraps it around his waist. He still tries to climb into his locker, right as Montgomery Caraway enters the locker room. His charcoal-colored eyes assess the distance between my body and his son’s, and all the possible explanations that exist between us.

Then he reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out his wallet. Two crisp bills appear in front of my face. “Watch the door, kid. Make sure no one comes in and interrupts my time with my son.”

His voice is a pitfall. The kind where you hope to see the bottom without having to look too deeply, lest you fall in and discover there is none.

The lines in Caraway’s tanned, masculine-blunt face tighten. He retracts the two bills, then replaces them with three. They could be hundred-dollar bills for all I know. “I will assume you’ve lost some of your cognitive faculties on account of the strenuous nature of this morning’s training. You may assume, incorrectly, that I am a man of patience.”

“Take it,” Rainer whispers.

“I don’t want your money.”

Caraway smiles. A mouthful of painfully white tombstones. Each of them marks today’s date—the day of my demise. An executioner’s smile. “Zane Williams was a friend of yours.”

It wasn’t a question, but I nod anyway.

“Did you know his mother tried to set up a scholarship in his name? To support graduating high school seniors attending universities on swimming scholarships. You likely did not, because contrary to how these feel-good stories play out in the media, setting up scholarships, foundations, grants, et cetera requires a certain navigation of red tape and financial viability. Where passion and sympathy fall short, I have taken it upon myself to foster the dream of this grieving parent.”

My back brushes the lockers. I hadn’t realized I was walking backward. Or that Caraway was on the prowl. “If you do not stand outside the locker room and stop anyone from entering, this scholarship will remain nonexistent. If you continue to meddle in my son’s affairs, provoke him or fall prey to his provocation, or be anything resembling a distraction to his education and athletic performance, your attendance at this university will also become nonexistent.”

I glance at Rainer, who’s white-knuckling his locker door. Caraway steps between us. “Pride is a privilege the poor can’t afford.” He folds the bills into my hand and points at the entranceway. I crush the money in my fist, but for Rainer’s sake, I take up my post. When I look back, Rainer follows his father around the next row of lockers without a word exchanged. Or without lifting his fallen gaze.

I wait at the entryway, confused as to how my blood can simultaneously be boiling and chilled. I used to think having a father no longer in the picture was worse than any alternative. If my dad had been even half as manipulative and oppressive as Montgomery Caraway, I’d be cheering every year he stayed gone. I wonder if it’s always been like this. If Rainer’s father-son time has always involved some variation of an emotional beatdown.

Coach Harley appears, and I jump. Right into her path.

She cocks her head at me. “Do I need to go in there?”

“No, it’s, uh, a family thing. Some kind of father-son lesson, I think.“

“So you’re not standing here like a guard dog?”

I hide the fistful of bills behind my back. “Just being a good teammate. Like I promised.”

“I’m in the process of getting Mr. Caraway’s presence removed from our practices,” she says, consulting her thick, metallic clipboard. “All training is closed to the general public. That includes the one-percenter public.”

“Won’t be necessary, girl.” Caraway announces before exiting past us without looking or slowing. “I’ve seen and said everything requiring my time. And please, give my regards to your boss. Alan is an old friend who speaks highly of your coaching philosophy. I pray it remains unimpeachable.”

And then he’s gone. The sharp cologne, impeccably tailored suit, and straight-backed posture. A presence that leaves a vacuum behind.

I exhale into a slump. “And I thought Rainer was giving me trouble…”

“Did he threaten you?”

“What? No, no, no. Just, man-to-man stuff. And some fatherly… advice.”

Unconvinced but giving me space, Coach Harley says, “Get dressed and check on Rainer. You two have been good the past few days. Please make this the new normal and be extra cautious. Men like Montgomery Caraway raise sons in two ways. Sometimes, the father is the sun in the sky. Other times, he is the surface of the sun.”

I expect to find Rainer in the showers, stewing in hot water or hiding the last signs of emotion. Instead, he’s fully dressed with his bag in tow and heading past me without a glance.

I grab him by the bicep and immediately relax my grip. “Are you okay?”

Rainer studies my hand on his upper arm. Follows it to my forearm, my own bicep, then up to my face. With a grin, he takes my other hand.

And snatches the bills.

“Don’t worry about the shirt you ruined. I’m taking one hundred to replace it, and another hundred as recompense for this week of torturous training. Keep the last hundred and get yourself something nice.” 

Rainer slips the folded bill down the front of my speedo. His fingers toy with the loose strings until he realizes what he’s doing. He walks away.

“You don’t have to listen to him.”

Rainer’s shoulder blades dance under his shirt. He stops but doesn’t look back. “I hate when people pretend to know things they can’t even begin to understand.”

“Your dad’s an asshole. It’s genetic. But you have your own mind. He can’t control that.”

“You know what else is genetic? That thing your cock does when you stare at my ass too long.”

My fists flex. My knuckles itch. I take a breath. “I get it. Your point. Don’t talk about things you don’t know.”

“You don’t know my father. But I know your cock. Don’t conflate the two.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Rainer stiffens. He finally looks back and we lock eyes. His face quivers. Then he bursts into side-splitting laughter.

The sound bounces off every hard surface around us and jackhammers my brain. But I wait until he finishes, wiping his eyes and sighing. “Dumb with denial. Can’t say I don’t know what that’s like. But I’ve never wanted to fuck it out of someone, that’s for sure.”

“What did you just say to me?!”

I lunge for Rainer. Fuck! My restraint kicks in at the last second. Our noses almost touch.

“I adore watching your little brain play ping pong. I want to fuck him. I don’t want to fuck him. I want to fuck him. I don’t want to—

“Fuck you,” I growl.

“Please, make my fucking life. Bend me over, push me down, rough me up. Anything but this ridiculous ethical dilemma. If you don’t want to be gay, you’re not. If you’re bi or poly or pan, fantastic. Nobody gives a shit about you, so why are you stressing over stupid labels?”

Rainer pokes me in the chest. I slap his finger away. “Fuck. You.”

“You have no role to fill, no history to live up to—be a bully, so I can beat you! Be a rival, so I can defeat you! Be a horny jock, so I can blow you! I don’t give a fuck, just be something. I made the mistake of thinking you could challenge me. Then, I made the mistake of thinking you could tempt me. Now, I refuse to make the mistake of thinking about you at all.”

It’s the moment for Rainer to exit with flourish. But he remains, red-faced and spent and panting. Like he expects me to follow that dramatic presentation.

“I don’t want your money,” I say. I pause long enough to rein in any vicious urges. The rage bubbles into something else. A strange confidence flooded with undeniable arousal. “I don’t want your attitude. And I sure as fuck don’t want you fucking up my chances of earning that last spot on the relay. What I want… is for you to close your eyes.”

Rainer scoffs and looks around for any other witnesses to my crazy request. He finds only my face, stern but for the faintest hint of a smile. He rolls his eyes, his face caught between amusement and confusion.

“Close. Your. Eyes.”

He huffs, then complies. I whisper, “Turn around.”

As he does, I focus on the shape of his ass beneath gray sweatpants while reaching into my speedo. Stroking my hard cock. And working the remaining hundred dollars of Montgomery Caraway’s pittance around my thickening shaft.

“Open your mouth.”

I pull the hundred-dollar bill out of my speedo once it’s slick with my precum. Then reach around Rainer and fold it in front of his open mouth. “Taste me.”

His tongue flicks out and licks it. His lips wrap around it, then around my fingers. He sucks and moans until both the bill and my fingers are soaked. I pull out, crumple the bill, and toss it away.

“You’re thinking of me.”

Rainer’s body falls back against mine. His ass cheeks hug my cock. My precum darkens his sweatpants. I softly grip the sharp angle of his jaw and run my finger over that plush lower lip. His head tilts back, eager and excited.

So I give him what he wants.

What I want.

“Big mistake.”
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MISTAKES GET A bad rap. When you’re the fourth son and first unplanned baby of a family built on tradition, wealth, and the proper paradigms of manhood and masculinity, you’re expected to make mistakes.

I like to believe I exceeded all expectations on that front. Screw-up, deviant, charity case, the list goes on. I wasn’t raised to pay much attention to guilt. Or to foster humility as a virtue. When you can’t prevent the trainwrecks, you learn how to pay off the rubberneckers to stop watching. A family name must be protected, and mistakes are always unwelcomed guests at the Caraway residence. On the off chance they even make it through the front door.

Except me. My conception was a mistake, so who can blame me for riding that nature out of the womb and all the way to college. All the way to a locker room where the guy I just verbally beat down has his muscular arms around me, his perfect cock against me.

Me, the Big Mistake.

I swear off doing the right thing forever.

As long as wrong means tasting the lips of the last man I should ever fuck around with.

The moment I melt into his hot, hard body charged with an unexpected dominant energy, all thoughts of swimming, of punishments, of Father disappear. They fade like steam on a mirror, obscuring the image I usually see. Obscured, I can be anything I want to be. Anything Cloud “Not-So-Straight” Stearns needs me to be. My body, my name are ready to be used.

Let it all be an unrecognizable mess.

Cloud kisses and nips at my exposed throat, pulling my jaw up and back. He’s going for the jugular of lust that’s ready to spray for him alone. His tongue and lips are rough. Teeth greedy. Hands squeezing at my muscles and pulling at my clothing.

“Fuck you,” he growls, pawing at my shirt as his mouth moves lower to scour my collarbones. He crushes me into his buff chest. Grinds his fat cock between my ass cheeks like he’s gonna set my hole on fire. Things move quickly. But not fast enough.

“Fuck me.”

“Fuck you,” he says. “Fuck you, you fucker.”

We’ll work on the dirty talk. If something like this ever happens again.

In case it doesn’t… I’ve got one chance to obliterate his innocence.

“I knew you spoke my language,” I whisper. “Make me get on my knees.”

Cloud pauses with a dazed expression on his face. It’s out of place but not unattractive. He really doesn’t have experience with any of this, it seems. I’m a terrible guide, a worse teacher. But the mix of fury and uncertainty between his body and face…

I smirk without an ounce of condescension. “Put me in my place, Sunny. Please.”

His face shifts. His muscles pump. And his hands grab my shoulders.

Cloud shoves me to my knees, as his crotch shoots into my face. His cock long-since untamed and bursting out of the speedo.

I take Cloud’s cockhead into my mouth and tongue the excess precum. He’s already moaning. His body already coming apart above me. It’s almost unfair how prepared I am to undo him completely.

Savor it. I shall.

Each time Cloud thrusts deeply, I pull away. He wants to be in control, even during times of mindblowing pleasure. I could easily—well, skillfully—deepthroat his large size; he doesn’t need to know how good my mouth is yet. Not until he loosens up. That’s the ultimate goal. Unwinding the highly strung is my specialty.

“Please,” Cloud grunts. “Fuck.” I keep the attention on that big, mushroomed tip. He really is a leaker. It’s so hot. Almost as hot as watching his powerful body squirm in the palm of my hand. And my mouth.

“Beg for it.”

“Fuck you.”

“We’ll work on your vocabulary,” I say, flicking my tongue along his sticky tip. “I can’t wait to hear your orgasm word choice.”

Unexpectedly, Cloud’s fingers fist my hair, and he sinks his dick deeper past my lips. Surprise and delight bloom inside my chest. As his hard length digs into the back of my throat, I wonder if this is just another competition. Can anything we do together not require the stakes of victory and challenge?

I relax everything between my jaw and throat. Cloud fills me up so much, I gag with an obscenely wet sound.

And then he cries out with such sudden neediness, I expect an explosion of cum to choke me. It’s fucking music to my ears and brings me to the edge.

Cloud hangs on, right there with me. His cock throbs so hard. On the verge of detonation. I pull it out and twist my hand up and down the spit-soaked shaft. “Let’s go where the messes go.”

That dazed look again, even as his beautiful chest pants with red-hot fervor.

I put my lips to his balls, so he feels every word. “Where do we go to wash away all our aches and pains?”

A light bulb dings over Cloud’s head, then he’s dragging me into the showers. Whatever clothes remain are cast off en route. I wish he’d tear them off my body and strip me of every expensive thread. Maybe he’s being considerate. Maybe he’s being too gentle.

Maybe nothing matters beyond our desperate, shared release.

I go back down to my knees, but Cloud pulls me up. “Show me.”

Now it’s my turn to be dazed and confused.

Cloud strokes his cock, then takes my hand and spits in it. “Show me you’re not just getting me off to ruin me.”

“This might be hard to believe, but some people get off by getting others off.”

“Show me, Rainer.”

His dark tone burrows into my aching cock. I stroke myself in line with his tempo. I lower my head until our foreheads touch. Our breaths mingle. Our cocks thrum with need side by side.

Are we racing? Winners, losers. Labels always getting in the way.

“Come for me.”

Cloud’s voice resonates in my ear and in my bones. If I search inside myself, I’ll find his echo bouncing off every sharp, lust-filled angle. Does he belong in me? Do I… in him?

Stop fucking overthinking.

I’m turning into him.

I look up from our cocks. I match Cloud’s gaze. The abyss at the bottom of the ocean.

It feels… familiar. Foolish. Fraught with impossibility and contradiction.

I moan and shake my head. “What are we—”

Cloud silences me with a kiss.

We break apart together in a flood of curse words and cum blasts, muscular exertion and meaningless confessions.

Caught in this dangerous rip current, we sink to the floor. Our lips separate. Our eyes stare into places not ready to be seen.

So I watch the shower drain on the floor between us. The evidence of our little competition circling it and disappearing. I can’t remember the last time I felt so relieved. So satisfied.

Then, Cloud stands and walks away, denying me the moment to fill the void with some inane joke or clever slap of wit. Leaving me to lie down on the hard tiles and close my eyes, chasing a dream I wasn’t ready to wake up from.

If I crawl into that drain, will I find everything I’ve been looking for? Or all the things I’m too afraid to know?
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I’VE BEEN TOO TIRED to dream.

Tilly walks with me to practice. My tenth of the week. I’m not sure how I’m still standing. But every few moments, my insides want to float. Then, they want to sink. The shifting seas distract me, but Tilly says nothing. She’s definitely studying me. Probably weighing the risk of asking me what’s wrong.

She already knows the answer. Or at least the subject.

“You seem like you’re swimming well,” she finally says. “Considering all the extra yardage and super early wakeups.”

“In the zone, I guess. Coach kept us going almost the entire first hour, and it’s all distance work. No sprints. No… competitiveness.”

“Too tired to fight. Does that include in the dorms?”

I shrug and hold open the door for her. The cool air of the athletic building washes over us, my flesh still feels flushed. I wonder if I’m blushing. “I read. He listens to music. Sometimes we pass out without realizing.”

“Good, good. Anything’s better than wrestling around in a pile of breakfast food.”

Now I’m definitely blushing. “Can you make it sound a little less… erotic?”

“You were making him the most important meal of the day?”

I laugh. “Whatever helps you get off.”

“Gross,” she says. “Brighton was cheering for you. I was impartial. Don’t condone violence. Or the wasting of perfectly delicious food..”

We push through the double doors down the side hall and onto the pool deck, breathing in the rush of chlorine and excitement. “I’m surprised you two are such fast friends.”

“You’ve been distracted. I’ve been improvising.”

Something lingers in her tone. I can’t decide if it’s an invitation or a warning. She doesn’t look at me, so her eyes are unreadable. Probably for the best, since a shared gaze might give away more feelings than I’m willing to part with. At least for now.

“Whenever you get back on speaking terms with Rainer, ask him if his dad can be a little less creepy. I know a helicopter parent firsthand, but he’s more like a military drone.”

As we separate at the locker rooms, I say, “Whatever it was, I’m pretty sure it’s over now.”

Tilly gives me a and-how-would-you-know-that glance as the distance grows between us. I shrug and duck into the men’s locker room, making sure to avoid any glimpses of the shower area. I may have to shower at my dorm for a while. Until being over there feels a little less… a lot less erotic.

Thankfully, we’re early, so Rainer’s not in sight. Even still, the ghost of his lips haunts my mouth, my body, my cock. I get changed quickly. Cap, goggles, speedo, mesh bag. I’m out on the pool deck with my mind feeling fuzzy and a knot between my stomach and groin keeping me tethered to the locker room and all its hard, slippery surfaces.

In spite of the distractions, practice goes by smoothly. My body aches in new places, but my muscles rally unexpectedly, and I’m churning water at a steady rate until there are only thirty minutes left.

“It’s been a long first week,” Coach Harley says, tapping her clipboard on her thighs as she strolls between lanes. “For all of us. For every individual here. Every piece of our team. The good news is, you’ve earned a reprieve. We’ll finish early today, and tomorrow’s practice will be outside at the rec pool.”

A few cheers. Most faces are waiting for the bad news. I glance over at Rainer two lanes to my left. He’s staring in the gutter, watching the water lap over it and disappear. “The better news is, this is the exact time to make true progress. Your bodies are fatigued. Your minds are weary. You’re ready for the weekend. True progress is feeling all those things while sticking to your commitment to improvement. We’re on the blocks in ninety seconds. Sprinters first, distance second, specialty strokes third. Hop to it.”

I press out of the water and climb onto the starting block. “Heat two, Stearns,” Kelby says. I step down automatically, in no mood to waste energy debating my captain.

Parrish takes my place, but not before slapping my ass hard enough to make me jump. “Can’t learn from the big boys if you’re not watching us.”

“I learn more from doing. And beating.”

Parrish snorts. Stretches his giant, broad body like a wall of graffiti. Each tattooed story in his fair, hard-muscled skin fights for my attention. “Beating up your teammate? You gotta relearn that lesson, bub.”

“I didn’t—”

The excuse dies in my throat. Rainer’s on the block in a far lane. The first heat. What the hell?

I try to find an open lane. The pool’s split between the men’s and women’s teams, so there are no more options. Except one…

I grit my teeth and hurry over to the far lane. No one says anything. Only the blood in my veins pumping harder, drowning out any last-minute inhibitions.

If I can’t race Rainer… I’ll join him.

“Swimmers, take your marks.”

Rainer bends at the waist and grips the lip of the block. His dark-goggled face appears between his legs and stares back at me. I can’t be sure, but… No, he definitely winks at me.

The first heat of swimmers takes off at the sound of Coach Harley’s whistle. Rainer’s dive is elegant and propulsive. He undulates to the surface and explodes into his wild but somehow efficient technique. I’ve spent so much time swimming with him this week, I’ve forgotten what it’s like to study his form from outside the pool. He flips first on the far wall, a fraction ahead of the other three closest swimmers: Parrish and two upperclassmen. Three quarters of the 200 freestyle relay that won conference and made it to nationals.

Rainer’s in my fucking spot.

I brush away the thought and step up onto the block for the second heat. I don’t even pay attention to the end of the race in front of me. Rainer’s finishing splash sprays me, and then Coach’s whistle sends me off.

The water molds to my streamlined body, stoking the fire inside me. The only kind of flame that needs water to survive. It thirsts for a challenge. For the limits of mind, body, and soul.

I hit the wall without remembering if I flipturned or not. I don’t recall seeing anyone racing me. I’m pushing out of the pool the second that whistle goes off for the third heat.

Rainer’s watching me. Stretched out on the bleachers and barely winded. His mouth twitches but can’t choose between a smirk and a frown. Seeing his mouth closed is still such a strange sight.

He bites his bottom lip, and I quickly look away.

We go through several more rounds. After each one, I glance at Rainer. Each time, he’s breathing heavier. Looking more sluggish. And he bites that damn lip every time.

That mouth…

“Stearns, move up to heat one.”

Rainer spins around, mouth popping open at Coach. She jerks her head to the side, indicating for him to step back. Unsurprisingly, he doesn’t.

So I cup my hands under his armpits and lift him out of my way.

Rainer’s body falls against mine. His ass rides my bulge with such precision, it feels like we practiced it. Magnetized it. The tide of filthy urges sweeps in, demanding I bend my teammate over and thrust. Submerged in desire, my hands squeeze his armpits tighter. My bulge thickens between those perfect cheeks.

“Time to shine, Sunny,” he whispers, wiggling out of my grasp like he’s offended. But he’s biting that lip like a ripe piece of fruit.

As the current heat of swimmers heads back our way, I step onto the block and get into my ready stance, head down. Behind me, Rainer slips to the back of the crowd but stays in my line of sight. His hand trails down the water-marked contours of his abs. Between the spectacular angles of that V-shape. Beneath the waistband of his—my—speedo that he refuses to return. He strokes himself a single time.

The whistle shrieks. My attention, and body, snap to the water. The fire inside me rages so fervently, not even Rainer’s teasing slows me down. The fever thrives on aching muscles and burning lungs.

My hand hits the wall first. I feel Parrish’s glare from behind his goggles and two lanes over. I notice a simple nod of approval from Coach.

Rainer grips the block above me. “‘Bout time you dropped the dead weight.”

Then he takes off with the whistle, and I pull my shaking body out of the water. The lactic acid finally takes its toll, and I come in third place for our next sprint. Then last place. Coach dismisses us. By the time my body relaxes and my mind shakes itself off like a wet dog, I’m in the locker room showers.

Rainer shuts his water off and crouches over the drain between us. Takes a long look. “Checking for evidence,” he says.

“Next time, we can…”

Next time?!

In my tired state, my cock’s doing all the talking. I tilt my head back into the roar of hot water. Pretend that my statement ended. Or never existed.

“Next time you try to take my spot, you’ll have to fuck me for it.”

With the steam partially obscuring us, Rainer traces a finger along the swell of my speedo. It shifts beneath his touch. Desperate for wet, tight warmth. He hooks into the waistband and snaps it against my hips.

“No matter who’s watching us. For the sake of the bond, teammate.”

He struts away, but I yank him back by the speedo. His ass crashes into my dick, and I groan into the shower stream. We’re pushing our luck with this steam’s coverage. If any of the guys glance back for too long…

“You looked good out there,” I say. “Considering how much extra training we’ve had to push through.”

Rainer grinds into me, then pushes away. “No amount of extra yardage can make this ass look bad.”

“I meant your technique.”

“I can teach you my technique. Right here. Right now.”

I gulp and glance around the showers. We’re the only two swimmers in the back half of the space. Enough teammates are near the front, and there’s no amount of steam to hide how close our bodies linger. No one’s watching, but I—

“You’re already starting to stretch out this speedo. I love how responsive your body is. Such a team player. And so deserving of some rest and relaxation.”

“Rainer…”

“I can’t stop thinking about yesterday. You geyser, you. I bet the guys would be jealous to see how big a load—”

I face the showerhead, back to Rainer. “No one’s going to see anything. Stop fucking with me.”

“You beat every one of those relay bastards after five days straight of doubles practices, and you can’t even loosen up a fucking inch? Dude, savor success for once in your sad life.”

“I beat them once. Doesn’t mean anything.”

Rainer’s bulge brushes my ass. His palms smack the wall on either side of me. His breath coats my neck. “All you care about is making me look bad. Even though I make you feel so fucking good.”

The heat between us sears our wet flesh. For a single second of pure insanity, I want to scoot backward. Press into Rainer the way he seals himself to me. To show him I’m not afraid. I’m spontaneous, I’m daring, I’m—

Not gay. Not like Zane.

Not like whatever Rainer is.

Not like anything. I’m nothing.

“Get a room, freshmen,” Parrish shouts at us from outside the showers.

“We have a—”

My body reacts. A flood of fear. I won’t be the one to drown.

I thrust back and slam into Rainer. “Give me some space, Caraway!”

My bulk hits his lean frame, sending him stumbling. And slipping. Right atop the drain that swallowed all of yesterday’s messy indiscretion.

Rainer goes airborne. Thwap! Lean muscle on wet tile. I hear the air flee his lungs in spite of the loud water.

“Shit! Sorry, man.”

I reach for Rainer, who kicks at me. A wounded but still bucking bronco. His heel barely misses my crotch and skims the meat of my thigh instead.

“Fucker,” he wheezes. “Scared… Fucker…”

“What happened?” Kelby appears in front of the growing crowd.

Parrish jerks his thumb at us. “Lovers’ quarrel.”

I take a threatening step toward my tattooed captain, almost stomping on Rainer by accident. Kelby intercedes with a hand on my chest to drive me away. “Cool off. You’re one more wrong move from getting kicked off the team. Both of you.”

“Fuck… All you.”

“We know you want to, Caraway,” Parrish says, as he lifts Rainer to his feet. “But most of us have standards. Not high. But not that low.”

“I’ll help him,” I say, but Kelby holds me back again. I shove him away, and Parrish nearly drops Rainer to jump on me.

“You hurt him, Cloud,” Kelby says. “Maybe it was an accident. But whatever is going on between the two of you is not. It ends here.”

“It started here,” Rainer mumbles, before Parrish drags him away.

“It was an accident. He was messing with me and I, I took it too far.”

Kelby shakes his head. “If you can’t handle him, keep your distance.”

I fucking live with the guy, I want to say. No one can handle Rainer Caraway. I glance at the drain, then at my captain. “I’ll do my best.”
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“THAT WAS MY BEST YET. Quite the performance, if I do humbly say so myself.”

I interrupt Cloud’s reading/brooding, savoring the confusion (and guilt) on his face. Of course he’s chosen a book for his Friday night companion. “What?”

“Wealth is a cushion. When you grow up with it, you get curious about what lies beneath. You seek at the dirt. The grime. The roughness of the hard floor beneath.”

Cloud looks down at his book, then back up at me. “What?”

“You think you’re so big and tough,” I say, flopping onto Cloud’s bed. He shrinks away, my presence all of a sudden contagious. “You compensate. But between the two of us, I’m the sturdy one. Pretty exterior, hardy interior. The more breakable I look, the more unbreakable I become.”

“Don’t make me say what a third time.”

“You may disappoint me. You may embarrass me. But you don’t hurt me, Sunny. And if you did, I might actually like it.”

Cloud stares. His sea-storm eyes calculate. Then he snaps his book closed and smacks me with it. “You motherfucking faker.”

“I didn’t fake the fall! Everything else but that. I’m not that talented at physical comedy.”

“Then let’s get you some more practice.”

Cloud leaps off his bed and backs me into mine. I topple and splay upon the king-sized mattress. He hesitates a moment, then climbs into bed with me. Hovers over me as he decides between praise and punishment. The way he looks at me. That hard-veined sack of muscles hanging over me. My pulse quickens. My cock thickens. My hole twitches.

“What else have you been faking?”

“I…”

His body heat sinks into me. A furnace of pleasure. Flesh made to grip, claw, and lick. My mouth and hands want to do a million things to him. But there’s only one reason I’m stuck quivering beneath him.

I can’t answer a simple question.

“If we have to keep this a secret…”

“What’s this?” Cloud rises, balances on his knees. As he straddles me, he offers a tantalizing view of his hard cock barely sheathed by athletic shorts. No underwear.

Like he was prepared for this…

My fingers crawl up the inside of his thick, hairy thigh. They linger beneath the leg of the shorts. Knuckling the coiled tension in the musculature. I say, “This thing that keeps happening between our bodies.”

“Teammates look out for each other. Bodies included.”

“Who else’s body are you looking out for?” My question comes out with a trace of jealousy. It sounds foreign on my tongue.

Cloud’s too busy shaking his head to notice. “I’m not gay.”

“I’m not looking for checkboxes.”

“I’m…” His eyes darken with distance. His mind plunges somewhere deep, dragging his body with it. I panic and reach into his shorts to stroke that semi-hard cock I can’t stop thinking about.

Cloud pulls away. His mind, his mood. Leaving me alone on my own island. I hold my tongue by some miracle, even though all I want is to sling words. If I can’t be allowed to taste musky skin.

“I’m not straight, obviously. Not completely. But I’m not like—”

He bites down so hard, his teeth sing. What word did he chew instead of speak? What’s he trying to swallow instead of share?

“I’m not gay either.”

Cloud sighs. “Yeah, yeah. You’re Rainer.”

“I’m not Rainer.”

Cloud’s descent slows. His eyes focus. His jaw tightens. He waits.

“You’re gonna make me explain that, aren’t you?”

“I’m not going to pretend like it makes sense. Who else would you be?”

I sigh. “Anyone.”

I flop back on my bed, grateful for its size. My theatrics are far too big for the cheaply sized, dorm-regulation twin beds. Even the extra long ones, both of which now sit together to give Cloud a super bed. Still smaller than mine, though. There’s almost no room between our bedsides now.

A metaphor lies in there somewhere…

“Only one of us can be vague and moody,” Cloud says. “Stop cramping my style.”

“At least you have one. Even if it’s a lack of one.”

“Have you seen your closet? You could open up your own clothing store right here in our dorm room.”

I sit up and gesture at the room, chock-full of my materialism. “Do you know where style comes from?”

Cloud shrugs, of course. I scoot to the side of my bed as he sits back on his. We mirror each other. If only questions reflected answers. “Style comes from choice. From taste. And from identity. It’s not expensive. That would be the illusion of style.”

“Paying for it makes it real?”

I shake my head. “Paying for it makes it a secret. Palaces, castles, mansions. Any structural behemoth is hiding something inside as much as it is keeping the threats outside. The bigger the hole, the bigger the cover.”

“So how big of a hole are you?”

I bite my lip to suppress a laugh. These glimpses of actual personality are too tempting. They make me believe something might exist between us. Something other than half-panicked, half-passionate naked times. “As big as you’re looking to fill.”

“Now that sounds like teamwork.”

“I can make any sound you desire, Cloud.”

The offer thickens the distance between us. The urge to bury all this mumbo-jumbo feelings stuff and pounce on the sexy body across from me burns hot. A fever I’m afraid to sweat out.

Until Cloud says, “What sound do you desire?”

The pit in my stomach opens up. Bottomless. “Don’t ask me that.”

“Why not?”

“‘Cause I always have an answer or a comeback or a joke.”

Cloud leans in. Keeps to his bedside. “Just say, I don’t know.”

“I do know. I want the sound you make when you come so hard you feel like you’re falling.”

“You’ve heard that sound,” Cloud says. “It doesn’t have to be about me.”

“I’ve listened to myself masturbate for years. I don’t even notice anymore.”

Cloud throws his hands up. “Rainer, it doesn’t have to be sexual.”

“Then what the hell are we doing here?”

With a sigh, he flops backward in a perfect imitation of me. Except the top of his head clunks the wall. He acts like it didn’t hurt, but I laugh anyway. I almost get out and hop into his double-twin long bed to kiss and make it better.

But my limbs tangle in the sheets like a newborn learning how to move. Does that mean I would get a restart? Pick an identity and start at the bottom. Carve myself something brand new with Cloud’s help.

“We’re talking,” Cloud says, rubbing his head. “We’re… learning.”

“Feels pretty one-sided.”

“You already know who I am. I’m not claiming to be anything else. Or nothing.”

A harsh laugh escapes through a snort. Maybe I am becoming a newborn farm animal. These barnyard sounds. “You’re a frozen pond at best.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“You hide your depth and dare anyone to walk along the surface to measure it. Then you crack, crack, crack. And punish the person with an ice bath.”

“Good thing you know how to swim.”

“I know how to win,” I say, rolling off the bed and onto the narrow strip of floor between us. “I’m already making you melt.”

“Conversation isn’t a competition.”

“It is when you’re talking to the only guy who can steal your spotlight.”

Cloud inches to the edge. “Pretty sure you’ve paid someone to keep it trained on you at all times.”

“Well, I’m not paying them enough. ‘Cause I felt zero spotlights when you pushed me out of my spot during the sprints this morning.”

“I didn’t push you. I picked you up and moved you behind me.”

I stare up at his open thighs above. The material bunches up at his crotch. Above that, a strange sighting on his face: a fucking grin.

“I thought you were about to bend me over right there on the pool deck.”

“I…” His face hardens. Throat clenches. Then he lowers himself off the bed. As his shorts unbunch, the visible outline of his arousal greets me. Seems like it’s always so polite, ready to say hello. “The thought may have popped into my head. Exhaustion and adrenaline would make anyone a little crazy.”

“Oh yeah? What makes you a lotta crazy?”

Cloud stares at me. Looks away and out the window to the starless night sky. “This counts as a lotta crazy.”

“Lust isn’t crazy. It’s as sane as breathing. As sane as swimming.”

“Is that all this is?” Cloud asks. “Breathing and swimming and fooling around?”

I crawl towards him. His body tightens with expectation and curiosity. Tinged with fear, no doubt. And probably some guilt. The exact recipe for a single serving of Cloud Stearns. “It is what it is.”

“What is it?”

Exasperated, I hop to my feet. Maybe it’s not too late to find an interesting night outside this cramped room. “A lot of things count as foreplay. This is no longer one of them.”

Before I can walk away, Cloud tugs on my sweatpants. Hard enough to pull me off balance. I catch myself on his broad shoulders, my crotch dangerously close to his face. We freeze like that, eyeing one another for the next move. His hand still gripping my sweats. Does imitating a pair of statues count as foreplay?

Finally, Cloud breaks eye contact and sucks in a breath. “Can you close your eyes?”

“Only if you promise me a surprise.”

“And close your mouth.”

My hands can’t help but caress the firm shapes beneath his shirt. I take one last long pull from his image, drinking in the dark chestnut hair falling in his ocean-deep eyes. The look of determination. Where’s the competition? No pool, no rivalry, just—

“A surprise. For both of us. But you can’t look.”

“Not to kill the mood, but my last surprise birthday ended with two concussions, a sprained wrist, and three broken windows. Oh, and the discovery that I strongly hate surprises.”

“Then why did you ask—”

“Hating something doesn’t mean I don’t want it.”

We freeze again. That kind of game where music plays, and when the song ends, you’re stuck in whatever compromising position the moment seizes. I listen for the nonexistent music to return and tell me to move again.

Cloud rises. And with him, my shirt. His hands sliding so smoothly up my warm, sensitive skin. I shiver as I shrug out of the shirt. He stretches it sideways. A makeshift blindfold? Or gag rag? He struggles to decide, then: “Make sounds, but no words.”

My breath hitches as the shirt obscures my vision. My body electrifies. My cock grows rigid. Something swells inside me. The freedom before the fall. At the top of the high dive. The choice to climb back down.

Or the need to take the plunge.

“Is this okay?”

I moan at full porn-star volume. Cloud clamps my mouth shut. “Save the theatrics, please? If you want me to stop, say… caviar.”

“Fuck you.”

“What? How about butler? Timeshare? Inheritance?”

“You must be real nervous, Sunny. Not like you to try to be this funny.”

Cloud shushes me with a finger to the lips. “I’m being practical.”

“The suspense is killing me. And my boner.”

Cloud stuffs his hand into my sweats and grabs my still-very-hard dick. “Liar.”

I search for a comeback, but Cloud’s already stroking, rubbing his thumb on my cockhead. The moans spill out for real this time. I dip forward and exhale into his throat. Lick at his Adam’s apple.

“No,” he says, pulling away. Then he tugs down my sweatpants. My cock springs up and slaps my abs, painting them with precum. “This is one-sided. I… I want to admire you.”

Cloud’s hand sweeps over my stomach to smear the stickiness. His fingers trace the grooves in my abdominals. He thumbs more precum from my slit and continues making the mess into artwork.

“Are you ever not horny?”

“Are you seriously asking—”

Cloud bounces my cock, and then darkness turns upside down. I stumble backward from the jolt of pleasure, so he grips my bare thighs to steady me. Am I panting already? He smacks my shaft again, earning the neediest sound yet from my lips. “I was being rhetorical. I already know the answer. Remember, no words. Only sounds.”

His hand returns to stroking and thumbing. Maybe it’s the blindfold, or maybe it’s the fact Cloud is taking the initiative. Taking his time to savor my body and my needs. No lust-filled panic, no slapdash hunger. It’s something quieter, deeper. Something I’m not used to.

It makes me ache with desperation. And lots and lots of precum.

“Fuck,” I whisper, and Cloud allows it. Then, I hear soft slurping. A wet pop. Pleasure builds to a frenzy inside me.

“Why do you taste so fucking good?”

I thrust into Cloud’s grip like a madman, as I imagine his lips and tongue devouring my precum from his fingers.

“I’m really asking this time. But you’re not going to answer. Just taste.”

I open wide. Cloud wipes my sticky excitement on my tongue. I slip three of his fingers in my mouth and suck hard, like I’m blowing that big cock of his.

The fingers slip out and latch onto my jaw to tilt my head back. Hot breath coats my throat. My pulse pounds like it wants to burst free and splash Cloud with an arterial flow of red-hot desire. He whispers, “When you come in my mouth, will you taste even sweeter?”

I moan a yes, yes, yes, oh fuck yes. Hopefully he can interpret, ‘cause I’m already close to the edge. Being unable to see him makes his touch, his voice that much more unraveling. Rough fingertips. Husky tones. I moan again, this time in frustration. All I want is him to slap my cock again. Or suck me off. Or stroke me. Or feed me my own precum until I gush out the real deal.

Then we’ll really have a feast.

“Now, I’m gonna close my eyes. Take you in my mouth. And you… can treat my throat like it just stole your spot on the relay.”

Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! A tantrum of moaning and whining and stamping my feet. That mouth can’t come soon enough. A hand on the base. A flick of tongue on the head. Then Cloud—

Chokes on my cock, as I piston my hips into his face. My fingers tight in his hair. His throat tight on my cock.

My heart tight in my chest.

Maybe I fell asleep without realizing it. One hell of a wet dream…

As Cloud takes me deeper, his eagerness wins out over inexperience. Or maybe he’s been absorbing my technique, learning from the pleasures of my mouth. Either way, he clenches around my girth until I see stars. The only reason I don’t scream is ‘cause I have no air.

Let’s hold our breath together.

Cloud pulls away with a rasp of a gasp. Maybe I shouldn’t go so hard. It’s not like he’s a decorated cocksucker. I doubt he’s touched a hard dick outside his own until now.

“Fuck me,” he growls. The hottest words anyone’s ever said to me. I’m incinerated on the spot, but Cloud’s already swallowing me again and clutching my ass cheeks. He deepthroats me far better than a self-proclaimed straight guy has any right to. It pushes me over the edge, leaving all my fears and concerns to tumble into the bottomless pool of orgasmic delight.

“I’m coming!”

I try to pull away, but Cloud keeps his face sealed to my crotch. His hands squeeze my ass in sync with my orgasm. Pump, squeeze, pump, squeeze, pump, knock-knock.

Knock-knock?! Who’s fucking there?!

“Fuck!” I cry, unloading into my roommate’s mouth as he sucks me dry. His guttural grunts only intensify my staggering release. My voice pitches high. My legs jellify beneath me. I collapse onto him and pin him down with my greedy mouth, tasting my own hot seed on his tongue and lips.

I remember the damn blindfold and tear it off. Cloud grins up at me with slick, puffy lips. I kiss them again. 

“Open up!” a voice shouts from out the door. “We brought snacks and games!”

Cloud shoves me off and rolls onto his stomach. Searches the floor for something. Evidence, maybe? Like he didn’t just consume my entire load on his first try.

“Your face,” I whisper.

He spins around. Touches his cheeks, his nose, his lips. “What’s wrong?”

“You were… smiling.”
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MY LIPS FALTER. Rainer touches them, lingering on their swollen shape. Until someone knocks at the door. “Don’t act like you have anything better to do on a Friday night, Cloud!”

Tilly. And probably Brighton, too.

“It’s like they don’t know you at all,” Rainer whispers. I shush him anyways, then point at his softening cock. “What? Still hungry? My ass is all yours.”

I punch his thigh and yank up his sweatpants. “Put it away. Cover yourself, dammit.”

“I just had the best orgasm of my life. I can’t savor it?”

“Best… of your life?”

Rainer tugs the sweats up the rest of the way and pushes me away with his feet. “Hyperbole, handsome. Best of the year, maybe. Don’t get cocky.”

More knocking. Gentler this time. “Cloud! Hey, hi! Brighton here, too. We got some Sour Stringz, some Cinnabombs, and a variety pack of Fruit Waves. Tilly said you’re not a big candy guy, but these are the perfect amount of sweetness!”

“You know what else is really sweet…”

I throw my shirt at Rainer. “If you say anything…”

“How’re you gonna stop—”

I daze him with a kiss. Full lips. Still tender. Still sweet with his cum. And salty. I pull his shirt down over his head, then race to the door. As I open it, I notice Rainer’s shirt is on backward.

“Sorry! I was in the bathroom and this asshole couldn’t be bothered.”

“I was trying to leave, actually,” Rainer says, stripping off his shirt and snatching some random clothing from his closet. “This asshole couldn’t be bothered to let me share the bathroom while he jerked off.”

“I wasn’t—you don’t even need the mirror. Your face and hair look the perfect amount of smarmy.”

“I don’t take hair opinions from someone who doesn’t own a single hair product.”

I follow Rainer into the bathroom and out of sight of Tilly and Brighton. “Well, I don’t trust hair products that cost more than two whole tanks of gas!” Then I kiss him. Nibble on his bottom lip and paw at his bare chest. I’m really screwing myself here. I whisper, “You don’t have to go.”

“It’s either me or your massive boner.”

“Shit. I didn’t even realize—”

I moan into Rainer’s face as he strokes me through the front of my shorts. It takes all the restraint I have to not yank them down and beg him to suck me, jerk me, make me come however he wants. Even if we did it quickly, doing it quietly would be next to impossible.

