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 Part One: Premiere Week 

Perfect Harmony

 S2, Ep1 
 “Unlucky 13” 
  


 From the producers of Country Sensation and Drummer Swap, this cult hit returns for a second season. Singing for a spot in the top ten, thirteen a cappella groups arrive in LA, where even the winners will face some difficult choices. 

 —Cable Con Viewer’s Guide








 Chapter One 

The bass singer was gay. Cody wiggled his hips in an exaggerated move that always got him company on dance floors, waited a beat, and . . . there. Right on cue, the curly-haired singer gave him another sidelong glance. 
 A straight dude might grant Cody the occasional double take because, yeah, it was damn hard to ignore Cody’s style of fabulousness. Today, for example, the style gods had smiled on him—his hair was the perfect combination of deliberate spikes and casual falls, the silver specks in his eyeliner complemented his studded leather belt, and his red skinny jeans showed off his ass. So when the bass’s double take had turned into something more like a quintuple take, Cody knew what those lingering glances meant. Knew it despite the fact that the bass looked fresh off the farm, all wholesome and rosy-cheeked and wearing a tie/sweater vest combo perfect for performing in a church choir. 

Crash. The bass missed a step, sending a speaker skidding across the stage. One of the camera guys groaned. On second thought, maybe the bass hadn’t been checking out Cody. Maybe he had trouble controlling his big blue eyes the same way he had trouble controlling his big-assed feet. 
 Whatever the dude was, he was screwing up Cody’s big break. Twitchy farmer boy and the rest of his all-boy group had screwed up multiple run-throughs of the opening number for the new season of Perfect Harmony. No one would notice Cody’s singing if the other groups kept crashing into one another and losing the chorus. He’d worked damn hard to earn this solo, and he didn’t need farmer boy messing it up with his clodhopper feet that kept tripping over thin air. 
 A tech scurried out onstage to right the speakers. Like everything else about the TV show, the older theater and its equipment were decidedly low budget. No Voice or Idol big production numbers here. A few missteps and they’d be down a speaker or three. 
 “You’d think with a voice like his, he’d be more coordinated.” Ashley, one of the members of Cody’s group, spoke up as they waited for the techs to fix things. Her red lips twisted in a pissy pout. She straightened her poufy black skirt. 
 “You think the dude can sing?” Cody’s voice was sharper than usual. Stress brought out the worst in his snark. Each botched run-through seemed to underscore his dicey situation—this wasn’t just his big break. It was his last break, one he had to make work. The single digits in his bank account and the duct tape holding his ancient van together hung over him, dogged each verse he sang. He didn’t like feeling this desperate, and yeah, he was getting a tad judgy about the performers who didn’t have such worries. 
 Most of the groups in the singing competition came from big colleges or universities and were comprised of a couple of guys who could sing halfway decent and some wannabes who showed up for free cookies and alumni connections. With his wide shoulders and thick waist, it looked like farmer boy definitely got more than his fair share of cookies. 
 “He’s the one I was telling you about—the killer bass and vocal percussionist.” She was on a mission to replace their current vocal percussionist, Keith, who was the weak link in their group. His beatbox skills weren’t up to producing the kind of surround sound Cody and Ashley craved. With only five members, Embellish couldn’t get away with freeloaders or mediocre members the way the big twenty-person choirs could. 
 “Huh.” Cody was all for anything that would avoid opening-number disaster. Come Saturday night, the empty theater seats in front of them would be filled with studio audience members. They’d clap when cued, but it was the TV audience that Cody really cared about. If zillions of Americans tuned out during the first show, then zillions of Americans wouldn’t get to hear Cody’s awesomeness throughout the season. 
 “Wait until he stops crashing into scenery and you’ll see.” 
 Too bad the choreography made crashing almost a guarantee. Too bad they couldn’t staple farmer boy in place. . . . Bingo. “Got an idea. Back in a few.” 
 “It better be a good one.” Ashley examined the blond-tipped ends of her dark hair. 
 Cody passed by farmer boy’s group on his way off the main stage. The sweater vest convention was deep in conversation. 
 “When we get back to Iowa, I’m sticking you in ballet lessons.” One of the smaller guys, a strawberry blond–haired dude with an elfin grin, clapped farmer boy on the shoulder. Iowa. An unwelcome jolt from the past made Cody pause. Iowa. It figured farmer boy was from the one state Cody never wanted to deal with again. 
 Cody strode over to the wings where Dane, the director’s assistant, was conferring with a bunch of techs. The area right off the stage was a jumble of TV equipment, set pieces, and red-shirted techs waiting for orders. Most of them were even younger than Cody’s twenty-three years and were as freshly scrubbed as farmer boy and his group. Cody waited until Dane finished speaking to his barely paid minions. 
 “Hey, Dane? Got a minute?” Cody tipped his head, letting his hair do its fabulous swish thing and making sure his lips had a little extra pout. He’d had Dane’s number since the second day on set. Dane was most definitely gay, as evidenced by his boyfriend in New York and his appreciation for Cody’s mouth here in LA. Of course the show supposedly had a rule against fraternization between staff and contestants, but Cody had never known guys like Dane to give a flying fuck about the rule book. 
 “For you?” Dane’s lewd gaze should have made Cody preen, but today the scrutiny was buzzing all the wrong places. Cody shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced over at the loitering techs. Dane gave a curt nod to the techs, dismissing them. “I’ve got a second or two.” 
 “What if you had the rhythm section of all the bands already in place for the first shot? Maybe sitting on speakers like they’re waiting for a party to start? Then they don’t have to worry about the dance steps.” Cody jerked his head in the direction of the disaster-prone group. He didn’t want to be rude and point—farmer boy didn’t need another reason to blush. Although if one were into the freshly scrubbed look, he was a bit cute, with his pink cheeks. 
 “That’s not a bad idea.” Dane stroked his carefully manicured goatee. He had a penchant for tight gray shirts, stovepipe jeans, and black Chucks—a hipster slightly past his prime. But his age and his experience meant he could make things happen for guys like Cody. Not that Cody was a whore or anything, but in this industry every connection counted. And so did a guy’s ability to make use of all his talents. One either played the game or one went hungry, another wannabe musician on the streets, no gigs and no future. 
 “You could also use it to add more punch to the opening riff—more bass before everyone joins in.” And more contrast for Cody’s tenor voice, but he didn’t need to point that out. 
 “All right.” Dane stepped away, clapping his hands loudly. “Listen up, people. Change in plans.” Cody went back to Embellish’s place near the front of the stage as Dane rearranged everyone for the new configuration. “Let’s get full sound on this run-through.” 

Oh, thank you, sweet Lord, for actual singing. They’d done enough choreography-only run-throughs. The theater might be filled with empty seats, but once his wireless mic crackled to life, Cody felt the buzz of a performance high. His hips felt looser and his chest expanded, ready to give extra power to his voice. 
 The opening act called for four soloists from the various groups competing on Perfect Harmony. Cody had the best part, both opening and closing the number. He got the stage to himself for a few precious seconds before the groups danced in. And okay, he now had to share those seconds with the rhythm section, but that was fine—all the cameras would still be on him. 
 A production assistant signaled the start of the number, and the swell of the bass amped up Cody’s high. He’d been doing a cappella seriously for a few months, and the depth of the sound produced solely by voices still blew him away. Made sense that Perfect Harmony ’s producers were banking on the all-vocal style as a way to compete with the other networks’ big singing competitions. After auditioning for every other reality singing show out there, Cody had been more than willing to try the new format if it meant the kind of exposure his agent could use to get him better gigs down the road. Anything was better than his current lifestyle of couch surfing, touring, and living out of his ancient van, hoping for enough cash to make it to the next crappy bar show. 
 And as the opening number progressed without any sacrifices of footwork or speakers, Cody had to acknowledge Ashley had been right—freed of trying to coordinate his voice and lumbering feet, farmer boy had a damn impressive low G and great tone. Maybe there was hope for him yet. 
 Cody’s own hope surged along with his voice as he launched into the opening verse. With a hundred thousand dollars, a recording contract, and all-important TV exposure on the line, he needed all the help he could get—even farmer boy’s. 
  