“Gimme some goddamn privacy,” Rainer shouts for effect. Then he pulls out my waistband and dives into my groin, taking my entire length in one wet gulp. I gasp with so much more neediness than surprise. But he snaps my shorts back in place and kisses my neck. “Your precum tastes like the yellow Fruit Waves.”

“Banana, really?” I can’t help but grin as he nudges me out and slams the door. Now I’ve got to hide a smile and a boner.

“What… is going on?” Tilly asks.

I busy myself with cleaning the room, keeping my crotch turned away from them. “Oh, you know, the usual. Arguing, fighting. Trying not to kill each other.”

“Cloud…”

“Kidding, Till. I mean, not really. But a little. What happened earlier was an accident, honest. Plus, he was hamming it up. Too bad we don’t play a sport where faking an injury actually works as a strategy, you know?”

“Cloud, you’re freaking me out. Stop… whatever this is. You’re moving and talking and… Like, so fast. Did he…” Tilly attempts a dramatic stage-whisper. “Did he give you drugs?”

I turn on the spot and eye my best friend like she’s the one doing drugs. “Yes, Tilly. Rainer gave me drugs. The really, really expensive ones… Whichever those are.”

“Sarcasm? Now I’m thinking you two switched bodies. Tell me something Rainer would never know about you.”

That I’d rather hang out with him than my best friend tonight?

“When I first met you, you had to wear a nose clip every time you dove in the pool.”

Tilly huffs. “My nostrils are very large for the size of my nose.”

I notice Brighton eyeing my crotch, so I grab some pillows and toss them on the floor. “Now that I’ve proven my true identity, make yourselves comfy.”

Brighton snaps out of it. “I brought the candy!”

“I brought Card Shark, Dead by Dice, and Scramble.”

“And I brought the drugs,” Rainer says, exiting the bathroom in a crisp button-down and bright, tight slacks. He notices me staring and strikes a pose. “Oh, sorry. It’s only for ages cool and up.”

“Are you sure you don’t wanna…” Rainer’s eyes widen as I catch myself before the real words come out. “Take some candy to-go? The sugar’s a natural high.”

“I’ve had my fill of sweet meats today. Don’t wait up for me, kiddies.”

Rainer swipes socks, shoes, phone, and wallet, then he heads out without a look back. As I go to turn off the bathroom light (and inhale the smoky sandalwood of his cologne), Brighton asks, “What’s a sweet meat?”

“Probably a rich-person thing,” Tilly says.

I agree with a grunt and make sure my arousal has subsided before joining my friends for this impromptu game night.




~     ~     ~     ~     ~     ~ 

     

We play each game twice. Tilly wins the most. Brighton loses the most. And I do my damnedest to keep my attention on the boards, the cards, and my friends.

Not on Rainer Caraway.

Or the taste of him hiding in the back of my sore throat.

“I don’t feel so good,” Brighton says. He tips over and holds his stomach.

“I told you not to buy a party’s worth of candy for three people.”

“I’m not allowed to have candy at home, so…” Brighton reaches for the last of the Sour Stringz with one hand, then slaps it away with his other. “Now I know why.”

“Moderation in everything,” Tilly says. “Including moderation.” She chugs from the bag of Fruit Waves. As her teeth chomp some of the banana flavor, I blush. “Unless you’re Cloud “All-Or-Nothing” Stearns.”

“What? I’m not a big sweets guy.”

Tilly picks up our neglected pile of cards. “You’re not an anything guy tonight. Except stare-into-the-distance guy. And sigh-a-lot guy. I’m done being ignore-the-elephant-in-the-room gal.”

Brighton sits up and lifts his shirtfront. Pokes his flat, chiseled stomach and whines. “Wait, does candy make you gain weight?!”

“Tilly, I’m tired guy. That’s it. All the extra practices, the beef with Rainer. I’m running on empty.”

“You look more distracted than exhausted.”

“I’m glad one of us is cataloging the minor nuances of my moods.”

Tilly chews more Fruit Waves, practically gnashing now. “Again with the sarcasm. You’re starting to sound a lot like—” She cuts herself off by emptying the bag into her mouth.

A yellow Fruit Wave tumbles onto one of the game boards. I pluck it and have a taste. Sweet. A little tangy. Like me? “Like who? Rainer?”

Tilly swallows, but her voice still sounds thick with sweets. “I was going to say Zane.”

Brighton stops inspecting his tummy. “Who’s Zane? Is he on the team? Is he nice?”

“Maybe he left me his sarcasm in his will,” I say. “The dead can’t exactly make jokes.”

Tilly pauses. Studies the bottom of the candy bag. Sweeps her fingers through it to make sure nothing is left. Pretending like Zane’s name isn’t still a potential landmine in our conversations. “Something else you have in common then.”

“Is anyone else feeling weird?” Brighton asks. “I want to scream. But also sleep. And maybe run around. Can you feel hot and shiver at the same time?”

Tilly stands. “It’s late, boys. Fun practice tomorrow, but it’s still a buttcrack-of-dawn practice. I need to floss away all the future cavities.”

We clean up the games and snacks. Every time I look at Tilly, she inspects something of interest in the opposite direction of me.

At the door, Brighton clutches my arm. His face now gravely serious. “You know how people say drunk texting is bad?”

“Uh, sure. Yeah, I guess.”

“Is… Is texting on a sugar high also bad? Should I give you my phone? I don’t want Jance to know I have a sweet tooth now.”

Jance? Sounds familiar, maybe. Probably a teammate. I should really look at a roster one day. “Do you like this Jance guy?”

Brighton latches onto the front of my shirt and almost climbs up to my face. “What? Why?! Of course I don’t! I mean, I do. He’s my best friend. Old best friend. He’s my best friend, but I don’t think I’m currently—did he say something? Did he say I’m too clingy?!”

“He said you’re about to rip my shirt.”

Brighton glances at his tiny fists bundled in my shirtfront. “Oh, sorry.” He smooths out the wrinkles, gliding his palms along the slopes of my pecs until I clear my throat. “I’m platonically admiring your physique. Goodnight!”

As Brighton dashes to the neighboring door, then dashes back to hug Tilly, then dashes into his dorm, I wait. For what feels like a heavy conversation.

Instead, Tilly swings the tote bag of board games over one shoulder and points at the room behind me. “Whatever this is, be careful.”

“I am being careful, Mrs. Win.”

“Don’t be funny,” she says. “I’m not being my mother. I’m being the person who knows better than anyone else. Be more careful. Be Caraway-careful.”

I watch her go and realize too late that we didn’t hug. Rainer’s cologne hooks my nostrils. I follow it into the bathroom and turn on the shower. By the time I strip, I’m fully hard. I stare at myself in the mirror and say, “Be careful, you idiot.”

Then I inhale the musky scent from Rainer’s discarded sweatpants on the sink counter. And jerk myself off while I wait for the shower to warm.
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BY THE TIME the water’s reached near-scalding, I’ve successfully washed off one of the longest, weirdest weeks of my life. Ending a week of insane training with an outdoors practice, a beautiful sunrise, and mixed relays between the men’s and women’s teams is about the highest note you can reach.

Not to mention out-touching Cloud during one of the races and catching him ogling me on more than one reckless, steamy occasion. If not for my star-making performance on the shower floors yesterday, someone would surely be onto us by now.

…So what? Our rivalry is intact. We push each other in the pool. We argue about stupid shit in the dorm room and (especially) the bathroom. We’re not study buddies or pals or even friendly bros. Just roommates and competitors. The sexual satisfaction is simply an overflow of competition and oneupmanship.

A very heavy, very messy overflow.

Much more fun and interesting than whatever heart-to-heart nonsense would normally fill the void in between hookups.

“Rainer,” Cloud says. “You’re needed.”

“Where? On my—”

I clamp shut before I say knees. We’re not alone. My mind’s too tired to police the things my body wants. I shut off the shower, as Cloud says, “Storage room. Freshmen have to check inventory before the aquatic center opens for the weekend swimmers.”

“Seriously?! Why does work-study exist if not to pay a poor student to do the cheap labor around here?”

Cloud raises an eyebrow. “Are you offering to pay us to do your part?”

“What? No! I don’t—it’s a figure of speech… And I’m so fucking tired right now.”

“It won’t take long with all of us,” he says. “I’ll meet you in there.”

I make my way with a grumble and petulant stomping, not even bothering to dry off or change. The storage room is empty. No surprise there. Everyone’s dragging their asses. Pretty embarrassing when I’m the ass that’s dragging the least. I look for some kind of clipboard or notepad, anything to tell me how many kickboards or snorkels are missing. Or where they hide all the rainbow floaties.

“What is there to even check? Everything is nice and tidy already.”

SMACK!

I yelp and fly into the air as my ass lights up. I snatch a pool noodle in self-defense and spin on my attacker.

Only for Cloud to jerk the noodle, and me, into the smack zone again. He taps my ass with a foam kickboard, much softer this time, and grins as I shake my head. “You’re so desperate, you can’t even wait ‘til after breakfast.”

Cloud strokes the noodle and runs the edge of the kickboard between my legs and along my taint. “I’m a hungry guy. I need a lot of snacks.”

“You had a big meal last night. It’s my turn for a feast.” I force the kickboard back and press the edge up into Cloud’s balls, lifting his bulge as it threatens to peek out of his speedo. “I’ll make you come so hard, you’ll shout my name like a fucking announcer.”

“Do you prefer Douche Nozzle or Rich Bitch?”

“Cocksucker will do just fine.”

I lower to my knees and tug on the speedo—Cloud stops my hands. “Was I good last night?”

“Huh?” My cock-hungry brain scrambles at the interruption. “Oh, right. Yeah. Remember? Big orgasm, then your little friends interrupted us.”

“No, I mean… Was what I was doing before that, was it… was I doing it right?”

I stare up at Cloud, wondering how someone can be so in his head mere seconds from receiving some stellar head. “Well, what did the last guy say?”

“What last guy?”

“The last guy whose cock you sucked.”

It was too easy. And I’m an idiot. About to blow a hot guy, and all I can do is continue with the teasing. I’ve already won. Am I gloating? What’s the point of digging at Cloud if he’s already loosened up to the point of storage room blowjobs?

“Real funny,” Cloud growls. But it’s not sexy this time. It’s a harsh, sandpaper tone that makes me nervous. A sudden shift in the storm front. “You’re just real fucking funny twenty-four-seven, aren’t you?”

“You’re awfully temperamental for a guy about to get sucked off.”

Cloud’s fists flex. From where I’m kneeling, they’re face-level. “I don’t do shit like this.”

“Clearly. You’re more repressed than my grandmother. And she almost became a nun.”

I try to stand, but Cloud forces me back with a hand on my head. It sparks something inside me that burns away my annoyance. I wait for him to do more. Nothing else comes.

“You’re telling me you never fooled around with another swimmer?” I ask.

Somehow, it’s the best and worst thing I can say to him. Cloud’s face reddens. His muscles tense. But he remains immobile. A conflict statue, carved into a manly, neurotic shape. My mouth waters for him.

Then, something shifts. Deflates. His eyes go far away. “Is this some kind of mind game? You really think you can fuck with me right now?”

“A blowjob is not a mind game,” I say. “You’ve got a hot cock and I like beautiful things. Should I call up Dr. Rosenberg and have her share my pathological desire to take what I want?”

“Just shut up. I can’t think with the way your mouth runs.”

“That’s your problem,” I say, standing up and bopping Cloud’s head with the pool noodle. “My cocksucking skills get you out of your head and keep my mouth occupied. You always try to make a win-win into a lose-lose.”

I bop him again, but on the third try, Cloud steals the noodle. “You’ve won the argument, and I’ve lost my boner. Win-lose. Happy now?”

“Very. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to deepthroat this pool noodle and pretend it’s this really sexy guy on my swim team.”

“…It’s way too big. Even for you.”

I snatch the noodle back. “Is that a challenge?”

I don’t wait for an answer. I open wide and imagine I’m a python elongating my jaw to swallow my prey whole. My lips brush the circumference of the noodle. My teeth are still in the way. I wiggle my tongue and moan into the scratchy foam with all my theatrical prowess. In the dim lighting, I almost miss Cloud’s little smirk.

And the storm recedes back to sea.

“Alright, alright. Point proven. You’re a competitive dumbass.” Cloud pulls the noodle away and tosses it back into the container with its floppy brethren. “Thank god the chlorine will kill all your mouth cooties.”

“You know what else kills my mouth cooties? A big, hot load of—”

“Come here.”

Cloud pulls me into a kiss, forgoing and forgetting any and all tension and awkwardness from before. His rough lips. His fingers gripping my head. He plunges his tongue inside me and scoops up every last mouth cootie.

As we fall on the cage containing assorted inflatables, I spot a pair of rainbow floaties. “Hold on.”

I pull Cloud up and flip open the metal covering to fish out a floaty. Then I tug his speedo down and slip the floaty on before his dick stops bouncing.

“You’re ridiculous, Rainer.”

“And you’ve got a rainbow cock. Pot-kettle, my friend. A pot and kettle of ridiculousness.”

We kiss again, the taste of his mouth chasing my arousal throughout my body. The hunger and fatigue fall prey. My muscles tense. My skin flushes. My cock springs out of my disappearing speedo, and the other rainbow floaty appears on my stiff, aching length.

“Now we’re even.”

“Our first and only tie,” I say, fencing with my dick and laughing as the floaties bounce off one another. “So don’t expect any more.”

“Wouldn’t dare. Win-lose, all the way now.”
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WIN SOME, lose some. If only it were that simple…

Every win involves a loss. Defeat is never devoid of victory on some scale. Especially in swimming. You can look amazing in the water while feeling like shit. You can try your damnedest and trust in a season’s worth of training and commitment, only to come up short: missing a best time, a qualifying time, your expectations.

Sometimes, you come up short with your teammate. You let him down. You drag him down. You cling to him until you’re both at the bottom, no longer racing. No longer swimming.

No longer anything but dead weight.

That’s why we compete. For the same space. Same breath. Same spot. To keep one another afloat.

The second week of training passes infinitely quicker than the first (since the extra punishment practices are no more), and I have energy left over. After all the extra yardage from last week, this week feels like a taper. Random bursts of energy at the ends of sets. Sudden ease and smoothness in the water when other swimmers tighten up and struggle to keep pace.

The more I excel during training, the more opportunities my mind finds to wander. And it always seems to find Rainer. Because he always seems to be close by. Not across the pool. Not outside the locker room. Not somewhere else on campus. Whenever my gut tingles or my cock twitches or my heart hesitates, he’s near. Sometimes, he notices me. Other times, he looks flustered or distracted. The only times we can put up a convincing charade? When we’re neck-and-neck in the pool with the sprint group or doing some all-out races at the end of a practice. Our bodies sense each other, and only the end-of-practice fatigue can exorcise the competitive spirit from our trembling limbs and screaming muscles.

But when we’re stretching a little too closely… or washing off in neighboring showers… or passing one another in the locker room…

I’ve been jerking off twice as much as I normally do. Maybe three times as much. It helps keep the urges in check (most of the time), but a lingering gaze or stolen smile or casual arm squeeze—I start coming undone. I’d expect Rainer to be purposefully tormenting me. Except, his occasional dismissiveness and routine teasing are almost stagnant. Whenever a moment opens up for a comeback, a scoff, or a wisecrack, I look his way. More often than not, his mind, and mouth, are elsewhere.

Or, on rare occurrences, he’s staring into my eyes with a stone-faced handsomeness that disarms me.

The longer we go without hooking up, the more our performances falter. The pretending, the bantering, the swimming. Whatever this is between us, it’s an anchor. It’s not going anywhere. And the more we ignore it, the more likely everyone else will see what’s floating between us.

“You need to get laid, Sunny.”

I blink. Back to the dinner line in the dining hall. My post-practice haven on a Friday night. I’m so caught up in myself, I haven’t even stepped up to the counter yet. All these meal options, and I can’t think of taking a bite out of anything but Rainer.

“Unless you’re cool with getting turned on by chicken cordon bleu.”

I cover my crotch. It’s normal. At least some of the familiar teasing remains. “When hungry and horny get mixed up, I’ll be sure to get some counseling.”

“It’s not such a bad fate,” Rainer says, sidling up to me. “I’ve been fed and fucked at the same time. Never underestimate convenience.”

“Can you maybe be a little less obvious? Creep on me in the dorm, not in the dining hall.”

Rainer pushes closer. Our elbows bump. Our forearms brush. A dare for me to move. Neither of us backs down. “Oh, you mean like how you watch me when I’m sleeping?”

I swallow and maintain my cool. It was only once. Or twice. When the moonlight illuminated and softened his face. Gave him a mystical glow while rendering his bare torso the color of a marble statue. I stared until the heat of embarrassment overpowered any other steamy feelings inside me.

Ignore him. Reach for something, for anything: the cordon bleu, grilled cheese, turkey slices, roast beef. The meatier the better. To fill my mouth and distract my mind.

Rainer grabs my wrist. For a second, it looks like he’s taking my hand in his. A light-headed pressure descends on my brain. My heartbeat staccatos. I lick away the dryness in my mouth to no avail.

“Let’s get some real food. My treat.”

I snort and yank my hand free. “I’m not in the mood for the country club life.”

“Careful, Sunny. I think my eau de cologne of Pure Douche is rubbing off on you.”

I reach for tongs to pluck up a cordon bleu. “More like a pissing dog hoping to mark its territory.”

“Are we upgrading from pissing you off to pissing on you? ‘Cause a swimmer being into water sports is too precious.”

“Wow, you’re disgusting. Surprise, surprise.”

Rainer knocks the tongs out of my hand and into the tray. “And you’re scared of a good time. Still.”

I make for the tongs again, and Rainer tenses. Like he’s willing to fight me until I give up on the all-you-can-eat buffet promised to every on-campus student with a meal plan. How badly does he want to eat somewhere else?

And why should I go with him?

“If you can eat one of these sandwiches before me, I’ll go with you.”

“Chicken cordon bleu is hardly a—”

Rainer lunges as I do, both of us snatching the still-hot, breadcrumb-crusted balls of melted cheese and chicken. Distracted by the food, I see my roommate’s ploy too late. As I open my mouth for the first bite, he drives a devious finger into the curve of my hip, just above my waistband. He traces the one ticklish spot on my body—recently discovered during an impromptu dorm room wrestling match several nights ago that ended with me on top and Rainer swallowing my cock—and I nearly convulse.

By the time I push him away and take my first bite, he’s already halfway done. His stuffed cheeks only heightening his devilish grin.

“Fuck you,” I say through my own mouthful. I watch him swallow the last bite as I take mine. He opens his mouth and wiggles his tongue as I nearly choke.

With a grunt of defeat, I guzzle from my water bottle and force the last of the meat and cheese down. “Fuck you. In case that was unclear five seconds ago.”

“Say it however many times you need to,” Rainer says. Then burps. “I won’t believe it ‘til you’re inside me.”

I almost choke again. My eyes dart all around us, but most of our teammates have finished and moved on to the Friday night freedom. Rainer and I have been two of the last to leave the locker room almost every time this week, which makes it easy to fade into the background. That doesn’t stop the jolts of fear every time he makes a move in public, though.

“If you want, we can have another food fight. Y’know, to convince everyone we’re still at each other’s throats. But only if I’m on top this time.”

“I think we’ve found a healthy balance.”

“Then stop doing the whole fugitive freakout every time I say anything mildly interesting about us.” Rainer waves his arms around. “No spies. No conspiracy. We’re old news. Now go out with me.”

I stiffen. “Care to rephrase that?”

“Sure. Let me take your poor ass out to Finnegan’s and buy us a deep dish, extra sausage and pepperonis, and a couple pitchers of Mountain Lite. Or whatever cheap beer you like.”

“I don’t drink.”

Rainer’s eyes soften like I gave him a surprise compliment. He forces out a huff, then says, “I’d drink piss before I’d swallow a gulp of any frat party favorites. Mountain Lite is simply the worst offender. The juicy, greasy pizza is the main draw here. What’d ya say?”

The mostly intact chunk of cordon bleu sits like a boulder in my stomach. Each movement I take makes it roll. My insides never like to sit still. “Oh?”

Rainer’s eyes bug out. “Oh? Like, oh, Rainer, I’m so afraid some faceless frat guys will see me out with my roommate? Or, oh, Rainer, you make me so nervous with your handsome face, hot bod, and tight, tight ass?”

I chug from my water bottle some more. To stall. And hide my blushing. Then: “Oh, Rainer, I feel bad you have nothing better to do on a Friday night than make up an excuse to get drunk at a college pub and force your roommate to babysit you.”

The mischief in Rainer’s eyes dims. He hoists his swim bag and shakes his head. “I may be a fool for wasting time on you, but at least I’m not too much of a coward to go after what I want.”
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WHAT DO I WANT?

The thought pounds through my head. Faster than a heartbeat, harder than a fist. I was so sure of myself putting Cloud in his place before leaving him; now I walk alone. Following my own plans and heading to Finnegan’s. With that constant thought as my only company.

Beer and pizza. That’s what I want.

I don’t even drink, and yet I want to wash out the taste of Cloud in my mouth. I never slow down long enough to consider how many unhappy things people try to wash out with cheap beer. Maybe that’s why it’s so popular. I’ve sworn off hard liquor and even wine because of what I’ve seen it do to family members. None of them have so much as sniffed a can of Mountain Lite. As shitty as it is (I’ve sipped out of curiosity), it’s better than letting my tongue soak up any expectations with Cloud. A taste like that only leads to more thirst. Thirst and stupidity.

I’m a lot of things. Some of them questionable – but I refuse to be stupid.

…Or am I already?

“Fuck no,” I say to the doors as I push them open and saunter into Finnegan’s. It’s got pub-style decor and the semi-clean, bland facade of an establishment that relies on the broad appeal of attracting undiscerning college students.

I try to find a corner for sulking, but they’re all close to rowdy groups of young men thumping chests and slapping backs and spilling beer on every surface possible. I don’t care about being recognized—if a narcissist falls in a college bar, does he make a sound?—I don’t want to be looked at. Not by these guys who are shit-faced and filled with camaraderie or brotherhood. Some masculine, heavy-balls odor that announces their place and status to everyone stuck in their radius of annoying loudness. I stare at them and wonder why they don’t do it for me, why their square jaws and broad shoulders and spewing testosterone don’t send a lustful surge through my veins.

I don’t label who I want. I don’t worry about feelings.

And yet, my eyes still scan the crowded space for the face, the body that’s made me rewrite labels until the scratched-out words are unreadable. Even the label on my own forehead.

Maybe even the one on my heart.

Vulnerability has never been an attractive quality for me. When you’re raised to see something as a weakness, you don’t suddenly start desiring it as an adult. Not for yourself. Certainly not for whatever body thrusts beneath (or on top of) you.

But in the storage room, no amount of lust or reflexive teasing concealed those glimpses of rawness lying under Cloud’s inhibited, infuriating exterior. I’d made to jab him, and I’d found a fleshy spot. Drawing blood is a source of excitement. Of victory. Not of… empathy?

If I were alone, I’d laugh at myself with a mountain of derision. Rainer Caraway, the empath. What a fucking joke from the jokester himself…

With no sight of that familiar tense, muscular body and handsome scowl, I find a booth in the back and pass by the bro-buddy meat market like a shadow.

If I start sulking and drinking, what will be next? Donating to charities? Golfing with Father? Admitting that the more I learn about myself, the less I know who I am?

Cloud’s broodiness must be contagious.

I groan into my hands and force all my thoughts of my just-fooling-around roommate from my head. Drain the pool and hope nothing remains at the bottom when—

“You need a drink.”

Not a question. All expectations. As a hard, warm body slides in to share the side of my booth and assaults my nostrils with cheap body spray. I hate myself for shrinking away and keeping my face covered.

“Don’t be sad. I’ll help you feel better.”

I can’t find it in myself to send this boundary invader away with a clever insult or even a direct shot of fuck-off energy. But he’s awaiting my response. Possibly thinks I’m being coy.

I resign myself to take a look. Maybe he can be a good-looking distraction. Something, anything to make me feel like the person who used to dance through sexual encounters like they were easy flings for a body that would never tire.

“You’re in my seat,” Cloud says, his voice tattooed to my eardrums as it yanks my face out of my hands. I see the backward-ballcap frat bro exiting the booth with his hands up in a I’m-totally-innocent kind of surrender.

For a second, I think Cloud’s going to take the guy’s place and sit right beside me. I see the urge in his dark eyes, clear as anything. It sends a spark to my cock. Even after he shuffles sideways and drops into the seat across from me instead.

I can’t help but smirk. I told you so or What took you so long or About time all want to spring from my lips. Instead, something more sincere sneaks out. “I’m glad you came.”

“I’m glad you did, too,” he says. “Instead of letting my being a dick alter your plans.”

“I’d happily schedule all my plans around your dick.”

Cloud blushes. I covet the faint warmth swimming across his oft-cold face. Those hard lines of his jaw and cheeks softened by the faintest traces of vulnerability.

I flash back to that face pressing into my crotch last night, and then my cheeks are heating up too. My cock’s hardening, and I wonder if his is racing mine. The first to be fully hard, wins. A game we should definitely play together the next time we’re in speedos.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Besides your cock?” I ask. “I’m thinking about our first swim meet. How much of a thrill it’ll be knowing you have a chance to out-touch me now.”

“Maybe in the 100 free. I doubt it in the 50.”

“Some rivalry this is. I’m still angry that you’re getting my spot on the relay.”

Cloud’s lips quirk to the side. “How angry are you?”

“Full-on enraged,” I whisper. “Boiling in my blood.”

“You don’t like when someone gets in your way. Takes what you want.”

“I don’t know the meaning of those words.”

As we lean in over the narrow table, voices dropping, I feel Cloud’s hand grip my knee under the table. His rough fingers dig into the denim stretched tight over my lower thigh. His other hand finds my other knee, then he forces my legs wide. For one unbelievable moment, I envision him ducking under the table and returning his face to my crotch. To give that needy part of myself all the attention it deserves.

“I’ll teach you some new words: loser, defeat, second place.”

Cloud pulls on my legs. My ass slides forward on the upholstery with a squeak. The rest of me lowers, ready to be sucked down beneath the table for some naughty fun while the oblivious college dudes party around us. Is this really happening? I’ve done much worse in places much more public, but Cloud…

“There are plenty of ways to publicly humiliate me, Sunny. You can be more creative than a single race in the pool.”

“Not creative,” Cloud growls. “Just dirty.”

As his hands tug me deeper and rise along my thighs, I stare at him. “Who are you?”

Before he can answer, before he can drag me under the table and offer me the only meal I’m craving, a waitress shows up. We get burgers, fries, and share some wings. We both say no to the beer special at the same time. We drain the pitcher of ice water twice and finish our meals with little conversation and a lot of staring, smirking, and brushing of legs under the table. If my cock wasn’t about to burst through my jeans, I might see it as an annoying game of footsie. But all I can think of is Cloud’s attention like a stormcloud looming over me. Pressure dropping, the air tasting of metal. A foreboding promise that doesn’t frighten, only entices. The ache in my groin finds its way to my gut. Then to my chest. No amount of meat and carbs can fill the hunger.

It occurs to me that the original idea here was pizza. Maybe that means we’ll come back for it. Another night. A second… date?

“Wanna take a walk?” Cloud asks once we’ve paid our bill, left a hefty tip, and side-eyed our way through the haze of sweaty and drunk college guys. I’d honestly forgotten about the oppressing noise and masculinity. If I could recognize the face of the guy who tried to pick me up, I’d thank him for giving Cloud a reason to assert himself at the booth.

That dominant streak of his. I’d only toyed with it in the water. Always when we’re separated by lane ropes and tasked with racing between walls.

I wanna know how far we can push each other when there’s no race to win. No victor and loser. Only two bodies with no chlorinated water churning between them.

“I’d have sucked you off back at the booth if I knew it wouldn’t terrify you.”

Cloud shrugs. “Do I look scared?”

I laugh. “We could’ve shown these guys what they’re missing. Wasting time on all this homoerotic hubbub, when the real thing is easy pleasure.”

“I don’t care about them,” Cloud says. He pushes me against the door as I open it, riding my backside in a way that lights a fire under my ass in more ways than one. “Do you?”

I feel Cloud’s hard bulge graze my ass, and I have to work at remembering the question. “No?”

“I wanna walk. Not put on a show.”

Outside, as Cloud turns away, I nearly leap on him. My arousal is swallowing all pretense of snark, repartee, or the grudges that have been slowly dissolving over the time we’ve shared together in the pool. And in the locker room. And in our beds.

“What are you afraid of?”

There’s no challenge in the question. It appears out of nowhere. Takes me a moment to trace its origin to my mouth. I asked that question. Why would I ask—

“Loss.”

Cloud’s word carries a weight that sinks beneath competition and smack talk. Deeper than anything a race or a stopwatch or a win could explain. In the glow of a street lamp, I study his face. It’s solemn, offering little. But the echo of the word says enough.

“Cloud.”

As he continues walking, I hurry to catch up. We head away from the busier streets on the edge of campus. I reach for him, knowing his stiff arousal I felt minutes ago is still there. Available and obvious. But it’s not where I reach.

I reach for his hand. The touch stops him cold. Fills him with surprise. He searches my face for an explanation while I peer through the darkness at his eyes.

I can’t think of anything to say. No jokes, no philosophies. Nothing to take his mind off of the past or distract it in the present. So, I lean in to kiss him.

Cloud pulls away. But he doesn’t let go of my hand.

“It’s kind of a long walk,” he tells the night sky, unable to look me in the face.

“Okay.”

“Sure you can hold out that long?”

“I have a little discipline, you know. I could be humping your leg right now.”

“And I could be shoving you against the side of this building.”

I bite down on a groan. Even at night, I can see that smoldering gaze washing over my body like a midnight sun. My cock is rising above whatever sentimentality or sympathy just tried to fool me into doing something dumb.

But then Cloud’s walking again, and I’m wondering if I can last long enough. Knowing how he tastes, how he feels. Knowing that he’s opening up and softening in ways his rock-hard body and stony demeanor would never admit. Something about that makes the arousal more meaningful. It’s not just the thought of Cloud pinning me to the wall while passerby students might catch a glimpse.

It’s the thought of feeling his heartbeat against mine. And the thump-thump-thump of his secrets beating louder for me to hear.
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ALL THE TIMES my heart has slammed against my chest and screamed through adrenaline and exhaustion, never once has it been while walking. At night. With a guy whose face I’ve wanted to punch enough times to lose count. Now, when I see that face… that smirk… that mouth…

My heartbeat rises, pumping whatever blood isn’t stuck flooding my groin. If not for the cover of night, it might be obscene how obvious my arousal is. All the while Rainer walks slightly behind me, not even touching me. Not even speaking. If I wasn’t committed to reaching our destination, a place that will cut through the thickness of lust and carve out some space for some actual thoughts, I’d have already stopped and thrown myself at Rainer.

I almost yanked him under the table at the booth. Almost dove under it myself.

And I almost sat beside him in a way that would’ve been painfully obvious to anyone casting us a passing glance.

Something in my chest swells heavier and harder than anything in my sweatpants. I focus on where we’re headed. On my breathing. On my beating heart.

It almost makes it all bearable.

“Are we there yet?” Rainer whines like a kid on a family road trip.

I don’t let him see my smile as I say, “Almost.” I stare straight ahead, willing my body onward as it begs to smash into the long, lean, tanned one standing close behind me. My hand accidentally brushes Rainer’s crotch, and he moans. I almost do, too. Entranced by the slightest whimper from his lips.

But then I see it. The playground.

“We’re here.”

Rainer looks around. “Here? It’s a little late for recess, you think?”

“It’s a little late for a lot of things. But not this.”

“This being… the seesaw? Or the monkey bars?”

I can’t tell if his humor is teasing me, protecting him, or simply as ingrained in his existence as breathing. Which, for someone who can swim fifty yards without a breath, is saying something.

I remember to breathe. In this place, in these memories, the air is different. An atmosphere frozen in time. I hope Rainer can sense it inside me, but maybe that’s wishful thinking. Maybe it was a mistake to bring him here.

“Sorry, I…” Rainer trails off, waving at the playground. “I never did this.”

I pull away from the memories and focus on the boy behind me. He’s built like a man, but in the moonlight, with this look, his face is too young. Almost… frightened?

“I wasn’t allowed to—” More gesturing, exasperated. “This. I didn’t play. As a kid.”

I absorb the strange admission and don’t push it further. Instead, I take a seat on the nearest swing. Rainer takes the one beside it but stands on it. Hands gripping the chain metal, feet planted into the seat. He towers over me, as I look up and say, “I’m not trying to be a jerk, but that’s not how you swing.”

Rainer scoffs. Stares up at the sky. He won’t come down to my level, but I know he’s listening. This is the part where I start talking, but I’d rather sit on the tiny swing until my ass goes numb. Which is already happening, so maybe I’m out of time.

“I met someone here. Well, really in a middle school locker room after swim practice is where we became friends, but right here… was our first interaction. On this swing. Actually, in the dirt. Because he pushed me off the swing and I crash-landed a few feet over that way.” I start swinging, and the rusted metal whines under my bulk. Or maybe it’s annoyed at a reminiscence, at having to listen to a tale that may scare off someone who already has way too much power over me. A person used to power, influence, attention. Swimming against Rainer is hard enough. This confession is basically dumping a pile of piranhas into the pool in the middle of the race.

“I’m not trying to be a jerk, but I really have to piss. So if this is gonna be a long story…”

I laugh. It sounds a little unsettling, like whistling in a graveyard. But I can’t help it. Every time I ever tried to tell a story or even a joke, Zane would interrupt the punchline by saying he had to pee.

“Please. Don’t let me stop you.”

“I wish you would,” Rainer says. “I really wish you would.”

My cock stirs, even as it’s trapped between my squeezing thighs. This swing is too damn small for me. So I pull myself out of it while watching Rainer duck into the bushes. He takes his sweet time, and I once again ask myself if I’m being an idiot. No doubt. But if being an idiot helps me open up, then maybe stupid is the new smart. Or the new stupider.

These strange feelings can’t be ignored. No doubt about that. Not at the risk of interfering with every other part of my life. Each time Rainer and I crash together, he drags me deeper into this newness. This unfamiliarity. It makes me think of Zane. How an unexpected person can alter your trajectory and redefine your existence. Maybe I’m giving Rainer too much credit… or my memories of Zane… but it’s been obvious for over a week now how far my life is veering off course. That’s to be expected in the first semester of college, I guess. But it doesn’t make things less confusing. Or less scary.

When Rainer returns, he walks right up to me. So close that our chests touch and our bulges rub. I stumble a single step back, but he doesn’t stop. “You don’t need to do this, Cloud.”

“Do what?”

“Humanize yourself. Elicit sympathy. I’m already so fucking attracted to you, and I really don’t want any of your childhood bully stories to distract me when I’m taking back that position on the relay.”

“What? I wasn’t bullied.”

Rainer licks along my neck. Hot wetness on top of an already unseasonably balmy night. I suddenly realize how warm and sticky everything is. My clothes are too tight. My cock is too hard. My heart’s punching through its bony prison unless I chill the hell out.

But now he’s nibbling on my earlobe. Tweaking a nipple through my shirt. Grinding his needy cocky into my thigh.

“Let’s not ruin a good thing,” he says. “I’m an overprivileged douchebag and you’re a broody asshole. Forget the childhood trauma. If you wanna push me out of the swing and into the dirt, do it. Rub my face in it. As long as you’re on my ass, I’m game. Even in this sad little playground.”

My dick, my heart, my mind. All hitting the panic button. All telling me to do it, do it, do it. Do what to Rainer? Push him to the ground and grab that pert ass? Tell him stories I once swore to keep for me and Zane alone? Run away and let this hot body and filthy mouth be nothing more than a cocky teammate to defeat in the pool?

“Do something!” Rainer shoves me, and the surprise carries me off my feet and onto my ass. “Stop making this into some life-or-death decision. Fuck me or walk away. I’m getting bored.”

“I don’t want to fuck you.”

Rainer snarls out a humorless laugh. “Everyone wants to fuck me. Literally, metaphorically. Financially, if they could.”

“This isn’t about you, Rainer.”

“Then why am I here?! Why do I taste you in the back of my throat and feel you in my blood? There’s no place we fit together except the pool. And last time I checked, this isn’t a fucking waterpark!”

Rainer storms off, then storms back. Clutches his head and pulls at his hair. He winds himself up, then comes back for me. “Why did you bring me here, huh? You’ve already gotten in my pants, now you want in my head? I’m offering my hole, and that’s more than I’d do for most people.”

He’s tiring himself out. As the erratic behavior siphons what little energy remains after all our extra training this month, I see him fading. He fights it, struggles against invisible enemies. He can lash out at me, but I’m the only physical thing in a battle against the past. Memories can’t take a hit or a verbal lashing.

Once, when Zane got so riled up about something (I never figured out what), I bear-hugged him from behind for almost a half hour. Until he calmed. Until he gave up the fight. He sank into me and I held him tight. I felt so strong, squeezing away his burden. Or maybe just outlasting his strength so I could take its place. I felt like a true friend.

I wonder what he felt…

Did he have the feelings by that point?

Rainer collapses to his knees and punches the dirt. Pounds on it like a heavy door with no keyhole. So I go to him. I squat behind him and pull him to my chest, arms around his tight, trembling midsection. He thrashes, colliding the back of his head with my nose. I topple backward, bringing us both into the dirt like a half-ass mud fight.

But I hang on. I bury my face in his neck and murmur yes yes yes to the rhythm of his throbbing pulse. To say anything else seems pointless. You don’t say no to a tantrum or breakdown. You encourage it to run its course. You befriend gravity, because everything else is futile in a free fall.

I don’t understand what’s happening. Hell, I don’t understand exactly why I brought him to this place Zane and I revisited throughout high school. I don’t make gut decisions. No intuition. This isn’t a place for ghosts, but something pulled me here. And some kind of unexpected emotion is haunting Rainer.

“Yes,” I whisper, and then my hands are under his shirt, stroking his amazing abs. Tracing and memorizing every ridge. I open my mouth and suck on his neck to taste his flushed skin. His ass lines up with my aching, trapped cock, and he somehow grinds on me while still flailing.

I let go long enough for Rainer to flip over and meet me face-to-face. He pushes up my shirt and sucks on each nipple, panting as he thrusts into my crotch.

I flip us over and dip between his legs. Kiss the exact spot where his ruddy, leaky cockhead hides beneath his jeans, then I shoulder the backs of his thighs and lean over him, taking his feet up and over his head. I thrust into his ass, knowing that the layers between our skin and the lack of penetration mean nothing. The simple act of ramming into Rainer drives away whatever demons are toying with his thoughts. His hands grip my shoulders. Nails dig into muscles. His lips mouth no words, only sounds of need and pleasure.

Part of me wants to strip him bare, spit into his hole, and take him like he told me. To pound the insides of the person who has made my first month of college infinitely more complicated. To feel how tight, how warm, how oh so wrong it would be to fuck my enemy.

But I don’t fuck him. Not yet. Even though he wants it. I know my body burns, but I’m not so sure what will happen to my mind. If I go over the deep end, I may find that no bottom exists. That I’ll have to hold my breath forever or risk being changed.

Becoming the very thing I couldn’t offer my best friend before he ran out into a rainy night and disappeared into eternity.

“Fuck me,” Rainer says, somehow already spitting on my cock that I didn’t even realize was out in the open. “Let’s forget all this shit together.” He takes the tip in his mouth and tongues all the precum until I’m groaning and shivering. I bury my thick shaft into his throat, then pull out and grip his jaw. Finger his lips. Search his eyes.

A drop of rain hits Rainer’s face. Then another, on his red lips.

As the light rainfall drifts upon us, I lean down and kiss him. I taste myself in his mouth and suck on that tongue that grants every dirty desire.

Then I pull back and turn my face up to the rain. “I will. But not here.”

Rainer grips my hair and pulls his mouth up to mine. He yanks on my scalp while punishing me with his sweet kisses. I almost reconsider, ready to give myself to him in the middle of a late-night rainstorm.

“I know a place,” he says, breathless and wet-lipped. “But I need something first.”

“Anything.”

Could there be a more regrettable word?

“You’ve got me pinned in the mud—now come on my face.”

I nod along and jerk my ready-to-blow dick. Asking questions seems pointless when my body screams the only possible answer: fuck yes.

It’s not my place to judge him. Or why he wants this. Only to offer my body like Rainer does to me. If we push ourselves to be better in the pool, maybe we can do the same outside of it. One-up each other’s needs and urges.

Then fill them to the brim.

“Do it now,” he begs, so I slap my cock on his handsome face. I tag those high cheekbones and smear my overflowing arousal into those puffy lips. He licks and kisses while I jerk off, and it only takes a minute. My body constricts above his, and he grabs onto it. Encourages every muscle to squeeze out that desperate release.

His serpent tongue flicks my slit until the white-hot flame of pleasure ignites and burns my body like kindling. I cry out to the dark heavens and thrust in my fist like a madman.

“Look at me,” Rainer whispers.

I do, and I watch my cock explode with an enormous spray that coats his face so thickly, not even the rain can wash it off. I tap the last bit on his tongue and he swallows. Smiles. Licks his lips.

Then I collapse into the mud next to him. Right in the spot I fell into every time Zane and I tried to fly from the swings into the sky. Can you see me now? Are you having a good laugh?

Maybe Zane’s proud of me for claiming the rich bitch we’d both judged from afar with equal parts ignorance and indignation. I wonder if he really hated Rainer or had simply supported my own jealousy and insecurity.

“Quick,” Rainer says. “Before those afterthoughts come flooding in. Let’s wash them all away.”
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THE HOT WATER blasting from the showerhead washes off the last of the dirt and mud. Cloud gets hard again, so I suck him off again. I milk every last drop because he’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. And watching his inhibitions circle the drain gives me such satisfaction. It’s funny, as much exploration I’ve done, I was never really a fan of going down on a guy. It felt much more interesting being between a girl’s legs or smirking down at some dude while I needled the back of his throat. But with Cloud and his thick cock and huge loads… I can’t get enough.

“What are you thinking about?” Cloud asks as we step out of the shower in my former apartment and dry off. Smart of me to make a copy of the key before Father sent the movers last month, right?

“What else? Your cock of course.”

He seems pleased and disappointed by the answer, which suits me just fine. I’m feeling conflicting emotions myself. Enough that I don’t want to remember what happened at the playground (pre-facial rainstorm and all), much less unpack it together. I’m still not sure what came over me. Right when Cloud was trying to be vulnerable…

Playgrounds. Bullies. Rich bitch. Dirt in my mouth and bruises on my back. Father shaking his head at home and telling me to wash up like I was an embarrassing mess. I never figured out what was embarrassing about getting beat up by three elementary classmates at once…

“Oh, and how unromantic the rain is. I know it looks magical in movies and TV, but I could barely enjoy what you were doing to me before it all got washed away.”

Cloud’s already in the guest bedroom, a hand towel around his waist. I purposefully avoided giving him the regular-sized ones, so I could enjoy the view. As he sits on the bed, his still-plump cock rests between his spread legs. He notices me staring and draws his thighs together. Damn you, inhibitions.

I drop my own towel and search for some clothes. I knew coming here would be risky with Anson haunting the premises. But so far, no ghost of my brother. And not many clothes either. I didn’t really think about that part.

“Before we… do anything… I just want to say… thanks. For tonight.”

“This isn’t a first date, Sunny. Don’t get any ideas.” I search inside an empty closet. “I’m just using you for your sexy body. And, so you’ll think about how amazing I make you feel—right before I out-touch you in every race.”

“Master plan,” Cloud says, lying back on the bed. “You’ve got me right where you want me.”

I look over and watch his dick thicken once more, like my attention is all his blood needs to heat. I forget what I’m doing and wonder how badly my supposed plan will backfire once that hard cock stretches me inside out. Maybe if I focus on the fucking, and the arguing, everything else will fade into the background. No threat of feelings betraying my supposed master plan.

It doesn’t take a genius to avoid those pesky emotions. I hope.

“I left some shit here that I’m betting my lazy brother didn’t throw out. Don’t start playing with yourself until I get back.”

I hurry into my old bedroom, which still looks more like mine than Anson’s. His stuff is pushed into one corner, so I search all the others. The last box has what I’m looking for, so I breathe a sigh of relief and hoist it into my arms. Now, it’s time for the real fun.

Then I hear the front door open and slam shut.

Oh, fuck.

I drop the box and scramble to Anson’s messy dresser drawers, yanking out a pair of boxers and hopping into them. As awkward as it is wearing my brother’s underwear, it’s a hell of a lot better than confronting him in the nude.

Or maybe I can still escape in time?

…Except for Cloud in the guest bedroom.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

I carry the box and leap along on my tiptoes, deciding how to best surprise and intercept my brother. However we left our terms before, tonight isn’t going to leave them any better.

This is what I get for letting myself be dick-whipped.

But Cloud doesn’t deserve any of the shit between me and my brother. Which one do I reach first? And why the hell is Anson so unknowingly stealthy?

I reach the guest bedroom and launch the box at Cloud. He catches it with his gut and wheezes, staying quiet. I whisper, “Turn the lights off and pretend you’re not here.”

Then I close the door and dip around the corner, scanning the shadows for my brother. His natural habitat. I’m at a disadvantage. Maybe if I surrender—

“Fuck,” I say, because Anson’s sitting on the couch across the vast room and watching me. I wave like an idiot and realize how hard it is to play cool when you’re creeping through the dark in your brother’s underwear. I swallow the humiliation. “What’s up, bro?”

Anson shrugs.

“Cool, cool. I got caught in the rain. And fell in the mud. You probably saw my clothes in the washer on the way in.”

He nods. Dammit, say something!

“I figured you’d be out and wouldn’t even notice. Don’t worry, I didn’t steal any food. And, uh, I’ll also wash these boxers before I give them back. The puddle was like three feet deep. Everything got soaked. So, you know, here I am.”

Anson stands and gives me a look that says, Your bullshit fucking reeks. He heads out to the balcony for a smoke.

Move! Move! Move!

I rush into the guest bedroom and gasp at the sound of deep, manly moaning. “Are you serious right now?!”

Cloud sits up and pauses his cock-stroking, those muscular thighs spread wide and heavy balls hanging just above the beginning of his ass crack. “I thought you were doing some roleplay shit.”

“No, horndog! My brother just came home.”

He keeps stroking, and it’s making my mind go blank. “Don’t you guys still share this place?”

“I don’t want him to see you.”

Cloud chuckles in a dark way but slaps his cock on his abs. All I hear is the blood pounding in my ears as it echoes up from my crotch. “Bad for business?”

“What? No, it’s not like—contrary to popular belief, my sex life is not something I broadcast everywhere. Especially to my conservative, prudish family. Since you’re not made of money, fucking you would make no sense to them. Ergo, it’s none of their business. And it’s not yours, either.”

“Then come over here and make it my business.”

My cock pops through the fly hole of the boxers with perfect timing, and Cloud laughs. This time it’s sweet-sounding. If only my arousal knew there’s also such a thing as bad timing. “As much as I want to sit on that perfect cock this minute and rock your world, I can’t fuck someone with my brother in the other room. I doubt you ever fucked anyone while your brother was home.”

“Only child.”

“Well, then, with what’s-his-name, right? Your dead friend. Or did you two fuck girls in the same room? Because I have a hard time believing you of all people would…”

Something in Cloud’s face distracts me. It’s not quite anger. Not quite hurt. Somewhere between confusion and sadness maybe? It’s so distracting that I forget about his naked body and hard cock and the box that has my backup supply of condoms and lube. 

“I didn’t mean to be uncouth,” I say. “I just meant your best friend, you know. You guys were really close, I’m assuming. Don’t guys with best friends do that occasionally? Fuck girls together? Maybe not the same room, but…” I reach out for Cloud’s legs and try to pull him off the bed. “Why am I explaining myself?! We have ten seconds before I resort to pushing you out the window. We’ve gotta go now!”

“Okay, okay,” he says, standing up and losing the towel around his waist. He covers his half-hard cock with both hands. “You put my clothes in the washer.”

Well, shit. He’s not wrong.

“Just… Hide in the closet until I get back!”

I race into the living room and clock Anson still smoking on the balcony with his back to me. I make it to his bedroom and blindly grab what I hope is enough clothing to afford me and Cloud some decency on our trek back to campus. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d used the cover of night to hide a mostly naked jaunt. But something tells me Cloud has neither the confidence nor recklessness to make an escape with his dick bouncing around all free and beautiful.

Don’t get distracted, now…

Back in the guest bedroom, I stifle a laugh as I find Cloud literally crouching behind the closet doors. I pelt him with half the clothes and tug on what I think are a pair of sweatpants and a plain T-shirt. It’s not like Anson to have casual, bland clothing lying around. But he seems to have given up on fashion since the end of last year. Right around New Year’s.

Something about it snags my brain. A thorn of importance, not annoyance. No point in trying to remember something I never knew, but something about last winter break pokes at me. Sure, my brother’s been a ghost of himself since then. But the details are locked away in some family vault, probably at Father’s behest. You can ignore a trainwreck of a child—until enough onlookers, or investors, catch sight and can’t look away. Whatever happened, I’m not privy to it.

But something tells me it’s not quite over between them.

“Are you fucking with me?” Cloud asks. I wasn’t, but when he pulls on the sleekest pair of black boxer briefs, his bulge sticks out in the most mouthwatering way. He snaps in my face twice before I notice.

“I would love to take credit, but this was just the luck of the draw.”

Cloud slips on a sweater and tries to pull it down over his crotch, but the fit is too tight. I didn’t realize Anson was so small. Our three years in age difference always made him seem like a giant growing up. Even when I gained a couple of inches on him with a glorious growth spurt last summer, his presence still held weight. I’ve always looked up to him. Me becoming taller than him never changed that.

But the strange way he’s been acting this year…

“Make sure you got your wallet and phone,” I say, as I run back for my box of backup sex essentials. “Shoes are still outside. Follow my lead.”

I steal another glance at how those boxer briefs hug Cloud’s half-chubbed manhood, keep my lips firmly sealed over my tongue, and hurry down the hall and around the corner to the front door.

Outside, the after-rain air is chilly, and my body reacts accordingly. Goosebumps ripple up my arms. My nipples pebble. I want to shove my hands down the front of my borrowed sweatpants for warmth, but I’m carrying the box. I nearly tip over while shoving my feet into my shoes, flattening the heels and not caring if I stumble like a newborn fawn. Just get back to the dorm, back to whatever surprising but appreciative sexual mood that rainstorm brought between mine and Cloud’s bodies. And honestly, we’ve already had some good times in the dorm, so this will simply be the creme de la creme.

The only thing keeping me from bottoming out on my rival’s thick cock is a fifteen-minute brisk walk back to our dorm room.

“Why the fuck is he wearing my underwear?”

I nearly scream.

Instead, I trip and break my fall on condoms and lube. No one helps me up.

“Mine are in your washer,” Cloud eventually says. Once again, I suppress a laugh. Shit’s getting real. But I’d rather focus on the silliness.

“We were out with some teammates,” I say, as Cloud lifts me up by the back of my T-shirt that’s now soaked and grass-stained down the front. “We got caught in the rain. I fell in the puddle. Then he fell in a puddle. It’s a long story. Bye now!”

I nudge Cloud toward the walkway, but Anson grabs his arm. And not in the Hey wait, I just remembered type of way. More like, I’m not done with you yet.

The tension in Cloud’s body rises beneath the tight sweater. I can see the muscles flexing beneath the fabric. Sensing a confrontation. I try to squeeze between my brother and my roommate, but Anson’s not letting go.

“Your name,” he demands of Cloud. Zero friendliness, zero curiosity.

Like he already knows…

I thrust the box into Cloud’s chest, pushing him back and doing my best to create a rift in the potential conflict. Anson clings to his arm the way I’ve seen him cling to a bottle of liquor at four in the morning when we all used to live together at the home estate. His current sober strength isn’t nearly as destructive, so I manage to free Cloud’s arm from his grip. “Sunny, Anson. Anson, Sunny. Don’t bother remembering names ‘cause you’ll probably never see each other again.”

Before I can usher Cloud towards our escape, Anson grabs me by the shirtfront so hard, I hear the cotton stretch past its breaking point. Who cares? It’s his shirt. Except my brother has never jerked me around like this. Never while sober, at least.

I stare into his face, into the shadows obscuring it. “The hell, Anson?”

“I know you’re not this stupid. So don’t treat me like I am.”

“Hey, man,” Cloud says, his voice deep with a measure of carefulness.

I put my hands up and huff. “No sudden movements, you guys. Everybody stay frosty. I promise to wash your underwear in cold water, low tumble dry, and return it in a few days.”

Anson glares at me with the clearest intention of putting a fist in my face. It’s unsettling. Psychological and emotional warfare? In our family, sure. But no punches, no slaps. Not with all the alcohol that’s run through everyone’s veins but my own. Even the ones who stayed closer to the recreational, coping mechanism side of their drinking knew to never mix liquor with anger. I’ve seen Anson weepy and angsty and, a couple of times, so humiliated that he swore me to secrecy. But this fire in his eyes?

“Dear brother, have you been drinking again?”

The asshole in me rears its handsome head after being suffocated by my best behavior, which happens to come out the more I spend time with Cloud. It was a rhetorical question, albeit an incendiary one. Anson clearly hasn’t been drinking, but his behavior is too unsettling to not point out. It’s my maybe-twisted way of showing I still care about his well-being, which is more than a number of our family members currently allow him.

He shows he cares, too. By slapping me hard enough to send me falling into wet grass for the second time in five minutes.

As I hit the ground, I think, Thank god this isn’t my shirt getting ruined.
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I DIDN’T GROW UP with any brothers, but I spent enough time messing with Zane to know when a shirt grab was a sign of roughhousing. And the way Rainer’s brother grabbed him, hard enough to split the seam along the side, wasn’t the start to a brotherly scuffle. It was the promise of a beating.

I saw it, and I was still too late.

I watched the slap wipe the smirk off Rainer’s face and smear it in the grass.

So why the fuck am I just standing here?

I lunge at the elder Caraway—Andrew? Anthony? Anders?—and slam him into the door, giving him a taste of his own medicine. I keep my face close, making sure he sees my eyes even in the dim glow of a nearby security light. A face-to-face threat promises more than any words I can manage to spit out.

The guy’s body sags against mine. Ragdolling is an option, but he isn’t trying to fool me. I feel the weight of regret in his chest and see it on his face up close. I relax my grip but don’t release him.

“Stay away from him,” Rainer’s brother whispers. “If not for his well-being, do it for your own.”

The advice lingers in my face like the smokiness lingering on his breath. I want him to elaborate, but I don’t have it in me to keep up the macho act with the absence of violent threats. The guy’s body wilts as he avoids my gaze. Hardly seems like the dude who just smacked his own brother in the face. “You okay, Rainer?”

“If I say no, can I watch you beat him up?”

I release Rainer’s brother and help my roommate onto his feet. I even brush off the wet blades of grass clinging to his shirt. And maybe my fingers skim over the abs underneath it.

“I can’t protect you,” the guy says. He’s talking to Rainer but looking at me. “This won’t end well. For any of us.”

Then he’s slamming and locking the door, and I give up the hope of ever getting my second-nicest shirt from the washer. I’ll have to make do with the other two now. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Brothers fight. We usually use fancy words and scare tactics. But I guess slapping was never really off the table.”

I crack a smirk. “You did look pretty surprised.”

“I learned to roll with the punches. Not so easy with slaps.”

I wipe some more grass off Rainer and notice his cock twitching through the sweatpants. I turn away, but he pulls me back. Pulls my hand under his shirt and over his chiseled abdomen. Guides it down to the waistband of the boxers. “I always scoffed at thinking it was hot to have someone be overprotective. Maybe I’m stupid.”

Rainer slides my hand under the waistband and over his warm, hardening cock. The transition from cold skin to hot meat makes my body tingle. I grip him with even strokes. Feeling his length and catching some precum in my grip.

“I was just being a good teammate.”

“And a bad rival,” Rainer says, thrusting into my fist. I realize we’re still close to the street and it’s not even that late. But the adrenaline from a near-fight mixes with the unquenchable lust Rainer keeps toying with. I stroke him faster, and he leans on me. Moans into my throat. “I’m gonna start picking fights if this is what it gets me.”

“You can fight me. Keep everyone else out of it.”

Rainer kisses my neck with more teeth than lips. “I’m a fucker, not a fighter.”

Gripping my shoulders, he thrusts even harder, fucking my hand between our bodies and panting in my face. I stare down at his ruddy cock. The big mushroomed head jerking through my fist. I spit on it and watch my saliva as it slickens its shaft. I consider kneeling right here in the front yard and putting it in my mouth. Pinning Rainer in the wet grass as he plows my mouth.

But he’s already coming, probably turned on by the recklessness. Or maybe the brush with violence. Or maybe it was my fifteen seconds of knight-in-shining-armor shit that did it for him.

His cum splatters on the sweater that’s not mine, and I make a mental note not to let Rainer wash it. Give his brother back a grass-stained shirt and a cum-stained sweater. Fuck that guy.

This won’t end well. For any of us.

I’m not related to their family drama bullshit. So why did he act like I was involved somehow? Rainer’s probably had plenty of… indiscretions. Or whatever it is that we’re doing. It’s not like we’re boyf—

“You can let go of my dick now,” Rainer says. “Unless you’re gonna clean it.”

He laughs, but then I drop to one knee and inhale his sticky length.

“Oh, fuck!”

Rainer’s body shudders as I pop his cock out and swallow what I cleaned off. He stares down at me with genuine surprise. It’s almost as satisfying as making him come.

As satisfying as making sure he’s truly okay.

I tuck his still-hard member away and grab the box he dropped, giddy with my sudden wild side. Rainer follows me at a distance, like he’s assessing an impostor. Maybe I’m fooling both of us.

Or maybe this is the college experience. Whittling away at the safe and familiar to discover the exciting new truths underneath.

So what if the truths come in a rainstorm facial and a front yard handjob?

We’re at Leoni Hall before I realize, and I don’t recognize the smiling oaf in the reflection of the sliding glass doors. It makes me smile harder. Now Rainer’s really going to think I’m a pod person.

Especially when I pin him to the wall and devour his mouth, his neck, his collarbones. Residential streets late at night are one thing; out in the open of our freshman residential hall is so wild I feel I’m dreaming. Students walk around at all hours. It’s not even that late. But the taste of Rainer on my tongue, the mix of lustful musk and expensive cologne in my nostrils, his hard and lean body in my greedy grasp—

I pull away at the sound of sniffling. I scrub a hand over my face. Can’t catch my breath. Still feels like a dream. Except, one where I awaken in the middle of sleepwalking, or a sleep-makeout, and discover I’ve been doing something really stupid.

“What are you fucking smiling about?” Rainer asks in a whisper, unable to hide his own idiot grin. I wipe my face again, but the tenderness in my lips only urges me to return to my roommate’s face. If we could only make it to our dorm first…

More sniffling. Right around the corner. Right by our dorm. I shush Rainer, only to watch him take my finger into his warm, wet mouth. I pull away and swallow my moan, but Rainer’s devious smirk tattoos itself under my flushed skin.

“Cloud?”

I freeze. Rainer pauses on the other side of the corner, still out of sight. Brighton sits in front of our dorm door, curled up and wiping at his reddened cheeks. “What’s wrong, Bri?”

The delicate boy forces a smile, while his eyes glue to my crotch, which throbs like dynamite with a shortening fuse. I crouch and obscure my obvious arousal, focusing on my teammate’s fragile face.

“I, uh… I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were busy.”

“I’m here now. What is it?”

Rainer coughs from around the corner, but Brighton’s sniffling covers it. I add, “Maybe we should get you to bed. Can you sleep it off?”

“I’m okay, really. If you’re expecting someone, if you’re preparing to, you know…”

I shake my head. “I’m alone. I’ll help you up.”

A mix between a cough, a growl, and a sigh erupts from Rainer’s hiding place. Brighton startles, so I quickly help him up and usher him to the neighboring dorm. He pauses, clutching me. “What if Magnus judges me?”

“Was he the one who hurt your feelings?”

Brighton swipes at his eyes, but it’s his snotty nose that needs attention. I pull up the hem of my borrowed sweater to wipe his nose, then remember it’s not exactly clean. At the gesture, Brighton’s rosy glow goes beet red. “No, not him.”

“Then he probably won’t even notice you’re upset.”

I open Brighton’s door and lift him like a little brother, carrying him into his bed and tucking him in. No Magnus, no problem. I ruffle Brighton’s curls and say, “If you still feel bad in the morning, we can talk at breakfast.”

Brighton clings to the sweater before I turn away. “Cloud? Did you ever have a friend that… maybe you liked… as more than a friend?” I pull back, as if there’s a shadow to hide my face. “Or maybe the friend likes you and you—”

“I’m not you, Bri. But I promise you’ll feel better after some good sleep.”

“I don’t wanna risk the friendship,” he continues. “It’s always been there. I don’t know what I’d do if, if…”

As Brighton’s face scrunches up, I stem the flow of tears by pulling him into my chest. He doesn’t sob, and eventually I feel his heavy breathing drop to a steady, sleepy rhythm. I lay him back into bed and pull the covers up. His words try to sneak into my head, into my memories, but the weight of my own tiredness, a post-everything-with-Rainer tiredness, including the confrontation with his messed-up brother, sinks any thoughts of Zane.

I close Brighton’s door and find myself alone. No Rainer around the corner. Only the silence of his absence.

In our dorm, the lights are out. But I sense him, a lump in his bed turned to face the wall. Not in a jealous or petulant way. A private way. I’m not sure how I know this—I consider wading through the darkness and blindly groping for that body I was groping ten minutes ago. Instead, I strip off the borrowed clothes.

My eyes still haven’t adjusted to the darkness, but I know I’m staring at Rainer’s backside. Lazily fondling myself in the too-small briefs. Wondering if the sleep I promised Brighton will affect me in the same way. If I can wish it for him, I can wish it for myself. Will everything be different in the morning?

“What are you doing to me?” I ask the Rainer-shaped darkness. Barely a whisper. My cock craves yet another release, until I crawl into my bed. Sleep descends like an assassin, taking me out of the world of the living.

I dream of water. Of rain. I dream of drowning in the endlessness.
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I DROWN THEM all in my wake. All except Cloud. And they’re none the wiser.

It’s funny how being rivals and rivals-who-fuck-around feel so similar. Whenever we compete in practice, whether it’s the end of a distance set we both struggle through or a set of sprints killing our lactic-acid-heavy muscles, we push each other. We trade off victories, we succumb to defeats. But we never lose sight of each other. Never lose that lustful, frustrated fuel that powers our endless efforts to best the other.

To our coaches and teammates, it looks like healthy, aggressive competition. But every time we finish a set or a sprint, I want to swim over to Cloud and drown him—until we only need to breathe each other.

My cock aches constantly. My pulse picks up even when we’re resting on the wall. I never dare to get in his lane, afraid my hands will find their way to his body, into his speedo. It’s not hard to remember to taunt or tease him.

It’s hard to keep from touching him. All the fucking time.

So we touch with our eyes. Our glares and our stares carry enough heat to be mistaken for anger or toughness. Not the volcanic attraction that would gladly bury us both in a boiling embrace.

At least, I assume we’re both nearly succumbing to the same flame of desire. Every time I imagine sucking on his juicy pecs or spreading apart those strong thighs—I think about the playground. The rainstorm. I think about the way Cloud’s stoniness cracks. How it is both intriguing and unsettling. I’m curious about what lies beneath but terrified of being crushed by the falling pieces. Or worse, unable to prevent my own cracks from forming.

“Good practice,” Cloud murmurs on a Friday afternoon, as he faces the shower adjacent to mine. His hand dives into his speedo, innocently washing his crotch or scratching an itch. Only, he’s offering me a delicious peek as the showers start to empty out. My knees itch to hit the tiles. My mouth begs to be filled.

The shower suddenly feels like a rainstorm.

“I’d say the same if you hadn’t died at the end of those last sprints. You left me competing with that turd Parrish. If his ego gets any bigger, he’ll sink your relay race tomorrow.” Cloud shrugs and pulls his hand out of his speedo. Quieter, I add, “Hey, do you wanna room together at the meet?”

Cloud’s shoulders tense. “I already told Brighton I’d bunk with him.”

“So if I start crying and cling to you like a needy koala bear, you’ll change your mind?”

“I don’t think screwing around at our first swim meet is smart for either of us.”

I laugh and take a step closer. Cloud shifts away. “Sunny, being reckless and naughty is why I swim so fucking fast. You should try it. Coming on my face again may help you clinch the relay win.”

Cloud shuts off his shower and leaves. I bite my lip, wondering if casual crudeness is something I can let go of in hopes of keeping Cloud around.

A hard bulge nestles into my ass crack, stealing my breath away. “Maybe winning the relay will make me so horny, I’ll have to fuck something loud and annoying.”

The growl sends a shiver down my spine. “Loud and annoying is how I stay so fucking tight. Drives away lesser men and weaker cocks.”

“You’ve never taken a cock like mine.”

I open my mouth and let the water muffle my moan. Cloud leaves me to melt to the floor and be sucked up by the drain. I can’t think of a comeback. Not even one where I just babble nonsense.

Getting fucked by Cloud is the only thing that’ll make up for him fucking me over and taking my relay spot. Hell, I may even cheer for him during the meet tomorrow.

Or I’ll save my voice so I can scream for him afterward.

The rest of the day passes with little sign of Cloud. He’s probably off with Tilly and baby Brighton, while I’m stuck texting with a half-dozen Maximilians and Lolas, none of whom I want to entertain. I make up excuses about preparing for our big first swim meet, which is true. But important competitions have never inconvenienced my partying or sex life. 

Mostly, I’m waiting around for Cloud. But he stays busy until it’s time to leave. The charter bus is taking us on a three-hour journey for tomorrow’s meet, so we’re shacking up at a hotel near the opposing college tonight. Cloud sits up front with the other nerds—looking surprisingly dashing in an old tie and clearly secondhand blazer. The lovely visual is courtesy of Coach’s requirement that we all dress up for away meets. Something about team spirit, professionalism, yada-yada-yada. Some of us don’t need an excuse to dress sharply.

I’m taking the farthest seat back. The seat that only fits one. I receive several glances from older teammates on the way down the aisle, telling me I’d better behave. I give each one of them my shit-eating-est grin and plop down with my headphones already on and blasting a country-rap playlist. I hear someone trying to get my attention at some point on the trip, but I refuse to turn away from the window.

When we get to the hotel, I pause my music long enough to hear my name and room number, then I take my key up to the third floor.

But not before noticing Cloud and Brighton down the hall.

My body tenses with a strange sensation that sets my jaw on edge. I hone in on Brighton’s hands touching Cloud’s body. It’s innocent enough for someone so needy. But if it’s late at night, and Brighton has a nightmare and crawls into bed with Cloud, and then those stupid fucking hands start grabbing Cloud under the covers—

“Fuck.”

Jealousy is for people who care too much. Who can’t afford to swim from one shiny thing to the next. I lose interest. I move on. I afford all the shiny things.

Cloud ruffles the unruly mess of curls on Brighton’s head as they disappear into the room. I nearly vomit with rage.

“If you want to sleep in the hallway, be my guest.”

My head snaps in the direction of Jance Stringfellow standing in an open doorway and smiling at me. I don’t feel an ounce of guilt for barely interacting with him since my first and only pool party. “I was already planning to buy my own room so I wouldn’t have to slum it with you.”

I wait for the look of hurt or indignation, but the guy just shrugs. “You’re ridiculous, dude. Don’t jerk off if I’m in the room, and don’t take the first shit in the morning. Everything else is fair game.”

As he lets the door close, I slip inside. “What if you’re the one jerking me off?”

My teammate laughs like it’s an actual joke and not a snide piece of bait. He’s already taken the far bed—my preferred side—and falls back onto the mattress. “You really like to ride that line between funny and asshole.”

“There is no line, Lance.” I begrudgingly take the bed closer to the door. “Only me.”

“It’s Jance, bro.” He says it with an annoyingly helpful tone, as if I’d made an honest mistake. “We all know you only pay attention to Stearns.”

“It’s what keeps the rivalry heated.”

“Not knocking it. Only observing. If it works, it works. The fucking must be pretty incredible.”

The biggest blush of my life cooks my cheeks. I do my best to mask it with red-faced anger. “I don’t waste time fucking swimmers, Lance. That’s why I swim so fucking well.”

Jance laughs and stretches out on the bed. He lies there like he’s waiting for me to ogle his body, so I turn away and duck into the bathroom. There’s only one sexy, muscled body I want stretched out on that bed right now…

So what if half the team thinks I’m fucking Cloud?

I jerk off in the bathroom but keep the door shut. I’d gladly stick Jance’s stupid masturbation rule in his face, but I don’t want that witless twat to think our interaction had any influence over my current arousal.

Stringfellow… A name that rings familiar. I remember recognizing it when he spoke to me on the balcony. When he told me about Cloud’s near-fist fight over the summer. And about the dead swimmer friend.

While Anson stood nearby the whole time.

Anson, who’s so damn determined to ruin any chances I have with Cloud. He didn’t even know the guy up close ‘til last weekend. Was he being picky? Judgy? Expecting me to get with some guy like Jance, a guy with a last name that only softly rhymes with wealthy? Surely my last name rings with such a clarion sound, no other family names could rival it. When you have the most money, there aren’t any equal prospects. Besides, it’s not like Father needs a fucking dowry by shipping me off to some studly future tycoon about to inherit his family’s business.

But it’s not money-related, is it? It’s personal. Painful. Which means, I don’t wanna know. I don’t wanna be distracted by Jance or Anson or any of this vague, foreboding bullshit. Especially while I’m thinking about Cloud.

Only a few rooms away. Maybe he’s stroking his cock this exact moment, too.

I want him to be. I want him in sync with me. I want our bodies, our breaths to be the same. I want to come with him inside me.

And then I want him to hold me.

What the hell are you doing to me, Cloud? 
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, what am I doing to you?” I ask Brighton while tickling him mercilessly. He thrashes on his bed and swats at me to no effect. A single finger to the rib cage lights him up like a giggling livewire.

I’m doing it to thwart the shroud of melancholy that’s clung to him this week. And because it distracts me from thinking about the rich, snooty, likely horny asshole only six rooms away. If Rainer could see us now, he’d probably get a little jealous. It would be fun to get under his skin and repay all the casual torment he’s given me. I’d refuse to tell him that I have zero attraction to Brighton, or any guy, for that matter. The little dude just feels like the younger brother I never had. Someone to pick on and check up on. Someone who needs my help and my advice.

Even if it’s about a topic I’m not sure I can share without cracking up.

“Can’t breathe, can’t breathe!” Brighton rolls away and falls off the bed, hitting us both with a laughing fit. But when he pulls himself up from the floor, his face is serious. “Are you doing this to me because you like me?”

I suck in air. “What? No, I’m not gay, I—shit, did you mean like a friend, or—”

“I, I’m sorry! I didn’t think you were, I just…”

I kick myself for being dramatic. “Brighton, I didn’t mean—”

“No, I know! I only meant, ‘cause like, you remind me of someone who used to be like this, and we were friends, and I never really thought anything of it, but then I… I started to, and I…”

As his eyes well up, I move to comfort him. Then I backpedal, feeling like an insecure dick. I don’t want to give him the wrong impression, but he looks so defeated.

“You’re a good friend, Cloud. I didn’t mean to make it weird.”

Brighton tries to duck into the bathroom, but I block his path. Hands on his shoulders. “You didn’t. I did. I’ve never had a gay friend.”

I see my past. I see Zane’s face lit by lightning. He opens the door, the wind howls, my gut cramps with guilt and fear—I didn’t mean to make it weird.

Funny how the past always echoes the present.

“Shit, Bri. I’m an ass. Are you even gay? You don’t have to answer that.”

Brighton’s shoulders narrow and shrug beneath my grasp. “I don’t know. But you’re not the first to assume.”

“I’m sorry, dude.”

He smiles. “But you’re the first to apologize. I guess I’m just soft.”

“Sensitive.”

“You sound like my mom,” he says. “And Jance.”

The guy sharing a room with Rainer…

Brighton sighs in a way that weighs heavily on the mood. So I tickle him until he collapses into a fit of giggles. Then he rests his head on my chest, and I’m suddenly wondering if Rainer’s head will find the same pillow. If comforting a prickly playboy will feel anything like comforting the only guy on the team I’ve actually befriended.

If I close my eyes, maybe I can pretend…

“Cloud, do you think I could get big muscles like you?”

“Why, Bri? You swim distance. You need that lean endurance or you’ll sink.”

“Well, yeah, I guess.” He palms the hardness of my chest muscles, then pulls away like he touched a stove. “People look at you a lot. Girls. And guys.”

I hide a blush while feeling ridiculous. “Thanks, but you’ve got a healthy imagination.”

“I see them looking. I look. Sometimes. You’re just so strong and tough.”

I roll my eyes and hear an imaginary Rainer throwing up behind me. The Sunny Stearns Fan Club, he says, makes me sick.

“Sprinters have to be big,” I say. “I’m competing with guys who are older, bigger, stronger. That makes them faster.”

“You’re already on a relay. As a freshman.”

“I technically haven’t swum on it yet.” I stand and pull Brighton to his feet. The way he clings to me makes me think Rainer might have a point. Maybe I’m coddling the little guy too much. “Speaking of the big first meet of the season tomorrow…”

Brighton nods and detaches himself from my body. He sniffles a single time and adjusts his sweatpants. “Sleepy time. You’re right. Thanks, Cloud.”

“For what?”

“For being such a good friend,” he says, heading into the bathroom. “Rainer Caraway should stop being a big jerkface and realize how lucky he is.”

My cock twitches, even as my nerves crackle. “What do you mean, Bri?” Surely Rainer and I have been discreet. We’ve kept up appearances. We don’t even have to fake the dickish behavior when one of us swims faster than the other in practice.

“The way he looks at you, sometimes. Especially in the locker room. I think he’s too proud, but he needs a friend.”

I force a laugh. “Rich people don’t need more friends. And he stays plenty busy with his own life.”

Brighton peeks out from the bathroom. “Everyone needs friends, Cloud. But not everyone knows how to ask. Or even admit it.”

“We’ll never be friends.”

“Maybe you’ll be something else, then,” he says, turning on his electric toothbrush and mumbling, “He looks at you more than I do.”

I sit on my bed and push away the erection forming. Even the thought of Rainer watching me makes me hard. It’s a damn good thing Brighton asked to room with me before Rainer did. If it were him, I’m not sure I’d get any sleep tonight. Even if we stayed in separate beds, his hungry gaze would be enough to strip me bare and fill me with unrelenting arousal.

What am I gonna do when he’s watching me on the relay tomorrow?

And how the hell am I going to sleep through the night without jerking off to the possibility of bending Rainer over and plowing him before tomorrow ends?
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HOW THE HELL am I gonna get any sleep when my cock won’t stop pretending I’m in my dorm room with Cloud?

I’ve jerked off twice already. The second time, I didn’t even clean up. I let the stickiness dry as an unpleasant reminder that I’m going off the deep end. I’m pretty sure Jance heard, at least during round two. Honestly, if he’d get up and chew me out, maybe my raging horniness could be put in check.

It’s not like I can go creep down the hall and knock on Cloud’s door…

Not with that sniveling twerp in there with him. Not when Cloud said how important it is for him to get his rest. I do want him to swim well tomorrow, even if that uncharacteristic well-wishing is selfishly driven. The better he performs, the more likely I’ll finally feel him inside me. My hole doesn’t know what to do with itself, having never craved another man like this. So it keeps encouraging my dick to fill with need, plumping it with all the blood that keeps me from getting some motherfucking sleep.

I hear a groan, and for a second, I feel guilty. Jance has endured a night of my assholery and still isn’t catching a break. Except that groan isn’t a fuck this dude kind of groan.

It’s the kind of groan I made fifteen minutes ago as I imagined Cloud splitting my cheeks apart with his thick cock.

I hear the groan again, then the faintest sounds of self-pleasure. This hypocritical assface is jerking off too…

Normally, I’d consider hopping into the other bed and brandishing my own curious cock. We could help each other get some much-needed sleep. Pair up for a rub-and-tug or hell, sixty-nine each other until we both explode and then forget the exchange completely.

But my stomach turns at the thought.

Something tells me Jance is completely straight. And he’s got this goofy, boy-next-door shtick that works well with his rippling physique.

But my stomach turns. Again.

Am I feeling sick or…?

He’s not Cloud. So fucking what?

I listen to Jance for another five seconds and say, “I’m flattered, but if you’re gonna beat your tiny dick, do it in the goddamn bathroom.”

Jance laughs. “Sorry, dude. Thought you’d finally fallen asleep.”

“Unfortunately, I’m awake for this nightmare.”

“Don’t worry. Hearing your voice just made me completely soft.”

Touché. I smirk in the dark. Jance laughs and yawns. It’s actually kind of nice to have my insults bounce off someone instead of sticking to a hard, hotheaded body and making it thicken with annoyance and—

Fuck, I’m never going to sleep.

I slip out of bed and search for my sweatpants while my cock bounces and leaks. I tug them on and check for my key card before stumbling out of the room and into the hallway.

Where I’m still not alone.

Six doors down, Cloud jerks himself. Boxer briefs around his massive thighs while his beautiful body flexes with exertion. I sprint at him so fast I nearly trip and faceplant—he catches me, and my lips bruise against his hard chest as my cock ricochets off his bare hip.

No words, no rules, no way to stop the plunge.

I suck him off like I’ll never need to breathe again. He comes so hard and fast that I whine in surprise and desperation. He pulls me up before I can slurp every last drop. Rips my sweatpants down and swallows me as I topple over the edge. I fist his dark hair and pump into his face, unloading an impossible amount of release for someone who stayed up all night in bed jacking off to waking dreams.

We kiss and tongue each other’s cum-stained mouths, creating our own taste. One that will belong to no one else. A unique mixture of our personal urges, uncertainty, and abandon.

Instead of pulling away with my arousal finally satiated, I push harder into Cloud to carve a place for myself in his mouth. To crawl inside him and live like the happiest homeowner. What’s the point of kissing after coming?

Fuck if I know. Or care.

Cloud opening his door and pulling me into the darkness is stronger than all reason.

“Fall asleep with me?” The roughness in his voice belies the neediness in his tone. “Just for a little while?”

“Anything for you,” I whisper back between sloppy kisses.

Then I stiffen, as if someone else spoke that last sentence. Not my own self-deceiving lips. I can’t offer anything. My body, my mouth, my cock, my hole—anything means my heart, too. My hopes. My hurt.

I kiss Cloud and finalize it with a bite, tenderizing his lower lip. Then I shove him away and retreat. I hear his heavy body skim the bed and thud the floor, but I’m already back in the hallway. Running. Tripping. Sweatpants tangled below my knees.

My last kiss of the night is with the hotel hallway floor. I kinda sorta catch myself at the last second, but my mouth still bangs the carpet.

I’m afraid to find bruised lips in the mirror tomorrow morning.

Almost as afraid as I am of finding a face full of regret.
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IN THE LOCKER ROOM MIRROR, I stare at the tiny cut on my bottom lip. And the hickey beside my left nipple.

Fucking asshole… Fucking coward…

Tilly lent me some concealer, confused as to why I was suddenly concerned about the tiny smattering of acne near my jawline. She handed it over at the continental breakfast, her half-awake state preventing her from noticing the real reason I needed coverage. In the lobby restroom, I clumsily applied it to cover the mark Rainer so thoughtfully left on my chest.

One of two, so it seems.

I can’t stop tonguing my sore lip, same as the concealer can’t stop from rubbing off in the chlorinated water. I decide to pass it off as an ingrown hair, even though the light dusting of fur across my pecs is totally untouched. Male swimmers only shave their bodies before big, important swim meets. So I can’t use that excuse.

It’s probably not even that noticeable…

I catch Brighton staring at my reflection from behind. His eyes widen, then he waves and hurries toward the locker room stalls. I will myself to forget about the lip bite and the nipple hickey.

But really, it’s that panicked shove. The one that sent me sprawling and definitely woke up Brighton if he hadn’t already been awakened by desperate sucking sounds outside his door.

It was a fucking mistake. For once, Rainer was the smart one. If he hadn’t fled, I would’ve dragged him into bed and… who the fuck knows what would’ve happened. Nothing good. Not with the pressures of the first big meet of the season bearing down on us.

Now, it’s mere minutes away. And that push from Rainer feels like it broke something inside of me. No matter how much I stretch or warm up, something inside my chest feels tight. An obstinate clenching.

I can’t swim with this much tension.

I storm out of the locker room and hop back in the pool to practice some sprint drills. Rainer and I have managed to avoid each other through breakfast, arriving at the pool, the locker room, the warm-ups. But I can still sense his presence like a hand around my ankle dragging me down.

Down to a place where we can be alone together.

I sprint until my limbs burn. Then I squirt my face with ice-cold water from my bottle. Nothing helps.

And when it’s soon time for the 50-yard freestyle race, avoiding Rainer will be impossible. I’ll be beating him.

Or losing to him.

Or getting fucking disqualified for having a massive boner on the starting block. That’s somewhere in the rule book, right?

In the stands, Tilly offers me a quick massage and half her earbuds. We listen to a pop song that has more beats than lyrics, and the sultry tune takes my mind to a distracted place. It’s much better than silence. Silence encourages brooding about how your rival rejected you after swapping middle-of-the-night blowjobs.

It’s just sex, I remind myself. Just taking the edge off first-meet nerves.

Too bad the nerves are sharper than ever, cutting me in tiny places every time my periphery catches a body that might belong to Rainer.

When it’s almost time for the 50 free, I search the warm-up area for Rainer’s wild but efficient strokes. Only to pick the lane farthest away from him, of course. I don’t spot him, so I hop in the lane farthest away. When I’m as warmed up as I’ll ever be, I press out of the pool.

At the same time Rainer does. From the farthest opposite lane. We glance at each other. Lick our lips at the same time. Then turn our backs to one another.