 Lucas watched the conversation playing out at the end of the hall. The Goth guy with the killer voice was flirting with the assistant director again. Neither of them seemed to care about the thick packet of rules and regulations the show had handed out. Not that Lucas was paying attention to either the flirting or the way the guy’s lower back curved when he leaned an arm against the wall. Lucas’s eyes refused to obey his command to find something else to look at. The guy could be the star of Lucas’s much-beloved Goth twink tumblr stream. And okay, it probably wasn’t very polite to call him a twink, but considering the frequency with which the word twink showed up on Lucas’s browser history, the gay PC police would forgive him. 
 The guy was reed slender, yet tall. He was taller than Lucas, which had given Lucas a little shiver when they’d been standing next to each other earlier. The guy had that natural grace thing going on, too. His long limbs and long neck didn’t look spidery or gawky—they were elegant. Like a dancer’s. Even his hands were graceful, his black fingernail polish glinting beneath the stage lights. The only softness to the dude’s angular frame was his surprisingly round butt. The subtle curve of his long spine called to mind the sensuality of an expensive violin. 
 Not that Lucas was in the market for what the future rock star was selling, but from a safe distance it was a nice feeling to covet the merchandise. Kind of like when Lucas had been on a college trip to Hamburg last summer and had stopped at a shop window to ogle a rare 16th-century violin. No hope of playing the thing, but he’d been called to its luster and promise. 
 He’d been a little awed and tongue-tied then, too. 
 “See you, Cody.” The director guy clapped him on the shoulder, eyeing Cody with the kind of heat even Lucas could interpret. Cody—the name called to mind old Westerns, not sparkly nail polish, but strangely it seemed to fit. 
 The director left down the narrow corridor leading to the wardrobe and dressing rooms. Finally. Lucas had been waiting for a chance to talk to Cody. Trying to find his nerve, he’d watched Cody fold his long limbs and hunker down against one of the hot pink set pieces. The backstage area was strictly utilitarian: concrete flooring, cement block walls, industrial lighting. 
 Cody yawned, his body becoming all fluid-looking and relaxed as he stretched. The image of Cody leaning forward on his knees, sinful mouth open invitingly, paralyzed Lucas. Every inch of the guy was hot, but his mouth was porn-star perfect, obscenely lush and deep pink. Transfixed, Lucas’s gaze locked on that mouth until Cody finally noticed Lucas’s hovering. 
 “You need something?” Even when he wasn’t singing, Cody’s voice carried a musical lilt. He stood in a single, perfect motion that Lucas could never duplicate—the guy made it look like gravity did his bidding. 
 “Umm.” Come on, idiot, speak. Lucas cleared his throat. “I just wanted to say thanks.” 
 “Thanks?” Cody arched one silver-ringed eyebrow, a skeptical look in his eyes, like he kept track of all the favors he did people and Lucas was most definitely not on that list. 
 “For earlier.” Lucas’s cheeks went pizza-oven hot. For crying out loud. He was twenty-one now, not some fifteen-year-old at a Justin Bieber concert. “For making it so that I didn’t have to dance.” 
 “Oh. That. No problem, man.” Cody shrugged his shoulders. His collarbones were delicate slices above the scoop neck of his shirt. Like biscotti just waiting for Lucas’s teeth . . . Stop it. No matter how much his browser history and traitorous dick said otherwise, he knew better than to get worked up over a guy like Cody. Not going there. Ever.

 “I kinda suck at the dance stuff, you know?” Lucas counted cracks in the concrete floor. 
 “Just a bit.” Cody didn’t say it mean, even though his wide lips curved into a smile. He retrieved a bright yellow messenger bag resting on the floor beside him. Lucas’s friend Alex would call it a man purse, but with pants as tight as Cody’s, Lucas supposed a bag was a necessity for carrying basics like a phone and a wallet. 

Shit. Lucas glanced up and down the corridor as he saw what Cody had scrounged from the bag. A retro-looking silver flask. The show banned alcohol on set—it had been in the lengthy list of rules they’d received yesterday at the first rehearsal. But Cody didn’t exactly seem like the read-the-rules-with-a-highlighter type. And he had to be under twenty-one—Lucas would guess nineteen at the most—making the transgression doubly bad. 
 “You can’t drink that here.” 
 That eyebrow of Cody’s rose again, all the more mocking with its winking silver hoops. Eyes locked on Lucas’s, Cody unscrewed the flask and took a long swig. God. Those lips. The guy could make a killing advertising drinks. Or candy. Lucas would pay good money to watch him lick . . . Don’t think that. You can’t control your wiring. You can control your actions.