Opponents don’t focus on each other’s lips. Were his extra puffy?

Opponents swim their own races. I didn’t leave a mark on his body, did I?

Opponents get behind the blocks and block everything else out. Everything but Rainer?

As the race in front of me finishes and I climb onto the starting block, more questions assault my focus. Would I have fucked Rainer in my bed last night? Would I have fallen asleep with him in my arms, his head resting against my chest?

Fuck!!!

BEEP!

The buzzer goes off and my body rockets forward, diving into pure physicality and performance.

I flip and hit the opposite wall without a breath.

Three dolphin kicks.

Break the surface with minimal water resistance.

A single, quick breath.

Churning arms. Rapid-fire kicks.

Closer and closer to the wall until—

I fucked up. I know I did. Not solely because of the radiating pain in my middle finger, but because my stomach is a pit of lead. Not a bubble of waning adrenaline and squishy dopamine.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

At least my speedo wasn’t bulging with a damning size.

I grimace at the scoreboard before I even see it: 21.14 is the time. Not bad, actually. I spot Rainer’s lane, his time of 21.21, and the 4 beside his name that signals his finishing place. Fourth out of eight swimmers. Wait…

There’s no number beside my name.

Shit on a stick.

No number means I got disqualified. No place, no points. Maybe I did have a boner on the blocks.

“False start,” Coach Harley says without looking at me, her voice deep with disappointment, as I stride over to the bleachers with my jumbled thoughts and jammed finger. There’s nothing more to say, so I nod and go warm down. But here’s the unspoken: Fuck up again and you’re finished.

I can’t fuck up my first chance at being a freshman on an upperclassmen relay…

I catch Rainer stepping in my direction, then he veers off course. Smart. Smarter than me. I’m still thinking about following him.

Not even the coldest shower nor a second, much shorter massage from Tilly or a considerate check-in from Brighton is enough to get me focused.

I go to the locker room and try to jerk off in one of the stalls like an idiot, but there’s little arousal now. Only shame. Not sure how that gets released.

As I step out, Rainer bumps into me. We nearly knock each other over like slapstick comedians. His lips are bruised like someone punched him. Something flares inside me, my fists clenching.

“I ate shit in the middle of the hallway when I…” Rainer drops his head. “Sorry for all that. I came at you like a wild animal instead of respecting your need for a restful night.”

“It’s not your fault. I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t stop thinking about… I went out there to knock on your door but I chickened out.”

Rainer touches the mark his mouth left near my nipple. “I got off twice before I saw you. Even with my roommate awake.”

“Good swim, by the way.”

“You, too.” Rainer cringes. “The time was good, I mean. Faster than mine.”

“A false start faster, yeah.”

“It happens, Cloud.”

I take a step back. His voice is so soft and serious, it sounds alien. Something’s using Rainer as a disguise to get to me.

“It won’t happen again.”

“No… it won’t. We’ll make sure of that… right?”

We stare at each other, hands tingling with the need to grab, caress, stroke. Lips burning with more hunger than soreness. Smashed and cut but still red-raw with a shade of lust.

If one of us doesn’t step away…

“Hey, fuckers. Get back to Coach.”

We leap away from each other and stare at Parrish. He towers over us, his face conveying anguish and his body conveying the threat of punching us if we dissent. An ice bag is sealed over his shoulder. Not an uncommon sight—except in the middle of the meet. You don’t bother with inflammation that way unless you’re done pushing your body for the day. Unless you’re no longer swimming your remaining races…

“Fucking try me,” Parrish growls at Rainer, even though all he did was breathe.

I step between them. “Back off. We’re going.”

Something flashes in our co-captain’s eyes. Something worse than anger. Defeat.

“Relay’s getting reshuffled,” he says before plowing past us with his uninjured shoulder. I watch him go, but Rainer pulls me along.

“Damn, you don’t think…?”

“I’m trying not to. At the moment.”

Rainer’s face lights up with excitement. Everything I just witnessed falls away, replaced by a cocky swagger that should feel more encouraging than it does. It feels like he’s floating while I’m sinking.

“No fucking way.” He slaps my speedo ass with camaraderie and zero sexual energy. “Two rivals on one relay.”

I swallow and nod, chasing after Rainer’s giddy gait like I’ll lose my way without it.
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SOME PEOPLE SAY I strut. I’ve never agreed. Confidence is a walk. It’s all posture and pace. But as our upperclassmen—two freshmen should warrant a name change—relay gets behind the blocks for the 200 freestyle relay, I lead the way. Even though I’m the second leg.

And I fucking strut.

It’s Cloud, then me, then Jance, then some fucking giant of a senior whose name is inconsequential to how fast he’s going to tear up the water as our anchor.

Cloud’s nervousness kills the vibe a bit, no matter how many times I remind him he didn’t false start during his 100 free race—a race I barely remember. Since discovering Parrish’s injury garnered me a promotion to the big leagues, I swam the next race while thinking only of the relay. Even when I occasionally tongued my sore lips, last night’s indiscretions felt like someone else’s concern. Someone who isn’t on a motherfucking relay, baby.

Regardless of my reassurances, Cloud’s touch on the wall will send me off the blocks. Our timing will be impeccable. Our synergy, unmistakable. Our shared arousal—that will wait for tonight’s celebrations.

Fucking upperclassmen relay. Father will be pleased.

And then I shut Father out of mind with a few deep breaths. I slap Cloud’s ass again, still surprised at how much it jiggles. He moves away from me and I let him go. No need to cramp his uptight style with my loosey-goosey one. 

Loose now. But so, so tight later, I wanna whisper to him. 

Jance moves in behind me, squeezing my shoulders. “Don’t be nervous, freshman. You’ll do great.”

“The only thing I’m nervous about—”

—is retching if you touch me again, is what I don’t say. Dissing a one-night roommate is one thing. But a relay team member? That’s a whole different level. Assholery has its standards like anything else. My insults have no place in the sanctity of the relay. “I’m good. But thanks.”

Jance laughs and slaps my ass so hard my hole twitches. I make a note to stop doing it to Cloud. It’s not as encouraging as I thought. Even when it’s meant to be more bromanship than sexual.

A whistle. Cloud climbs the block. The swimmers take their marks.

BEEP!

Off they go, Cloud looking majestic as fuck as that diamond-hard body cuts through the water. I watch him until he flips at the far wall. As he heads back towards me, I step onto the block and extend my hands outward to frame his nearing body. My hands lower as he closes in—I throw them up and around, swinging my arms in a circular motion full of momentum. Cloud’s fingers slam the touchpad as my body pitches forward, toes leaving the block with the smallest margin of overlap. A safe relay exchange.

I don’t even remember the rest. But I know I’m fucking fast.

My whole body lights up the moment I hit the wall, a human lightning rod struck by a bolt of perfection. Jance’s body sails over my head, then I press out of the pool. I cheer until the senior swimmer dives in, then I allow myself a bit of screaming.

Hot damn. What a race!

A difference of .04 seconds—we nab first place!

I throw my arms around Cloud and kiss him—his head jerks to the side, so I only catch his cheek. I’m outta my fucking mind, but at least coherent enough to cover my tracks. I kiss Jance and the senior’s cheeks too, looking like an affectionate idiot. Jance smiles back at me, dazed, while the senior looks confused.

Who fucking cares! First place! For a relay win!

The rest of the meet goes by beneath me. Nothing disturbs my reign from cloud nine. I say words, I slap backs, sometimes asses, and cheer my throat raw.

I’m not sure I slow down until I climb onto the charter bus and smirk at Cloud. He nods but then stares out the window.

Really feeling myself, I take the seat next to him and Tilly, nearly squashing Brighton in the process. “Hey, Big B! How was your 500 free?”

The twerp blinks at me, mouth agape. Eventually, he says, “It was good. Faster than I thought I would be. Did you want me to move or—”

“No, no, no! Just a change of scenery for me. Maybe a new friend or two.”

The size of his puppy dog eyes almost makes me laugh. He must be that desperate, where the barest compliment and briefest attention prime him to hump my leg with gratitude. That’s probably why he’s always all over Cloud. Take pity on a stray, and all they wanna do is stay.

I turn across the aisle. “Tiffany, how’d you swim?”

“It’s Tilly,” she says. I shrug and smile, which has minimal effect. “Not the best. But not the worst.”

“I’d ask you, too, Sunny. But I already know how winning feels.”

Cloud nods again, but no look this time. What’s his fucking deal? How are we not on the same winner’s high right now?

Tilly glances between us, her mind clearly trying to solve some nosy mathematics. I turn back to Brighton, who’s probably two more compliments away from following me home and begging outside the door.

“Nice job kicking ass today,” Jance says from above us. He passes through the aisle, but not before squeezing my shoulder with a lingering touch that almost makes me roll my eyes. A surprising number of straight guys like to milk the slightest homoerotic tension. Just another line to tease and pretend you aren’t crossing it.

The moment he leaves, I feel some kind of heat coming my way. “Actually, this seat is taken,” Brighton says.

“Saving it for your nonexistent boyfriend?” I’d pull that jab back if I could. Sometimes my attitude is all reflex. I try to smooth it over with a just kidding smirk, but Brighton looks ready to bite me. “Relax, B. Or someone’s gonna mistake you for an angry chihuahua. I wasn’t planning on staying.” I rub his curly-haired head and laugh as he swats at me. “Wow, change of heart much? I didn’t mean to sit between you and your secret lover.”

Brighton gasps—then hits me as hard as he can in the stomach. Which isn’t very hard. But any surprise hit is gonna sting a little. I double over and resist the urge to hit back. Only at the last second. I still get in his face and growl like a scrappy mutt.

Since when am I this reactive?

“Trouble goes to the back,” Cloud says, pulling me out of the seat without gentleness or force. I brush him off and grab my stuff.

And then I wink at him. “Only so you know exactly where to find it.”

I get a shove in the back from Brighton before I can even walk away with my clever line. Cloud whispers Brighton’s name as a reprimand, and if he wasn’t in between us, I’d spin around and knock that jealous pipsqueak on his tiny ass. Is he really that obsessed with Cloud?

Then I see Jance watching us with mild interest. I remember the hand on the shoulder, and then I file that shit away in the Don’t Care to Remember folder. Not my drama, not my mama.

I glance back at Cloud and hold his gaze until Tilly draws his attention away. Whatever. Headphones on, music up. I drop into the solo back seat. Parrish turns and says something to me without his usually stern face, but I don’t care enough to hear it or respond. A bus full of guys and girls with banging bodies, plenty of whom would surely overlook my expensive personality for a banging good time, yet all I can do is fume that the guy I wanna fuck—the guy I won a relay race with—didn’t stick up for me in front of his lame friends.

It’s always been lonely at the top. But I’ve never wasted time looking down. Now, I’m feeling the vertigo no winner should ever suffer through. It’s the only place I’d rather be. If I can’t drag Cloud up here, I’m not gonna risk falling to his level.

Even though I stare at the back of his hard head almost the entire trip home, willing it to open its secrets to me. So I can have some leverage. Without that, why would Cloud ever care enough to look back and see me watching?

By the time we get back to campus, I still don’t have an answer. I shuffle off the bus last. I walk to my dorm alone. When I open the door, Cloud stands in my way. “You can fuck with me, but do not fuck with my friends.”

“You’re the only one I wanna fuck, Sunny.”

Cloud grins and bites his lower lip. The one that still wears the impression of my teeth from last night. “Then apologize to Brighton.”

“Uh, huh?”

“Knowing Tilly, she’s already napping. So you only have Brighton. Go next door, apologize for being an asshole, and then maybe I’ll apologize to your ass and your hole for making them wait so long.”

I drop my bags in the doorway. “If you knew how hard I’m gonna make you come, you’d be making the stupid apology for me.”

“If you knew how hard I’m going to rail you, you’d tell Brighton not to call the cops when you start screaming bloody murder.”

Fuck, that’s good. I slink toward Cloud, but he holds me at arm’s length. “I’m serious. Make it quick before I decide to jerk off instead.” Cloud grips his thick shaft through his khaki pants, and I’m ready to drool all over it.

“Fuck you,” I say with a smile. “I’ll remember this when you wake up in the middle of the night begging for another ride.”

I leave my roommate and his throbbing cock behind to pound on the neighboring door. It opens, but with the imposing Swede. He says nothing.

“What’s Swedish for, get out of my way, please?”

The foreigner grunts. Doesn’t move.

“I need to speak to your roommate.” He shakes his head. “Big B! Come translate so I don’t have to knock out your oafish bouncer.”

“Go away, Rainer.”

Oh, hell no. Not this fucking cockblocker.

I pull out my wallet. “Do you like American dollars? It’ll buy you enough Swedish meatballs to make you sink in the pool. A hundred dollars to get out of your room for five minutes.”

The silent Swede steps past me. Everyone has a price.

I get one step inside before something jerks me backward. I lose my balance and fall on my ass. I’d offer any onlookers a hundred dollars to walk away and forget my mounting embarrassment.

As Brighton’s roommate stands over me, I remember that all good businessmen have a counteroffer in place: I reach up and squeeze a handful of the more personal Swedish meatballs between his legs.

I’m too rich to care about my dignity.

When the big guy goes down with a high-pitched sound, I hop up and shout at Brighton from the doorway. “I’m sorry for occasionally being a sorta-jackass, but I have zero interest in any forms of interaction with that loser Lance Stringfellow.”

Brighton pouts. “His name is Jance.”

“Whatever. I’m sorry.” I toss five twenties onto the rising, ready-to-rage Swede. “For your troubles, chef.” Then I bolt into my dorm and lock the door before I get beat up.

When I turn around, the blinds are drawn and the lights are off. Only a desk lamp illuminates Cloud’s chiseled, naked form draped across my bed. He strokes his cock with either an astounding amount of precum or a generous amount of lube. He leans back, spreads his legs, and fingers the nipple with my hickey.

“Good boy. Now strip.”
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AS RAINER STRIPS, I keep touching and stroking myself. Masking the tension that thrums through my body. Lust, nerves, excitement. And fear…

Fear of pain? I’m not the one getting penetrated. Fear of rejection? I’m pretty sure Rainer’s wanted me this way long before our animosity cooled to casual insults. Fear of…

Me?

“I almost envy you,” Rainer says as he flings his briefs from his toes to the air, then catches them. “You only get one first time. Nothing comes close in magnitude.”

He tosses the underwear to me, but I swat them to the side. Did he want me to hold them? Sniff them? Is he going to bring out toys or tools or—

“Relax, stud. I can feel your brain from here. I know it’s massive, but let’s focus on your other massive, more fun thing.”

“I’m fine. I’ve fucked before,” I lie.

Rainer approaches while thumbing his precum and sucking it off the finger. “Oh? You’re an expert at anal now?”

“…No.”

“Well, I’m…” He pauses for the word, then shrugs. “I’m not a novice. But I won’t push you too fast in the beginning. No reason to overstimulate you to the point of a premature finish.”

“I think I’ll be fine.”

“No, you fucking won’t.” Rainer pries my hands from my cock and pins them to the wall above my head. “I’m gonna take you apart until you’re nothing but a delicious mess. You’re never gonna know how to put yourself back together without me.”

For a moment, I yearn for Rainer to take the lead. To drag me around and flip me upside down. To make me gasp for him with the need of a drowning victim. My cock twitches beneath his gaze, beneath his hot breath. The head weeps with sticky anticipation, as his tongue grazes the length of my shaft.

If I’m doing the fucking, shouldn’t I be on top? Shouldn’t I be tossing or pinning him?

“No,” Rainer says, licking my sensitive head until I squirm. He kisses the slit and sucks straight from the source. “You’re doing everything right. This isn’t a fight. It’s a dance. So follow my lead.”

Rainer swallows my cock and moans on it, sending warm vibrations shooting through my groin. My hips buck and a loud groan pours from my lips. With that expert mouth, Rainer rotates his head each time his lips reverse direction. He soaks me from the head to the base, inhaling my thickness like it’s almost too small for his big mouth. The way he makes my dick disappear into a mouthful of pleasure makes the room spin. If he weren’t pinning me in place, I’d probably knock us both off the bed. Knowing what’s coming makes my body more sensitive, more attuned to each sensation and shockwave of pleasure.

And those wet, needy sounds Rainer’s making…

Fuuuuuuuuck.

I bite down on a pillow until he pauses. Pulls it away and throws it to the other bed. “No, sir. Those fuckers next door deserve to hear every filthy sound.”

“Wait. They’ll know it’s us.”

Rainer scoffs while fisting my slick cock. “You think they don’t already know?”

“We haven’t been careless.”

“No, we haven’t been caught. There’s a difference. I practically watched your girlfriend do the basic arithmetic while we were on the bus.”

“Tilly would tell me,” I say. “If she thought we were seeing each other—”

Rainer stops jerking me. “Seeing each other? What is that? One step below going steady?”

“I don’t know what to fucking call it.”

“Call it fucking.” Rainer laughs and slaps my dick on his wide tongue. “After today, that is. And every day after.”

“I already fucked one of your holes.”

“As amazing as my mouth is, I won’t let you think you have any clue about how this will feel. If I wanted to, I could sit on your cock right now and blow your mind. I cleaned, I prepped, and I told myself you don’t deserve it fast and hard. You deserved to be teased and edged until you’re begging me to release you from pleasure prison. Once I see that controlling death grip in your eyes fade away, I will know it’s time. When you get scared, you run to fuck me—not hide away in that head of yours.”

Too many words. I can’t process them all. If Rainer has any chance of getting what he wants, he needs to shut up.

He clearly needs my help.

“We’ll see who’s in control,” I growl, surging at him and freeing my hands. I roll him onto his back and attack those lips. They’re bruised pillows beneath my hunger. Licking, tasting, nibbling. I bite and squeeze right up to the line of breaking skin before backing off. Then I swallow his uncontrollable moans. Drink in his wild desires and disoriented needs.

I straddle his head and feed him my cock. Rock my hips to drive the head down deep where his throat constricts like magic. His eyes bulge and his mouth drools. His fingers claw down my chest and abs, stopping on my hips to grip them tight.

Even with a mouthful of cock, the bastard is still louder than me.

I pump into his face and lose count of how many times those dark red lips kiss the base of my cock. As he deepthroats me, Rainer pulls harder on my hips. His nose tickles my trimmed pubes, and there’s nowhere else for me to go. Impossibly, my cock feels like it’s piercing the center of his chest.

Fuck him right in the heart, I think. As if that makes an ounce of sense.

I try to pull out, but Rainer clings to me. I suddenly realize the distinct advantage swimmers have at being able to exert themselves with both incredible endurance and cardio. Holding your breath through pleasurable punishment is almost too easy. I pull again, but this time Rainer sits up and topples me. We flip positions—I cry out as he sucks the soul from my body.

“I’m close! I’m close! Stop or I’ll—”

Rainer pops my cock out and pushes those raw, precum-tasting lips into my mouth. He sucks on my tongue. Teases it with his teeth. “You think you’re only gonna come once here? I’ll find every possible edge to push you off.”

“I-I’m ready to fuck you.”

Rainer licks up my cheek and whispers in my ear, “Not even close. Every orgasm is gonna bring us closer to that place where you finally let go.”

“Yeah? And what are you holding onto?”

Instead of answering, Rainer pushes my chest back down and rides my cock with his mouth. I groan in a matter of seconds. The type of groan that signifies an eruption. I thrust into Rainer and hold his head down. Not that he needs any help taking my entirety, load and cock both.

I explode in his throat, as a litany of fucks slip from my mouth in hushed pleas. I writhe in bed, but Rainer’s face and hands hold me in place. No sort of wild-bronco bucking will stop him from draining me to the last drop.

Then he sits up and smiles. Shows me how my big load is ready to overflow from his glistening lips. Then he downs it all in one swallow and sticks his tongue out as proof.

“Fuck,” I whisper.

“Soon, sexy.”

Rainer dives back down on my cock and milks it for all its post-orgasm sensitivity. I yelp and laugh and grunt. But he ensures I lose control. Little by little. Until I wonder how I’m going to survive his ass.
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MY ASS is annoyed. It twitches like a tapping foot. The rhythm of impatience. Each moment I toy with Cloud, unspooling wonderful sounds from his mouth or tasting and groping each morsel of his perfect body, my ass checks its watch. When I cup his balls and jerk another salty load of his onto my tongue, my ass clears its throat.

My ass is getting tired of waiting. But what if I’m not ready?

I’m sore, tired, and out of breath. Even though my cock’s been raging the whole time, I almost consider falling asleep. I’m finally about to get what I’ve been lusting over for almost a month, and now I’m about to call it quits?

Fuck, no!

But my body lies next to Cloud. Not on top, not underneath. With an exceeding number of positions I could take for him to be inside me, I have no excuse.

Except one:

What if I’m not good?

The thought sounds like a punchline but echoes like an ultimatum. I always build myself up. I rarely fall short. There’s confident, there’s cocky, and then there’s Caraway. My family’s legacy doesn’t allow for shortcomings, let alone fits of confused self-esteem. In money, in education, in athletics. No room for a conscience or a weak will. This is some kind of amnesiac personality-shifting shit. But there’s been no head trauma. No psychiatric break.

Only Cloud.

I want him inside of me—is he already there?

“I think that’s my move,” Cloud says, tapping on my forehead. “We can’t both be overthinkers.” His voice is mellow but thick. Soaked in ecstasy and a little scratchy from all the noises I’ve made him make. “One of us has to be impulsive. Reckless. Thoughtless. Crude. Dramatic.”

“Save some superlatives for yourself, sheesh. I’m just winded. I didn’t expect so much excitement.”

Cloud’s fingers trail down each ridge of my abs. They trace a hip bone. Glide across my swollen cock. “It’s been an exciting day in more ways than one.”

“I never have a daily limit for victories.”

“We already shared one win today.”

“Barely,” I say, fidgeting as Cloud’s fingers descend to my balls. Then a little lower. “Your leadoff was almost two-tenths slower. We could’ve creamed them instead of letting it be a close finish.”

“Doesn’t that make it more exciting? If we finish as closely as possible.” Those curious fingers find my taint and apply pressure. I melt and rock my hips. Watch my cockhead bounce on my hard stomach. “I don’t know a lot about… this, but… I’m pretty sure you haven’t been edging me.”

“Are you literally going to complain about how I’ve gotten you off in like three different ways? ‘Cause you’re the first person I’ve been this generous with.”

A goofy smile spreads across Cloud’s face. Any smile looks out of place on the bone structure of a brooder. Only the weariness in his eyes fits. A heaviness that sinks into those deep blues. “What’s so special about me?”

“You’re fucking hot.” I shrug. “But you don’t act like it. Which is infuriating. And hot.”

“Well, if I’m fucking hot, then you’re… goddamn gorgeous.”

Cloud’s rough fingers poke at my hole, probing and a little uncertain. I reach down and maneuver his hand with more force and direction. “A line like that might make a girl wet. But my hole doesn’t want you to play nice. It wants you rough. Preferably with lube, though.”

“I don’t think I have any.”

I laugh and roll my eyes. Then I lock my gaze with Cloud’s and lift his hand between our faces. I suck on three of his fingers and wet them with whatever spit I have left. “See if you can count to three.”

As Cloud’s hand returns between my legs, I reach for the box I snagged last night. I find a condom packet that hopefully fits and a half-used bottle of lube. I tear the packet with my teeth on the third try and stroke Cloud’s semi-hard cock until it’s big and proud for the next round. I carefully fit the condom on and almost cheer when it doesn’t break. Then I squirt a generous amount of lube onto it. Cloud shivers and makes a face, but his concentration remains on fingering me. So far, he’s oh-and-three.

“You’re not gonna hurt me,” I say, stroking his cock and marveling as it grows to accept my smearing of lube. “One, two, three.”

Cloud presses his teeth into the lip I bit last night. His focused face is kinda cute. It almost distracts me from the filthy squelching of his fully erect, fully lubed cock.

Almost.

A finger slides into my hole, and I sigh. Some guy ate me out at a graduation party before summer. I’ve been fingered before that twice, I think. One was a clueless guy and the other was a very curious girl. But every other time… I’ve been in Cloud’s position. Opening up someone who’s begging to be filled.

A second finger pushes through, and I clench up.

“Fuck,” Cloud says. “That’s tight, that’s so—are you okay?”

“This isn’t my first rodeo, cowboy.”

A third pops in and stretches me to the point of gasping. I’d cleaned myself and played with my hole in the shower last night, but I’d underestimated the definition of preparation for a fucking of this size.

And that’s not even his cock…

“I never thought I’d say this to Rainer Caraway but… relax, man.”

Cloud leans over and kisses my chest. Takes each nipple and sucks them between his teeth. He goes lower, kissing my cock from head to balls. All the while his fingers slow dance inside me. I feel the ring of muscles loosen as he creates space inside me. Space for him. For his shape, his size, his need.

As Cloud takes me in his mouth and divides his attention between sucking me and finger-fucking me, I do relax a bit. And I think about how it felt to watch him swim toward me today instead of against me. How we worked together for the win.

How I almost fucking kissed him afterward.

It would’ve been an easy gesture to manipulate. To turn something genuine and spontaneous into an over-the-top joke. Any teammate who knew us would’ve thought I was playfully harassing him in the heat of celebration.

But the one person I couldn’t fool, who felt a twinge of disappointment at the contact with a smooth cheek and not soft lips…

As Cloud takes me deeper in more ways than one, I think, Make that two people.

If we’re fooling each other, does that make us both fools?

Is this a foolish game with no winners?

Can anything feel sweeter than a split-second clinch of victory?

“Are you ready?”

My eyes focus on Cloud’s face. “For what?”

His cockhead teases my hole. “For me.”

“For your fat cock, yeah.”

Cloud starts to respond, then drops his head. How was he expecting me to respond? This isn’t lovemaking, right? It’s a fat cock and a hungry hole.

Before I can wonder if my crudeness is another unstable defense mechanism, Cloud grips my hips and presses into me. We shift in tandem. A slow undulation of give and take. His cock eases in painfully slow and painfully full. I clutch two handfuls of sheets—until one of Cloud’s hands finds mine.

I’m so flabbergasted by the hand-holding, I barely register him slipping inside me.

Just kidding. I fucking feel it.

I moan the purest form of ache. That perfect division between pleasure and pain. When the three-quarter length of his cock threatens to wreck me, the pain wins.

Then Cloud kisses me. More warmth and tenderness than I deserve. He rolls his hips and eases further past my entrance. He bottoms out, then starts thrusting with care and consideration.

And suddenly it’s all pleasure.

The kind that elicits sounds that are borderline embarrassing. But all I see is Cloud’s handsome face searching mine for signs of discomfort. His hulking body lifts above mine as he thrust, thrust, thrusts. “Harder. Fuck me.”

He kisses me again. Too fucking sweetly. My tether to reality frays. I’m lost at sea and the life preserver’s getting severed. All I can do is keep my head above water as this boy tries to plunge me into the depths.

“Fuck,” he growls. “I can barely fit.”

“Fuck harder.”

“Rainer, is this how it’s—” Cloud breaks off with a cry. He pumps into me harder now, swept up in his own wave of bliss. We’ll drown together. The watery grave of a forever embrace. Fucking at the bottom of the ocean like there was never a time when we were separated.

“I’m almost—fuck, please—harder, dammit! Right there!”

I cling to Cloud as my body tries to float to the surface. Our sweaty muscles unite. Our panting breaths entwine. His cock punches a hole through whatever facade I was hoping to maintain, and it deflates like a cheap raft. I sink…

And then I come. So. Fucking. Hard.

With every smack of the bed frame to the wall, a blast of cum shoots up to my chest and throat. I stick out my tongue and taste my release on the next spray. And Cloud dips to kiss it from my lips.

Then he’s coming, too. Ramming inside me as his muscles pulsate above me. He throws his head back and nearly splits me in half with a final thrust, then collapses on top of me. My sticky mess seals us together, as his heart thuds against mine.

“You were right,” Cloud whispers.

But I wasn’t. I never actually thought all this would lead to…

I close my eyes and wrap my arms around his broad, bulky body. And for a moment, we’re no longer in the water.

We’re flying into some unreachable sky.
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TIME SOON FALLS into three distinct shapes: the first is a blur, and that’s made of eating, sleeping, and struggling to stay awake through my freshman courses (of which only Intro to Film with Tilly keeps my eyes open, barely); the second is a loop, following swim practices and weight room training with more practices and more training; the third is Rainer. The shape of his body. Writhing beneath me. Bouncing on top of me. The shape of his smile, which tempts, teases, and tickles me, sometimes all in the same bout of sexual frenzy. Hard and tan. Sharp and pearly. His body undoes me and his smile makes me whole again.

If I had a calendar, every month would have a picture of Rainer Caraway in some obscene pose with a filthy look on his face as he prepares to smear and smother me with every dirty desire.

Except it hasn’t been months. It’s been one month of this beautiful mayhem. Not even. And the month before that, we battled daily. Maybe I really should get a calendar…

The life of a college swimmer is composed of ritual, discipline, and the beating of your limits. A second faster. A lap more. A set longer. Extending the edge beyond where your self-belief ends.

For a college swimmer fucking his roommate and racing him constantly during practices, that self-belief gets edged so much harder. You forget me, forget him. Suddenly, every thought is us.

But what if there isn’t an us?

“Is it just us tonight?” Tilly asks the microwaving popcorn bag. “Just the three of us?”

I glance at Rainer’s empty, unmade bed. The assorted pillows that have seen things. Have been stained by things. It must be a rich person thing to have a growing collection of pillows but only one head. I glance down at the wide expanse of my chest stretching my shirt taut. I got his two favorite pillows right here.

“Cloud? You know Brighton doesn’t like it when Rainer shows up unannounced. And… I don’t really like it much, either.”

At some point, the time to tell my best friend that I was fucking my roommate had come and long since passed. I know she knows, but there’s never a good moment to bring it up. She barely knows Rainer. But she knew Zane. She knew what happened—or suspected, at least. And she might ask the question I’m dreading to hear from anyone outside my own head: So now you finally like guys?

No guys. Only a guy. A guy I like to fool around with, to suck off and play with his hole and spin him around on my cock like an amusement park ride. We don’t hold hands. We don’t whisper sweet nothings. We don’t cuddle.

Well, Rainer lays his head on my chest a lot. Because he likes my pecs. To suck them, fuck them, come all over them.

I feel the blush and wait for it to pass. “I think he’s got some family stuff this week. Haven’t seen him much.” Only long enough for him to blow me in bed after my nap and for me to plow him between afternoon classes and our second practice of the day. “He’s kinda been laying off the asshole antics.”

An almost-eye-roll from Tilly. “Maybe something’s distracting him. A lot.”

“Maybe.”

Rainer and I still challenge each other in the pool. Our competition is the air we breathe through every chlorinated hour. But some of the teammates have noticed how little we bicker or taunt. Rainer was much better at keeping up appearances than me, but I got the feeling it was a good thing to fight less. Curious and surprising. But nobody’s going to complain about a more cohesive team and fewer outbursts or arguments. Especially with our 200 freestyle relay.

Parrish McGinty is out. Awhile, at least. A flare-up of an old rotator cuff injury. He’s with the athletic trainer a lot of the time now and is restricted in how he can practice. Whenever I see him, I’m amazed at how he can wear so many ice bags while his temper cooks at a rolling boil. If me and Rainer fucking hadn’t mellowed us out, I’m sure he would’ve ripped both our heads off by now. Rainer once asked him how he was feeling—with zero sarcasm—and Parrish lifted him off the ground with his only good arm.

All of which means Rainer is staying as the second leg of the relay. I’ve led us off through two more swim meets, and each time it feels like the perfect exchange. The smallest fraction of time between my fingers touching the wall and his toes leaving the starting block.

Maybe it’s because I’ve been inside of him. Who says sexual synergy can’t translate to athletic performance? Hard bodies making a splash together, regardless of the location.

Now I’m starting to think like him.

“Cloud, Brighton’s already holding the rec room for us,” Tilly says from the doorway. “If someone else tries to take it, you know how he is with confrontation.”

Brighton never wants to trouble anyone—aside from that time he nearly attacked Rainer on the bus after our first swim meet. Nothing like that has happened since, so I know it didn’t have anything to do with me…

“Seriously? Do I really have to shout multiple times in the same conversation to get your attention?”

I hop off the bed and follow Tilly into the hall. “Sorry, Till. I’m just tired from everything.”

“You should get more sleep… in your own bed.”

Tilly heads for the rec room down the hall, but I hang back. “It’s not what you think.” Shit. No good ever follows that clichéd line. “Maybe it is. Partially. But not as bad. As you might think. It is.”

Tilly studies me from afar, fluorescent lighting obscuring the emotions on her face. “Can we just watch the movie and eat popcorn?”

“Yeah, of course.”

After giving me a weak smile, Tilly heads into the rec room. I close my dorm door, but not before taking another look at Rainer’s bed and willing there to be a cocky, naked teammate spread out on it when I get back.

Movie. Popcorn. Friends. No sex. I used to live this life for many years. Fucking a rich asshole shouldn’t change everything. No matter how tight and hot that asshole feels.

“Magnus scared away a group of frat guys,” Brighton tells me, as he bounces on the couch in his oversized sweater, tiny shorts, and fluffy socks. “I didn’t know Swedish could sound so scary.”

The man in question doesn’t even shrug from the far sofa chair. He sits with his arms across his chest and long legs stretching to the footrest. His face is blank, not quite bored or cold. Stoic from head to toe.

Minus the strip of brightly colored underwear peeking out above the low-slung waistband of his sweatpants. His machine-gray eyes dare me to comment, so I smile and turn away. Maybe it’s the only splash of colorful self-expression he allows himself. To contrast with all the dark clothing and minimal socializing.

“Spending part of the year in near-constant darkness makes them pretty intimidating.” I look back at Magnus, but he’s waiting for the movie to start. And Brighton’s glancing around, waiting for something else. “What?”

“Are we waiting… for anyone?”

Tilly scoffs, and it’s such a strange sound from her that my heart stumbles. Am I being a terrible friend by keeping this Rainer business from her, even when it’s getting more obvious by the week?

“Nope. All your favorite people are present and accounted for. I didn’t know Magnus was joining, so I only have the one—”

Magnus pulls out his own bag of popcorn. Extra large. Extra buttery. He takes a crunchy bite with comedic timing that catches us all off-guard. Even Tilly giggles. But her eyes are still a bit uneasy as I reach into the bag for a handful of our shared popcorn.

As the movie plays, the tension melts onto the popcorn we quickly consume. We pause in the middle for me to make another two bags—swimmers are human garbage disposals—and I guiltily send a text to Rainer asking him what’s up.

When the movie ends forty-five minutes later, I get a text back. Licking the butter and oil off my fingers, I open it. No words, only a video. It starts playing before I realize it, and the sound of fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck (the only language ultra-horny Rainer speaks) spills out with such needy breathiness, I nearly fall off the couch trying to shut it off.

“What was that?” Brighton asks. I can’t tell if the innocence is real or if it’s a permanent feature of his rosy cheeks and soft bone structure.

“Someone’s joke story I clicked by accident,” I say, grabbing a pillow to cover my crotch. “Who wants more popcorn?”

Back in the dorm and next to the microwave, I pull out my hard dick and watch the clip of Rainer fingering and stroking himself for the camera. He’s on a huge bed with even more fancy pillows, panting and eyefucking me through the screen. I watch the clip several times on repeat before my release threatens to explode. It hits me so quickly, I only have the chance to lean back on the wall and aim the load at myself. I come all over my shirt and soak it through before sliding down the wall.

With the awkwardness of someone who doesn’t take a lot of selfies, I snap a pic of the mess and text it to Rainer. Then I hurry to change shirts and grab the popcorn.

In the rec room, I hand one bag to Brighton and the other to Magnus, who looks up at me and squints. “You got some butter on your neck.”

I wipe the errant cum away with my shirt collar as Brighton pouts. “You started eating without us?”

A ghost of a smirk crosses Magnus’s lips before he goes back to ignoring me. Maybe the guy’s got a little more color than just the secret underwear…

We attempt a second movie, but everyone passes out within thirty minutes. I wake up for the ending, which has two celebrity actors making out in the middle of the street as a crowd cheers. Who chose a rom-com?

I lift Tilly from the opposite end of the couch and carry her to her dorm room. Since her roommate is the biggest partier out of all the freshmen swimmers—an irony that Tilly never fails to bring up on the daily—the dorm is empty. I lay her in her bed and tuck her in, feeling like I should wake her so she’s not alone and disoriented by the change in scenery.

Instead, I watch her. A mouthful of words that fit into both apologies and pleas crowd the space behind my lips. A space that tastes like Rainer, even in quiet, chaste moments. But these words are for my best friend, and it’s not the first time I’ve held them back while she dreams. I haven’t given much thought to how my extracurriculars with Rainer may be weighing on her, even as the suspicion grows in her eyes. It’s not the first time she’s had to share me with another guy. Rainer’s no Zane—fuck if they even deserve to be in the same sentence—but the distraction can still hurt. Feelings kept in check can still be trampled. I know how long Tilly and I dated. Not how long she somewhat secretly harbored that more-than-friends interest beforehand. And afterward—she swears it no longer exists. That I would choose to be so intimate with an obnoxious, self-involved rival and neither my pining best friend nor the other best friend who came out to me on the night of a rainstorm.

What would Zane think? Even as Tilly and I watch some of those old movies in film class that he unsuccessfully used to make us watch for fun, does he know I’m thinking of Rainer stretching around my cock and clinging to my sweaty body? Is he laughing at me because I gave into wild urges with a guy whose life is one wild urge of entitlement and excess?

Or is Zane stewing like Tilly, upset because I’d rather get off in a reckless arrangement than return the feelings of two people who have known and trusted me more than I deserve?

“Fuck.” The tears prickle my eyes. It feels blasphemous to Zane’s memory and Tilly’s sleeping company. I can’t even spend an evening with friends without jerking off to a faraway Rainer Caraway. Now I’m about to cry because I can’t stop getting naked with him when he’s nearby? “Fuck!”

Tilly stirs and I jump up like an idiot, racing from the room. Rather than let her see me teary-eyed in the dark.

I give Brighton the same treatment but at a faster pace. Magnus is far too heavy and would likely snap my neck if he awoke in my arms. I stick Brighton in his bed, but he clings to my shirt. Almost pulls me on top of him.

“Don’t go, Jance.”

The third leg of our relay. Always chill. A laid-back goof. Explosive power in the water. And that’s pretty much all I know. Has Brighton mentioned him before?

Have I been listening to anything this last month?

“It’s okay,” Brighton says. He gives a final tug, then releases my shirt. “I’ll wait.”

I resist the urge to ruffle his curls goodnight, in case he tries to sleepcuddle me again. So I leave. And almost bump into Magnus. He’s taller but leaner than me. I still hop backward. Those eyes generate their own cold light. “Next time you fuck, play some music like every other decent neighbor.”

“Yeah, sure. Sorry.”

Does everybody know about me and Rainer?

I check my phone as Magnus closes the door on my ass. No response. I consider crawling into his bed and jerking off again while I inhale his scent and record a proper video to send back.

But the moment I get a whiff of that woodsy, citrus scent, I fade away. Letting go of my cock and leaving my sweatpants around my ankle, I roll over and spoon the pillows.

There are enough of them to shape Rainer’s body in my arms.
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I STARE AT CLOUD’S bare ass as he spoons my premium-feather pillows and wonder how much trouble it’d be worth to open him up there someday. I don’t really want to fuck him, but I love seeing his mind unwind. All those tense muscles unravel. The way he fucks me makes me think he’ll never wanna give up topping. But sometimes, during the end of a blowjob, I let a finger sneak along his taint and he softens. Just so.

I take a picture of his current state to jerk off to later, even though my cock’s already out and getting hard. Mostly because if I’m not fondling myself, I’m afraid I’ll crawl into bed and… cuddle.

Am I jealous of a bunch of bougie pillows?

Cloud rolls onto his back with a cute sleep noise, and his rock-hard cock rolls from one hip to the other, banishing my fears of sudden spooning. I hop into his empty bed and jack myself harder. No practice, no early classes, and a sexy man in my bed. These are what mornings are made for.

Right as I kick off the bundle of pants around my knees and prepare to make a big mess, my phone rings. I ignore it, letting the lust in my groin overpower any dread in my belly.

Until it rings again. That means only one thing.

Two, actually. Father is calling. And my arousal is as good as gone.

I tug Cloud’s sheets over my bare bottom half and answer on the last possible ring. No one speaks. Because my father knows that silence is insubordination when your son has the chattiest mouth in the entire family. Whatever he has to tell me will wait until I’m ready to listen.

“…Yes? …Sir?”

“How long will it take you to pack up your essentials?”

Cloud rolls onto his stomach and scratches his ass. He may as well be a stray dog for how much interest it now brings me. Father’s question cuts through any reality beyond this phone call. “What?”

A deep sigh. World-weary but practiced. Like a feint in the middle of sparring. I may fall for my father’s misdirects, but not without recognizing them. “I thought our discussion last night had a clear, advantageous outcome.”

“What discussion?” I had dinner at my parents’ house last night while visiting for the weekend. A once-a-month stipulation for the payment of my education. Although, it’s a toss-up as to who looks forward to it the least. My mother once stated that each of her offspring took a piece of her love while exiting the womb. A piece from a whole, which meant each successive son had less to take. Ergo, I’m the most dickish because my three brothers had dibs at the parent-son adoration buffet before me. She was also drunk when she said it, and I was eavesdropping. Doesn’t make it any less ridiculous. Or less accurate.

If I’m the reason no fifth heir to Montgomery Caraway’s legacy exists, I think I deserve a fucking medal.

“I made the mistake of assuming you were listening at dinner,” Father says. “You’re quite adept at bluffing your way through an important conversation.”

Maybe I should go into business. “Training and classes don’t leave me with a lot of brain cells on the weekend. So, can you remind me… sir? When is this trip happening? It’s gotta be a one-day thing ‘cause I can’t miss—”

Another sigh. More authentic. More irritated. “Not a vacation, Rainer. A move.”

“Move what? Cloud and I—I’m settled in the dorms and my roommate’s not half-bad. Anson can keep the apartment, I don’t care.”

“If that were the case, there would be no issue. Whenever you say you don’t care, Rainer, you are simply deflecting. Not caring about the important things—your education, your future, your family—does not exempt you from all caring. You care about the wrong things. As a parent, it is my job to remind you of your priorities.”

I clench the phone and face away from my naked roommate. As much as I detest my father’s condescension, now is definitely the time to listen. Distractions are an instant liability. Part of me wishes Cloud would wake up, take the phone, and tell Father to go fuck himself. Then I’d hop into my bed with him and we’d kiss and fuck and pretend like my family name isn’t an anchor wrapped around my neck.

“I’ll be outside your dormitory hall in one hour. You can send someone from the staff to get any belongings you leave behind at a later time.”

“I never agreed to this!”

Cloud stirs, so I slip out the door and pace down the hall. “You never had the option, Rainer. But I’m willing to give you a choice right now. Move into the new apartment we have purchased for you—less than a mile from campus, and I have already arranged matters with your residential life coordinator—or stay where you are and pay the remainder of your tuition yourself.”

“I’m on scholarships,” I whisper. Hyper-aware of anyone else in the halls who might overhear. An athletic scholarship, at least. Maybe an academic one as well? I got decent grades in high school. I think. How much is tuition here? Five, ten thousand? “And I’ll pay the remainder with my own money.”

Father laughs. A literal guffaw. It sounds like a cross between an angry yell and a pained gasp. Does he even have a funny bone? “Rainer. Son. Your measly funds may be in a bank account under your name, but I gave you that name. Much as I gave you everything a young man needs to succeed in life. If you choose to squander that as well, you will soon find yourself in a new world. One that will listen to neither your reputation nor your money, as you will be absolved of both. Do you understand?”

Fuck, no. The only thing I understand is that I’m not leaving Cloud. I’m not moving out and accepting defeat within expensive but bare walls. Father can’t cut me off from the funds I already have. I’ll need to scale back. Spend more frugally (Coupons? BOGO deals? Secondhand items?) and pursue a minimalist lifestyle. If I’ve got Cloud and the relay and the team, then I don’t need bougie shit and fancy conveniences.

What better way to reinvent yourself than out of necessity? And desperation.

“Oh, I got it, daddy-o. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to ask around for a finance tutor who can teach me the sacred art of budgeting. See you in a month! Or, since I’m now paying for school, does that mean my monthly visits can now be diminished to major holiday drop-bys only?”

Even in his silence, I can hear my father smiling. It’s calculated. Sharp as a shark’s and smug as a bastard’s. The kind of smile that precedes I hate to have to do this while the rest of the face is hidden under an executioner’s hood.

“Goodbye, Father.”

“So it may seem, Rainer. Give my regards to the Stearns boy.”

I almost miss the mention of Cloud’s surname as I pace the hallway outside my dorm room. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I anticipate your future groveling, but I will allow you all the space and privacy for this new lifestyle change. Best of luck, son.”

“What the fuck does Cloud have to do with this?!”

If it weren’t for the line going dead, I’d kick myself for being so blatant with my weak spot: Cloud. Unfortunately, it seems like Father’s already working on an angle. I may have to make peace long enough to stay between his machinations and the only guy who’s paid more attention to me than to my mouth or my money.

Well, the things that come out of my mouth. The things that go in it—that’s a much more acceptable interest.

“Speaking of morning blowjobs,” I say to myself with a grin.

“Did you get an answer?”

I yelp and nearly drop my phone, finding Cloud behind me with his arms crossed in the way that makes his chest muscles so suckable. He pulled on his underwear but didn’t bother with sweatpants. I must be such a good influence on my formerly prudish roommate. He’ll be an exhibitionist in no time.

“Let’s get you back inside the dorm and outside of those boxer briefs.”

“That was your father, right? Or your brother?” Cloud leans away from my touch. “The angry questioning doesn’t really limit the possible family members.”

“Rich people yell, Sunny. When you have staff and business partners whose salaries depend on pleasing you, you start thinking you can fire your son for disagreeing with you. The yelling covers up the ignorance.”

“If I’m not on the Caraway payroll, why was my name in the conversation?”

I shrug and make another attempt at contact. Cloud lets me flick a nipple, but he pulls back again when I go in with the tongue. “You’re my roommate. You’re guilty by association.”

“I don’t want anything to do with you.”

I almost touch my cheek. A phantom sting from a verbal slap. Before I scramble for a comeback, Cloud unfolds those crossed arms and makes room for me on his chest. I’m feeling too prickly to make any sexy mouth moves while being this close to him. Even with the heightened state of being seen by passing students. I close my eyes and rest on the hard slopes of his chest, slouching to get so low. If I could lift Cloud up to my height, I would. But I’m too busy trying not to look down on him.

“Anything to do with your family,” Cloud clarifies. “Nothing personal. Only the classicism, notoriety, and localized political influence that turn me off.”

“And not the concept of bedrooms for our cars?”

Cloud pulls away. “Fucking what now?!”

I laugh at the dumb joke—and kiss him. On the mouth. In the middle of the hallway.

For a sweet three-second reprieve, Cloud’s mouth melts in mine.

Then his body goes rigid. His arms put distance between us. And a mask of suspicion obscures his handsome face. “I’m not gonna pry. But, give me a heads up if I’ve pissed off the most powerful man in town.”

“It’s his money that’s powerful. Not him.”

“What’s the difference?”

I bite my lip. All worry, no sexy. “Guess I’m about to find out.”
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I NEVER FOUND out what the elder and youngest Caraways were saying about me. Rich people gossip a lot, that seems reasonable. Probably the father telling his son to wash off the stench of lower-middle class before coming home to visit. Or to stop fucking someone who isn’t the beautiful daughter of a wealthy tycoon. 

Not that I would tell my mom about the person I’m sleeping with.

I haven’t even told my best friend.

As I go about my day, I mull over the best plan of attack for breaking the bad news to Tilly. If I want to get past the current tension in our friendship, I need to come clean. About how much of a fucking mess I’ve made.

Not until our Intro to Film class do I find my resolve. Like always, we’ll leave class at night, stop by the little library cafe on the way to the dorms, and then we’ll make a little awkward small talk before splitting up in front of my door.

This is my fucking best friend. Come on!

At some point in the viewing of an obscure black-and-white movie, I realize that coming out to Tilly as Rainersexual, a word Rainer coined and I swore to never repeat to anyone, will be similar to what Zane did with me. And what he was never able to later do with her.

If she asks if I ever had these feelings for Zane…

“I wonder if more people saw the world in black-and-white back when all their movies were that way,” Tilly says. “Or if they even used that dumb phrase back then.”

“Sometimes I forget people could see in color before Technicolor.”

We watch a woman run away from her husband (her neighbor? her lover?) and leave the house. As she cries, she turns her face to the sky. It starts to rain.

How fitting.

I lied to Tilly. After Zane’s death. Or at least, I didn’t tell her about Zane’s feelings. Or my reaction to them. In the version I told her, which became every version I told, Zane came out to me and then left. To give me time to process.

Not because I freaked out in a panic.

Maybe Tilly assumed things. She knew we were almost always together. Closer to each other than we were to her. Then Zane comes out to me, leaves in the middle of a downpour, and never comes back.

…Until the lake.

The old movie ends long after the woman ran out into the rain to shed her tears. I don’t pay much attention anyhow. Not with this conversation looming. I can’t help but wonder how much dread or anxiety Zane held in before he came over that night. Had he tried times before? Had he chickened out multiple times? Whenever I replay memories from senior year to search for clues or meaning, my head gets heavy. My stomach turns sour. Maybe there’s value in the reminiscence, but with less than a year passed, the access comes with a cost. One that’s getting harder and harder to pay. The weight of guilt is exponential.

In the library cafe, waiting for our late-night pastries and teas while exchanging a few words, I hear the plink-plink-plink of rain splattering the windows. As it picks up, I suggest we might as well enjoy our quick snack here and wait for the weather to clear.

“Swimmers afraid of getting wet,” Tilly says, sitting at a small corner table with me. “That tracks.”

“Knowing us, I’ll slip and fall while you try to save me.”

“And you’ll pull me down to break your fall.”

“I was going to say your super strength and cat-like reflexes would save us both.” I sit back and stare out into the rainy night. “I’d never pull you down on purpose.”

“You’re quite heavy to handle. Maybe you’ve gotten used to spending so much time with someone stronger.”

“About that…”

Tilly puts her hands up. “It was only a comment. No passive aggression. No subtle way of asking you to explain.”

“Maybe I want to talk about it.”

“Maybe I don’t.”

The barista calls our order. Tilly leaves me to grab it. When she returns, she drops into the chair hard. “My mother is coming through in full force. Can we start over?”

“Sure.” I extend my hand. “I’m Cloud. You are?”

Tilly fails to conceal her smirk. She hands me my two massive muffins instead of indulging in my silliness. “Sometimes I wonder if we’d be friends here if we weren’t already friends.”

I swallow a mouthful of banana nut goodness. “Come again?”

“If we were strangers. No shared history before coming to campus. We’d be teammates still, but would you have even talked to me by now?”

“Of course. You’re my best friend in all the alternate timelines.”

A wistful smile. Tilly covers it with her cup. “The multiverse of friend zones.” She watches me stuff my mouth instead of responding. “I’m only kidding. That weird movie put me in such a mood. The woman’s role was nothing more than being a sounding board for the male protagonist. Whenever she had a scene alone, she just cried. All this color, and sometimes things are still so black and white.”

I finish one of the muffins and twirl the other in my hands, rethinking my plan. “I’ll be the sounding board. You be the protagonist.”

“Are you implying it’s usually the opposite?” Tilly sips her tea with a knowing smile. “I like listening to you, Cloud. And I’m not bothered by other people doing the same for you.”

“Rainer’s a terrible listener, don’t worry.”

“He must have some good qualities,” Tilly says. “You don’t fight anymore. He’s around a lot now. And you seem… distracted. In a good way.”

“There’s a good way to look distracted?”

“Yes. A way I’ve never seen you look around me.” Tilly blushes, but her cup isn’t big enough to hide both cheeks. “Like you’ve… just had a really relaxing massage and can’t think straight.”

Did I ever think straight?

“I’ve been jealous, I think. Of Rainer, I suppose. But mostly… of you, Cloud.” Tilly sets down her cup and takes my hands. “We’ve been here almost two months. You’re swimming well, training well. You’re on an upperclassmen relay! You’re practically Brighton’s hero, and I see you talking with other swimmers. You’re easy to get along with. And this thing with Rainer… You make him tolerable, Cloud. Being around you domesticates him. Or whatever you call it when rich people stop treating everyone else like the help. And you haven’t asked me for homework help or to borrow study notes. Not even once!”

Tilly lets go and sits back. Drinks the rest of her tea while watching the rain. I reach for any kind of response. I’ve never felt worse from such a long-winded compliment. Especially from the queen of having her shit together. “Til… are you liking it here?”

A strange expression crosses her face. Like I hit the nail on the head and asked her the most inappropriate question ever. I watch her profile angle until she faces me once more. Her face is wistful again, but more tired. “Transitions are hard. You can go back to being the protagonist now.”

“Only if you go run outside and cry in the rain.”

We share a quiet laugh. “I’m only taking the class to reach Feminism in Film. And to honor Zane, because he would have loved all that black-and-white moody baloney.”

“I’m gay, Tilly.”

It comes out of nowhere and everywhere. From the heart, but I suddenly want to laugh. Just kidding! Or hide under the table.

Or maybe run out into the rain and cry.

Tilly smiles until the corners reach her teary eyes. She takes my hands again and squeezes them until they ache. Her mouth opens and closes several times. No words.

Then she gets up and wraps her arms around me. Buries her face in the crook of my neck and whispers something I can’t hear. We stay like that, frozen long enough for onlookers to think it’s some sort of performance art piece in the corner of the library cafe.

“Actually… I might just be Rainersexual.”

Tilly jerks away. Stares into my eyes.

And bursts into a fit of giggles.

It’s only a couple of seconds before I’m dragged into her out-of-control mirth. Feeling ridiculous with Tilly feels like home.

…Maybe I should’ve cracked a joke when Zane—

“Oh my god. RainCloud.”

“What about them?”

Tilly shakes her head. “Not the weather. You. And your boyfriend. Your names.”

Boyfriend?!

If I’d started on the second muffin, I’d be choking by now. Fooling around in the dorm room, or the locker room a few times, or the pool deck for half a time, isn’t the same as holding hands and cuddling and saying babe and and and—

“Was it something I said?” Tilly asks, glancing at the muffin crumbling in my shaking fists. I release the ruined mass of banana nut comfort and wipe my hand with a napkin.

“It’s complicated.”

“I know. At a sleepover once, one of the girls on our high school team—I won’t name names—dared us all to watch some gay porn, and I peeked through my eyes when—”

“Tilly! Please…” I give her a sheepish smile until my fluster fades. “I’m not even sure either of us are gay gay. We just… distract each other. Like you said earlier. We’re not… you know… in love or something.”

“Do you share a bed?”

I flash back to the other night when Rainer and I passed out after sex. When I’d awoken in the middle of the night, the mess we’d made was long dried. And Rainer’s cheek lay on my chest as he drooled on my nipple. I remember touching his bottom lip and feeling the warm breath of sleep on my finger. I don’t know how long I watched him sleep before falling back under.

“…Not really. It’s more like a blowing-off-steam thing.”

“Gross, Cloud! I don’t need to know the acts,” Tilly teases, but then her face hardens with indecision. “Am I… the first friend you’ve told?”

I nod. “It’s really new. If there’s a whole metamorphosis thing, I’m definitely still clawing my way out of the cocoon. No beautiful butterfly yet.”

“You’re already beautiful. Platonically speaking, of course. But, Rainer’s your… first time? With a boy?”

With everything. “Yeah. It’s not like you and I ever hung out with anyone as, uh, fluid as him.”

Tilly’s face cinches up. She’s biting into sour words and working hard to hide it. Ultimately, she wins. Because she doesn’t say what’s on the tip of her tongue. I’m relieved.

And a little concerned.

Could she have known about Zane?

I watch the rain recede from campus. The faintest moonlight replaces it. Time to head home. “Thanks for putting the best in best friend, Till.”

“Of course. Thank you for trusting me with this new part of you. And I promise to be nicer to Rainer when he’s around.”

I laugh and gather up our trash as we stand. “Honestly, if you just kicked him in the balls one random day, I think he’d be a changed man.”

“I don’t want to damage the goods!”

“Don’t worry. His balls are nice, but what I really love is his—”

Tilly shrieks and covers her ears. I chase after her, after laughter, after friendship. The end of rainfall hangs fresh in the air and on the grass, reminding me that storms always end. That no matter how many keep coming, there’s always a respite.

As long as you’re not running away at the first raindrop.
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“WHAT WERE YOU running from?” I ask, as Cloud stumbles in with a big smile and a bigger streak of smudged grass across his wet shirt. He peels the shirt off in that slow, sexy way that stretches all the rippling muscles in his torso. The soaked fabric gets stuck around his head and arms, tempting me to pounce and lick and taste and bite…

If I weren’t otherwise preoccupied. Any minute now, some financial aid counselor could pound on the door and decree me to be too poor for a Caraway in college. That only students who need scholarships deserve them, and that mine were just for show.

If I get kicked out, I’d have nowhere to go. Too much pride to beg Father. No Cloud, no swimming. Get over yourself! Nothing more than fear-based ridiculousness. Now go fuck your boyfriend.

The blood thickening my cock reverses, blooms across my cheeks. Where the fuck did the word boyfriend come from?! How long has it been hiding inside me?

“Not running away. Running here. With Tilly. It was slippery after the rain.” Cloud struggles with removing his partially inside-out shirt. “A little help, please?”

I slide off the bed, grateful he can’t see my blushing face. It wasn’t even the b-word so much as the ease with which it popped into my head. Like it’s been incognito but close, biding its time to leap into my consciousness and scream, Boyyyyyfrienddddd!

Instead of pulling Cloud’s shirt off his head, I kiss his exposed throat. “Did that help?”

“I don’t know. Did you do something? I couldn’t tell.”

I kiss down and around his chest, using my tongue to trace the curves and striation of muscle. I kiss each hard nipple, then drag my lips down his abs until my chin nudges his belt buckle. The heat of his growing cock tickles my throat. “It feels like it’s helping. You are trying to get undressed, aren’t you?” I unbuckle, unzip, and tug down like it’s my nightly ritual. I smile at the first spot of precum in those cheap, bulging boxer briefs. Cloud mumbles something and thrusts into my face. I inhale his musk and open my mouth to feel his shape on my lips.

Who needs a boyfriend when you’ve got a cock like this to play with?

“What are we doing?” Cloud asks.

“Is that a trick question? ‘Cause daily cock-sucking should feel pretty self-explanatory by now.”

“No, I mean, what are we doing?”

I sit back on my heels and tease the blunt head behind the thin cotton underwear. If it’s growing bigger, why is he still asking questions? “I am about to swallow your dick. You are about to grunt and moan about how my dirty mouth blows your mind and your load so hard.”

I yank away the boxer briefs before the interrogation continues. Cloud’s thick member bounces up to greet me, and I catch it with a kiss. Then a slobbering gulp. Then a gag.

Cloud runs his fingers over my head like he’s giving me a scalp massage. I’d rather him grip me tighter and force my face down. Not that I need any help taking his impressive size. Practice makes perfect.

But as his sticky excitement coats the inside of my mouth, his questions stick to my mind. I sigh with a mouthful of tasty cock, then drag my mouth off it with more than a little petulance. “If you want me to fuck you, just ask.”

Cloud sputters, but his cock stays rock hard. “No, I wasn’t—I mean, I’m not saying no to—what I’m saying—I don’t know.”

Scrubbing both hands over his face, Cloud collapses into his desk chair. I crawl over to him and pepper kisses along the inside of his thighs. “Why the extra dose of neuroticism, huh? I thought you had your easy class tonight.”

“RainCloud.”

“Ugh, I used to have a nanny who called me that. If I’d been any older, I would’ve figured out a way to get her ass fired much sooner.” I watch the dick start to droop and quickly lick it back to life. Then I focus on the man above it. “I’m not gonna suck you off ‘til you move past the melodramatics. Or, until you tell me what’s wrong.”

“Nothing. It’s just… I had a nice time reconnecting with Tilly. We’ve been distant, and now we’re better. But it got me thinking…”

I nuzzle Cloud’s balls where they gather on the chair and sigh. “There’s the problem.”

“You don’t think about us?”

“I think about you, Cloud. I think about beating you in the last sprints at practice. I think about how wide your cock stretches me when I bounce in your lap. I think about that playground in the rainstorm when you jizzed all over my face.” I grip those meaty thighs and pull myself up. “I think about how I think about you. When I’m too tired to sleep and you’ve pounded all the cum out of me and you snore really quietly in the middle of the night. That’s when I feel like slipping into your bed and spooning you and fuck! I lie in my bed and pray for sleep ‘cause I’m too sharp to cuddle and too scared to stop thinking about you. If I dream and you’re not there… I wake up with this sick feeling. Like I just threw away a winning lottery ticket without getting it stamped…”

Cloud stares at me with such intensity, it distracts me from his cock. From his body. From the way my breaths become small and insignificant, waiting to be filled with his. “Rainer… that’s not how you play the lottery.”

“My parents never taught me.”

Cloud smirks. Takes my face in his big hands. “About the lottery?”

“About how to woo a boy with metaphors and analogies and shit.”

“Your vocabulary is more ostentatious than anyone I know.”

I hop into Cloud’s lap, rutting my bulge against his stiff cock and smearing its sticky tip along his stomach. “You could get me off with a thesaurus if you knew how.”

“Is that a challenge, Rainer?”

Cloud flings me onto his bed and takes his time removing my clothes. Each new patch of bare skin earns his soft lips and rough hands. He spends extra time on my abs and hips, biting along the twin contours of muscle that lead down to my groin. He whispers things like gregarious and malfeasance and sanctimonious like a naughty thesaurus. Silly and thoughtful and so, so sexy. I’m panting and whining before he’s even reached for the condoms and lube.

…Fuck.

I sit up while Cloud coughs around my cock. I’ll teach him to suck dick like a pro someday, but not today—the day I was supposed to restock my supplies. “Any chance you stopped by the student health center in between your epiphanies and wet grass sliding?”

Cloud pulls his lips off my cock with a wet pop that’s music to my ears. I do love the way his efforts leave those lips red and puffy. And the cute look of concentration in his eyes. For me, taking every last inch of him down my throat is pure bliss. For him, sucking me off is all accomplishment and reciprocity. He flicks his tongue and teases my sensitive head until I gasp. That’s right, fucker. You’re learning from the best.

If only I had taught one of us to pick up protection before all the nakedness.

“Uh, no? Was I supposed to?”

“No, I was. My bad. Not getting fucked tonight will be punishment enough.”

“What if…” Cloud strokes my swollen dick. Talks to it in place of my face. “What if we get tested tomorrow?”

“Okay, but we still need lube. I’m a champ, but ego alone can’t sit on a club that size.”

“Right, yeah, but…” For a moment, I worried I’m gonna nut by accident. It’d be hot as fuck with Cloud’s face that close, but I don’t want to finish so soon. Something about the way he’s stroking me is almost… endearing? “But if we get tested, and we get lube, and we’re not planning on sleeping with anyone else but each other…”

“Then sure, we’ll bareback.” Cloud looks confused. “You can fuck me without the condom.”

“Can you stop thinking about sex for one fucking second?”

“Seriously?! You’re literally about to make me come! What else can I think about?!”

“Us!” Cloud yells, rising and jerking my thighs with him. My position inverts as I watch him inhale my cock. My legs wrap over his shoulders, and his hungry, angry gaze pins me in place. All I can do is cry out in desperate pleasure—and it’s fucking amazing.

Us.

Sex adds. It’s not supposed to subtract. My lifestyle is a way to get by. To entertain, to distract, to survive. Money and notoriety fill the chasm, but they don’t make a bridge. The Maximilians in my life, the forgotten names of girls I’ve gone upside down and inside out for, the families with not-as-rich legacies. Sex is a way to skip the small talk, the inane banter. The awkwardness of having nothing to discuss except the weather and wealth. There’s no sympathy, no compassion for the bird in a golden cage that’s overstuffed with privilege, connections, and chauffeurs who pick you up from one conquest and drop you off at the next.

I’ve already lost one freedom this week. Two would just be cruel.

But before I can voice my fears, I’m coming at full volume. Taking off like a rocket ship from my bed to the highest of highs. Higher than cloud nine—Cloud Stearns. A height you can’t allow yourself to fall from. Not if you hope to survive the hard impact of reality.

Cloud chokes and can’t swallow all of my load. He still gobbles as best he can, sucking me post-orgasm and making me dance as I dangle from his shoulders. So determined to do me the best pleasure he can manage. Even as I wonder how much this sexual fling will cost us both in the end.

Especially if we bet on each other. No one else. No fallbacks.

“Fuck,” Cloud groans. “You always make it look so easy.”

“Lots and lots of practice. Here, let me help.”

I sit up and throw my arms around his neck, pulling myself up and tugging his body down. We flop back onto the bed together, as I kiss him and clean up his sticky mouth and chin. Even though it’s my release, I only taste him.

Or maybe I’m so used to our combined taste, there’s no longer a separation.

Two drownings don’t make a float…

“Let’s not break something before it’s broken, yeah?”

Cloud eyes me. “Am I expected to know the context?”

“Sex, Sunny. It’s great. Okay, fucking amazing, on most occasions. You didn’t seem like the type that would figure things out so quickly but—you’re great. I’m great. Twice the greatness, so, why subtract?”

“Can the math problems wait until I’m not struggling with my calculus class?”

I roll on top of Cloud and rest my cheek on his chest. It’s scary how natural it feels. How thoughtless. How dangerously beyond casual. “Let’s not change the equation. Exclusivity is a variable. Or a limit. And we’ll get closer and closer but never actually touch it.”

Cloud shifts out from under me. “So you’ve been sleeping with other people?”

“Yes, Sunny. I’ve been fucking every other guy on the team. That’s why they tolerate me now. You should see Brighton in the sack, he’s like a wild animal. A real curly-haired Cujo.”

No smile. No laugh. “You can’t hide behind your humor.”

“I can hide behind anything I fucking please,” I say. “What can’t I afford?”

“Me.”

Cloud swings his legs over the edge of the bed, hard cock and harder face turning away from me with a finality that puts my stomach into free fall. As he heads for the bathroom, I swallow the lump before it can explode into words I can’t take back.

And then I word-vomit anyway. “I chose you over money!”

The loosening of muscles along his broad back tells me to elaborate, so I do. Even though it feels idiotic and desperate. That’s who I am now, it seems. “Dear ol’ dad got me a new apartment. Pulled some strings without asking. Told me I would go back to living off-campus. Alone. That’s what you heard in the hallway when I was on the phone. I said no. So he threatened to stop paying my tuition. I said fuck you—in my head. I’ve still got a ways to go before telling the richest man in the city to fuck off. Even if he’s the most fuck-off-worthy parent around.”   

Cloud nods. Doesn’t turn around. He heads into the bathroom. Locks the door.

“Uh, I think you forgot the part where you run back to me and fuck the living daylights out of me ‘cause I did something really special and meaningful!”

The silence constricts my throat and ices my veins.

Maybe I fucked up. Maybe I fucked up big time. In more ways than one.

I hug my knees to my chest and wait. Cloud’s right. I’ve got nowhere to hide now. Who am I without my refuge? No meaningless sex, no clever-but-douchey persona, no financial cushion protecting my ass. College is about change and identity, but all I’m doing is casting away pieces of myself like used goods. And no one’s thanking me for my donations.

Not even the one person who’s allowed me to take a step out of the shadow I’ve hidden in all my life.

With nothing left to do or say, I flick off the lights and curl up in my bed. Screw brushing my teeth or putting on underwear. I’m not even sure if I had homework tonight. Fuck all that white noise.

At some point in the night, I’m groggily groping for my bed sheets. They magically descend on my body, as Cloud’s massive warmth engulfs me from behind. His cock tucks perfectly into the cleft of my ass, but it’s not sexual. It’s like finding your keys exactly where you left them. Same as his strong arms wrapping around my chest and locking over my heart. He squeezes me once and kisses the back of my neck.

“Someone was once afraid, and I hid from him. I chose the uncertainty and change growing between us over the boy I knew better than myself. Tonight…” Cloud’s fingers interlace with mine. My lips find his knuckles in the darkness. “Whatever it takes, whatever is growing between us… I’m choosing the boy this time.”
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WHEN I WAKE UP in the morning stiff, sore, and horny from hanging onto Rainer’s body through restless dreams in this tiny, extra-long twin bed, there is no longer a choice—only the chosen: Rainer Caraway.

It seems like fiction. Or a cruel twist of fate. Dramatic irony. But it’s still my decision. Our decision. And whatever ripple effects extend beyond these dorm walls is not our responsibility.

Even if no one wants to see us together.

Fortunately, no homophobes attack us on campus. No bigots stalk us to the pool. Honestly, most people probably don’t notice or even care. Outside of Rainer slapping my ass in the locker room—and then kissing me when I spin around to retaliate—we’re not obvious. Or maybe, it’s so obvious that it doesn’t feel obvious anymore. No weight of repression, no force of sexual tension. Our rivalry remains intact, but it’s absent of crude remarks and aggressive taunts. As much as I want to beat the loudmouth rich bitch—who’s shockingly embracing the occasional silence or lack of condescension—I want to pin him down on the pool deck and tickle him with kisses until he’s breathless with cock ache.

We finish third and fourth in the 50 freestyle during our next swim meet, and we nab first place in the 200 free relay with best split times for us both. The NSU Buccaneers sweep the victory across the men’s and women’s teams, which is the best look for our first home meet of the season.

Rainer and I take our sweet, sweet time in the locker room after the meet. And then we fuck in the showers until we spray enough loads to clog a drain or two. I can’t help but kiss him the entire time we dry off and get dressed afterward. It’s so late by the time we leave, we grab our meal to-go and barely get halfway through it before we’re hard, naked, and coming all over each other again.

We do a lot of laundry. Well, I do. Rainer is still learning how.

By our next swim meet, we’re traveling down the state and heading to the hotel the night before. I make Rainer promise that we cease all sex by eleven (which means midnight at best), but part of me wonders if he could keep me up all night. Swimming well is still as important as ever, with pride, dignity, and scholarships on the line. But when I’m on top of him, inside him, or cradling his face to my bare chest, time is an ocean. We swim, we dive. The current pulls back and forth, never linear. When we surface for air, the day is gone. Sometimes the night as well.

If we’re not careful, we’ll forget how to swim. And stay underwater, drowning in one another with no need for reality’s oxygen.

…It scares me how willing I am to sink with my newfound anchor.

“Happy birthday,” Rainer says, bending over his bag and aiming his tanned bubble butt in my direction. If I hadn’t just come all over his smiling face, I’d be taking him from behind in an instant. In the meantime, I lie on the far bed fully naked and outstretched. More comfortable with my own nudity than I ever thought possible.

“You’re about four months early.”

Rainer tosses a haphazardly wrapped gift at me and almost nails my balls. Then he crawls onto the bed and attaches himself to my leg. “I’m not used to buying other people things. Doesn’t there always need to be an occasion?”

“A nice gesture is timeless.” I shake the box and listen. “Sounds expensive.”

Rainer thinks, then pushes me down for a chaste kiss. “Happy boyfriend day.”

My gut flutters, and I’m pretty sure I blush. Rainer is too busy kissing and licking my neck to notice. “Thanks, but I can’t open it with you distracting me, babe.”

“Then maybe I should’ve bought you a nun’s habit, babe. ‘Cause your tits and dick are a huge distraction.”

I roll my eyes at his nonsense and open the gift, even as Rainer sits in my lap with a full erection already. He’s a goddamn machine. Thank goodness I’ve got the endurance, because no amount of fucking slows or softens him for long.

“Wait… What?”

I hold the plastic packaging in the air and inspect it. Some kind of toy or device or…

“Here’s a context clue, Sunny.”

Rainer flips around and offers his hole to me. As he arches his back and convinces my dick it’s time to go for round we’ve-lost-count, he grabs the TV remote and points it at me. Then at his ass.

Oh. Shit.

“I know how worried you are about distractions. That I’m gonna ride you all night long and then beat you in the pool ‘cause only one of us knows how to win races on no sleep. So, this is how I even the playing field. Tomorrow, every movement I make will have me thinking about that beautiful cock of yours filling my hungry hole. It’s like… resistance training.”

“I think Coach would disagree with you on that one.”

“Should we ask her opinion? I’m sure she’d like to know how you—”

I tackle Rainer off the bed and take him and the butt plug down to the floor. We wrestle and rut and jerk and devolve into a long kiss. “And I get to control it?”

“You get the control,” Rainer says. “The ultimate hard-on for someone who can only stop thinking long enough to swim a race or fuck his boyfriend.” I blush again, and this time Rainer sees it. He pinches my nipple and flips me over as I yelp. “It’s so sexy when you do that.”

“Do what? Cry in pain because I have sensitive nips?”

“Boyfriend,” Rainer whispers. I struggle to keep a straight face. “Handsome boyfriend. Hot boyfriend. My boyfriend.”

I let go. I blush and I smile and I pull Rainer into my body, mouth, and face. I can’t wait to stretch him out on the bed again. I can’t wait to watch him tomorrow with that butt plug tucked into that tiny speedo between plump cheeks.

I can’t wait to secretly fuck him across the pool while everyone watches.

A knock on the door interrupts us. I rush over to it with a growl, ready to dismiss anyone but a coach. At the last second, I remember to hide my lower half behind the door as I open it. “What do you want?”

My voice is already brusque. Almost guttural. The way Rainer likes it. My whisper-fucking. Or fuck-whispering. We have ridiculous names for everything now.

Including one for Brighton, who stands in the doorway with his eyes wide and mouth hanging open. An airless noise gets stuck in his throat. 

“Aw, it’s Innocent Angel!”

I look back at Rainer, who’s still butt-ass naked on the floor but at least covering his junk. Even though speedos leave little to the imagination, the nudity can be pretty shocking away from the locker room, especially for someone like Brighton.

Nobody else knows Rainer’s naked body like I do. Or the things I make it do. A primal sense of ownership causes my cock to swell. Until I remember our shy guest. I block the view of Rainer with the door. “What’s up, Bri?”

“I-I-I wanted some advice. From you. For, uh… I didn’t mean to interrupt if this is a bad time.”

“It’s not. We weren’t—we were, I mean, earlier, but not—”

“All the time!” Rainer adds proudly.

“We’re free. I’m free. What do you need advice for?”

Brighton looks away and stumbles over his words. Can’t find them with the heat rising in his face. His tongue darting over and wetting his nervous lips.

“Sorry, I’ll put on some clothes and come out to you.”

“Awww,” Rainer coos in my ear, smashing into me from behind and wiggling his hard cock against my ass cheeks. “Is Bri-Bri coming to Big Bro for the talk? Listen, Angel, it’s perfectly normal to feel funny feelings in your—”

I slap my hand over Rainer’s mouth and apologize to Brighton, whose blush is reaching volcanic levels. Rainer licks my fingers and moans into my hand while swiveling his hips, bouncing his cock off my ass with those obscene fleshy sounds. In any other situation, I’d be as mortified as Brighton.

In this one, though, as in every one of Rainer’s ridiculous situations, I can’t help but feel my smile and my dick expand to their limits.

“It’s not a sex talk, right?” I ask.

Brighton shakes his head. “I just, uh, was wondering how it felt when you, um—”

Rainer bites my hand away. “I think he wants to watch us, Sunny.”

“One sec,” I say. Then I shut the door and manhandle Rainer to the bed. He moans and writhes on the mattress, but I peel myself away long enough to grab a towel from the bathroom and slip through the door. “Sorry about that.”

Brighton gawks at my near-nakedness until I realize I grabbed a hand towel by mistake. It covers everything. Barely.

I’m not used to being in a state of constant arousal. I think it’s messing with my head.

I clear my throat, and Brighton finally looks up at me with a sheepish grin and full-scarlet face. “I should’ve texted first.”

“It’s fine. What’s up?”

“So, I’m not trying to be nosy, but… how did you know? With Rainer?”

“That I was in love?”

Brighton’s eyes bug out so far, I’m ready to catch them when they pop out. “You’ve said the L-word already?!” he whispers.

“Well, not exactly, but I guess if—that wasn’t your question?”

“No,” he says with a giggle. “How did you know you were attracted to Rainer? Like, you know…” He points at the towel bunched up over my crotch. “In that way.”

“Oh…” I adjust myself, knowing full well Rainer is on my bed ass up and needy, yet here I am so close to knocking out Innocent Angel Brighton with an accidental dick slip. I chuckle and perform the briefest thrust of my hips. “My body made it pretty clear.”

“But you hadn’t been with a guy before, right? Or have you? I didn’t want to assume…”

I lean back on the door and feel the cool wood on my bare ass. “Rainer’s the only one.”

“And you’ve only known him a short while,” Brighton says, more to himself than to me. “Do you think it might have been possible if you had known him, like, your whole life? And then maybe, all of a sudden, those funny feelings and, um, arousal and such could maybe surprise you? Both of you?”

I watch Brighton bounce on the balls of his feet and avert his gaze. He keeps checking both ends of the hallway. Maybe he’s searching for the real person he wants to question.

“Brighton, it’s college.” I reach out with one hand and squeeze his arm, keeping the other one firmly pressed to my groin. “Change is constant. I knew Rainer before, sorta, and I despised him. I still do, sometimes, when he hogs all the covers or kicks me in the nuts when—the point is, whoever you were last year is still a part of you. But it’s not the future you. It’s a package that contains all the pieces. You find those pieces as you move on. In yourself and in others. If your feelings toward someone change, whether it’s a friend or relative or girl or… boy, maybe, then they’re new feelings. We all have them. But we don’t know until we share them.”

Brighton stares at me, tears welling in his big eyes. He nods once—then hits me with that spider monkey kind of hug only pocket-rocket-sized friends can give you. I hug him back, awkwardly bending lower with one arm and making sure he knows how much I appreciate his trust in me.

“Starting the hallway threesome without me?! How dare you.”

Brighton squeals and leaps away, as Rainer gives me an ass slap from behind. I back into him and nudge him inside the room. “Good luck, Bri.”

As the door slams shut, Rainer rips off the towel and deepthroats my semi-hard cock while his knees hit the floor. I flatten to the wall with a lustful groan, praying that Brighton didn’t catch a glimpse of what would surely scar him for life. He’s too pure.

Rainer, on the other hand, is a dirty boy who needs my control. And the moment we get to the pool tomorrow morning, he’s going to regret giving me the chance to consume him from the inside out.
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“I REGRET NOTHING,” I say to Cloud in the corner of the locker room, pulling off my cumstained briefs and using them to wipe the mess off my dick and hip bone.

“What the hell, Caraway?” Captain Kelby chastises me from across the bench.

“If you don’t like what you see, look at someone else’s junk.”

Kelby turns his flustered face to the ceiling. “Aside from being blatantly inappropriate, you forget that we are all abstaining from masturbation until the winter invitational. Coach’s orders.”

At least half the guys in the middle of changing glance at one another with dubious looks. Swimmers may be known for their self-discipline, but self-pleasure is an activity best left to the boundless libidos outside of the pool.

Except for that one midnight swim when Cloud dared me…

“So that’s why you’re so uptight.” I try to nut-tap Kelby with the back of my hand, but the big fucker’s got quick reflexes. “Here I was thinking it was the stick up your ass, when really it’s the massive load begging to be released.”

“Hurry up and get in the water,” Kelby says. As he leaves in a huff, I consider what kind of personality shift I’d undergo if I abstained from all sexual stress relief. Doesn’t seem worth the supposed testosterone boost.

“Your plug is showing,” Cloud whispers, scooting past me. In the crowded quarters of the locker room, he hides his wandering fingers between our bodies. He jostles the plug ever so slightly before exiting, leaving me scrambling to find my speedo before the brief interaction excites me. As proud as I am about how this boy makes my body light up, I’m not about to give a sneak peek to our teammates.

Strangely, it feels more like protecting than hiding. I’m not sure how open Cloud wants to be with his sexuality and the team. I’m not ashamed or uncertain in the least. But there’s something about the secretive nature, something about knowing someone else’s body and mind on a level no one else has access to…

The tiniest jolt of movement zaps the inside of my hole, and I yelp. Warmth floods my groin and my gut. A smirk twists my lips. Let the games begin.

“Are you okay?” Brighton asks, appearing from wherever small koala-boys come from. He averts his gaze while I pull on my speedo and tuck away my soon-to-be chubby. The plug buzzes again, and I bite back a whine. My strained smile convinces, or creeps out, Brighton enough for him to leave me be. I slip into my team sweatpants as my cock hardens, already testing the limits of my speedo. Then I head out onto the pool deck, considering Cloud’s earlier offer.

When I inserted the plug moments before leaving our hotel room, he suggested I take it out before my first race of the day. Instead of heeding him, I countered with a bet: if I beat him, butt plug and all, in the 50 free, he has to wear the plug on our off-day tomorrow.

No rest for the wicked. And that includes corrupting innocent assholes.

Cloud tried to laugh it off, but I saw the gleam in his eyes before he kissed me and shoved me out into the hallway.

Now, he’s gonna make sure I work real hard for my victory.

He should know by now—anal stimulation only makes me stronger.

The thing is, we’re in all the same races. One relay and two individual events. The plug only vibrates when the app’s in use, and he can’t very well be on the starting block with his phone in hand.

But I’ve already come once from the Cloud-controlled electric pulse supercharging my hole. Maybe his goal is to wear me down with orgasms. If Kelby’s stupid reminder holds any truth, then maybe my testosterone gauge will be running on empty before I even get behind the block. I’m not sure on the science, but Cloud would know.

If his strategy fails and I beat him in the race, I’ll have him vibrating and blasting cum tomorrow ‘til he has to crawl into practice on Monday morning.

As the swim meet starts and I chug from my sports drink in the bleachers, Cloud sits beside me. Phone in hand. “How you feeling so far?”