 “You want?” Cody held out the flask. 
 “Of course not.” Said Eve to the serpent. It wasn’t the alcohol that made a low curl of want bloom in his gut. Unbidden images came of Cody drunk, at one of those clubs Lucas had only ever read about. His face would be flushed, bringing color to his almost unnaturally pale skin. Eyes glassy but demanding . . . Stop. He pushed the image from his mind. 
 “I don’t drink.” Wanting was unavoidable, but indulging was a different story. Lucas had long ago made his peace with wanting—want was fine in carefully rationed chunks, as long as he cleared his browser history afterward and went on with his resolve to never turn want into action. 
 “Of course you don’t,” Cody mocked Lucas, lowering his voice and adding a fake horrified expression that probably wasn’t that different from the one Lucas was displaying for real. “Your school probably doesn’t even allow it at all, huh?” 
 “Not on campus, no. And not in any of the university apartments.” Lucas tugged at his shirt collar, knowing his babble was confirming this dude’s judgment about who Lucas was and where he came from. 
 “Never tempted to spike the Kool-Aid? Sneak a cold one into the big game?” Cody’s eyes danced as he took another swig. “You’re missing out, man.” 
 “And you’re going to miss out on the show if they toss you out for ignoring the rules and bringing in alcohol.” 
 “Alcohol.” The kid feigned innocence, all big blue eyes and pouty lips. “Who said anything about alcohol? This is my special recovery serum.” 
 “Whatever.” Lucas rolled his eyes. Hot as the guy was, his teasing was starting to grate. “It would suck if you got cut. You’ve got the best voice here.” 
 A broad smile wiped out Cody’s smirk. He seemed to stand a bit taller. “The best, huh?” 
 “Eh.” Lucas hadn’t really meant to toss that last bit in—it was the truth, but this kid’s ego needed no extra encouragement. “One of the best.” 
 “The best guy? The best tenor? The best soloist?” Clearly enjoying himself, Cody relaxed back into the wall, crossing his arms over his chest, flask dangling from two fingers. 
 “The best guy under twenty wearing red pants and stupid shoes.” Lucas didn’t mind the kid’s limitless ego, but he did mind him having fun at Lucas’s expense. That, and the kid’s shoes really were stupid. No dude—no matter how hard they were going after hottie of the month—ever needed sparkly silver combat boots. The kid had bigger feet than Lucas’s own sturdy size 11s. Which, of course, made Lucas think about where else the guy might be bigger . . . 
 “I’m twenty-three.” Cody’s satisfied smile didn’t waver. 
 No way was he twenty-three. Cody’s face was so smooth he probably never needed to shave. Lucas scratched at his own stubbly jaw. 
 Coming over here had been a terrible idea. He needed to end this, get back to his group, and try not to embarrass them royally when it was their turn to rehearse on stage. Cody did indeed have a terrific voice and his stage presence was amazing, but Lucas’s group, the M&Ms from Mount Monticello, were in this to win it, too. Mount Monticello was a tiny school located in equally tiny Austerity, Iowa—not where anyone would expect to find glamour or national talent—but the M&Ms had been racking up awards at regional contests for decades. A show like Perfect Harmony was priceless exposure for the whole college. Plus a win would be the best gift he could ever give his dad. 
 “Wanna know a secret?” Cody leaned closer, and Lucas’s brain stuttered. He literally forgot to think for several long seconds, his eyes locked on those lips, his nose filled with the scent of artificial apples and . . . garlic? “There’s no booze in here—just Earl Grey tea, cayenne pepper, lemon, and crushed garlic. See for yourself?” 
 Cody shoved the flask under Lucas’s nose. Sure enough, there was no bracing whiskey odor, just a lingering scent of bad Thai food. 
 “Ugh. I might hurl.” Lucas tried to keep his voice indifferent and slightly repulsed. Tried to tell himself that feeling honored that Cody wanted to share anything with him was ridiculous. 
 “It’s the flask. Anything tastes better out of something pretty.” Cody winked at him. “And don’t knock it until you try it. Isn’t your throat raw from all this—” He made a sweeping gesture to indicate the bubbling chaos around them. Next up on the day’s agenda was a stage run-through of the groups’ individual numbers. Contestants were practicing vocals and dance steps using every method and space available. Lucas had sung more in the last forty-eight hours than he usually did in a month. Not that he’d admit that to the double entendre king, who managed to make raw throat sound like the sexiest thing ever. 
 Cody kept the flask right there beside Lucas’s mouth. This was a test of some sort, one Lucas had no intention of participating in. He raised his hand, intending to push it away, but stopped at the brief flash of uncertainty in Cody’s eyes. That little hint of vulnerability in the guy’s expression was all it took to get Lucas to accept the flask, fingers brushing against his as he accepted the metal container. 
 Lucas didn’t bother wiping the flask off—that was part of Cody’s unspoken challenge. He probably expected Lucas to drop it in horror, running away from the queer germs, like a fifth grader on the playground. But Lucas wasn’t scared of gay cooties—he was what he was. This was as close as his mouth would ever come to Cody’s. He knew who he was—and what he wouldn’t—couldn’t—do. The warmth of Cody’s fingers lingered on the stainless steel like invisible fingerprints. He imagined that luscious mouth leaving behind an imprint as well, a little trace of heat for his lips to find— 
 “Ugh!” The vile concoction hit Lucas’s tongue, putting an end to his fantasies. Maybe he should make a quart of the nasty stuff for next time his dick needed rapid deflating. Ginger and garlic clogged his sinuses. His eyes watered. 
 Cody laughed—just like Lucas’s cousins had, that time they’d tricked him into tasting brandy. Like back then, his first reaction was violence. Lucas’s fists clenched, drawing back— 
 “Lucas! What the heck, man?” Winston came loping up. He’d stuck his tie in his pocket and had unbuttoned the top of his shirt. Winston hated their costumes and had complained all morning about having to wear them for the rehearsal. “It’s almost our turn.” 
 “Sorry.” Lucas coughed, trying to clear his throat of the drink and his brain of the anger, and trying to summon up gratitude that the M&Ms had sent their most laid-back group member after him. 
 “Lucas.” Cody said his name like it was the answer to a Jeopardy question. His eyes went wide and a strange smile played on his lips. “I should have known.” 
 “What?” Anger returned in a rush, making his voice rougher than the stupid tea had. 
 Cody laughed like there was a joke Lucas wasn’t getting—and undoubtedly it involved him and his clumsy feet. The groups had been rehearsing in LA for two days, but clearly Lucas’s reputation had already been cemented: Watch out for that one. He can’t stay upright.

 “Nothing. Only that I should have known you’d have the perfect angelic name, choirboy.” He tapped Lucas’s shoulder as he walked away. The contact lasted a fraction of a second, but it sizzled down Lucas’s arm. 
 “Come on. O’Malley’s going to have a fit.” Winston made an impatient gesture. 
 Lucas sped up to catch up with Winston’s longer strides. His brain felt clogged, like the stage’s giant industrial fans were sucking all the oxygen out of the air. He tugged his tie off as he followed Winston, resisting the urge to look back at Cody. No guy—no matter how distractingly sexy—was going to keep Lucas from giving 100 percent toward an M&M win. 






 Chapter Two 

The craft service people had taken over the lobby of the theater, cramming in folding tables and chairs amid the Art Deco walls and long benches covered in faded velvet. Yesterday, the food tables had been wedged into the backstage area. In the morning they’d had doughnuts and coffee in the rear of the theater. The show got a good deal on the eightysomething-year-old theater, but Lucas was glad he wasn’t the one in charge of logistics for a hundred-plus performers and a TV crew in the ancient building. 
 “Anything good left?” Cody’s smooth voice sent a ripple up Lucas’s spine. “Man. These lines are almost as bad as being back in band camp.” 
 “You went to band camp?” Lucas bobbled his plate, sending chips scattering across the white tablecloth of the craft service table. Red-faced, he scooped them back up, glancing over his shoulder to see if anyone was watching. 
 “Until I got into show choir, yeah.” Cody reached around him to grab some taco chips. Their arms bumped, and another mosquito-zapper buzz shot through Lucas. 
 “Sorry.” He moved out of the way. “Having trouble picturing you as a music nerd.” 
 “No kidding.” Cody laughed, like Lucas had paid him a compliment. “It’s amazing what a difference a few years in LA, a decent haircut, and tattoo joints can make.” 

Tattoos. Lucas risked letting his eyes perform a quick scan of Cody’s body. There was a hint of black ink poking out from the short sleeve of Cody’s shirt and another hint just beneath one of his collarbones. Good-bye, any hope of making his feet and voice work together. He’d be obsessed the rest of the day, speculating what the tattoos looked like and where else Cody might have ink. . . . 
 “Where are you from originally?” He spoke fast, trying to outrace his fantasies. 
 “Iowa.” Ninety percent of the cheer dropped out of Cody’s voice. “Des Moines area.” 
 “Really? I’m from Iowa, too. Austerity—up in the northwest corner.” 
 “I know.” A hint of a smile tugged at Cody’s lips. “Says so on your vest.” He tapped the insignia patch on Lucas’s vest. 
 “Oh. Yeah.” Lucas coughed. Time to stop talking. Grabbing the nearest sandwich, he didn’t bother to check what was on it. He’d happily suffer both tomatoes and mustard if it meant getting away from Cody and his own inability to shut up. 
 Even with his eyes averted, he could sense Cody looming over him. It wasn’t like Lucas was short, but he’d been taller than most guys freshman year of high school and then bang! Everyone else shot up and Lucas clung to five foot ten, while his body tried to find places for what his mom called “baby fat” to go. 
 “Oh. My. God. What is that girl wearing?” Cody asked. 
 Grateful for a distraction, Lucas followed Cody’s gaze to an all-girl table. The soloist who had the verse after Cody in the opening number was wearing some sort of shimmery full-body leotard. Not for the first time, Lucas wished such a display did something for him. Nope. The glittering curves didn’t inspire even a twinge of physical interest. The girl group called themselves Divas Unite. Lucas gave wide berth to anyone who voluntarily labeled herself a diva. 
 “Guys in my group are going to want to send her a thank-you note,” Lucas said. 
 “Is that so?” Cody tilted his head, his eyes narrowing. 