“Peachy keen. Are you sure the app’s working?”

Cloud makes a face but checks his phone. “The app is working fine.”

“Huh. Then I guess it’s a user error. I for sure thought this thing would have me dancing and screaming all along the pool deck.”

“Maybe I don’t want that hole of yours to acclimate too early.”

“Sunny,” I say, leaning in for a whisper and resisting the urge to lick below his ear or suck on the lobe. “This hole already acclimated to your cock. A tiny plug with measly vibrations isn’t going to—”

A miniature volcano erupts deep between my cheeks. And I swear my ass levitates two feet off the bleachers.

“Let’s go, Bucs!!!”

Cheering is the only way I can keep from writhing or moaning or rubbing my ass on Cloud and begging him to stick something else inside of me. A few people join in my cheer, but there are plenty of confused faces as well. Maybe I’m not usually one for excessive team spirit. Or any team spirit, for that matter.

But I’ve got team spirit coming out of the ass today. May as well make good use of it.

“Yeah, Bucs! Get it done!” Cloud adds. Now every one of our nearby teammates is staring. Even Coach Harley. Probably to make sure we’re not on drugs. Her rigid, perfect-spine posture looks out of place to me. I feel so ooey-gooey, posture is an afterthought. Warmth, fullness. Periodic, electronic jolts of excitement are all I need before a race. The Coach Harleys and Captain Kelbys and no-fun-zone serious faces could all use a little loosening up.

“I’ve saved up a lot of testosterone,” I say, as if anyone even asked. Coach Harley’s eyes narrow, then she flicks her sunglasses down and watches the first relay gather behind the blocks. There’s something about the aggressiveness of sunglasses in non-sunny settings that I can never hope to pull off.

I stare at the huge windows on the upper level and the gray-heavy sky beyond them. “I bet this is your favorite kind of day. Huh, Sunny?”

“Why? Because the sky is one big cloud? Did you lube that plug up with vodka or something?”

“Happy asses, happy people. That’s all I’m saying.” I nudge Cloud when he looks away. “If we do some white elephant shit around the holidays, I’m making sure all the gifts have a secret butt plug inside.” 

“…Yeah, okay. We’re taking this out before the relay.”

I spin away and stick my butt far from his reach, bumping into some unsuspecting teammate. “But not before the 50 free!”

Eventually, my pleasure-hype settles down. I’m still thrumming with energy, but at least now I’m keeping my ass planted on the seat. My towel covers the arousal filling my speedo. It’s not the plug as much as it’s Cloud and the satisfied, poorly hidden smirk on his face. It’s almost unrecognizable where it sits, surrounded by jaw muscles that usually clench for frowns and grimaces. Occasionally, his fingers wander to my thigh and tease the skin under the towel, venturing dangerously close to my groin. Without having to look, he knows the layout of my legs. The curves of muscle beneath the almost-smooth skin. Or maybe he’s following the heat.

Any hotter and I’ll leave a puff of steam behind when my body enters the water.

When it’s time to warm up for our race, I stride to the cool-down half of the pool where other swimmers are preparing for their events or stretching out post-race. Cloud joins me, watching my ass from a few feet behind. He’s subtle, but the last few weeks have honed my observation skills. What used to seem careful or nuanced now looks so obvious.

One of these days, I’ll get him to look at me so painfully obviously that every nearby swimmer will feel the secondhand attraction.

We warm up in the same lane but don’t speak, don’t touch. Behind mirrored goggles, my eyes can rove over his body at any time. When he passes by me. When he stretches at the opposite end. When he touches the wall beside me and purposefully crowds me into the corner of the lane.

My lips burn with the urge to kiss. To whisper filthy things. All that plugged-up pleasure needs to find its escape. When one hole closes, another opens.

But I keep my mouth shut. For now. I still have a race to win.

The icy water supercharges my muscles and cools my cock heat. Even with the ebb and flow and occasional tidal wave of lust, my body and mind lock onto the race: two pool lengths, one flipturn, one breath, touch the wall before Cloud.

As we head behind the starting blocks, Cloud’s speedo sports a thicker bulge than usual. Another minor detail that feels monumental. Nothing obscene, even though he always fills out the briefs. It’s just a slight change. Like those spot-the-differences pair of pictures. The picture on the left is old Cloud.

The picture on the right is my Cloud.

Upturned edges of lips. Softened spine alignment. On the balls of his feet instead of digging his heels in. In both, he’s as silent and serious as ever. More hulking than hunky. Ready to tense up before letting loose.

Yet those little differences color the world. The team might not see it. Cloud might not see it in himself.

But I notice. And it’s the first fucking distraction I don’t resist or selfishly use.

I see it. I accept it. I savor it.

I climb the block as the whistle signals us. As I bend over to take my mark, I feel my cheeks shift around the fullness in my hole.

Then I feel nothing but the race.

BEEP!

My body sluices beneath the surface. Quick dolphin kicks. Break out on top with my arms churning.

No breath. Flip. Kick, kick, kick. Break out. A single breath.

Head down. Arms spinning. Hands slicing. Feet pounding the water.

I strike the touchpad and explode up for air. The burning in my body comforts me. A fire of exertion and speed in the cold pool. I find the scoreboard and see… the number four by my name.

Before my body constricts with disappointment, I see the three next to Cloud’s name.

And for a moment I’d never share aloud, I’m proud. Of someone other than myself.

Cloud nods at me, imperceptible to anyone who hasn’t memorized the language of his body. While my finishing placement isn’t satisfactory, both of our times are decent. His being only nine-hundredths of a second faster than mine. If we swim like this again on the relay, our combined efforts will make a formidable match.

As I press out of the pool, I decide to take the butt plug out for the sake of my team.

But only if my boyfriend offers to take it out himself.
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I SHOULD HAVE been warming up for the relay—not teasing my boyfriend’s hole and covering his mouth. With Rainer’s moaning, our locker room rendezvous would have had curious ears pressed to the stall wall. Or fists banging on the door and telling us to get a room.

Before Rainer, sex outside of the bedroom seemed reckless and impulsive. And pretty farfetched, honestly. Hell, sex in general was someone else’s fantasy.

Now it’s my daily reality.

“We need to go warm up,” I whisper in Rainer’s ear. He agrees through muffled sounds and the rubbing of his bare ass on my aching crotch. Something about the tightness of competition speedos makes these frequent erections inconvenient and uncomfortable—and undeniably hot.

Which is why I pull my cock out before remembering to lock the stall door.

If it wasn’t for the all-black material and constant state of being soaked with pool water, the evidence of Rainer’s effect on me would be embarrassingly visible. Rainer says the more I try to hide the bulge, the more people see it. I think he just wants it on display all the time.

“I’m serious.” My cockhead bounces off each round cheek. “I’m not fucking you in the middle of a meet.”

Rainer peels my fingers from his lips. “Mixed messages. If I ride you, that’ll be our warm-up.”

I spin Rainer around and rut against the ridges along his stomach, rising on my toes and pulling on his shoulders for leverage. He drops too low, ready to take me in his mouth. I pull away and tilt his chin up, kissing him and then waving the butt plug in his face. “You’ve created a monster.”

“I created a man. I ride his monster.”

More spry and flexible than I’ll ever understand, Rainer encircles me with arms and legs, pinning me to the door and forcing me to clutch his body in fear of his safety. No matter how I panic, he will never let me go.

As his freshly plug-less ass rests atop my shaft, I accept it. Whatever this is, recklessness is part of the package.

It scares me, but for the moment… the lust squashes the fear.

I twist us around and wedge Rainer between my body, the door, and the stall walls as I enter him. His face lights up, then scrunches together. I seal his noisy mouth with a kiss and pump his sweet ass full of cock.

Somehow, our bodies are so attuned to the chlorine depths calling our names from beyond the locker room, we finish minutes before we need to be behind the blocks. Rainer stops me from leaving and pushes me into the shower. Washes off the spray of his cum shared between both our necks and chests. Then I hustle him out to the pool, grateful no one’s spotted us—except for an unsuspecting Brighton right outside the locker room, where Rainer tosses the plug at him and tells him to keep it safe.

We reach the other half of our relay with a post-coital flush easily passed off as adrenaline. Only Jance eyes us with a mixture of curiosity and amusement. He says nothing, though, so I take the opportunity to put some casual space between my body and Rainer’s while I give myself a final pump-up.

“A hundred bucks says Bri Bri doesn’t know what the hell I gave him,” Rainer says, following me.

“I don’t bet. Or carry hundreds. Focus on the race.”

“What did you give him?” Jance asks.

“His very first sex toy.” Rainer looks back at me. “Wait, we haven’t even had the talk with him. How will he ever know what pleasures rest in his hands?”

“Brighton’s had sex,” Jance says, a little too quickly. “He told me, I mean. I’ve known him since he was ten. You think he’s all clueless and naive, but…”

Jance waves his hands all noncommittal, refusing to continue. As he turns away from us, I can already see the wheels of mischief turning in Rainer’s eyes. Thankfully, the heat before ours is almost finished. Our race is almost up. Jance is leading off our relay, and then I’m second.

As we get into position, Rainer leans over my shoulder. “You were once clueless and naive. And look how far… and hard… you’ve come.”

Then he slaps my ass—an open-palmed pep talk—and cheers as Jance prepares to climb the starting block. I’m reminded of how close I was to losing our earlier bet. That butt plug currently mystifying Brighton would’ve been up my ass all day tomorrow.

And yet… I can’t help but wonder what other possibilities lie in wait. Things I never considered. Never dreamed of. Never allowed myself the effort to imagine. Not since Zane and all his shenanigans. When something like tossing a butt plug to a friend, regardless of their sexuality, would have seemed like a perfect prank.

Maybe the ultimate prank is self-inflicted; the belief that you know all your limits and dimensions is a hilarious joke.

When Rainer gets me to laugh, I remember. It’s not all serious. Shit is still shit. But sometimes? Shit is funny, too.

As Jance takes his mark, I notice Brighton in the bleachers, inspecting Rainer’s plug before showing it to Tilly. And I swallow my laugh. Now is the time to focus on winning this relay.

I’m saving that shit for later. Can’t wait to share it with Rainer.
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EVEN THOUGH BRIGHTON nails me in the head with incredible aim, I can’t stop laughing. Butt plugs hurt a lot more against the head than the hole, but it’s Cloud’s smile that prolongs the hilarity. It warms my insides, and suddenly my cackling is like a jammed on/off button. And my batteries are far from dying.

Eventually, we’re back on campus and it’s late, and even Brighton is smirking now. Tilly still seems horrified, but I notice how her gaze lingers on Cloud’s arm. The arm that’s draped over my shoulders as we head to Leoni Hall. No jealousy, no disdain. Her eyes are soft. Maybe even relieved.

The butt plug, the locker room quickie, and a relay win. Now, all I want from the remainder of this perfect day is to pull Cloud into my bed and tuck myself in his arms so deeply that we dream the same dream. I’m a greedy bastard, I know. But today has already been so full—what’s wrong with asking for a little more?

Since we ate our team meal on the bus, not even the swimmer’s appetite can delay our relaxing night. No need for showers when my man’s musk is permanently chlorinated. Even sex can wait.

My head on Cloud’s chest cannot.

“I think we’re going to pass out early,” Cloud says, reading my mind. Or maybe I’m already living inside his. “You two want to hang after lunch tomorrow?”

Brighton and Tilly say goodbye with hugs (that even include me), and then they leave us. I get distracted by the dying sunlight in a clear, dusky sky. And a whiff of ocean breeze that has me yearning for summer already. I’ll make him try on all the colorful speedos. I bet he’s never even worn one outside of a pool…

Before I can ask, my phone rings.

Calls are never a good sign.

“You going to answer that?” Cloud asks.

“Bad news can wait ‘til tomorrow.”

“You’re bad news,” Cloud says, tickling me. I yelp and swat at him. “In the pool, in the locker room, in the dorms.”

“In the showers, in the stalls, in the lobby.”

Cloud perks up as we enter the lobby. His arousal and nerves fight one another. I pinch his nipple and laugh. “I know better than to doubt you.”

“Don’t worry, Sunny. I’m all sexed out. The only bad news I got is me cuddling you into a sleepy oblivion.”

Cloud tickles me again, then pulls me flush to his body.

And kisses me. Full lips. Hand behind the head.

The residential staff at the front desk don’t bat an eye, but I almost gasp. Cloud rubs his nose on mine, then heads toward the dorm rooms.

Two months ago, the only public physical affection I’d have received from that big lug would’ve come in the form of a fist.

The butt plug, the locker room fucking. The arm around the shoulder and the tickling and the soft kissing—

You’ve created a monster.

I smile at the broad back of the man we created. A back I want to rub and scratch and claw and kiss. Those muscles that burn through days of tough training and bear burdens that have yet to be bared to me. But I see them. I see how his shoulders shrug. And today, how his smile sings. It’s a tune that doesn’t fit with the boy I met.

It fits with the man I love.

“Gag me,” I whisper. But I can’t stop smiling.

Not even another unexpected phone call can stop it. I don’t bother checking, I just hurry after Cloud. I reach for that back, those shoulders, and massage them all the way to my bed, pausing only to strip off clothes. Then I’m straddling his legs and leaning my weight onto him as I knead those knotted muscles and maybe, just maybe, loosen the burdens.

“Can you tell me about him?”

Cloud’s body stiffens. Then relaxes. I continue the massage, working my way to his lower back.

“Way to kill the mood.”

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t—”

Cloud moans as I melt a particularly tight muscle. “I’m kidding.”

“Since when do you kid?”

“Since you started apologizing,” he says. “Maybe even before. I don’t know, this massage makes everything fuzzy. Except for your dick on my ass.”

“Sorry.” I scoot down his legs and pull my hips back. Even when I’m trying to be helpful, my cock wants to play.

“There’s that word again. I thought the Caraway men had it beaten out of their vocabulary.”

“Since birth,” I say, pushing through the weird twinge in my chest. Are we joking? Are we sharing? “It does sound weird in my mouth.” I repeat the word with a Canadian accent. “Tastes funny, too.”

“You’d like it more if you could suck it,” Cloud sleep-whispers, his voice already thick with drowsiness.

“Again with the jokes. Maybe I did create a monster…” Cloud mumbles a response as I peel his briefs lower and rotate my knuckles through the upper swell of his buttcheeks. “Don’t fall asleep before I roll you over.”

“Monster… cock…”

He’s right on the brink. I stop myself from massaging lower, knowing I’ll just be tempted to explore his muscled ass. I’d rather wait for him to be fully awake and sitting on my face, if his newfound sense of adventure comes to that. 

As I let his waistband snap back into place, my phone rings again.

Third time’s the charm. I kiss between Cloud’s shoulder blades and admit defeat, grabbing my phone off the desk to see who keeps incessantly—

Anson.

I didn’t even notice the earlier calls during the bus ride. Seven fucking calls. All spaced out by five to ten minutes. Like it’s some kind of haunting ritual.

I want to toss my phone under the bed and fall asleep on top of Cloud’s back and chase after his dreams.

But I don’t. Caraway boys also had the word sleep beat out of them, but I managed to compensate with the endless exhaustion of year-round swim team training. A natural sleep aid. I’m the only non-insomniac in the family.

It’s barely nighttime. That should be a good sign. Not like it’s the middle of the night and Anson’s in some fucked up shit.

Unless history is repeating itself.

I drop my phone when it vibrates again. Drop it right onto Cloud’s butt. “Sorry—damn. Strike three. I’m out.”

Cloud’s body shifts, but sleep maintains its claim. I lie down in the sliver of space between him and the wall. I run my fingers in slow circles along his back.

Until the ninth call from my brother.

I kiss the top of Cloud’s head and pull on a shirt and sweatpants before heading out. The cold bites at me, but I don’t go back for a sweatshirt. I embrace it. I let it wake me up as it lashes out at me through the thin undershirt. As I rub my nipples to warm them up, I realize the shirt’s too large for my frame.

It’s Cloud’s undershirt.

I tug the collar over my nose and inhale. The scent calms and carries me. I walk from campus to my old party house with the faintest smile.

Should I have told Cloud where I’m going?

Anson’s called three times since. I text Cloud, take another whiff of his scent, then pound on the front door.

No answer. But it’s unlocked.

I want to go back. I want to wrap Cloud around me like the quilt my grandma gifted me as a child. I want to feel his dream-filled breathing on the back of my neck.

Not the tingly sense of something wicked this way coming…

“It’s just a chill,” I say. Then, to the door: “I’m here, Anson. You better have a good fucking reason for blowing up my phone.”

I open the door—and hear glass shatter.
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IT’S A DREAM, but the glass hurts. Or maybe it’s the picture in the broken frame that’s cutting me.

We’re in my living room. I’m picking up the broken glass and Rainer is apologizing. Every word is sorry, but his tone and cadence change naturally. He’s not exactly saying the word, but it’s all I’m hearing.

I’m focused on the picture frame he dropped. Inside, Zane and I. Some swim meet. Not the last one. But close. We hang on each other side by side, arms tangled. My smile is pure cheese. I must have just swam a best time. While I aim my post-race giddiness at the camera, Zane stares at me. His face in profile. As if he wants to whisper something in my ear.

This photo haunts me.

I haven’t looked at it since before the summer. It’s not in a frame. I’m not sure where it lives. Somewhere in my room. Maybe in my closet.

But in this dream, Rainer has found it. He’s dropped it. And now, I stare at it while the different sorrys (upset, accusatory, questioning, hopeful) pepper my skin. Rainer pulls on me. Shakes me. Throws himself at me.

I can’t put down the picture. In that frozen moment, Zane is wanting to tell me something. I knew when the picture was taken, same as I knew when I stared at it weeks or months later. All I had was a sinking feeling that I was missing something. That my best friend had spoken.

And I hadn’t listened.

But Zane hadn’t whispered or yelled or said anything. After the picture, he pressed his lips to the side of my neck with a wet raspberry sound that made us both crack up.

Laughter was always an easy distraction.

Until you’re the only one laughing.

After that, silence.

And now this picture… Damn dream logic.

“What does this mean?” I show the picture to Rainer.

“Sorry?” he asks in an exaggerated Canadian accent. It makes me laugh. Guiltily, at first. Then, weightlessly. I grab him and blow a raspberry into the skin beneath his ear.

Then I whisper, “I think he liked me.”

Rainer takes the photo. Stares at it real close. “Did you like him?”

I open my mouth to answer. No words. Emptiness.

Rainer picks up a piece of glass. Holds it in front of my mouth.

“Stick out your tongue.”

I awaken with a start, cutting through the heavy blanket of grogginess and warmth. Confused, I look for Rainer. I’m alone, on top of my covers, and wearing only boxer briefs. I roll over and find myself rock hard beneath a stain of dried precum.

I remember Rainer’s hands. A massage. My ass. The desire for him to touch me there just once, so I’d know how he feels when I touch him there. Then nothingness.

I roll off my bed and nearly stumble to my knees. The bathroom is empty, too. I wait for my cock to soften a bit, then pee. Now I’m starving. And still tired.

What the fuck time is it?

I search for my phone as I pull on some athletic shorts and the undershirt I wore on the bus beneath my suit and tie.

It almost rips along the seams when I tug it on.

Rainer’s undershirt…

He ran out of here so fast, he grabbed the wrong clothes. I check a text on my phone: playing babysitter to big bro everything fine. I scan the text repeatedly, searching for some hidden meaning. It was sent only twenty minutes ago. Did he know I would wake up and panic in his absence? Or did he expect to be gone all night and into the morning?

I scrub the sleep from my face and make sure I have my keys, wallet, and phone. I grab a sweatshirt, mull it over, then grab a second one. In case Rainer was too hurried to dress for the weather. It’s a small action, thinking of someone else and anticipating ways to comfort them. But it’s enough to slow me down. Mud in the tires. No matter how badly I want to slam my foot down on the gas pedal.

When I realize it’s the sweatshirt from the last swim meet Zane and I ever swam together, I almost put it back. I’m not superstitious. Maybe not even sentimental. But the bundle of thick cotton feels heavy. Significant. It reminds me of those cold days when Zane would stick his hands under my sweatshirt and find bare skin, making me jump and shiver. Was he just being a pesky goof or…?

Now’s not the time, I remind myself. If not for Rainer, I’d be swimming in reminiscence constantly. Part of me wonders if that’s how Zane’s memory stays afloat. Or if it keeps me from sinking further into the guilt. Do I even swim for myself anymore?

My phone buzzes. A call from Rainer.

I drop my phone in the haste of answering. Grab it up and punch the button. “What’s wrong?”

The line is already dead.

“Fuck.” I call him back as I grab the sweatshirts and leave the dorm, breaking into a jog before the call goes into the automated greeting of a voicemail.
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MY PHONE dings with a voicemail notification. In every imaginable instance, a voicemail means my mother, a brother (that’s not Anson), or a distant relative. Father refuses to talk to machines or silences. Anson never calls, only texts.

Another reason why the barrage of calls sat heavily in the pit of my stomach.

But I didn’t expect this.

I put my phone away, yearning to hear what kind of angry-concerned tone Cloud recorded. Calling him was an accident. Well, a mistake. A reaction. A stupid reaction that’ll lead him here, to this mess. But telling him to stay away would only make him run faster.

I need to deal with this now, so he doesn’t have to.

“Anson,” I call out, stepping around shards of various destruction. Plates, glass, ceramic, wood. My brother is on the other side of the room, but he may as well be in the back of a void. “How can I help?”

My brother—stoic, few-worded, reclusive—sobs in the corner of the trashed living room behind the overturned couch. He’s soaked, either from a shower or a dip in the pool below. No pants, no jacket. Only a white tank top and black boxer briefs. His body unfamiliar in its exposure. Pale skin. Long, thin limbs. A slender build long hidden under dark clothing. I can’t be sure, but I think he’s lost weight. He curls up to make himself smaller, shaking from the lack of heat and the fiery emotion wracking his body.

If it were anyone else in my family, I would step out of the room and allow them their wounded privacy.

If I were anyone else in my family, they would do the same.

But seeing Anson so raw and wretched threatens to haunt me if I look away for a second.

“It’s Rainer, bud. What do you need right now?” My voice is modeled after one of our nannies, I think. A voice that is strong but supple. Like a thick, warm blanket to insulate you from the harms gnashing about. It’s the voice I remember from times of skinned knees and loose teeth and falling out of trees. Oddly, I don’t remember her name or face. But the cadence of the voice is the sound of my childhood. “Anson. I’m here for you.”

Anson freezes. Peeks up at me over his shoulder. Then he moves with such speed, I wonder why he was the only Caraway son to not play collegiate sports.

“It’s you,” he hisses, slamming me into the overturned couch and pressing down on me. The tips of our noses touch between his wild eyes and my widening ones. “This is because of you, brat.”

Brat. I’d almost forgotten how that word had been used to sting me like a slur. How quickly we forget the pains of our past when we turn our backs. “Anson I—”

“You fucking brat.” His words spit in my face. His fists press into my chest until they hurt. “Caraway said. Caraway said. Did you listen? Do you ever?!”

“Anson, you’re hurting me.”

My brother lifts me up and slams me back down on the couch, bereaving my lungs of precious oxygen. He’s got the freakish strength of a man at the end of the rope. One we’re now both hanging off of. “Now you know, brat.”

That word draws the iron from my blood into my fists. I can barely keep my voice even-keeled. “Now I know what, exactly?”

“How it feels.”

Anson jerks me upwards and shoves, topples me over the couch and onto the floor. It’s a miracle my hands and face don’t catch any sharp, broken objects. I roll to my feet with some grateful athleticism—Anson’s on me again. Barreling, stumbling. Pinning me to the floor.

I only let one person manhandle me. “Get the fuck off!”

I plant my foot on his stomach and kick out. His grip on my shirtfront pulls me along for the ride, so I crash into him. Our bodies slam and ricochet like two roughhousing kids. Something Anson and I never bothered with while growing up. We were the only brothers who held little interest in aggression and dominance.

Now, as I feel bits of glass and wood graze and prick my skin, I wonder what the hell I did to fuck up our dynamic.

But there’s no time for blame or guilt. Anson pulls free and swings. I dodge back and let my own fist fly, nailing my brother across the face with a right hook. I scream in pain, surprise, and sweet satisfaction.

I’ve never been on this side of a punch before.

Anson drops to his ass, stunned. He spits out some blood and sulks, while I shake off the throbbing pain in my knuckles. “Fuck your drunk ass! I’m leaving.”

I don’t, but I wait for Anson’s response. He reverts to his normal self, and it seems like the crisis has been averted. Or paused, at least.

“It was his friend.”

“What was whose friend?” I can’t get rid of the distracting pain in my hand. I thought punching someone was supposed to hurt them, not you. “If I sit down, are you gonna attack me again? ‘Cause my left hook is deadlier than my right.”

Anson spits more blood, and I think I spot the faintest smirk. Rueful, but still a smirk. “You hit worth shit. You’re better at taking it.”

“Says the brother who never once picked on me growing up. What the hell has gotten into you?”

“You!” Anson points a finger at me with such venom, I look around for the judge and jury. “I warned you. Caraway warned you. But Rainer does what Rainer wants. The same ending for every story… Brat.”

There’s a tenderness in his tone now. I’m not sure if it’s an illusion or a trick. I lean into it. “Then help a brat out, will ya? I play dumb but I’m not a moron. Doesn’t mean I enjoy all the vague cryptics.”

“You’re fucking with trouble.” Anson spits. “Literally. Trouble for you. Trouble for me. Trouble for Caraway. All ‘cause you suddenly crave cock now.”

“I’ve craved a lot of things that—”

Cock. Cloud.

I figured the gay son angle might bother Father’s pristine image. But for it to disturb the only family member I’ve ever truly trusted? “You’re gonna let my sexuality come between us?”

Anson laughs, harshly and darkly. “Get fucked by any other dude! Have a motherfucking pride parade. We don’t give a shit. It’s him, you brat. It was his friend in the lake.”

As my brother’s body grows taut once more, I scoot away and test my sore hand. I got a swimming scholarship to worry about. Can’t be bruising the goods. A pang of guilt hits me when I can’t remember the name of Cloud’s dead friend. The swimmer found in the lake around New Year’s. Why would Anson care about that?

My body plunges into cold ice. Worse than any early morning practice or outdoor training in the fall. Worse than the Annual Polar Plunge when groups of psychos rush into the Pacific on an always-freezing New Year’s Day.

New Year’s Day…

“When was your DUI?” I ask.

“I never got one.”

“No, I remember, you lost the car. And Caraway said—”

“I never got caught,” Anson bites out, rising with me. “Caraway took the car. And my driving privileges.”

“So you lied to us? So you did get pulled over, you just didn’t get ticketed. Why would he take away the car after getting you out of the charges?”

“I didn’t. Get. Pulled. Over.” Anson paces. Stepping dangerously close to shattered glass. “I stopped.”

I don’t want to ask. But I have to. “Anson, why did you stop?”

I wince as his foot lands on a piece of glass. His eyes remain transfixed on me. “I hit something.”

Anson grinds his bare foot atop the glass, and I turn away. There’s nowhere to sit but the floor, and I’m not sure I can get up if I go down that far. I head for the balcony, for fresh air. For the open night sky.

“I made a mistake.” Anson follows me. “Caraway fixed it. Now you’re doing the same, and you won’t let him fix it.”

I don’t make it to the balcony. I fly at my brother. “What mistake?! What the fuck have I done wrong?! What the fuck have I lied about?!” I slam Anson into the wall and yank him up before he falls. “What the fuck have you done?!”

At some point, I leave my body. I study my brother, even as my body braces against his. My words become sharp sounds. Hot wetness stings my eyes. Each thought is muddled except for a singular whywhywhywhywhy. Anson’s tank top rips in my grasp, and I spot a small tattoo over where his heart should be. It’s a dark swirl of ink, more disease-looking than artistic. It looks vaguely like… an anchor? I glance away, refusing to read into it. I never knew he had a tattoo. I never knew his body would one day bend and cower beneath my force and fury.

I never knew someone else’s secret would hurt worse than any of my own.

Now it’s mine, I think. Now it’s my secret.

The cold extinguishes the heat, and my numb body collapses with Anson’s. He’s sobbing again. Or maybe I am. I crawl away, but I still see that stupid, ugly, undefined tattoo over his bare chest. Where his heart should be.

I reach the front door—and I lock it. I take a breath. When I make it to the bathroom and ignore my snotty, bratty face in the dirty mirror, I hear fists banging on the door. Probably punching through it. Another deep breath, then I text Cloud. The pounding stops, but he tries to call. I ignore it, send another text, then drag my fragile heap of a brother into the nearest shower and turn the water on warm.

I make sure not to look at the tattoo. Or how his heaving ribs show through his skinny torso. Or how the blood blooms from his lips.

I pull out a box of frozen pizza bagels from the kitchen and awkwardly press it to my sore knuckles. Then I make it to the balcony. More deep breaths. I glance at the pool below and remember spotting Cloud at the first and only college party I got to throw. I remember his body. The race. The rage bubbling beneath the surface of his veins and hard-set jaw.

A rage I assumed was bred from a competitive spirit.

Not from unmitigated grief.

I’d seen him then, and I’d seen him at several swim meets. Especially the one in the summer. The punch. His punch. But I’d seen him before. Clips on social media back in January. An angry boy ranting like a maniac. It was funny, if you didn’t understand his harshly spoken words. If you didn’t recognize the pain beneath the rage.

He’d been ranting that his best friend would never have drowned.

Sometimes, swimmers do.

Other times, they’re helped along. A secret that sinks in the middle of the night.

An anchor that never lifts.

“Rainer!” Cloud roars from the pool deck, arms spread and mouth gawking. Like he can’t believe what I’m doing.

Will he believe what I do next? Will he believe I only want to protect him?

“In the flesh,” I say. With that grade-A snark. Like my old self. My pre-Cloud self. “Hiya, handsome. Wait for me at the front door.”

I don’t want to let him in. I don’t want to make him leave.

I don’t want to let go just yet.
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LET IT GO, I remind myself for the hundredth time this week. Ever since the strange night at Rainer’s former fancy bachelor pad—Brotherly love, he had said before refusing to elaborate—he’s been on edge. Not nerves. Not anxiety. But the way his gaze and body shift when I catch him looking at me… A shy, almost pained smile. Hunched shoulders.

And then a look I can’t read. One I’m afraid to study for too long. If I figure it out, I won’t be able to unknow it. And something tells me that this knowledge is closer to poison than enlightenment.

Even now, almost a week later, that look persists in the odd silences we share. If I’m fucking him, or he’s making a stupid joke, or we’re at practice or around Tilly and Brighton, then things feel normal. When I taste his mouth, it’s warm. His body, hot. His cock, hard. His ass, the perfect heft and softness in my grip.

In those moments, I forget about last weekend. The strange texts. The fiery knuckles. The supposed brotherly love scuffle I couldn’t prevent or fix.

The way Rainer crawled into his own bed and fell asleep moments after our return to the dorm. I’d stood between the beds, in the darkness, for over a minute, waiting for something other than the silence. The darkness.

Both continue to linger.

Rainer lies outstretched on his bed, wearing only red briefs that hug his bulge and ass so perfectly, as he plays a stupid game on his phone. My cock’s hard at the sight, poking at the heavy textbook in my lap. Even in the midst of homework, I can’t help but stare. If there’s something eating away at Rainer, tonight’s the last chance to search for some crumbs.

Tomorrow’s home swim meet is a rival match-up that’s got everyone amped up. No room for personal matters during the most important competition of the season thus far.

Rainer notices me staring and drops his phone on his abs. Snakes a hand into his briefs and touches himself. “Study break?”

“Yeah…” I rise and toss my textbook. As Rainer pulls his cock out, I roll him onto his side and climb into his bed. I spoon him and draw him tight to my chest. His ass grinds along my hard length. Then his rutting slows with a sigh.

“Cuddling is for after fucking.”

“Who says?” I pull him even tighter and rest my forehead on his shoulder. “You’ve been quiet this week.”

“I thought you liked my personality shift. Love is like a lobotomy if you really think—”

“Since your brother… Since whatever happened between you two. Since that, you’ve been actually quiet. Not Rainer-quiet. The kind of quiet I’d notice, even if you weren’t a regular motormouth.”

“My mouth is the motor and your cock is the car. I say we take a ride to—”

I twist Rainer’s face back to kiss him, but he pulls away. His waistband snaps his hips with finality. He doesn’t bother licking the precum off his hand. Just wipes it on the sheets. His face, on the verge of a pout, turns to the wall. Another sigh. A bone-deep sound that makes me tense.

“Please tell me what’s wrong.”

“And then you’ll fuck me?”

“No, because you’re not going to tell me,” I say. “And that ass is big enough to hide more than enough secrets.”

“Your cock’s bigger than any secrets I have,” Rainer says, rolling over to face me and palm the hard outline beneath my sweatpants. He immediately starts stroking. Kisses my throat and up to my jaw. I want it so badly. The sense of normalcy we’ve carved for ourselves. It’s in the shape of our two bodies joined. No space for secrets. No room for regrets.

But I keep our bodies separated. I push away, while Rainer tugs at my sweats. My cock comes out, but I slip off the bed before his mouth wraps around me. The pulse of desire fights me. Throbs inside of me no matter how far I step back or how deeply I tuck my dick away.

“You’re trying to distract me.”

“I’m trying to get you off so I can get off,” Rainer says. “I’m horny as fuck. When have I ever let you lie next to me and babble on about something when that cock of yours is hard and needy? It’s sending me telepathic messages. Suck me! Blow me! Take my load!”

His voice is ridiculously deep and oaf-sounding. The voice he does for my dick is only a slight exaggeration of the voice he does for me.

I’m supposed to laugh. I’m supposed to stay hard.

Instead, I sit on the floor and look up at Rainer high above me.

“Let’s play a game.”

Rainer eyes me. “Only if it involves you getting naked.”

“It does. Only if you play by the rules.”

“I’m listening,” he says. There’s a dryness to his tone that hints at caution. Somehow he knows this isn’t an excuse to get my clothes off.

The nakedness is an excuse to get his guard down.

“I ask a question. If you answer truthfully, I will lose a piece of clothing.”

“You’re not wearing much to begin with. This is a short game.”

I collect some discarded clothes from the floor beneath my bed. “If you lie, I put some back on.”

Rainer rolls his eyes. “Once I get you naked, I get to make you come.”

“If you answer the final question truthfully.”

“When do I ever lie?”

I scoot back and prop myself against the long leg of the raised bed frame. “You have plenty of tells.”

“Such as?”

“I’m the one asking the questions,” I say. “Unless you’d rather skip the fun and games. Get a good night’s rest to beat North Valley tomorrow.”

“I’m only getting a good rest if you unload all over me. Or inside of me. So let’s play this goddamn game already.”

As Rainer draws his long, tanned legs up to his chest, his defensive posture strikes a warning. I’m too far into this to back down or pretend it was a joke. I’m not even sure how effective this path is, leveraging horniness and a competitive spirit to chip away at whatever has got Rainer so secretive.

I tell myself that chiseling through some of this moody, muted demeanor is for the benefit of the team and our performance tomorrow.

Curiosity is practical. But not without its pitfalls.

“Bored now,” Rainer says with an edge of challenge cutting through his tone. His darkened gaze rests behind his drawn-up knees. Maybe it’s the severe angle from floor to bed that gives it the feeling of inquisition. Although the one asking the questions is usually not in the weaker position, succumbing to the scrutiny.

“Who are you?”

“Montgomery Rainer Caraway.”

I balk. “You have your father’s name? How have I never…?” He shrugs. “Is it just you? Or your brothers, too?”

“No follow-up questions. Strip.”

I’m thrown but not tripped. I peel off a single sock, much to Rainer’s audible annoyance. I’d take an irritated sigh over those other sounds any day. “Next question. What’s your first memory of me?”

“When you attacked me in the bathroom. Strip. Shirt, this time. Nice and slow.”

“That was the first time you ever saw me?”

Rainer’s mouth opens and closes. “No.”

I slip the sock back on. “When was the first time you saw me?”

“On social media.”

“I don’t have any.” I used to. With Zane. It was much more his thing. When he was gone, it felt like a farce trying to keep up any sort of appearance. All I wanted to do was scream and smash. Neither choice was photogenic or interesting enough to the masses.

Or so I’d thought.

Rainer shrugs. “That almost sounded like a follow-up question. And you owe me that sock.”

I tug off the sock and toss it at him. I hope he’ll smell it and make a gag out of it.

All he does is fold it and put it aside, awaiting the next question. It’s unnerving. “Okay. What’s the best part about having siblings?”

“There was always someone else to blame.”

Rainer studies me studying him. Can I tell when he’s lying? Is the point of this game moot? Am I beating around the bush instead of pressing him for more straightforward answers?

I’m losing track of all the questions.

Rainer squirms. “And I liked having someone to look up to. It mostly showed me what I didn’t want. What I wasn’t like. I grew up following their footsteps but rarely stepping in their footprints. My path has always been a sidewinder, slithering around the expectations set by all the Caraway men.” He leans back and spreads his legs. For once, his bulge is normal-sized. “This therapy roleplaying could be so much kinkier.”

“It’s not therapy. It’s a game.”

“Doesn’t feel like one. Not when all the questions are swimming upstream. Talking about myself is surprisingly a boner-killer.”

I peel my shirt overhead, nice and slow like Rainer requested, giving him ample time to eyefuck my bare torso while the shirt hides my face. I don’t want him to see my concentration. Or hesitation. It is a stupid game. But he agreed to it, and that worries me the longer we play.

Just make up an excuse to go to bed.

Rainer’s wet tongue—a sensation I’d recognize on any inch of my body at this point—twirls around my nipple. Those soft lips suck it in to the edges of teeth. His moan vibrates through my pec muscle. My cock perks up as I yank my shirt free from my head.

My resolve melts in Rainer’s heat.

Except for a sliver of certainty: he knows something.

I let Rainer tease me a moment longer, then I lean away, almost under my bed. “I’ll put the shirt back on.”

“I’ll suck those perfect nips right through it.”

“Focus, Rainer.”

“Fuck you,” he says, straddling my lap. His ass instantly targets my hardening cock like a homing missile. “If we’re gonna fuck around and get enough sleep tonight, cut the bullshit. I’m more afraid of you sleeping in too much clothing than I am of some silly questions.”

“Fine. Last question.”

Rainer’s fingers linger at the waistband of my sweats. I take his left hand. Interweave it with my own and kiss the back of his hand. We stare down at the delicate bones. The smooth, tanned skin. And the faded red marks on his knuckles. “Why did you punch your brother?”

“…I punched a wall.”

Even if I couldn’t read the tensing in his body or the terse quality in his voice, I had thrown enough punches to tell the difference between hitting a wall and hitting a face.

“Why did you punch the wall?”

“No family member is exempt from being fucking obnoxious. Myself included.” Rainer pulls his hand away. I tug it back. “Family drama concerns family. Not fuck buddies.”

“Is that what we are?”

I run my thumb over those few irritated knuckles. A plea for them to relax. To unclench. To not become calloused by replacing hurt with pain. Rainer’s body isn’t built for inflicting or enduring. I want to wrap it in my arms and caress the smoothness. The solid, lean mass meant for motion. Not combustion.

I bend to kiss Rainer’s hand—he jerks it away. “Only one of us is playing by the rules. That was like three questions, asshole.”

“If you want to punch me right now, we can prove your honesty, Rainer. Unlike you, I’ve hit faces and walls. But I’m not going to punch through your lies.”

“Why? ‘Cause you can’t get pissed off anymore?” Rainer flicks me in the nose unexpectedly. “A good fucking is supposed to let the animal out. Not this neutered shit.” He twists both my nipples hard enough to sting. “You were ready to break my brother’s door down. Now? You’re barely knocking on the fucking door. A game of questions? Striptease? Grow the fuck up.” He claps his hands on the sides of my face. The flash of pain in my cheeks makes my eyes water. “If you’re gonna dig for mine, you might as well show some of your true self. Where’s that broody fucker I challenged to a race in front of an entire party? Where’s that stud who ravaged me in the shower ‘cause I got under his skin?”

Rainer tugs down my sweats and swats my dick out of the way. Squeezes my heavy balls. “I let you fuck with my body. Not my mind. Not my past. And not my fucking family.”

Rainer kneads my balls with his thumb, sending a surge of queasiness into my gut. It’s an ache equal parts painful and arousing.

More importantly, it’s getting him to talk like his old self.

As my cock grows, his focus wanes. My girth sits heavily on the back of his hand, covering those healing abrasions on his knuckles. I thrust into him, wincing at his hold on my balls. “Is that the end of the fucking monologue, Montgomery?”

Rainer stiffens. Eyes wide. Breath held. It’s an eerie sight. No cracks in the veneer. Only a facade-turned-avalanche.

He growls something I can’t make out. Maybe it’s all gnashing and no words. The sound hits me straight in the cock. Locking eyes with Rainer, I smirk with every ounce of cockiness I can muster.

The role reversal exists for a moment.

Then Rainer snarls in my face.