Heck. Lucas had said too much. Or not enough. Cody gave Lucas a slow appraisal that made Lucas’s breath hitch. Cody was all icy-blue eyes and rings in strange yet beautiful places, and those lips . . . Ducking his head, Lucas scooted his plate down the table. He grabbed a fistful of celery and carrot sticks, even though he’d rather load up on the huge platter of cookies. 
 “Dude. Just take a cookie. Or four.” Cody reached around him, taking one of each of the kinds. “Not like your mommy’s here to care.” 
 Lucas wasn’t sure he cared for Cody’s tendency to treat him like he was fourteen, but there was a certain appeal to the guy’s lack of a verbal filter. 
 “No, thanks.” Temptation was easier to resist altogether than to ration. Despite a ton of psych classes, Lucas’s brain stayed stuck on all-or-nothing thinking. One cookie led to ten cookies . . . 
 “Your loss.” Cody’s head shake made his dark hair dance across his forehead. Rivers of hot fudge weren’t nearly as deadly to Lucas’s willpower as Cody’s sly smile. “But we wouldn’t want you stumbling around later because of low blood sugar.” 
 Lucas made a noncommittal sound and grabbed a diet soda. If he was stumbling around after lunch, it wouldn’t be because of blood sugar. Why wouldn’t Lucas’s feet obey his orders to trot over to his friends? He’d listen to their jokes about leotard girl. He’d smile like he knew what in the heck they were talking about and he’d file his own distractions away. But instead, he stood there, pretending to scan for a table, waiting to hear what snark came out of Cody’s mouth next. 
 “Geez. This whole thing reminds me of the trailer for that new Steve Carell and Will Ferrell movie, where they get trapped in backin-high-school hell.” Cody made a dismissive gesture toward the clique-filled crowd of Perfect Harmony participants. “Next they’ll be assigning us lockers and handing out hall passes.” 
 “The school buses are bad enough.” Lucas hated that the show was using rented buses to transport the groups back and forth from the hotel to the studio. The cracked leather seats and years of stink made Lucas’s stomach churn. 
 “Nah. I’ve got some fond memories of buses. Late at night. Taking the long way back from away games.” Cody winked. 
 “I haven’t seen the new Ferrell movie.” Lucas’s voice sped up again, trying to outrace what that wink was doing to his insides. “Saw they’ve got it on Pay-Per-View at the hotel, though.” He really didn’t need to be thinking about what sort of things Cody could get up to in the dark. Blood rushed south. He was going to need the world’s longest cold shower as soon as they broke for the day. 
 “You wanna watch it tonight? You could come by. I’m in 637.” Cody said it offhandedly, but his eyes shifted around, something cautious in his gaze. 
 “Uh . . .” No way on earth could Lucas handle being alone in a room with Cody. Not to mention the chances that the invitation was either a hoax or some sort of strategy to get ahead on the show. 
 “Or not,” Cody said. “It’s no biggie.” 
 Whatever brush-off Lucas had planned fled after he saw the delicate roll of Cody’s shoulders. To anyone else, that shrug probably looked like another careless gesture from a brash kid. But Lucas saw Cody’s eyes, saw the way they skittered away at Lucas’s hesitance. And maybe it was all part of some sort of take-out-the-weakest-link competitive strategy. And maybe public—or private—humiliation loomed. And maybe—make that surely—Lucas would kick himself later for being delusional that he could be friends with this guy. 
 But none of that was enough to keep Lucas from nodding. He struggled to contain the warm flutter in his chest. “Yeah. I might come by.” 
  


 “Dude, it’s like you’re not even trying.” 
 “I am.” Lucas sank into the desk chair in the far corner of the room. Like that would help him escape the wrath of Chuck O’Malley, fearless leader of the M&Ms and current bane of Lucas’s existence. The argument had started on the bus on the way back to the hotel and continued in the elevator, and O’Malley seemed prepared to keep it up all night. “It’s not easy.” 
 “You sound like crap, too.” O’Malley paced, wearing down the carpet in front of the beds in Lucas and Winston’s hotel room. O’Malley’s bright red hair had more spike than usual and his freckles stood out against his pasty skin. 
 “No, he doesn’t.” Winston threw his sweatshirt on his bed. Lucas shot him a grateful look. “He sounds the same as always. When he stays upright.” 
 “Gee. Thanks, man.” 
 “You did take out a stage lamp.” Winston loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. His closely cropped black hair was sweaty and he looked ready for a shower. 
 “And Trevor,” O’Malley added. He flapped his gangly arms impatiently. Taller than both Lucas and Winston, he liked to use his height as a weapon. 
 Lucas rubbed his sore knee and waited for the lecture to end. He’d had three wipeouts, including the one that had sent poor Trevor skittering across the stage. The dance steps for their signature song were even more ambitious than the group opening number. Apparently, last year’s winning group had done all sorts of crazy choreography, and Winston and O’Malley were all over trying to duplicate it. 
 As far as the group was concerned, his lack of coordination and grace had him skating across ice more suspect than the crust on the campus lake in March. He was there because of who his dad was, how low his voice could go, and the fact that the group hadn’t been able to find anyone better. But he’d heard the rumblings. Some guys wouldn’t mind doing without an ultralow bass if it meant the M&Ms looked better on camera. 
 The show did a ratings-booster thing, after the first episode round, where groups could ditch a member in favor of picking up one from an eliminated group. Considering a cappella’s reputation for having a collegial, almost familylike atmosphere, this was a diabolical move on the show’s part to introduce drama. 
 And it was working—worry dogged Lucas even harder than O’Neal. Every gripe session felt like another strike on an invisible chart. He could feel each X lining up next to his name, counting down toward his elimination. 
 “Stop acting like I can’t sing,” Lucas said. “I got a lot of accolades at Spring Fling last year. And the regional judges always have good things to say about our low end.” The M&Ms didn’t win championships, but they didn’t get booed off the stage either. 
 “Exactly. What gives, man?” Winston’s mouth pursed with concern, but his brown eyes looked like he couldn’t give a crap. This was why Lucas had lingered in the food line letting Cody talk his ear off. Lately, hanging out with the guys who were supposed to be his friends was anything but friendly or relaxing. He was almost more tired of Winston’s fake concern than of the outright mockery of the others. 
 Things didn’t used to be like this. Before they’d made the TV show, Winston had been Lucas’s laid-back buffer against the more . . . strident leadership of the group. O’Neal had always been insufferable, but Lucas had Winston and his other buds. Being a part of the group meant singing for dorm parties, volunteering at the local school, and getting to perform in the end-of-term musical showcases. The local spotlight was the perfect size for Lucas, but apparently the rest of the group had been craving the bright lights of the TV show. 
 The fact that all the guys seemed eager to try fancy dance moves instead of their tried-and-true configuration of a semicircle behind the soloist was proof they’d been struck with some kind of hit-it-big fever. Sure, for competitions and big year-end shows they might do some jumping around or simple choreography, but they’d always stuck to basics: stand up, sing, and sound good. 
 “Maybe if we wake up early, I can walk you through the steps again,” Winston offered. With his compact muscles and athletic coordination, he wasn’t struggling with the dance moves. 
 “Sure.” All the practice in the world wasn’t going to fix Lucas’s feet. Lucas’s stomach twisted around itself. He hated this feeling, like a cloud of judgment hovered overhead, finding him lazy and lacking. 
 “Pay attention this time,” O’Malley commanded, looking down on Lucas with cold blue eyes before finally heading off to his own room. Thank goodness Lucas had ended up with Winston as a roommate. A no-drama roommate situation was one of the only bright spots in a week filled with challenges. 
 “He’s an idiot. Ignore him.” Running his hand over his hair, Winston stretched. Lucas wished he could shrug off O’Malley’s visit so easily. 
 “He’s already talking about ditching me for the lightning round, isn’t he?” 
 Not surprisingly, Winston didn’t reply, which was answer enough for Lucas. Winston opened the cabinet that housed the TV and started flipping channels. Pain burned below Lucas’s breastbone. He shouldn’t really care so much about staying for the remainder of the show. If he got kicked out, he could go home, use the rest of the summer to earn a little cash for senior year, start looking at grad schools, maybe find a band or different a cappella group to join. . . . The pain turned into a hollow, empty feeling at the thought of doing senior year without the M&Ms. 
 For three years, the group had been Lucas’s favorite part of college. The M&Ms cared more about what Lucas could do with his voice than about his connection to Mount Monticello’s most famous faculty member, allowing him to feel like more than just Professor Norwood’s kid. He hadn’t hesitated to give up his summer to do the competition with the group. They’d never made it further than the semifinals at any of the big a cappella contests. They’d been shocked when their audition tape had been picked for Perfect Harmony. Even if all those cameras and dance steps gave Lucas hives, he’d deal with it. The group had given him so much, he could give them this. Not to mention he only had to imagine the look of pride on his dad’s face to summon up the energy to try a little harder. 
 “How about the game? Cubs are up.” 
 “Nah.” Too many thoughts raced through his head, making him slightly dizzy. He needed out. “I’m going . . . for a walk.” 
 Like everything else about the show, the hotel was something the producers had gotten at a steal. Thirty years ago, it had probably been a nice place, part of a national chain with meeting rooms on the lower level to attract corporate clients. Now, however, with the national chain sign swapped for a generic “Hollywood Inn & Conference Center” sign, it showed its age in the worn green carpets in the corridors and older furnishings. No doubt the local management had been thrilled to get the contract for the show. 
 He walked slowly, taking the stairs instead of the creaky elevator. He took a moment to check his messages and send a quick text to his folks without mentioning how horrible the day had been. But in the end, his walk took him straight to Room 637. 
 “I control my actions. My actions and choices reveal my character,” Lucas mumbled to himself before he knocked on the door. He’d given himself the pep talk so many times, he no longer heard his father’s voice—only his own conscience. He knew how he wanted to live his life, knew that Cody was not what he needed. But it didn’t mean they couldn’t be friends. It wasn’t like Cody had said, “come over for sex.” 
 Cody probably wouldn’t ever think of Lucas and sex together— 
 The door opened to reveal a half-naked guy. 
 A half-naked guy who was not Cody.

 “What do you want?” The skinny blond kid from Cody’s group glared up at Lucas. He had on boxer briefs and a seriously bad attitude. His crossed arms made his ropy muscles pop. The pirate tattoo on his biceps flexed. “Well?” he snarled. 
 “Uh.” Lucas gulped. Beyond the guy’s shoulder, the bathroom door was partially open. Lucas could hear the shower running. This had been a spectacularly bad idea. He should have realized Cody would have a boyfriend—and a surly one to boot. If Lucas could find words, he’d tell the kid to worry less about Lucas’s designs on Cody and more about the assistant director’s. “Nothing. I mean. I just . . .” 
 “Got lost? Needed help remembering how to walk?” 
 “Yes. No. I mean, Cody said—” 
 “Cody said what?” Cody emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a cloud of steam and an itty-bitty white towel. Thirty seconds and Lucas had already seen more skin on these two than he’d seen on guys he’d lived with for three years. “Lucas! What’s up?” 
 “Not much.” Lucas’s feet shuffled. Cody and surly blond guy didn’t seem to have any problem having this conversation with the door wide open, but Lucas felt exposed. “I should probably go—” 
 “Go?” Cody’s eyebrows creased together, making the shiny silver hoops jiggle. “Didn’t you come for the movie?” 
 A tinny version of “Airplanes” sounded from somewhere in the room. “Heck,” the blond guy said as he ducked under Cody’s arm. “It’s nine thirty.” 
 “Come on in.” Cody held the door open and gestured at Lucas to come inside. Lucas followed, if only to ensure Cody’s towel stayed put—a few more wide gestures and the whole hallway would get the full Monty. 
 Lucas shut the door and leaned against it, letting the hard stab of the doorknob remind him not to get comfortable. The room was almost identical to the one he shared with Winston—a newer wall-mounted TV and different floral print on the bedspread the only real difference. 
 “I gotta go call Lindsay back.” Blond guy yanked on a Straight No Chaser concert tour T-shirt and a pair of loose black sweats. “Fuck the shitty reception in these rooms.” 
 “Fuck your fucking Quickie Mart phone,” Cody tossed back. “Am I supposed to wait on the movie until you get done checking in with the warden?” 
 “Nah. I’ll probably be a while.” 
 Cody rolled his eyes and made kissy noises. The purse of his lips sent heat straight to Lucas’s groin. He made a sound—not quite a squeak, but not exactly a manly cough either. 
 “Oh, hey. You’re still here.” Blond guy looked over at Lucas. He held up his phone—a cheapie model in a tacky purple and white plastic case. “Lindsay’s my—” 
 “Controlling, ball-busting—” Cody interrupted. 
 “Fiancée. My girl fiancée.” The blond sent Cody a hard look. “Since asshole here doesn’t do manners, I’m Keith, by the way. The show’s making us room together.” 
 “Dude.” Cody groaned and threw up his hands, making his towel slip lower. “You need me to chip in for a ‘Not Gay by Association’ tat or a ‘Rooming, Not Sleeping Together’ badge?” 
 “Whatever.” Keith reached down to slide on black sport sandals. “Just figured your friend might wanna know.” 
 No, Lucas most certainly did not want to know. He didn’t say anything to Keith, keeping his lips squished together. It was easier to think of Cody as entirely off-limits. The pinch of jealousy he’d felt earlier had sucked, but it had put up a buffer between Lucas and all this unwanted lust. 
 Even glancing at Cody was enough to make Lucas’s senses hum. Cody’s hair was still wet, and little droplets of water clung to his shoulders and left a shiny trail across his chest. The tattoo on his chest was a bird—as exotic as Cody was, with dark green feathers barely grazing his collarbone and brightly colored tail feathers skirting his nipple. His very shiny, light pink nipple . . . 
 Lucas forced his gaze to Cody’s face. The makeup he’d worn earlier was gone, leaving him looking younger and softer and far more approachable. 
 “Better hurry. Don’t want the she-witch calling my phone next.” Cody shooed Keith to the door. Lucas moved aside to let him pass but stayed in the corner of the entryway. 
 “Sorry about that. I was supposed to room with my friend Ashley, but the show said no co-ed roommates.” Smiling, Cody came closer. “But, hey? Better that he left, right?” 
 His damp body was mere inches from Lucas. The room felt like an airplane cabin depressurizing, all the oxygen sucked out as Lucas’s stomach went into free fall. Cody braced his hand on the wall next to Lucas’s head. 
 “Eeep.” A definite, no-disguising-it squeak escaped Lucas’s mouth. He leaned harder into the door, jamming the doorknob into his right kidney. 
 Cody’s eyes narrowed and his mouth quirked. He studied Lucas’s face, looking for God knew what. But Lucas felt the intensity of his gaze in every pore, his cheeks going hot and tight, his stubble itching. He squished his eyes shut, wanting to push Cody away but not trusting himself to touch him. 
 “Oh, fuck me.” Cody stepped back abruptly. “Or rather, don’t fuck me. You’re straight.” 

Oh, God. It would be so easy to lie and block whatever Cody had been heading toward fifteen seconds ago, erect another wall between him and temptation. 
 But his mouth told the truth. “No. I’m not.” He took a deep breath. His stupid hands shook against his khaki pants. “I’m gay.” 
  