With both our bodies crouched under my raised bed, he bounces. Flattens me atop the few half-unpacked boxes of random stuff I kicked under my bed months ago. One hand wraps around my neck. The other claws down my chest, then reaches for my hair. His lips smash to mine, and my hungry tongue evades his angry teeth. He climbs me. Pins me. Manages to straddle my face before tearing open his briefs so his precum-heavy cock can slap my face.

The taste of him makes me smile. Except I haven’t stopped smirking this whole time.

As he drives his cock into my mouth, I gladly swallow his heat and fury. My eyes challenge him to let it all out. At this point, it’s more selfish than manipulative. I forget about his secretive nature and only remember how hot it is when he goes wild. His body isn’t built for the inflicting or enduring—unless it’s pure pleasure.

I stroke myself as Rainer pummels my face, already tipping over the edge of an orgasm.

But even in the midst of rough attraction, I can’t mistake his eyes.

While his body and cock are filled with the desperation of need and release, his eyes are filled with guilt.

It’s a look I’ve recognized in the mirror countless times.
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OUR SHOWER is quiet. A practiced methodology at this point. Minus the avoided gazes. An unspoken agreement, even though neither of us has done anything shameful. When we step out and grab our separate towels, I see it in the steam-kissed bathroom mirror: my eyes.

I’ve seen some shit. But any time before tonight—rather, before last weekend—I would’ve scoffed at the idea. Haunted. Those are the eyes in the mirror now. My eyes.

And they have nothing to do with how hard I came all over Cloud, smacking my head beneath his bed frame in mid-orgasm. Nothing to do with how his hard body bucked between my legs when he came seconds later. It splashed my back and rolled down to my ass crack, where it always feels like it belongs.

Not even the fury I felt when I dove at Cloud. All that pent-up frustration getting released through the kissing and pinning and scratching. Maybe too good, judging by the marks I left on his neck and chest. They flash briefly in the mirror, then they’re gone.

Leaving me and my haunted eyes alone.

Haunted, ashamed, and scared. All ‘cause I avoided every chance Cloud gave me to come clean. Distracting each other with sex was the consolation prize after blatantly failing at connecting. Fuck buddies still echoes in my head like a bad joke. But it wasn’t what I said that did the real damage.

It was what I didn’t say.

What I still can’t say.

A week of silence makes it feel like I’ve already chosen a side. No amount of intention to spare Cloud’s feelings or protect him from Father can balance the weight of a secret kept. And yet here I am, staring at my shivering reflection and wondering if Cloud’s extra perceptive lately.

Or if I’m just that bad at hiding shit.

This particular apple fell pretty fucking far from Father’s tree.

“Come to bed,” Cloud whispers, stepping past me to put up his towel. He quickly brushes his teeth without looking at me, all the while I stare unabashedly.

I’m not even sure we’re on the same side of the mirror at this point.

“Rainer.”

Cloud grips my shoulders from behind and finally meets my gaze in the mirror. My towel untucks and falls. And I do something I rarely do: I cover my nakedness. Cloud watches me, his grip firm but cold. Like he’s making me face myself.

Then, he brushes my teeth for me. I tilt my head to accommodate the brush. I spit accordingly. And I keep my hands over my crotch. My shoulders drawn in.

And my haunted eyes on a mid-distant, soft focus. Blurring the two figures before me.

When that’s finished, Cloud guides me to my dresser. Pulls my legs into an annoyingly bright pair of briefs, then hoists me into his bed. He climbs over me and tucks himself between my body and the wall. Rests a hand on my hip with his finger tracing the waistband. “Get some sleep.”

I try to. But now the things he’s not saying are burdening the weight of my own unspoken words. Why is he being so gentle? So caring? Why is he treating me like I’m not capable of cutting him open with my selfish indecision?

Doing nothing is still a choice. For most of the night, I continue to do nothing.

At some point, I sleep. Just a little. Just enough to wake with my front side pressed to Cloud’s. I find his cock out of habit, and his warm breath and soft moans coax me lower.

I blow him lazily. Until he gets fully hard. Then I stop. Not to tease. Not to edge his sexy body.

The guilt distracts me.

You can’t get bad news while your dick’s getting sucked! Except my half-awake mind knows what I’m doing. Distract, distract, distract. Like a dog with its tail between its legs, I slink over to my own bed and tangle myself in sheets. I lose count of the levels of embarrassment, and mercifully, I sleep some more.

No dreams. Only morning. Cloud’s phone alarm sounds miles away. His hand shakes my shoulder. Then drifts down my back. A caressing touch, and then he moves away. I roll over, relieved and exhausted. Only a couple hours before we’re diving into the cold water and racing North Valley on our home turf.

It’s an important meet. Too important to think about while rolling over a second time and negotiating with the sleep I don’t deserve. 

Or the boyfriend’s warm lips on the back of my neck. “We’re going to be late.”

“Not fuck buddies,” I mumble. Cloud doesn’t speak pillow talk, so the words stay muffled and unnoticed as I refuse to budge.

“I’m giving you ten seconds. And then I’m pulling out the big guns.”

I count in my head and somehow lose track. My bed is too warm, too comfy. My body, too heavy and dull.

Until Cloud’s fingers dance across my ribcage, digging into my ticklish spots. Natural alarm clock activated.

I want to pull him into my bed and wrestle him. Wrap him in my sheets and tie both our bodies to the mattress. To say no to the outside world for a few hours more.

Instead, the morning light outside signifies we’re well past the snooze button. So I roll out of bed and let Cloud guide me. It never occurred to me how much we operate like a single organism. One that’s often pulled or dragged in two different directions. Two pieces of a whole, nonetheless. And today, Cloud’s doing all the extra work to get me out the door.

I’m too busy suppressing the semi-permanent grimace on my face that desires full-time residence. Lack of sleep and grumpiness can cover up its true nature for only a short amount of time.

I wonder if I’ll sink the moment I hit the water. And if Cloud will keep trying to pull me to the surface.

“A million dollars for your thoughts,” Cloud says, nudging me along the path to the pool, our team, our future.

“Is that one thought per penny? I’m not sure if I’ve had that many thoughts in my lifetime.”

“What about one kiss for one thought?”

I blush at the ridiculousness of the statement. The words are fine. Sweet, obviously. It’s Cloud’s tone that sounds funny. The early morning gruffness in his voice. The hint of playfulness. The echo of seriousness beneath it.

I spin around and latch onto his shirtfront, driving my tongue into his mouth for a sloppy exploration worth more than ten thoughts. Maybe more than a hundred.

Cloud runs his hands up and down my back. Finishes with a hug as he ends the kiss and nestles his face into my neck. The slight outgrowth of a beard grazes my throat. I want to tell him to grow out his facial hair and create a faceful of friction in the most sensitive spots on my body. Instead, I say, “No refunds.”

“Talk to me,” he says. “Until we get to the pool.”

“Sure. The weather’s really something today, isn’t it? A bit chilly, but—”

“Rainer.”

“My accounting professor is a bitch. I think he’s biased ‘cause—”

“Rainer.”

“I’m still sleepy, so maybe you can whip out that fat cock and slap—”

Cloud grabs two fistfuls of my shirt and jerks me within an inch of his face. He growls, “Stop fucking with me.” It should be sexy, but it’s not. I should press up against him and say something smartass-y, but I can’t. Maybe no time has passed. Maybe everything we’ve done together was a fantasy conjured by an oxygen-deprived brain. I’m coming back to life, back to my senses, and realizing Cloud never liked me. Only the hate is real. The competition, the desperation. A rivalry, even a brutal, bitter judgment is easier than this rip current.

When I close my eyes and kiss his cheek, I feel Cloud’s body relax. It proves the fantasy is a reality. A living dream.

That means the impending nightmare is equally real.

“I’m worried about my brother,” I tell Cloud’s lips, staring at them so closely that my vision doubles. “He’s having some trouble adjusting to his current circumstances. We Caraways pay more attention to success than circumstance.” I kiss those lips and suck on them. They can’t form words, or questions, if I tease them between my teeth.

Cloud pulls away. Runs his thumb along my jawline. Then my bottom lip. “Your dad left him out to dry?”

“Worse. He left him out to drown. He—” My gut seizes, steals my words from below. I swallow and let my vision stay blurred. I have to talk. I have a reputation that mixes poorly with silence and frowns. Just like a sunny Cloud would draw curiosity and nosy interest, so does a gloomy Rainer. I am the sun and he is the moon. He is gravity and I am the wave. High tide of concealment. Low tide of exposure.

If I don’t talk, Cloud thinks. And the more he thinks, the more he worries. The more he worries, the more guilty I feel. I’m already going under.

I force out a laugh. “Anson’s the nice one. Out of all of us, he’s the least likely to pull manipulations or deceptions. All his bones are broody and sensitive. Not a single nefarious piece in the whole languid, mellow skeleton. But lately he’s… rigid. Rough. Not scheming, but… squandering. It hurts me to see him bend like this.” I draw a sigh, regaining some composure. “It’ll kill me a little to see him break.”

Cloud nods. “I’m sorry for wanting to kick his ass.”

“Don’t be. It’s hot.”

“What about when I want to kick your ass?”

I throw my arms around Cloud and drape myself on him like a cat on a velvety chaise lounge. But no scratching this time. “Only if you promise to fuck it after.”

Some color and heat return between us. The cold isn’t far, but the smiles and touches are easier. Quicker. There’s room for excitement. Two freshman studs on a winning relay is enough to jack my swimming boner indefinitely. I should be proud and grateful. I should be prepared to tear up the water for my teammates.

So why am I still afraid of sinking?

We make it to the locker room almost ten minutes late. Fortunately, the exhilarated atmosphere covers our absence. Teammates stretch and chat, pumped for a promising competition. We only hang around the pool long enough for a warm-up and cool-down to put our muscles in prime position for later today. Then we’re hitting the cafeteria for a light breakfast. The whole time, Cloud focuses on his banter with Tilly and a distracted Brighton. I notice something familiar in his soft, boyish face. Misery may love company, but so do a lot of messy, negative emotions that neither of us needs to mix with the other. I give him a genuine smile when he glances my way. Nothing more.

Drowning victims don’t save one another.

After a quick eat, we’re back at the pool for a more structured warm-up. Captains lead the exercises and cheers. Then split us into groups. We strip down to our suits and dive into our half of the pool. The other half goes to the bright red swim caps of the North Valley Rattlesnakes. Our closest conference opponents. Shit like this gets me going. The style is in the smack talk, the rivalries. The crushing of foes who want this win almost as badly as we do.

With Cloud in a separate lane, I feel that reliable thrum of challenge. A competitive streak that sings in my blood. My body warms up in the chilly waters, my movements fluid and confident. I make it all the way to the end of warm-up feeling lighter and louder and badass-er.

Then I see him in the stands.

Father.

The crowd’s early but not thick enough to stifle his presence. Even if every seat and spot were full, there would still be a berth between his statue-still body and the group of gawkers. A shift in the sea of attention. Father’s attendance is never good but always grand.

I shrink upon spotting him. He doesn’t look in my direction, yet the spotlight is already searing into my hot flesh. I make my escape before I notice him noticing me.

“Hey, ass back in the water,” Kelby says before popping out and blocking my path with his powerful chest. A perfect expanse of muscle I’d love to tattoo with Captain Dickhead  or Brown Nose Boy Scout. He would be so much hotter without the stick up his ass.

I wish I was in the mood to joke.

“Gotta shit,” I say and push past him.

“Hurry.”

I give him a thumbs up. “Only if you come wipe my ass.”

Okay, maybe I’ve got a little fuel left in the tank. Feels like the only normal part of me left. I spin away from Kelby’s sourpuss face before he can say shit, and then I’m in the locker room. Safe. For now.

I lock myself in a stall and sit on the toilet, head in my hands. Now fucking what?

The far-off din of splashes and crowd chatter pulls my attention. Switching the pool for a stall does little to clear my head. My muscles feel tight and cold. My stomach floats on hollow unease. Nothing’s out of the ordinary, really. Father, the meet, Cloud. Me. If I could shut off my brain for a couple hours, everything would be normal. Swim, win, acknowledge Father, stuff my face with food, and stuff my insides with Cloud. 

Nothing I can’t do or haven’t been doing already this season.

Except tell Cloud.

“I’ll tell him during winter break.”

Saying it aloud barely assuages my discomfort and distraction. Can I really live with this, hide this for two months? It’s been a week and I’m already pulling apart at the seams. I’m not cut out for family secrets or for holding a ticking time bomb with Cloud’s name on it. There’s no way to throw it away or disarm it. Only prolong the timer. The longer it ticks, the more we feel for one another…

The more destructive the blast.

“Fuuuuuuuuuuuck.”

I punch the stall door. My knuckles reignite, reminding me of Anson. Crumbling, crying Anson, who I left in the shower and didn’t look back.

I bang my head against the side wall and nearly fall off the toilet. None of this shit is working. Maybe the pool is the best bet.

Opening the stall door, I—

“Walk with me.”

Father towers over me, taking advantage of the fact that my spine always shrinks in his extreme closeness. I see the ice-blue flecks in his normally deep-sea dark eyes. His jaw is set and firm. If I ever, in my wildest dreams, punched Father, that jaw would surely split my hand in half.

“What?”

“We’re having a conversation,” he says, as he pivots away and walks off.

I follow, pulled by a magnetism I hope to someday reject. “I have to swim, Father.”

“You will listen. Then you will swim.”

We reach the one-way side exit that leads to the parking lot. It requires a student-athlete keycard, but all my stuff is in my swim bag. Unfairly, not surprisingly, Father waves a nondescript keycard and the electronic lock disengages.

As he pushes open the door, I stop.

“I can’t miss my race.”

Father turns in the doorway, as the gleam of sunlight behind him blinds me. “Continue this obstinance, and there will be no more races. Anson is in the car. He’s been having recollections.”

My already tense muscles constrict painfully. I bite my tongue. Father continues, “He says you were with him the Friday night before New Year’s last. That you became intoxicated. He needed to drive you home in the late evening.”

“Fuck that! I was at a party. Witnesses.”

Father moves to strike me, and I flinch. But he simply bores down on me with that cold stare, like a metallic restraint pinning me in place. He doesn’t hit me. He dissects.

“You were not. You were on probation after one of your incidents. In your room until—” He clears his throat. “I allowed you to join your brother. For his sake. It’s a mistake I regret to this day.”

I remember the incident. I’d dragged along two teammates and filled another school’s pool with cheap bath bombs. The resulting explosion of dyes and bubbles ruining the pool like diarrhea was hilarious. It went all over social media, and people inevitably twisted the tale into a vengeful student taking a shit in the pool. None of us was going to correct the story. The accusations were strong, but I never got caught—except by Father. He’s never needed proof, only a penchant for punishing me. I’d spent every night that week holed up in my room, playing video games or doing push-ups or jerking off.

Rewriting the past is one of Father’s many talents.

“Let us converse with Anson, then you may return to your silly water sports.”

“The only reason I’m good at water sports is ‘cause you’ve pissed on me my entire—”

The back of Father’s hand silences the comeback with a resounding smack. One second I’m staring at him. The next, at the wall beside me. With my mouth on fire.

It takes my brain much longer to register the true impact. 

Father scans the keycard again. “Keep that mouth on a shorter leash. One that won’t strangle you. Now, move.”
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“I’M GOING TO put a damn leash on his ass, I swear.” I scrub a hand over my face to muffle the irritated sigh. “He’s been weird all week, but this is fucked up.”

“Maybe he really did have to use the toilet,” Brighton says with zero irony. It’s almost enough to make me smile. But concern darkens Tilly’s eyes. Concern, and hesitation.

When she looks away, I grip her shoulders as non-threateningly as I can muster. “Till. Spill.”

“Montgomery Caraway left the stands sometime after Rainer got out of the pool. And sometime before we finished warm-ups.”

“Fuck!”

A few teammates glance over, curious or perturbed. I feel Coach’s Harley’s hawkeye gaze from somewhere, but I don’t search for it. I take a breath. “I should’ve followed him.”

“You didn’t know,” Tilly says. “And I’m sure they would’ve excluded you from the conversation anyhow. When they’re finished, he’ll come back.”

“I just checked the locker room. That fucker dragged him off to who the hell knows where.”

“Then tell Coach.”

“Till, I can’t.” I throw my hands up in defeat. Coach Harley listens to a couple of swimmers below us, on the pool deck. Even though I’m higher up on the bleachers, I somehow know she’s tuned in to my impending recklessness. “Whatever is going on, getting Coach involved will catch Rainer more flack. Or worse.”

“Well, if you run off, and he returns, you’ll be the one getting screwed. He’s not lost, you don’t need to find him.”

“If he’s alone with that man, he’s better off lost.”

Tilly chooses her words carefully. “Cloud, speaking as someone who has a particular relationship with a demanding and ever-present parent… it’s really none of your business.”

I flex my fists. I can’t argue with Tilly. I can’t desert the team. What the hell can I do?

“Did you text him?” Brighton asks.

I pull Rainer’s phone out of his swim bag. “Yeah. Like three times before I noticed it was buzzing right next to me.”

“Dang. When I call—when I used to call Jance, he’d always answer a bit freaked out. Calling instead of texting messes with some people, but they’ll usually drop what they’re doing because they think it’s an emergency.”

I stare at Brighton, then at Rainer’s phone. Then I softly pinch Brighton’s cheek and say, “Genius, I could kiss you.”

As Brighton blushes, Tilly reaches for the phone. I yank back just in time. “Cloud. Do not intervene.”

Because Rainer always brags about having nothing to hide, his passcode is embarrassingly easy with 1-1-1-1. I don’t believe in zeroes; being nothing is worse than being a loser, he spouted to me one night in bed). I unlock his phone and scroll through his contacts. No Father. No Caraway. Lots of expletives and numerous variations on Maximilian, whatever that means. I spot my own name with a sun emoji. It distracts me. Melts me. Finding his father’s number proves difficult. I scroll back to the top, all the while feeling Tilly’s gaze of equal parts judgment and concern.

Brighton asks, “Am I in his contacts? I gave him my number. Twice, I think.”

Angel, Innocent is near the top. Just below a single A. I open the contact to check the recent call log. Then I make the call.

“The meet’s starting,” Tilly says. “You need to go warm up for the 50 free.”

Not without making sure my boyfriend’s okay.

Or uncovering what’s threatening his happiness.

Family drama concerns family. Not fuck buddies. Rainer’s words sting fresh. I know we’re more than that. I can think of the word boyfriends, but I haven’t said it out loud yet, either. Doesn’t mean he hasn’t been thinking it, too.

“What?” A raspy voice asks. Clearly irritated and exhausted. Possibly hungover? Half-awake?

I can’t think of anything to say, so I let Rainer’s brother do the talking. Any kind of clue would be helpful at this point.

“Dammit, Rainer. We’re not even off-campus yet. Don’t bother bitching to me about this.” A deeper, muffled voice. Anson responds, “Nothing, Father. He’s just messing with me.” Then back to the phone with, “I told you to not fuck him, now you’re both fucked. If he finds out, everyone is—”

“Hang up, Anson.” Caraway’s voice cuts through with clarity and menace.

“I’m sorry,” Anson whispers into the phone before the call ends.

Immediately, I pull up Rainer’s texts and search through the ones with his brother. Afraid of what I’ll find but too scared to let the opportunity slip by.

Until Tilly snatches the phone from my grip. “You’re crossing a line you can’t uncross.”

I briefly consider lunging for the phone, but she hands it to Brighton, who tucks it under his sweatshirt and curls into a ball.

“It’s something bad. Really bad.”

“You’ve asked him already. He’ll tell you when he’s ready.” Tilly points at Rainer, who’s heading to the warm-up half of the pool. “Go prepare for your race.”

I snatch my cap and goggles and hop down the bleachers, beelining for the far lane that Rainer drops into.

“Cloud, see me before you get behind the blocks,” Coach Harley says. I barely register her but nod as I pass. My eyes follow Rainer’s body down the lane and back. By the time he returns to the shallower end—

I jump into the pool, hitting the water a foot away from him. “The fuck?!” He sputters and stands. Spits out water and pulls up his goggles. “Was that a cannonball? ‘Cause the splash ratio was fucking sad.”

“What did your dad want?”

Rainer wades past me to the end of the lane. “Nothing. The usual. Father-of-the-year parenting lessons.” As he climbs out, I yank him back in by his speedo, not caring about the half-second of ass-flashing.

“Tell me the truth, and I’ll drop it.”

“You planning on becoming a daddy soon?” Rainer traces a finger between my pecs and up to my chin. “You need a bit more beef, but I’d love to sit on a fully bearded face.”

Rainer adjusts his goggles and ducks underwater to push off the wall, but I force him to the surface and all but pin him to the corner of the lane. Other swimmers navigate around us. I know I’m causing a commotion. I’m not sure I can swim my own fucking race if I can’t get one honest word out of Rainer’s mouth.

I clasp Rainer’s hand under the surface and squeeze. “Tell me everything’s going to be okay.”

“It’s fine. Don’t worry.”

I squeeze harder. “Tell me we are going to be okay.”

“You’re hurting me.”

I squeeze as hard as I can, only releasing when Rainer yelps and smacks me in the chest. “Get a fucking grip, Cloud.”

“You fucked me. Now we’re both fucked. What is it I can’t find out?”

Confusion strains Rainer’s face. The ensuing realization nearly shatters it. Even without seeing his eyes through the mirrored goggles, I can read it in every other piece of his body. It turns my stomach heavy and sour.

Maybe it’s better if I don’t know the answer.

Would I have been better off if Zane had never come out to me?

Would I have been better off if I had begged Coach Harley for a roommate reassignment?

Would I have been better off if I had focused on Rainer’s cocky, obnoxious outside and not desired to claim the tight, vulnerable heat of his insides? 

“Never mind.” I shove Rainer out of my way and into the plastic lane rope, much harder than I meant to. I pause, wanting to apologize.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Rainer says. “What happened to your friend.”

I remember Zane’s funeral, when I tried to share a few memories. A eulogy was intimidating. He was the writer. I just wanted to show the other mourners how much he meant to me. But at the podium, my chest, my throat, my face all seized up. No breaths, no tears. Only the frozen blankness.

It hits me again right now.

As Rainer touches me, my body thaws enough to pull myself out of the water and hope this sudden threat of spontaneous combustion doesn’t come to pass. Something wants to explode inside me, and I don’t know if fighting it, or releasing it, is better for the people around me. Maybe I can hide somewhere and detonate alone.

Once I’ve swum my race.

“I’m not gonna tell you to get your head outta your ass,” Coach Harley says, stopping me with a hand on the shoulder. “You know what you need to do. Don’t make me regret trusting you to do it.”

“…Yes ma’am.”

The words sound confident, even as my heart beats in vain against my tense chest muscles. Each step along the pool deck feels like a slip-n-slide. No matter how slow I walk or how dominant I posture, I’m afraid of falling. Falling and complaining and punching the ground for letting me get hurt.

Behind the block, I glance over at Rainer four lanes away. My cock yearns to fuck him. My arms need to hug him. My chest wants his smooth cheek. My heart begs to hear him say, You’re overreacting, Sunny. Fucking drama queen.

My mind focuses on the minutes before I carve a path through the cold, unforgiving water. No mercy for the conflicted. No water for wounds.

The rest of my body snaps into place. I jump around, shake my limbs. Pump up my heart rate while the race before mine finishes. I feel like a puppet in need of a hand.

Or a corpse in need of a second chance.

Otherwise, this dread will sink me the second I dive in. None of the anxiety from ten minutes ago returns. No source of energy or motivation. My body goes through the familiar motions, prepping for the race. But the black-tar emptiness coursing through my insides is thickening. Sticky, heavy. Hopeless.

How can I know something without proof? Without context for words that could draw multiple meanings?

The feeling in my gut solidifies. A concrete block of certainty.

Rainer knows something about Zane’s accident. Enough to know it wasn’t an accident.

My best friend didn’t die. He was killed.

BEEP!
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BEEP!

If my brain had one of those comic thought bubbles, it’d be filled with enough fucks to run out of ink. It would follow me into the pool. Into the race. My body knows what to do at the sound of the race buzzer, but my mind only knows—

—fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck—

I flip and hit the wall with my feet. Surge underwater with three dolphin kicks and explode to the surface. My thoughts cling to the white-water wake, trailing but chasing me.

A sacred twenty seconds. That’s what this is supposed to be. Silence. Clarity. Vigor and victory. The sanctuary’s been breached. The endless stream of fucks echoes around the inside of my skull. FUCK-fuck, FUCK-fuck, FUCK-fuck. A second thudding heartbeat. My blood doesn’t know where to pump. My muscles scream and my lungs burn.

Does he know?

I don’t even remember what I said to Cloud. I can barely remember jamming my fingers into the touchpad—the race is over. A minor interruption to the deluge of panic flooding my body. I cling to the gutter along the wall to keep from sinking. Slipping under twenty-five feet of water isn’t a hiding place. It isn’t a second chance or forgiveness or a time machine.

What the fuck did I say to him?!

Having explored and obsessed over Cloud’s body and face, it’s impossible not to read every tic and nuance of his movements. His expressions. The more bottled up he gets, the clearer those under-pressure contents become. No amount of my shaking will make him burst and spray.

‘Til he chooses to open up himself.

I drag my body out of the pool and want to vomit, despite the emptiness in my stomach. Limbs like jelly, I make my way toward the team area without looking at the scoreboard. I know it’s bad. I bet it’s horrendous. But I look at it for Cloud, hoping my big mouth didn’t jeopardize his performance along with my own.

Seventh place. His time is .4 slower than it’s been so far this season (I keep track of his times, sue me). Four-tenths of a second is a fucking lot for only two laps. At least he wasn’t last.

I was.

I don’t bother registering my time. I don’t bother looking at anyone or hydrating or searching for Cloud. I head to the other side of the pool to cool down—

Coach Harley stops me. Hand on my chest. “Are you sick?”

“What? Uh, no?”

“Injured?” I shake my head. “Then I can’t help you with whatever’s fucking you up. You’ve got between now and your next race to put it aside. Deal with your shit outside the pool, and don’t you dare deal with it now.”

“Sure, yeah. Of course.” My words stick to the roof of my mouth. I consider pretending to pass out. Maybe it’ll be better for everyone if I’m out of the way.

But I can’t fuck up the relay. Not today. Not against North Valley.

Not when I’ve already betrayed Cloud.

I put on a smile. “Consider me un-fucked and shitless.”

Coach Harley’s glare softens to something between confusion and concern. “Just go warm down.” I give her a goofy thumbs up, but she’s not done with me yet. If she wasn’t so busy, or surrounded by hundreds of people, her hands would be gripping my head to make sure I completely absorbed her next words. With all the reined-in intensity, she says, “And stay the hell away from Cloud Stearns.”

On cue, Cloud appears, and Coach Harley dismisses me with a deadly look before spinning around to block me from Cloud’s view. Her razor-sharp demeanor cuts through bullshit and distraction, compensating for her small stature. Cloud’s eyes never leave hers, and I flee before I get the urge to wait for him. Like a fucking idiot.

Cooling down with slow, steady strokes in the water, I struggle to recollect. It was less than fifteen minutes ago, but my mind draws a blank. As Cloud shoved me into the lane ropes, I thought about Father’s threat. How Anson refused to leave the car to see me. That even if I did everything expected of me, or if I devoted my allegiance strictly to Cloud with a fuck-you to my family, we would all be at risk. Four men fighting over a sinking vessel. Being able to swim is of little consequence when you’re ready to go down with the ship.

If I knew how to hurt Cloud less…

If I knew how to shoulder his guilt…

I still can’t remember his name. It feels sacrilegious if I say the wrong name. I know it’s not Zack, but that’s all I got. I can’t bear Cloud’s face if I misname his dead friend. His murdered friend.

What will Cloud’s face do when I reveal who killed him?

I get out of the water and head straight for the locker rooms. Into the showers. A hot shower is a stupid choice for my competition-craving muscles. You don’t fuck with your body in the middle of a meet. But I need the comfort of the burning. The isolation of the steam. I need to be away from everyone and everything, especially this barrage of thoughts and feelings.

Maybe I’ll ignore them all. Cloud. Father. Anson. No sides, no deception. No promises or guilt. I wasn’t there. I can’t help. I’m not important.

I’m the hot water circling the drain. I’m the steam evanescing in the air.

I’m everything I’ve always been.

Nothing.

Time passes. It leaves me behind, and I’m grateful. Maybe my skin will prune up ‘til I’m unrecognizable. Waterlogged and indistinguishable from another floating piece of flotsam.

Or a three-day-old body in a lake.

“Fuck!”

I pound on the tile wall. It’s not a door. No one will let me in. Or out. I’d bash my body against it if I had the energy. I slip and fall on my ass and forfeit myself to the drain.

This is where Cloud and I first truly explored each other.

I wish I could take it back. For his sake.

At some point, I’m crying. I can blame the hot water arcing down into my face from the showerhead. But I know better. I always cry when I don’t get my way. Maybe things would be different if I learned to cry for others.

Like Cloud. In that video. Screaming. And crying. Denied his best friend. Denied the truth. Denied the ability to punch away even a sliver of the descending darkness.

I’d shared the video like everyone else. Hadn’t paid attention enough to recognize him when I met him. Barely ever thought about the dead swimmer. He wasn’t in my races, he wasn’t on my radar. Anyone who sank to the bottom was of no interest to me.

Now I’m alone down here.

Strong hands cup my armpits and drag me up and back. I rest against the plane of a chiseled chest. The heat from torso to arms to groin. Those strong arms wrap around me. That chin I’ve licked and kissed and traced now rests on my shoulder.

I wonder if the steam obscures any of my patheticness. My vulnerability. If maybe I look like someone else who isn’t in desperate need of a powerful body and an understanding soul.

So much time passes without either of us speaking, I wonder if I’ve mistaken Cloud’s body. His hardness. His warmth. If this is a stress-induced hallucination.

If it is, it’s a damn good one. Silver lining.

“How does it feel to be last?” His voice vibrates in my ear but sounds far away. An illusion of time and space.

“It feels like I’m six years old. Swimming my first race. Last place—technically, I didn’t finish. The lifeguard had to pry me off the lane rope in the middle of the pool.”

“Humble beginnings,” Cloud whispers. “Who would have thought?”

“It’s not an origin story I share,” I say, tracing the veins in his forearm. “Father forced me to practice with a private swim instructor. The next summer, I kicked every seven-year-old’s ass in the league. I made a couple of them cry.”

“Most supervillains were victims at first. Some stay that way.”

I scoff. “Being a shitty swimmer isn’t victimizing. I didn’t almost drown. I only embarrassed myself. And my family.”

Cloud pulls me tighter. The heat from his body and the shower make me dizzy and mellow. A stab of guilt slides in, reminding me of the cold emptiness I deserve.

“I meant the part where your dad forced you into this path.”

“He didn’t… I chose to be here. He hates that I still swim.”

Cloud pulls me even tighter. His thighs squeeze my hips. His lips tickle my ear. “The path he carves out for you. Where you’re an extension of his ambition, his influence, his control. The Caraway path.”

“I’m not on any path. ‘Cept maybe a fucking downward spiral.”

“You’re sinking. But you’re not alone.” Cloud kisses the back of my head. “I didn’t mean to ignore you earlier. I misinterpreted what you said. And there was no time before the race.”

“Great swim, by the way.”

“Thanks for softening the blow by taking last place. Letting me beat you.”

I twist around in his arms, in his lap. “The only time I let you beat me is with your—”

There’s something wrong with Cloud’s face.

Every facial feature is experiencing a different emotion. A collage of different art styles coalescing into something that resembles a human face but feels… wrong? An approximation. An imitation. I don’t see his handsomeness. Only his pain.

An eye blinking on the verge of tears. A jaw set with rage. Lips quivering with fear. An eye squinting in worry.

I kiss each piece of his expression in hopes of putting it back together. Every kiss tastes like the Cloud I know. The Cloud I trust… The Cloud I…

The Cloud who’s falling apart, no matter how well I lie or how quickly I confess. The Cloud I would ruin myself for, if only to give him a reprieve from what’s coming.

“You didn’t misinterpret what I said. You are not to blame for what happened to…” I go to kiss Cloud, hating myself for not remembering the dead swimmer’s—“Zane.” The foreign word slips out of my mouth, surprising us both. “Whatever you did that day or night, it wasn’t you. Zane’s death wasn’t your fault.”

Cloud clutches my shoulders. To pull me in? Push me away? “Why… why are you… saying this?”

“Whatever happens right now, today, tomorrow, and after… is not your fault.” I take his hands in mine. “It’s my fault.”

A tremor surges through Cloud’s body. The emotional puzzle pieces of his face collided. “No. No, you’re not—you don’t know what—stop. Stop it.”

“I can’t lie to you. Cloud, I…”

“You’re fucking with me. Getting me riled up. Getting me to perform better so you’ll perform better so everyone will—”

“Cloud!”

I grip his face. Pull it to mine. I don’t feel worthy to kiss him. Not with the words on my lips. Even if the next ones are:

“I love you. I’m sorry.”

Fuck it.

I kiss Cloud’s perfect face one last time. Our last time, most likely.

He doesn’t react—when I pull away, he comes to life. Lunges at me, embraces me. Crushes me with his arms and pecs as his mouth devours mine. Plunders it for the secrets I have to share. Or maybe to delay the inevitable revelations that’ll leave neither of us unscathed. He kisses and kisses and kisses. Grinds his muscles atop me while the hot water pours down and the drain digs into my back. My cock awakens in spite of the impending fear and regret. All the emotional thickness melts to liquid passion, seeping into our pores. His fingers peel away the back of my speedo and tug on my cheeks, palming my ass and lifting it off the wet floor. As I paw at his cock, greedy and lustful. Fearing it’s the last chance to feel him inside me as our lips refuse to stop or part.

Cloud yanks off my speedo and flings it away. Pushes my legs back and dives face-first into my ass. I cry out with enormous relief. His hot tongue tags my hole. His lips scorch my entrance. It means no matter what happens, we’ll always have this.

But as Cloud opens me up, showing more sexual adventurousness than I’ve ever given him credit for—he stops.

“I don’t want this to feel final.”

His hot breath pushes those words between my thighs. The scruff on his chin grazes my balls and the underside of my painfully erect cock. I ask, “What do you want this to feel like?”

“The truth.”

So I sit up. Ignore my heated hole and begging cock. I avoid looking at how far Cloud’s popping out of his tiny speedo. And I breathe in the overpowering scent of chlorine between us.

The only home we’ve ever shared.

“We can’t miss the relay.”

“It can wait,” Cloud says, grimacing. “The truth can’t.”

So I tell him the truth. About Father. My brother.

And the dead boy I can never dream of competing with.
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I NEVER DREAMED of closure. Never expected it to solve the rift between what I believed and what the media, the medical examiner, and the police explained. What’s the point of hearing the truth when you already know it in your heart?

Knowing how Zane really died doesn’t absolve, doesn’t lessen my guilt. It worsens it. Darkens it. Even before the implications of Rainer being the one to pull back the lies.

It’s not a complicated tale. No plot twists. Or maybe Rainer keeps it simple for my sake. For his. As I watch him confide in me, he’s never been more animated. But someone else is at the controls. His gestures are aggressive one moment and limp the next. His usually bright eyes pass through unrecognizable shades of unease, disgust, and fear. His naked body loses all arousal and curls up into itself. The more words he frees, the more these vulnerable reflexes take over.

I want to comfort him. To kiss him. To fuck him. To shut him up and pretend like this conversation isn’t life-changing. Or completely damning. But he’s so far away. Tanned skin, lean muscles, messy hair all within reach. Everything else, the stuff I truly care about, floats farther away with each passing minute. I hope that by listening, and not exploding, I’ll be able to rein my boyfriend back into my arms.

Anson getting high or intoxicated wasn’t unusual for most of his teenage and young adult years. Every Caraway boy had a black sheep phase, but his became a lifestyle. And it incurred Caraway’s wrath in an endless cycle. That night, when Zane had confessed his feelings about his sexuality—and about me—Anson had exchanged his feelings with his father like usual. But this time, the familiar, familial dance of resentment had lost its rhythm. Anson escaped into booze and drugs for the night, while Caraway later made the final threat in a terse phone call: a complete and utter severance from all financial and family support. Unless Anson hurried home and picked out a rehabilitation clinic before midnight.

So Anson hurried, taking a shortcut through the abandoned residential development on the east side of town—and the lake Zane and I had explored for several summers before the nearby construction made our adventures inaccessible. It was where I’d really gotten to know my best friend. The pool was where our friendship started, but those summers at the lake sealed the deal.

Zane must have been driven by nostalgia after my freakout, running to a place in our past where I was still touching and teasing him. Which left me standing in my shower for almost an hour, wondering if I’d just lost one of the most important relationships in my life.

Was I standing alone in the water while Zane sank?

Rainer continues, talking to the drain. Not to me. He keeps it brief now. Anson wasn’t really taking a shortcut—he planned to drive straight into the lake. But then he hit what he thought was an animal. He stopped but didn’t park. Looked around but didn’t get out. Rattled and still addle-minded with his drugs of choice, he drove home. It wasn’t far to the Caraway estate from the lake. When he got home, Caraway met him in the garage. Saw the damage to the front of Anson’s car. He dragged Anson into his own vehicle and drove back to the lake. To locate the animal Anson had claimed he hit.

“Father’s a worst-case-scenario kind of bastard,” Rainer says. “He would’ve had a contingency plan in place before they even reached the lake. If it had turned out to be a wild animal or a stray…”

Rainer doesn’t say it. I don’t need him to.

“Was he…?” I stare at the drain with him. Focusing on it to keep my stomach from lurching to my throat.

“Caraway made it all disappear. The victim, the car, the evidence. Made my brother watch all of it, then made him relive it once he sobered up. Probably reminded him every fucking day, I dunno. But he protected Anson. Only to torture him. If his son suffered, that fucker didn’t have to. Penance is only for the judged. The guilty. What he couldn’t fix himself, he paid professionals to cover, to lie, to misdirect. I don’t know for sure, but… He hasn’t gotten to where he is by getting his hands dirty. It’s by having enough money to wipe them clean.”

I watch the water circle the drain. The shower is still hot, but my body is numb to it. I feel the frigid flow growing outward from my core. The place I kept all my anger, all my resentment—now frozen flames. They’ve fueled me for almost a year. How do I move forward with only the cold?

“I knew something was wrong,” Rainer whispers. “When they got home, I was still awake. In the kitchen getting food with the lights off. I heard their voices, mostly Father’s. Shit was real fucked. Didn’t need to hear the words, only the voices. I could’ve interrupted. But I was so smug. Such a goddamn prick. I actually smiled, Cloud. Father had been pissed with me—now he was pissed with Anson. We always played the blame game, so I gladly passed it onto my brother. I went back upstairs and pretty much forgot I’d ever overheard them.”

“You didn’t know.” Three words that apply to so much. The not knowing, that was what I feared all this time since Zane’s death. I didn’t know what he was thinking when he fled. What he was feeling when I didn’t chase after him. Did he get hit by Anson’s car because he was too heartbroken to notice his surroundings or try to escape from the storm? Rejection untethers reality in that first sting. Whatever you believe about yourself, the other person, your relationship—it’s cut so cleanly, it floats away like it was never really there.

“But you did,” Rainer says. “You always knew something bad happened. That it was more than an accident.”

“Because it did happen. I happened.” I take a breath to say it all quickly and clearly. I owe Zane that much. “Zane came out to me. That night. He came out, and I tried to be his best friend. Then he said I was the reason. He came out because he… because he was in love with me. My best friend for all of middle school and high school. He told me, and I panicked.” My chest seizes. I pause only long enough to ease the tension. “I rejected him. I didn’t know how to be responsible for his intense feelings. I didn’t even think of him as gay—just that I couldn’t be the source of all this change. I don’t remember what I said. Only the sick feeling in my stomach and the pain on his face. And then the numbness when he ran away into the rain. I couldn’t feel anything, so I didn’t do anything. Zane went to that lake because it was our lake. If I’d followed him, he would still—”

An overwhelming urge crashes through my body, sweeping away every thought, every desire, every fear. Until all that’s left in the wake is a single refuge, a solitary imperative: I have to tell him.

I have to tell him I love him.

Nothing else matters at this moment. My one chance for a reprieve. To prove to my best friend that I’ve carried the guilt all this time. I’ve paid the price of pain with the cost of grief. An agreement that can be settled by admitting that I did love him, that the mystery will be solved and justice served. That I kept these pieces of our memories safe, no matter how many times their sharp edges caught on my soft skin.

I hear Rainer’s voice at the far edge, like it’s on the wind at the bottom of a chasm. My name on his lips. Shouted, even as it fades through repetition, worn down by the passing of time and space.

I have to tell him, too.

Zane gets my first.

So Rainer can have my last.

The cold wind beats at my bare body, failing to chill the determined fire churning beneath flesh. The threat of rain hangs heavy in the dark gray bowels above, but that won’t stop me either. More fitting. More poetic. I don’t give a fuck, as long as I make it there. Where I left Zane. As long as I make it there and tell him everything. And promise to see it all through.

The water took his life from me.

But our bond, our memories are made of the stuff: the pools, the lakes, the rainstorms. The water keeps us connected.

I never wanted to leave him alone. I’ll prove it.

Then I can truly start living for the other boy.