 “Fabulous.” Cody leaned in closer. Lucas smelled like cookies, and his pink cheeks made Cody want to see where else he could make him blush. Nothing like a little play to get away from the negative vibes of Keith the newly straight. Keith’s decision to play for the other team hadn’t hurt. The ache behind his breastbone called him a liar, but if Keith wanted to go all Tom Cruise, fuck him. Or better yet, fuck Lucas. “You’re gay. I’m gay—” 
 “No.” Lucas put a big hand on Cody’s chest. 
 Cody didn’t usually go for baby bears, but there was something strangely appealing about a big guy who had a whiff of wide-eyed subby to him. Heat spread out from the pressure of Lucas’s broad hand and the rasp of the light fuzz on his muscled forearms. Cody’s dick went from he-might-do to do-him-now. But Lucas shoved him away, taking all that heat and sizzle with him. 

Fuck this. Cody stalked to the built-in dresser, yanking a shirt out of his drawer. Why was he even bothering messing with Lucas? Cody didn’t exactly have to work hard to get laid. He rarely had to do the asking. Guys were all over him with offers of movies or drinks or dinner or, more directly, “My office. Now.” 
 “Your loss.” Cody kept his voice cool as he pulled on the shirt with an exaggerated shrug, letting Lucas have a nice long look at what he was turning down. “But you’re sure?” 
 “I’m sure.” Lucas’s voice was soft and his face flushed. Cody glanced down and noted the bulge in Lucas’s ironed khakis. It was far from a convincing no, but Lucas’s wide eyes and trembling hands made him look like a rabbit cornered by a wolf. And Cody wasn’t really in the mood for prey. 
 He hadn’t expected Lucas to show up. He’d thrown the invitation out without thinking. Living in LA, Cody was used to the casual “call me” or “we’ll hook up” comments that meant nothing. But Lucas was clearly still entrenched in small-town nice-nice. Cody was lucky he hadn’t brought a casserole to share. 
 Giving up on the teasing for now, Cody pulled on a pair of black briefs under his towel—a move he hadn’t used since high school locker rooms, but he didn’t want to give Lucas a heart attack by flashing him his junk. 
 “Urp.” Lucas made a strangled sound behind him. Guess he hadn’t been all that successful in staying covered. Oh, well. Modesty wasn’t exactly Cody’s strong suit. He let the towel drop and stepped into a pair of cotton shorts. 
 “You got a boyfriend?” Cody tried to wrap his mind around the fact that Lucas had admitted to being gay—Mount Monticello was a tiny private school with a conservative reputation. All the guys in Lucas’s all-male, white-bread, no-music-from-this-century group looked more likely to carry right-wing protest signs than to wave a rainbow flag. 
 “No.” Lucas held up a hand like Cody might be about to pounce. “It’s not like that.” The whoosh of Lucas’s breath sounded like an air conditioner clicking on. Cody put money on not liking whatever freeze-out Lucas was about to deliver. “I’m gay, but I don’t act on it.” 
 “Meaning what? No anal?” Not that he understood it, but Cody knew some guys for whom that was a limit. 
 “Meaning no sex. Period. Ever.” Lucas’s shoulders straightened, like someone had pulled invisible puppet strings. 
 “So you’re closeted—” 
 “No. Most people know. Hard not to.” 
 “Um. Dude, you’re not exactly flaming.” Unlike Cody, the only thing really gay about Lucas was his eyes. It was why Cody had been thrown earlier. There was nothing straight about the hungry way he looked at Cody, even after turning him down. Everything else about him, however, screamed wholesome—preppy yet outdated clothes, blond curls, and pink cheeks looking ready for a postcard. The contrast between hungry eyes and angelic face made Cody want to dirty him up a little. 
 “It’s complicated.” Lucas finally abandoned the doorway and paced the entry area, acting like fully entering the room would give him hives. 
 “Do I need to lay a trail of candy to get you all the way into the room?” Cody flopped on his bed. He didn’t do complicated—he’d learned that the hard way. Complicated meant enduring a stream of lame excuses. Complicated meant rules and obligations that Cody had long since shucked. Flipping on the TV, he left Lucas to either raise his voice or work out whatever the fuck his issues were. 






 Chapter Three 

Lucas’s fingers were clumsy and clammy as he fiddled with the doorknob behind his back. Cody was surfing channels, apparently more interested in the TV than having a conversation about Lucas’s complications. Couldn’t blame him. Lucas was beyond ready to drop the topic, too. Maybe he should actually make use of the door and leave. But if Cody still wanted to a watch a movie, wouldn’t leaving right as he queued up the movie be a bit rude? Not that turning him down cold, acting like a spaz, and shamelessly ogling him was exactly polite.


Stop being an idiot. Stomach flip-flopping as quickly as his mood, Lucas pushed away from the door and walked over to the TV. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, feeling awkward and uncertain as he looked down at Cody’s graceful body sprawled on the bed. Even in a faded T-shirt for a band Lucas had never heard of, there was an air of sophistication about him. He probably never had an unsure moment. Cody glanced up at him and raised his eyebrows. 
 “You still want to watch the movie?” Lucas asked. 
 “Well since de-virginizing you doesn’t seem to be on the table . . .” Cody licked his lips in an exaggerated big bad wolf fashion. 
 “Is everything a joke to you?” Lucas still wasn’t sure whatever had just happened had been real. Like maybe the guy did the whole lean-in-and-look-available thing to everyone. Like if he’d said, “Let’s go,” Cody would have yanked the offer away and laughed at Lucas’s gullibility. Not that Lucas was about to test that theory. 
 “Everything’s funny.” Cody grinned up at him. 
 “Not everything.” Lucas rubbed his hands on his pants. Might as well lay everything out there. Get all the awkwardness over at once. “My dad’s Richard Norwood.” 
 “Congrats.” Cody blinked at him. “My dad’s a could-give-a-fuck blank line on my birth certificate.” 
 “You’re from Iowa and you don’t know who Richard Norwood is?” 
 “Correction.” Cody held up one finger. Even with the Goth nail polish, his long fingers gave a certain elegance to each gesture. “I haven’t been in Iowa in over four years. Hopped a bus morning after graduation. I don’t exactly keep in touch.” 
 Cody’s tone was laid-back, but Lucas had to wonder about the kind of intense stuff that would make a guy leave home and never look back. His chest tightened at the thought of going four years without seeing home. Austerity and the college were encoded in Lucas’s DNA. Even two thousand miles away, he knew exactly what his front porch smelled like on July evenings—cut grass, wilted roses, whiff of citronella candles mingled with charred meat from his dad’s grill. He knew what his mother’s coffee tasted like at six a.m. and what the campus quad sounded like in early fall. The cement and exhaust and too strong, too expensive coffee of LA felt wrong. 
 “You haven’t been back at all?” As much as the guy was making his head pound like a bad drum solo, Lucas’s chest gave a sympathetic twang. 
 “Nope. Not like anyone there gives a fuck. Nothing there to go back to.” Cody’s expression was unreadable, the same hard glint in his eyes as when he’d so casually mentioned not having a dad. 
 “I’m sorry.” Lucas didn’t know what else to say. He knew a lot of gay kids had it rough, and it made his stomach twist to think about what Cody might have gone through. His own family frustrated him at times, but he couldn’t imagine going through life without a dad or without having his family to fall back on. 
 “I’m not.” Cody brushed the bangs out of his face, his expression defiant. “So your dad’s some big dog in the land of corn?” 
 “He’s a professor of religious studies at Mount Monticello.” Lucas’s shoulders straightened, like they always did when he talked about his dad. Cody made a face at the word religious, but Lucas couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. “He wrote a book. The Gay Question. In it, he theorizes that the religious right’s main issue with homosexuality isn’t the same-sex attraction but rather the standard gay lifestyle.” 
 “‘The standard gay lifestyle’?” Cody made air quotes with his fingers. “What the fuck?” 
 “You know, clubs, alcohol, multiple sex partners—” 
 “Best part of not screwing around with chicks—” 
 “Drugs—” Lucas glared at Cody, who grinned back. 
 “You mean like poppers? Dude.” Cody kept mugging like he was an extra in a bad comedy, all exaggerated eyebrows and false enthusiasm. 
 Lucas’s back muscles went guitar-string tight. Lucas wasn’t entirely sure what poppers were, but he continued to stare Cody down, going for the I-can’t-believe-the-idiocy-of-your-logic look that his dad had down to a science. 
 But whatever expression Lucas managed only made Cody laugh harder. “Or E? ’Cause if E’s a gays-only thing, we better tell the club kids.” 
 “Deviant activities.” Lucas talked over him. 
 “Ooops.” Covering his mouth, Cody made wide eyes, eyebrow ring shaking. “I better go unleash the goat from the bathroom.” 
 “I’m trying to explain.” Lucas tossed up his hands. He didn’t know why he was bothering—it wasn’t like he could break down the book his dad had worked on for over three years into a sound bite that would make Cody the comedian take it seriously. Wasn’t like Lucas could put into words what it meant that Lucas’s own name was on the dedication page, or that his dad’s support of progressive policies had ensured that Lucas could go to the same school as his siblings and be openly gay at a school that used to ban gay relationships in its code of conduct. 
 “How ’bout I explain the kind of fun two people can get up to with a pair of handcuffs and a little leather?” Cody prowled forward on the bed, his eyes half-lidded and heavy with seductive intent. Lucas couldn’t stop his brain from being smacked down by an image of Cody’s long, lean body in a leather harness, a pair of cuffs dangling from one of his long fingers. 