The one who’s upended my life and broken through the hardest parts of myself. Who’s torn me down so I can rebuild anew.

I hope he’ll wait for me.
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PART OF ME wants to wait for Cloud. That small but growing, romantic part that believes when you let something go, if it’s meant to be, it’ll come back.

Fuck that.

I just shattered his world. Reopened his deepest wound. I’m amazed he sat so long, listening to my endless exposition that felt less like a confession and more like a plea. I’m telling you the truth, so please don’t leave me!

But Cloud hit his limit, and now he’s fleeing—running away from me? Running towards some grief-stricken significance?

Zane went to that lake because it was our lake.

As Cloud takes off, I give chase. All these revelations tether us too tightly. If he gets out of my sight, I don’t know what I’ll do. The farther he gets, the more my chest hurts. The harder my heart beats. All the blood flowing through me pumps in his direction, spurning my limbs after his disappearing, speedo-clad form. 

I slow only to snag a pair of athletic shorts and a team parka hanging on different lockers. I don’t know who they belong to, but I double-knot the drawstring and pray the shorts cling to my hips. The parka stays tucked under my arm, as I dash after Cloud without glancing at the pool. If I can’t catch him in the parking lot, there’s no way we’ll both make it back in time for our next race, the 100-yard freestyle. Coach Harley’s fury will reign hard, but as the first drops of rain splattered my body just past the building’s exit, all the swimming-related concerns fall back to the pool deck.

Only Cloud’s body remains, gaining distance from my reach. As well as the overcast, moody skies overheard that threaten to inconvenience my pursuit.

It wouldn’t be the first time I tried to connect with Cloud in the rain.

I need to get to him before he gets to that lake.

There’s no time to consider how far the campus is from the skeletal, forgotten residential development. No time to realize how insane it might be to chase someone several miles across town. If I can just close the distance between us…

Despite most sprint swimmers’ focus on explosive muscle over endurance-based cardio, Cloud doesn’t slow. I’m longer and leaner, but his body barrels ahead. Down the sidewalk. Crossing the street. Unfazed by the growing rain or the hard slaps of bare feet on concrete. We’re far from both downtown and the busiest suburbs, so there are few traffic obstacles.

Which means our chase continues uninterrupted, with no means for me to catch up. If anything, I’m falling behind. Pumping my arms and sucking in quick breaths. This body is meant for swimming and fucking. I struggle to keep Cloud in my sightlines.

Until he’s gone.

It looks like I’m running along a park, so maybe he took a shortcut. Or the scenic route. I can’t fucking tell which direction I’m running, let alone what part of town I’m in. One of the perks of growing up with a chauffeur—a great sense of direction.

Fuck me.

I don’t know what Cloud’s planning. All I know are the words that triggered his feet to grow wings and his sexy, muscular body to become a cross-country runner’s dream. And I know the fear gnawing below my belly. Because I’m the impulsive one. I’m the one who flees. Cloud’s in control. Stoic. Disciplined. A hardass fun-sucker who badly needed a hole for his dick and another heart to make his whole. Am I really that heart? Could my selfishness and crudeness fill that space in his chest? Or am I only the plaything to distract from festering grief?

The plaything that just poured salt on and stuck a finger in that wound, all ‘cause of unfamiliar, abstract beliefs like truth and justice?

And love?

If you hurt the ones you love, how high is the price for forgiveness?

“Cloud!”

My pathetic attempt at a bellow falls flat in the open air. I slow to a jog, clutching the stitch in my side and gathering more energy and oxygen. “Fucking wait up!” Whiny. Petulant. I make myself cringe. “I’m trying to help you!”

The hollowness of the words seeps into my chest like the draft in an old house. An empty chill that freezes my movements and whispers panic into my muscles. Am I trying to help him? Or am I grasping for something I want all to myself? Cloud makes me feel good; I won’t let go.

What if he’s running from me?

The buildup of lactic acid and cardiovascular strain slam into me from behind, capturing their unwilling prey. I catch myself on a tall, square stone, hoping a downpour will fill the streets so I can swim back to campus. Fuck running. Fuck chasing. Fuck—

“Cloud.”

He’s far away. Bent over. So small. But I see him. And I see what’s around him. I see the thing I’m clinging to. A headstone.

A cemetery.

My legs give out, and I collapse to my knees in the grass. The splatter of rain quickens to a thin sheet. The growing drizzle cools my sweaty skin and softens the earth beneath me. I wait, and I watch Cloud.

Zane wasn’t left in the lake, obviously. It just never occurred to me…

How many times has he been out here alone?

I’m intruding, I think, but my body is too tired to move away. So I stare at his broad back as the rain beats at it. I regain my breath and some feeling in my legs, and then I approach. I don’t want to interrupt.

But I don’t want to leave him alone, either.

He’s whispering excitedly to the headstone as he kneels before it. His face is animated, showing more emotion than I’ve seen in him. He doesn’t notice me or the rain or the exhaustion no doubt clenching in his trembling body. I realize this isn’t the Cloud I first met and challenged to a naked swim-off in front of a crowd of drunken revelers. 

This is the Cloud I never noticed. The Cloud who shared all his secrets with Zane. Who trained in the pool and then did goofy shit or pulled pranks with Zane. The Cloud who doesn’t talk to a grave; he confides in his oldest friend.

I hear my name mentioned. A sudden warmth drifts through my body at the sound of it. I wonder if Zane still thinks I’m an asshole. If Cloud can convince him that I’ve changed. That I will continue to change—if I get to know the Cloud laughing softly beneath the sounds of an arriving storm.

When he finally grows silent, the heavens dump a shit ton of water on us. I drop down beside Cloud and wrap his body in the parka, shielding him from the torrential nature. I circle my arms around him and slip a hand inside the protective coat, placing an open palm along his left pec.

To make his heartbeat mine.

“We fantasized about pranking you,” Cloud says, turning so his lips graze my ear and his voice resounds above the downpour. “Speedos in vinegar. Explosive sunscreen bottles. Petroleum jelly on goggles. We never did, though. You were untouchable. In the water and out. I think Zane probably had a crush on you. Whatever pranks we came up with always felt so funny. And then when our pool got messed up—we knew it was you. We knew you liked to prank as much as we did. The difference… You actually did it.”

“I was a fucking idiot. I still am.”

Cloud opens the parka and tugs me in. Pulls me onto his lap and wraps one side of the thick material around my bare back. “Zane used to joke that you’d pay off anyone who could beat you in a race. If that didn’t work, you’d seduce them. I don’t think he thought you were… whatever you are… but he knew that being a winner was branded into your skin. That you’d do anything to defeat the competition before, during, and after a race. So that’s what I thought, too. For way too long.”

“I never thought you could beat me.” I touch Cloud’s chin. Trace my fingers down his sculpted, heaving chest. His body is loud. His voice so quiet still. “I just couldn’t handle how fucking horny you made me.”

“I wasn’t seducing you.”

“You were,” I say, inhaling his chlorine-saturated musk. “You didn’t mean to. But that moment when you attacked me in the dorm bathroom—”

“When you attacked me while I showered.”

“When I pranked you, and you were hard and hot and heated…” I cup his cheek. Press our noses together. “I saw you recognize me. I saw what you wanted to do to me. I saw the challenge. I had to beat you… I just didn’t know what was waiting at the end of the race.”

Cloud’s eyes soften, curious. “Your victory?”

I drop my head and kiss Cloud’s chest. I tongue his nipple, then suck the muscle into my mouth and knead the hard flesh between my teeth. His heartbeat presses into my face. I finish my mark with a kiss and can’t help but smile.

“Your heart.”

I listen to how it races for us, while Cloud holds me tighter. The storm pounds us atop Zane’s grave. Our bodies stay entwined, sharing comfort and silence. And the rush of lying raw in each other’s presence. No jokes, no pranks. No dirty talk or messy sex. Only aching muscles and beating hearts. Wrapped up with the scent of pool memories filling our noses, filling our minds, filling our hearts. The chlorine always seeps in. It unites us. It unites Zane. The past to the present, while the future waits.

Even if it didn’t. If the future left us behind. Discarded us in a wave of sappy, stinging vulnerability. We would keep each other afloat.

No longer drowning apart. Now swimming together.

And if the rain falls any harder, we really will have to swim our way out of the cemetery.

Cloud pulls our bodies against the tombstone. Draws me deeper beneath the parka. “I thought coming back here would make me feel worse. Guiltier. Ashamed. But I think staying away was what made me feel sick. That piece of me you or swimming or Tilly couldn’t touch. That piece belongs to Zane. And he… he didn’t need me to come back. He needed me to move on. He told me as much.”

“Maybe he needs you to seek professional help,” I say. “The dead don’t speak.”

“Only if the living don’t listen.”

We press our ears to the cool, wet stone. My pulse pounds in my head, surging with expectation. I feel it in Cloud’s body as well, wrapped so tightly we share the same racing heart.

Maybe the dead don’t speak with words.

“You hear it,” Cloud says. He places his hand on my chest, mirroring my position. “After hard sets in the pool, Zane and I would feel each other’s heartbeats like this.” He pinches my nipple, and I hiss out a laugh. “And then he’d give me a twist or a pinch. Every time.”

I pinch Cloud back. “He clearly had such a hard-on for you.”

“He loved me… and I loved him.”

Cloud pulls my face to his and kisses me long and deep. The parka slides off our bodies. The rain scours us. It’s not cleansing or healing. Only pelting and freezing.

Except for Cloud’s lips. His tongue. His breath. The fire that warms me from the inside out.

We shiver together, then smile. Our bodies pressed together and braced upon Zane’s grave marker.

Cloud rests his forehead on mine. “And now I love you.”

We hold our breath beneath the fury of the rain. His words ring in my ears against the thunderous downpour. So warm and soft no matter how cold and loud the nature around us gets.

I find his beating heart again. His wet lips. I kiss them both. Then I pull the parka back over us. “We missed the 100 free race.” Cloud nods, dejected. I kiss his forehead. “Coach might spare our lives if we make it back in time for the relay.”

Cloud grins. “Want to race?”

I glance at the headstone. The date Father and Anson altered all our lives and ended one of them. I make a silent promise to come back here and tell Zane what happens when Cloud and I share his truth. If he’s stuck haunting shit, maybe this will be enough to bring him peace.

And hopefully convince him to not haunt my ass for falling in love with his best friend.

“Loser gets fucked!”

I break into a sprint, leaving the parka with Cloud. He chases, trying to capture me with it.

This one time, if I lose… I’ll be real fucking happy about it.
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WE LOSE. And it’s all my fault.

Rainer and I make it back to campus, to the pool deck before the 200 free relay. But not before Brighton and Magnus have taken our spots. The moment we enter, our panting, rain-soaked bodies instantly fitting in with the wet and warmed-up bodies around us, Brighton breathes out a huge, shrieking sigh. If we hadn’t missed our 100 free race, almost nobody would’ve been wiser to our absence.

Brighton and Magnus lend us their goggles. There’s no time for us to grab ours from the stands. No chance of us making that quick trip without getting incinerated by Coach Harley. Brighton wishes us good luck, hugging us both. Magnus eyes each of us, sensing a shift he has no desire to explore. He leaves without a word. Only Jance’s “You two are so fucked” gets exchanged before we’re behind the block. At least running almost two miles barefoot in the rain properly warmed up our bodies.

It doesn’t matter. We lose—the relay and the meet. North Valley clinches a narrow win. Meaning, our no-show in the 100 freestyle race cost us the difference. The women’s team ekes out a win, though. And maybe that’s the only thing that prevents Coach from smashing our heads together.

But she’s more perceptive than that. Once the team warm-down is complete, she drags us both into her office, sits us down, and stands behind her desk. Awaiting an explanation. No excuses. Only the truth.

Maybe it’s my exhaustion, but I think I see a flicker of softness in her eyes. Like she knows the kind of story we’re about to share.

I scoot my chair closer to Rainer and grasp his fingers in mine. I ran; he followed. So when Rainer opens his mouth, I squeeze those fingers. And I desperately want to kiss that open mouth.

“I was drowning. Rainer abandoned ship to save me.”

Coach Harley’s eyebrow raises. “Save the figurative language for your English papers, please. Why did you need saving?”

“‘Cause my brother killed his best friend,” Rainer says, even-toned and plainly. “And Montgomery Caraway covered it up.”

Nobody speaks. Coach drops into her chair and removes her glasses to pinch the bridge of her nose. I squeeze Rainer’s hand. He clears his throat. “I need to speak to my—someone’s lawyer. The farthest lawyer away from any Caraway payroll.” He looks at me, whispers, “Do you have a lawyer?”

I stifle a laugh. Something warm and bright wells up within me. The urge to kiss Rainer becomes ravenous, clawing at my insides. I turn back to Coach. “Do you remember Zane Fisk?”

She nods. “Start from the beginning. Then we’ll worry about legal counsel.”

I want to start from sixth grade, when I was afraid to take my shirt off to get in the pool, so Zane gave me a helpful shove right into the deep end. I remember the swirl of anxiety and relief, buoying me as I got ready to punch the jerk who pushed me into the water without warning. But Zane was too busy cannonballing right beside me. He never pushed me to go where he wouldn’t follow.

When I glance at Rainer now, I realize he had plenty of people pushing him. But no one to follow him.

I start with Zane leaving my house—with no one following. Rainer cuts in to keep the story flowing. To push me past the parts that snag my heart and my voice. He fills in the roles of Anson, of Caraway. As we share the story, we share our space. Our arms entwine. Our shoulders brush. I relinquish control to Rainer when Zane’s death comes up. Then, I speak for him after he admits he thought nothing of his brother and father’s strange behavior that night.

When we get to our part of the story, the oil and water and competition and aggravation—while skipping over the sexual tension and eventual explosion of said tension—Rainer fills in the blanks I share with Coach. About what happened when Rainer struggled in those treacherous, familial spaces. The times when blood was thicker than our water. When I was desperate to know, to help, to protect. How Anson warned him; how Caraway threatened him. Coach listens to every word with an attentive, passive expression.

My own expression morphs from fury to regret. Back to fury. Then to pride. Rainer’s body shakes as he lays out the final pieces of an accusation that will cripple the Caraways’ fortune and reputation. He’s taking an ax to the family tree without knowing which way it will fall.

I pull him into my chest the second his voice cuts off. The threat of a sob chokes him. Stiffens his body. But he melts in my arms. Hides his fallen face from Coach. I kiss the top of his head and stare at her.

“Thank you for sharing,” Coach Harley says so softly, I’m not sure her lips moved. She stands. Exhales a long breath. Far too long for someone who was only listening. I guess waiting with bated breath is a real thing when someone drops this kind of fucked-up story. “I want you two to do absolutely nothing tomorrow. For the entire day. Come thirty minutes early to morning practice on Monday. That will be your… disciplining for missing the relay and jeopardizing the team.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I need to make about two dozen calls between now and then. If anyone or anything gives you trouble, come straight to me. I will do my best to protect you past Monday afternoon. But there’s no predicting the size of this shitstorm until we’re covered in it. You have each other. And this team. Lean where you need to lean.”

As Rainer kisses my chest from where his head nestles, Coach Harley dismisses us. She ages a decade in that moment, the timelessness of an impending burden’s weight now sitting fully upon her shoulders. It eases ours, having let someone with authority know what’s happened to us. To Zane. It won’t make the future easier.

But it carves the past out of our present. If only for a day or two.

Coach gives us a reassuring nod, and her steeliness scrapes through some of the gloom and doom. I nod back, then half-carry Rainer out of her office.

Before the door closes, we’re on each other. Kissing, groping. On the verge of tears, laughter, screams. Filling ourselves with the taste of each other. Air-dried and clad in cock-strained speedos in the middle of the aquatic center’s administration area.

I lick the second skin of chlorine from Rainer’s abs and hips. He nips at my neck and pulls on my shoulders, trying to crawl on top of me. An escape hatch to flee through. A warm body to hide inside. I don’t care what he needs from me, as long as he has the strength to take it.

It doesn’t last. The reality doubles down on the exhaustion. Physically, emotionally, psychologically. Rainer collapses into me and my back thuds on the wall. We slide down to the floor. No doubt Coach Harley heard us, but she gives us our space. Or maybe she already started those calls.

It doesn’t matter, because we’re alone together. Our scents, our muscles, our breathing as one. I kiss Rainer’s head so many times, his bleached, frizzy hair catches in my teeth. So I keep the kiss pressed into his skull. A conduit to absorb any bad thoughts that dare cross his mind.

I won’t let them. I won’t let anyone, anything—even Rainer himself—hurt him anymore. Not even my memories of Zane. If my best friend saw me now, he would need five minutes to laugh his ass off. Then, he would realize how serious I was, and he would tell me to chill out. Then, he would say Rainer’s a lucky fucker.

I lift Rainer and hug him until he emits fake sounds of suffocation. Then I kiss his handsome face and drink in his sweetest whimper. A sound that soothes me as much as it sparks the lust in my blood.

I am the lucky fucker.
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WE’RE BOTH lucky fuckers.

Lucky that Coach Harley brings our story to the attention of the athletic department’s head, the college board, and Neptune State University’s president in what I can only imagine is the most direct, efficient manner.

Before the day’s even over, I can feel the change in the atmosphere. Or maybe, it’s just that Cloud and I are finally, fucking finally on the same orbit.

We spend all of Sunday in Cloud’s bed, moving only to wash his sheets and grab dinner. We fuck, we kiss. Mostly, we lie in silence. My head on his chest. His arm wrapped around my back. Our skin sealed with body heat and intimacy. Our thoughts floating into nothingness, buoyed by our shared breath. I’ve never been so calm, so still. Never spent so much time molded to a hot body without needing to get off repeatedly. The energy hums in my veins. The desire wicks along my flesh. My cock throbs against his thigh.

But we lie in my bed while Cloud’s sheets soak in the laundry room. In our underwear, with my comforter pulled up to our chests. Warm and cozy and tucked in. Whenever Monday crosses my mind, Cloud senses it and nuzzles my cheek or kisses my forehead.

It’s the sleepiness that tells me this isn’t a dream. The bone-heavy tiredness. The vigilant guilt and shame that prowl the outskirts of my mind, waiting to find a way back in. Those things remind me that I’m awake and alive.

That Cloud’s body folded around mine is a protection built in reality. We went to the cemetery. We lost the swim meet. We confessed everything to Coach. All those things happened. No dreams, no nightmares. No matter how badly our lives crack open come tomorrow.

When I check my silenced phone before bedtime, I notice a single missed call from my mom. No voicemail.

As Cloud dumps his cleaned sheets onto his mattress, I let the phone fall into the abyss of clothes on the floor. I help him with the fitted sheet. I’ve never made the bed with someone before.

I almost don’t wanna fuck on it. For a while, at least.

When we arrive half an hour early to practice Monday morning, Coach Harley says nothing while we hop into the cold water and swim a long, mindless set. It’s comforting; if the shitstorm was upon us, she’d be warning us. Preparing us. Her grim-faced silence says, It’s gonna fucking suck, but it won’t be the end of the world.

It may very well be the end of the Caraway world, though. At least I’ve got the one advantage over my parents and brothers: someone to love. Love floats. Even when you’ve forgotten how long you’ve been sinking.

Cloud’s choppy, aggressive strokes in the lane beside me mean he’s reading Coach’s mood differently. He’s expecting something worse. Maybe I would, too. If the blood running through my veins hadn’t stained enough family memories to know worse is already the status quo.

After our teammates show up and practice ends two hours later, Coach informs us of what’s brewing. I mostly tune it out, trusting I’ll do whatever’s needed in the moment to keep me and Cloud afloat. Knowing too much ahead of time is a liability. Plus, Cloud’s super serious face absorbs all the info mine glosses over.

An arduous trial. Media maelstrom. Drawn-out proceedings and collateral damage. When Cloud grabs my hand, I almost smile in spite of the doom-and-gloom diatribe.

Fuck the future. I’ve got the best present of all.

The family severance goes down like a jagged little pill. It’ll fight me all the way and probably try to choke me at some point, but I do what I need to do. For now, living a more insular life on campus keeps me steady. Whenever I feel a tickle of panic, I squeeze my arms around Cloud’s midsection or nibble on his earlobe or offer him a shoulder massage that ends with me sucking him off. Sometimes, we sit in our beds and talk about nothing. An annoying professor. An obscure French film. A group project for finance that never ends. Other times, Brighton and Tilly pop over for games and goofiness. Jance makes a few brief appearances to dominate at a board game. Even Magnus shows his face for occasional scowling or much-needed apathy in the sea of infectious naivete and nonsense.

I’ve never gone this long without partying. Without the Maximilians to remind me of my identity’s purpose. When I catch Cloud laughing at something stupid, all that shit from before seems like someone else’s life. Someone who didn’t have a reliable, warm embrace to always come back to. A beacon and a home.

When Thanksgiving break arrives, I go home with Cloud. We don’t really discuss it. It starts with Cloud telling me all about each dish he and his mom prepare, giving me a play-by-play without even asking me. There’s not enough room between us for a question. Where he swims, I swim. Where he breathes, I breathe.

Where he is, I am. In words and in silence. In stickiness and in sweat.

In those rare times when I awaken in the middle of the night to dry heave from the dread thickening in my gut. He’s with me, and I’m okay.

I text my mom a few ridiculous images of turkeys. She doesn’t respond; we don’t talk. It’s probably better for everyone legally or emotionally. I don’t know. Maybe when the trial’s over…

I stuff my phone in the bottom of my overnight bag and follow Cloud to the nearest parking lot. Sticking my hands in his back pockets and squeezing his ass the whole way.

When a tall woman with a mess of brunette hair steps out of a nondescript sedan and waves at us, my stride slows. I tuck my hands in my pockets and wonder if I’m going to embarrass myself.

I’ve never spent Thanksgiving outside the frosty and dry Caraway atmosphere.

Cloud hugs his mom, and I wait at the edge of their easy affection. When she notices my distance, Cloud’s mom offers an outstretched hand. “Hello, Rainer. Handshake or hug?”

“I prefer a judgmental stare and half-hearted wave.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “Can we meet in the middle?”

Cloud pulls me to his body. When I latch on, Cloud’s mom draws close and offers a soft smile that warms me over like a summer breeze.

Without realizing it, I glom onto her with a fierce hug. More than I’ve ever done with any older adult or authority figure. She rubs my back, and something I don’t want to acknowledge stings my eyes.

“Call me Claudette,” she says. “I’m so honored you will be joining us this weekend.”

Cloud sits in the back of the car with me and holds my hand. He keeps me tethered while showing me his childhood home. The doorway with his growing height measurements penciled into the frame. The sloping ground in the corner of the backyard where he kissed a girl for the first time and broke his wrist (unrelated events). The tiny bedroom with a twin bed, scratched-up desk, and a rusty incline bench with free weights all crowded together. He pulls me onto the bed. The only way we’ll fit is if I lie on top of him. No complaints.

“I need to go help with the meal prep,” he says, making no move to slide out from under me.

I push up the front of his sweater and undershirt to kiss his bare chest. His abs. The outline of his cock thickening in his jeans. “I’ll help.”

“Nope, you’re the guest. Not allowed.”

“I’ve never lifted a finger for the makings of any holiday meal.”

Cloud runs his fingers through my hair. Pushes my face down on his thrusting crotch. Then sighs. “Okay. I know what you’ll do. But it’s the very last thing, so you have to wait.” He flips me onto my back, nearly sending me into the crack of space between the bed and the wall. He edges off the bed and tugs me to the center of the mattress. Rubs a thumb beneath my cheekbone. “Zane’s mom is here. It’s a tradition, so… if that feels weird—”

“Stop babying me.”

Cloud’s mouth darts into the crook of my shoulder as he pulls away the collar of my ironed button-down. His lips suck the flesh above my collarbone until I gasp. He rises with a grin. “Rough stuff tonight. But only if you behave. Meaning—tell me if anything makes you uncomfortable.”

“Imprisoning that cock in those jeans is stressing me the fuck out.”

Cloud kisses me mid-chuckle, then leaves with a drifting glance over his shoulder. I don’t want to get in the way, but being alone in his childhood bedroom feels like an oversight. An invasion of privacy. I try not to imagine him horned-up and jerking off in here after exhausting swim practices…

So of course, I’m stuck imagining what secrets were shared. If he and Zane snuggled in sleeping bags or shared the narrow bed. I wonder how he woke up for five-thirty practice before school. What kind of alarm? Was he grouchy and slow? Did he do push-ups on the floor with dreams of getting broad and hard-muscled?

I touch surfaces but don’t search. No secret diary. No artbook of crappy drawings. No secret stash of anything even mildly interesting in his underwear drawer. I study the silence and listen for echoes of the boy who grew up in here. I listen for Zane’s voice, thinking he might have some choice words for me.

When the solitude deflates my erection and burrows into my brain like a stale headache, I get up. And I close the door to Cloud’s bedroom.

Cloud’s home is small but cozy. The kind where conversations ebb and flow. Mirth is vocal and silences feel shared. As I linger around the corner from the kitchen, I accept my hesitation. It doesn’t feel thick or impenetrable, just… patient. I wait for my moment and simply exist in a house that knows no distance or wayward directions.

Eventually, my ass finds an old sofa chair next to my hiding spot. The comfort of the cushions, and intermittent spurts of conversation and quiet laughter, lull me into a sleepy state.

It’s the scent of roasted turkey that swats away dreams and tickles my growing hunger. Literally mouthwatering. A pang of guilt interferes, but I relax into it. I offered to help. I’m a guest.

Your family killed this woman’s son.

My body seizes for only a second before Cloud’s large hands caress my shoulders. I can’t, I want to say. Even as my empty stomach pleads, my feet itch to flee.

Until Cloud kisses my cheek and whispers, “I’m so lucky to have you here.”

“Me,” I say, unsure if the word is a question or a rebuttal. “Me.”

“Yes, you. We need you to start the meal.”

Confusion and panic scratch at my insides. “What am I good for?”

Cloud gives me a funny look and shakes his head. Lifts me up by the armpits. I cling to him as he gently ushers me into the kitchen and adjoining tiny dining room.

A woman with dull, blond hair and bright eyes places some strange kitchen tool beside the cooked turkey. Her gaze once-overs me, then softens. “Welcome, Rainer. I’m Laura.”

She holds out her hand, and Cloud nudges me. Kisses the back of my neck almost chastely. I go to her, and she hands me the mechanical, sharp thing.

“Will you do the honor?”

“I…”

The amusement in Cloud’s voice is unmistakable but encouraging. “He’s a turkey carving virgin.”

Laura nods. “Would you like me to help you, then?”

“Please,” I mumble, taking what I now realize is an electric carving knife and waiting for her assistance. Her hands join mine as she guides the cutting. It’s so mesmerizing I forget to breathe. I can’t look anywhere but at the cooked meat sliding onto the serving plate and awakening my deepening hunger.

Halfway through, Laura steps away. I finish the rest of the way until the plate is full. Claudette brings the plate to the small table practically overflowing with stuffing, green beans, cranberry sauce, and all the other staples begging for a taste.

“Thank you,” Laura whispers. “Zane hasn’t let me help him for the last five years.”

“And you did it without eating every other slice,” Claudette adds.

Laura takes my hands and peers deeply into my eyes. Those strange, inarticulate feelings rush to the surface. I’m terrified we’re both going to tear up. But then her smile widens while she squeezes my hands. “Thank you, Rainer.”

There are too many other words attached to that single phrase. But we separate, I take a breath, and then I sit beside Cloud at the table. He scoots his chair closer and takes my hand under the table.

Then he brings it up to his lips and kisses the back of my hand.

I hide my blush and gesture with my other hand. “This all looks amazing.”

“Pace yourself,” Cloud says. “I don’t want you sinking to the bottom of the pool tomorrow.”

“No promises.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to eat just as much to sink just as deep.”

“Boys,” Claudette says. “Save some for later, so I can send you both back to school with heaping plates of leftovers.”

“Yes ma’am.” I resist the urge to pig out until my plate is full and all the dishes are passed around. Then I take a long look at Cloud. “Thank you.”

“I have a lot to be thankful for. More than I deserve.”

I smirk. “More than I can give.”

“More than we both know,” we say before taking the first delicious bite. As it goes down, I realize there’s part of me that’s already full. A space inside that’ll no longer be empty.

Cloud-shaped. And all mine.
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THREE YEARS LATER




CLOUD




AS THE GUST OF COLD WIND mercifully abates, Rainer unzips my parka. He holds it wide open, like he’s surveying all my offered wares. Which amounts to sore muscles, skin covered in goosebumps, and a speedo that feels a little tighter for every second Rainer stares at it.

“Boo, you liar.”

“I was joking, Rain. Did you really—wait, you didn’t—”

Rainer unzips with the pizzazz and discretion of a seasoned flasher. Except he’s not naked. He’s got the same protection as me. Although, he chose a casual, not competitive speedo. Casual in that its thin, snug material stretches all of several inches more than the average jockstrap. Also like me, his cock starts to grow when under an appreciative gaze. He’s hiding the best part with the parka still. If we were alone, I’d strip it off and spin him around. And bend him over to appreciate how much his ass cheeks hang out proudly.

But we’re not alone. And even though I’m relieved—the old Rainer would’ve been naked just to fuck with me—I know this Rainer, my Rainer, has no qualms with getting hard for me in a showy speedo.

I grab him by the parka and kiss that mouth I can never get enough of. The one with a taste and a softness that continue to surprise me. Not to mention every place it’s been in and on my body. “When we finish, I’m going to devour you. But for now…”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s just getting warm now so it won’t freeze and fall off later.”

With that said, Rainer shivers. I run my hands all over his body, taking extra-long pleasure reaching inside the parka and squeezing that perfect ass. I snap the back of the speedo against it and move away before my own arousal becomes untameable.

“No sex at the lake includes the lakeshore,” Brighton shouts from the parking lot, approaching us with Tilly in tow. Both of them in matching team parkas. If anyone else were out here, they would surely think we were a cult.

In many ways, we are. Every swim team is. You only understand it from the inside. Inside the water. Inside the friendships.

The still-rising light of dawn reflects off the commemorative bench and plaque Rainer bought three years ago as a New Year’s gift—It’s a thing, people do it, he’d said after surprising me. When I stared at it, dumbfounded, he had tried to play it off as forced sentiment or cliche. But I silenced any doubts with a kiss that took both our bodies to the ground.

Then I lifted his body, plopped it onto the bench that bore Zane’s name, and christened the memorializing marble of my best friend by making my boyfriend come on top of it.

I’m sure other couples have done it too. I know Zane’s perverse pride would get a kick out of it.

The bench and the plaque, and what we’re doing here today, all help make this a place of nostalgic joy. I’m reminded of the summers I spent getting to know Zane here. Deepening our friendship and exploring the ways in which we teased, encouraged, and understood one another. It doesn’t erase what happened here four years ago, or what happened when Zane confessed all those complicated feelings and emotions in my bedroom.

But it makes space for more memories. New memories. All thanks to the thoughtful gesture given by the man I love.

“Cloud.” Tilly says my name, like always, as if she’s pointing up at the fluffy shapes in the sky. It sounds the same seven years ago as it does today.

“We’re ready to party,” Brighton says. With a flourish that rivals Rainer, he unzips the parka to showcase a body that barely resembles the slim, almost scrawny freshman I met three years ago. We’ve all changed, but he’s the before-and-after poster child. Only his golden curls remain the same. And the occasional flash of innocence that crosses his pale eyes.

Jance made sure to claim as much of that from Brighton as he could.

“Nobody’s here to show off,” Rainer says, stripping off his parka and revealing his barely there speedo. “A few too many muscles for a distance swimmer, methinks.”

“This bulk-up keeps me on the 800 free relay. Also, did you lose the other half of your speedo on the drive over?” Brighton turns to me. “Please tell me you have it.”

“Boys, as much as Zane would appreciate whatever this is…” Tilly waves her hand between Rainer and Brighton. “We’re ready when you are, Cloud.”

I nod and remove my own parka. Fold it and place it on Zane’s bench. I stroke the smooth marble surface and remember the previous times we’ve performed this ritual. The first year, I did it alone. Secretively, not shamefully. Just the once. For me. The second year, I had to convince Rainer with a lot of pleading and kissing. Tilly was game, and Brighton is practically her shadow when he’s not physically attached to Jance. We did it in a half-jog, out of sync and wildly unprepared as a whole. The third year, we bolted out of our parkas, into the freezing water of the lake, then right back into our parkas.

This year, we’re walking. Hands held as one.

Rainer takes my hand and kisses each knuckle, while Tilly and Brighton join up. I reach for her hand and huddle our parka-less bodies together on the lakeshore. I avoided looking at the temperature, though I did check for any wind beforehand.

With a clear, early morning sky hanging the sun behind the lake, it’s perfect. Soon to be perfectly freezing. Grateful to be perfectly memorable.

I squeeze their hands and inhale. “Let’s go.”







RAINER




Let’s fucking go alright, I think. A futile wish for the car heater on full blast and my boyfriend’s hot body tangled in mine. But we won’t go backward. Not yet. I’m here for Cloud. Half-selflessly. The selfish half is here to make sure he comes back to the shore. Every year, part of me fears he’ll find what he misses from a relationship I can never replace, let alone live up to. He’ll find it in the lake, where he lost it.

I support him in all he does. But my grip, a cold vise strengthened by irrationality, refuses to let him go for a second.

So I go with him. We all do. Four almost-naked bodies charging into the water. Except this year, Cloud wants to walk. Slowly. Into the lake. In the motherfucking winter.

If I didn’t love him so much, I’d hate his sentimental ass.

I blame him whenever I get weepy over things now. At the end of a movie. Watching a parade of puppies. When he cuddles me so protectively after fucking my brains out.

I blame him, but I’m not unaware of the irony. I gave him permission to step out of his broody shroud, just as he helped me cast off my impulsive playboy disguise.

I hated him first. Then he changed me. Or I changed him. Permission. Acceptance. Then we found love.

I find it again and again each day anew.

When I wanna pummel him. When I wanna ride him. When I wanna stay close enough to catch a glimpse of that sweet sentimentality coursing through the blood that used to harbor rage and guilt.

Just like Cloud, now I think too much.

Until our toes enter the water.

“Oh, fuck me!”

Tilly and Brighton leap out of their skin before glaring at me. Cloud suppresses a small smile and keeps us moving. I whisper, “It’s not my fault I have zero-percent body fat.”

The other three ignore me but pack closer together. I can see the goosebumps, followed by the shivers. We’re up to our knees, and it’s already brutal. Cloud’s the only one with his face still set with determination.

It’s sexy. And contagious.

Three years now, we make this journey. Today is by far the slowest form of torture, but it means a shit ton to Cloud, and to Tilly, so I do my best to shut up for the duration. It’s too fucking hard to stay silent while the icy water climbs my bare skin. I settle for some choice gasps, yells, and other mouth sounds. As long as I keep moving forward.

As long as I stay close to Cloud.

I don’t ask him for the details. I know all I need to know. Plus that plaque and bench, which I paid for after consulting with Laura, proves I give a shit. If Zane’s ghost is swimming around in the murky depths, he better cut me some slack.

Now that Father’s in prison (zero visits on my part), the money situation isn’t an issue. I got lucky with our family lawyer taking pity on me and making the necessary arrangements to ensure I have financial support for both my education and lifestyle. Otherwise, this business degree could’ve kissed my ass and gone up in flames. I’m still a semester away from earning it, but I’m already considering the post-college possibilities. With Cloud finishing his bachelor’s degree in psychology, I’m ready to support him to take the next step. Even if he—most definitely—will put up a fight.

My dream is for him to dream. That’s why we’re here. Together.

My thoughts wander to Anson (one visit that ended terribly), and the pang of… regret? Guilt? Something. It weighs me down, so I squeeze Cloud’s hand tighter. He glances over with an expression so delicate across his serious, hardened features.

I swallow the urge to scream as my cock and balls succumb to the rising water level.

“Here,” Cloud says. “For Zane.”

“For Zane,” we echo, and then our foursome dunks beneath the surface.

It’s quite beautiful. In a numbing, womb-sensation kinda way. A stillness, a weightlessness. Eyes closed, lungs full, hands entwined. A moment to reconnect and to honor.

I’d never admit to Cloud, but each time… I listen for Zane’s ghost. It’s stupid and silly and makes perfect sense in the moment. I don’t know what I wanna hear. I just wanna know I’m doing right by him. For Cloud.

Maybe next year, I think. Wherever we head off to, I know Cloud will want to return for the holidays. The holiday formerly known as New Year’s Eve—Happy Boyfriend’s Dead Best Friend Polar Plunge Remembrance Day.

Too wordy for a greeting card, but it feels like it’s always been a part of us. I’m grateful Cloud trusts me with his most vulnerable pieces.

We burst through the surface with shrieks of excitement and terror. The human chain breaks, and we splash toward the lakeshore. No more slow-motion reverence shit.

“Babe,” Cloud whispers. I stop and turn, immediately drawn to his softness in spite of my egregious shrieking and splashing. His eyes glisten. It’s the water, he’d say. “Thank you.”

“Y-Y-Y-You’re w-welcome!” There’s no such thing as overdramatic shivering.

Cloud takes me in his arms. The heat of his crotch against mine. The warmth of his heart on mine. And the fire in his lips. A soft burn. The spice of passion. And relief.

The plunge always absolves him for a little while. Casting off a couple of water-logged demons is a great way to start the new year. Even if it makes me curse the existence of cold water all the way to the nearest scalding shower.

I notice there’s more on Cloud’s mind. On his lips. His eye catches on our shared reflection rippling along the lake’s surface. When he finally looks up, his face is tense. Nerves. Determination. I see that same face before every relay.

“It’s too cold for a race,” I blurt, unsure why I’m delaying whatever he’s struggling to say.

Cloud smiles, bright and sheepish. “I’m making that face again, aren’t I? Maybe I should just—”

Cloud swipes at my hand. Pulls my wrist up between our faces.

And sticks something on my finger.

My ring finger.

Something immense surges within me. An underwater earthquake. A violent riptide. The water and the sky pull on my body simultaneously; I gasp and groan at the same time.

Before either my head or my heart can explode, Cloud kisses some calmness into me. Resuscitates me back from the edge of is-this-really-fucking-happening. “It’s not what you think it is.”

“It’s a ring.” My lungs burn. My eyes sting.

“Right.”

“Then how is it not what I think it is?!”

Cloud kisses me again. Then kisses the tip of my ring finger. “Maybe it is an engagement ring. But it’s not ours.”

“If you don’t start making sense, I’m gonna let this hypothermia be my new boyfriend.”

“I found it here,” Cloud says. “Five years ago. With Zane. I almost gave it to him, but it…” He blushes. “Felt a little gay, so I kept it. Figured it would make more sense in the future. And now it does.”

I exaggerate my teeth chattering. “About as much sense as a brain freeze.”

“It’s a promise,” he continues, holding my hand up to the light. The dark band doesn’t shine or glisten. It absorbs. I realize it’s the color of the dark water surrounding us. A piece of the lake exchanged between us. “To us both. From the water. The water that’s always been there, keeping us afloat. Providing us depth, cover, and flow. It’s how we move, how we breathe. It’s the thing we shared before we shared each other. And this way, when we stop swimming, when we stop… returning to this place… we’ll have this ring as more than a memory. As a promise.”

“A promise for what?”

Cloud moves behind me and curls his arms around my torso. He doesn’t shiver. His presence stills me. His muscles mold me. We sink together, keeping our faces turned to the sun. “A promise to always be there. Like the water, I’ll always be there to help you float.”

“To give you depth, cover, and flow.”

“When you move,” Cloud whispers. “When you breathe.”

“I promise,” we say in unison, turning to face one another for a long-lasting kiss. One breath, one body.

As we dip below the surface, enraptured by the water, we sink together with the weight of a future filled with promise.

And then, we float.




THE END




Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Cloud & Rainer’s journey. Follow along with other Neptune State couples and their standalone HEAs!




Brighton & Jance - Best Friends Float (Neptune State University Book Two)
Styles & Alec - Soaking Wet Stepbrother (25k novella newsletter sign-up)
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          Best Friends Float: An MM College Romance
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            When I fall, he always catches me. But what happens when he falls for me?




College is all about change. I want to get stronger, smarter, faster—and reconnect with my childhood best friend, Jance Stringfellow. A giant made of hard muscles, soft smiles, and an easy-going popularity. He’s protected me from bullies and my own clumsiness all these years, except the past one we spent apart. Now that we’re together again on Neptune State’s swim team, things are different.




He’s straight, but his friendly back rubs linger. His fingers tug on my curls. When I hug him, I feel his heart racing against my cheek. And when I accidentally walk in on him during the middle of the night…




I’ve always known how big Jance looks. Now I need to know how big he feels.




I hope the size of my heart is enough to handle this massive man. He promises to always catch me. But we’re in unfamiliar waters now. The fear of losing one another is dragging us both under.




So how do we let go long enough to float?




Best Friends Float is a 72,000-word sweet-and-spicy, best-friends-to-lovers MM romance with a bi-awakening and a first-time, size difference, hurt/comfort, and cartoon animal underwear as a love language. It is the second in a series of standalones following the Neptune State University men’s swim team and all their HEAs.
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