Save me. Lucas stepped back, rubbing up against the rough plastered wall, his wrists tingling, his dick swelling. He looked down at the floor, afraid something in his face might give away the frequency with which “twinks in leather” had appeared in his search engine, followed by the always popular “kinky twinks.” There was nothing twisted about his preference for guys—he knew that. Heck, his folks had come to terms with that even before he had. But there had to be something twisted about what he wanted to do with guys. 
 He could sit at his kitchen table or in the student forum and talk for hours about the complexities of gay politics and the intricacies of the gay marriage debate. But his obsession with kinky gay porn felt wrong. Dirty. Just the thought of his friends or his folks even saying the words hot leather twinks made his stomach churn. He pressed his shoulder blades hard into the wall, trying to find a little extra spine. 
 “You’re fun to tease.” Still grinning like a cat with a new toy, Cody perched on the edge of the bed. He was close enough that Lucas could smell his shampoo—the same citrusy scent he’d detected at lunch, only stronger and mixed with the tang of soap. 
 “So I’ve been told.” Struggling to keep his voice indifferent, he tried not to think about how easy it would be to touch Cody. Wouldn’t even have to fully extend his arm . . . 
 “Okay. Okay. So your dad wrote a book about how gays need to live like sheeple . . .” Cody trailed off, his eyes going wide and his jaw dropping. He smacked himself in the head. “Dude. Your dad is Dick No Wood? Gay LA did a spoof on him and how whacked his ideas are. He’s the abstinence-only-for-gays guy?” 
 “Don’t call him that.” The spoof column had made the rounds on dozens of blogs and social media shares. And the stupid nickname it had tacked on his dad seemed to be sticking. Lucas’s hands tightened around an invisible sword. When the criticism against his dad had been at its peak, Lucas had logged dozens of Xbox hours killing zombies and wishing the real world were as easy to control as a video game. “And he’s not against all sex. He supports gay marriage! He’s testified before the Iowa legislature to keep gay marriage legal in Iowa.” 
 “And the LGBT rights folks welcome him?” Cody looked skeptical, his mouth twisting to one side. 
 “Some of them,” Lucas muttered. “He’s trying to make peace between the religious right and the—” 
 “Wicked, wicked left.” Cody licked his lips again. “Good luck with that. And since Daddy wrote a book, you gotta stand up as the wait-till-marriage poster boy?” 
 “I don’t have to do anything,” Lucas lied, shoving aside the obligation that followed him around like a six-hundred-pound moose. The whole waiting-until-marriage thing made sense. The straight kids at his school and church signed purity pledges. It wasn’t terrible to have to do the same. “I choose to not live my life like that.” 
 “Sucks to be you.” Cody shrugged. He fiddled with the remote again. 

How dare he! How dare Cody dismiss Lucas like his beliefs were nothing. Anger broke through his paralysis, and the same feet that had failed him all night moved swiftly toward the bed. He tapped Cody’s chest. Hard. 
 “No. No, it does not suck to be me. It sucks to be people trapped by bad choices. It sucks to have meaningless, soul-crushing sex.” 
 “You ever try it?” Cody was on his knees, getting right in Lucas’s face. What the hell? Most guys he knew would back the hell off if they got put on blast, but Cody kept coming, crowding into his space. “Why don’t you get laid a time or ten and tell me how crushed your soul is?” 
 “I don’t have to try gambling or drinking or . . .” He sputtered, unable to put words together with Cody so close. Light glinted from the tiny stone in Cody’s eyebrow ring—blue, the same shade as his eyes. He could see the flex of Cody’s Adam’s apple. 
 “Those are optional.” Cody’s breath brushed across Lucas’s face. 

Lord have mercy. Heat rushed from Lucas’s cheeks to his dick. 

“Fucking—” Cody drew the word out, a hot lick of dirty against Lucas’s jaw—“is a biological necessity. Like food. Air. Water. Screw shelter.” 
 “Chocolate cake.” It was all Lucas could get out around the lump in his throat. 
 “Huh?” Cody drew back slightly, taking away the terrifying, wonderful, crowded feeling. 
 “Chocolate cake.” With the sensations lessened, he could speak again. Maybe not make the most sense, but he could get a few words out. His heart still pounded. “You need food. Basic sustenance. No one needs chocolate cake to meet their basic needs. You don’t need casual sex.” 
 “Screw cake. Liking dick is a free pass to an all-you-can-eat buffet.” 
 “It doesn’t have to be. Gay guys are just as capable of waiting for the right person as straight people.” Lucas tried to make himself believe his words, tried to make himself believe he wasn’t starving. Tried extrahard not to picture Cody dripping with chocolate . . . 
 “Why the hell play by the breeders’ rules? What possible benefit can you get?” Cody crowded closer again. 
 “I get to be openly gay at a school where no one was out ten years ago. Our school actually has a gay/straight alliance. A lot of progressive churches are changing their stance on gay marriage. That’s thanks to my dad.” 
 “Let me get this . . . straight.” Cody rolled his eyes. “You get to go to a school filled with conservative people where you hang out with other celibate gay guys while you brainstorm how best to copy the lives of mundanes who hate us? No offense, dude, but that’s seriously whack.” 
 “No offense, dude, but a lot of gay people are looking for a healthy alternative to an all-you-can-eat buffet.” His dad always went on about finding balance—emotionally, spiritually, physically. But at that moment, none of Lucas’s parts felt anywhere close to balance. “My dad’s book hit the New York Times best-seller list.” 
 “So did The Hunger Games, but I’m not investing in bows and arrows.” 
 Lucas wouldn’t mind if Katniss or Peeta showed up to spear Cody right then. How could someone so annoying and idiotic look so damn good? Cody was still kneeling, his dancer’s legs gracefully crossed beneath him. Even his feet were sexy, long and bare and resting against that perfect butt . . . Lucas tried not to wish bad things for people, but a sudden arrow to Cody’s back would save Lucas from his lust and them both from his anger. Efficient. 
 “How do you even know you’re really gay? You ever kiss a guy?” Cody’s smile turned devious, and he rose up on his knees until their noses were millimeters apart. 
 “No.” It came out little more than a whisper. Shoot me now. Lucas wouldn’t mind taking that arrow himself. He stepped back, slamming into the dresser behind him. Stupid tiny rooms with big, oversize furniture. 
 “Maybe you should.” Cody slid off the bed, closing the gap between them, trapping him against the heavy oak piece. Cody’s T-shirt brushed against Lucas’s sweater vest, his chest a warm weight. He saw it coming, saw Cody’s face angling in toward his, saw those full lips part, saw his eyes spark with intent. 

Step away. Roll away. Shove him back. Whatever voices of reason he still possessed fled at the first brush of Cody’s lips. His lips were full and soft and the barest hint of pressure against Lucas’s. Not that different from when Olivia Evans had kissed him at homecoming freshman year. Then the similarities shattered. Burst into bits as every expectation he’d had blew up. Cody turned more aggressive, nipping at Lucas’s lips, licking and flicking, and demanding— 

Oh. My. Word. There was a tongue in his mouth. A tongue not his. He’d fantasized about this, even liked to put his own finger in his mouth when getting off. He knew from his porn forays that he was obsessed with all things oral, and yeah, he watched way more porn than was healthy. None of it came close to the reality. 
 Cody was right—Lucas needed this kiss more than air. It was like swiftly rising floodwaters and sandbags giving way; he surrendered to the far superior force of nature. A force that sneered at the petty effort to hold it back. Frightening and awe-inspiring and devastating. Nothing would be the same again. He could rebuild his defenses, fortify his resolve, but nothing would erase this torrent whipping through him, heating his blood, remapping his brain with teeth and lips and tongues and hands roaming up and down his back. 
 He’d given up a degree of control as soon as he’d entered Cody’s room, and each swipe of Cody’s tongue was another reminder of what he was losing. Lucas wasn’t in charge of this. A whimper escaped his throat and Cody quickly swallowed it. His tongue chased Lucas’s back, like the sound had made Cody want more and now he was going to take it. He hadn’t thought enough about this—what it would mean to have someone wanting him back, what the hard press of another body would add. No porn could ever show this, show the reality of being owned by someone’s mouth, fucked by their tongue. And that’s what it was. Fucking. No other word fit. 
 He loved it. He hated it. He wanted more. His hands flopped helplessly at his sides and his chest ached from his heart hammering into his sternum. The roar in his ears was identical to the roar of the Yellow River in spring. 

“Yes.” The sound escaped around the edges of the kiss, loud enough to startle Lucas before he realized it had come from himself. 
 “Fuck.” Panting hard, Cody broke away. “That’s a kiss. That’s what you’ve been taking a pass on.” 
 This was why Lucas had never started down this path. It was far easier to turn down an abstract image of mouths rubbing up against each other. This? This was going to haunt him in the shower later, in his sleep, and still be dogging him a year from now. 
 The realization made him angry, redirected all his heat into a burn in his chest and tightness in his muscles. 
 “No. That’s not a kiss.” Liar. Liar. Liar. “That’s a point you wanted to score. It doesn’t mean crap to you, does it? ‘Oh, look, I got the poor little repressed boy all hot and bothered.’ Hah. Hah.” 
 “Glad to know you’re all . . . bothered.” Cody looked down at Lucas’s crotch pointedly. “And gay. Wouldn’t want you missing your chance at a picket fence and two point five kids on a hypothetical.” 
 “I’m not your freaking science experiment.” 
 “I’m not the one in need of experimenting.” Cody smirked at him. There was something else in his eyes, but Lucas was too upset to sort it out. 
 “I don’t need to experiment. I know exactly what I want in life, and casual sex isn’t it.” Lucas’s feet finally obeyed him, and he stalked to the door. 
 He’d never say it aloud. Even thinking it felt like a betrayal of his parents’ values, but he didn’t hunger for married life. Not like he craved . . . the other stuff—the stuff he tried not to think about except when he was weak and watching it online. Someday he’d find the right person. Get beyond his silly obsessions and fulfill his parents’ expectations. 
 Lord, he didn’t know how he felt. He didn’t know anything, but maybe if he was superlucky, his feet would know their way back to his room. When he turned at the door to say some kind of good-bye, the trapped-in-the-deep-freeze look on Cody’s face stopped him. Before he could find the words, Cody shut the door in his face. He stared at the closed door, swaying on his feet as adrenaline zipped and zapped down his limbs. 
 When he reached the elevators, he gazed numbly at the Up and Down buttons. His dick throbbed in his pants and he looked down the hall toward Cody’s room. Heck. A big part of him wanted to march back there, flop down on Cody’s bed, and let Cody show him everything he’d been missing. Lucas wouldn’t have to say much. Might not even have to beg. He’d knock on the door and Cody would know. He wanted Cody to press into him, crowd into him until there was nothing left but heat. 
 His body turned away from the elevators. He glared down at his disobedient feet. No. “I control my actions. My actions and choices reveal my character.” He punched the Up button hard. He was going to steer clear of Cody the rest of the competition. Keep his head down and stay away from temptation. 


At least the coffee’s free. Cody settled down on the carpet outside their next rehearsal room. With thirteen groups and limited room availability, today was all about hurry up and wait. The long hallway outside the meeting rooms on the second floor of the hotel reminded him of high school—except with better snacks. A coffee-and-bagel table had been set up on one end of the hallway, and most of the people waiting had clumped together there. 
 Cody wasn’t most people. The majority of competitors knew each other from college competitions and showcases, but while they had been partying on their parents’ dime, Cody had been scraping together a career on his own. And he wasn’t here to make friends. He still had no clue why he’d invited Lucas over last night. 

Crash. Bang. Cody looked up in time to see Lucas slam into two metal chairs. Hell. It figured that the M&Ms would be the group ahead of Embellish. Wincing along with Lucas, Cody watched as he brushed himself off, shook out his arms. 
 “Why can’t you hold the note?” One of the ring leaders of Lucas’s group, a thin, freckle-faced guy with mean eyes, lit into him. “If you weren’t so fat, you could see your feet!” 
 Heh. Clearly it wasn’t all brotherly love in the M&Ms. And the guy had it all wrong. Lucas wasn’t fat. His back had been all muscle under Cody’s hands, his chest a warm pressure against Cody’s own. He was solid in an old-fashioned sort of way—like the old, poured concrete steps in front of Cody’s grandmother’s house. Bulky and utilitarian and utterly reliable. A tornado could tear down the rest of the neighborhood and those steps would still be standing. That was Lucas. Most of the guys Cody knew were flighty as hell. Divas. Or older guys in the business who’d long ago figured out how to get what they wanted from guys like Cody. Classy lookers who couldn’t withstand a hard rain. 
 Lucas felt like he could stand up to whatever Cody dished out. Maybe it was the strength he felt in Lucas’s body and the hard set of his jaw that made Cody push him last night. Strong body and strong words and strong beliefs. Typical Iowan. Too damn bad so many of the people Cody had grown up with used their strength simply to make other people feel weak for being different. Jesus, Lucas had sounded like he actually believed that crap about celibacy. That, more than anything, had made him want to see if he could make Lucas crumble, even just a tiny bit. 
 But after the door had slammed shut, guilt and shame had swamped Cody. He’d fallen back on the bed, determined to stroke one out, get rid of his raging hard-on, but for the first time ever he’d been unable to get off. His usual fantasies failed him. 
 Fuck Lucas for messing with his head like this. He tried to focus on his coffee, but his attention kept getting sucked back to what was happening in the practice room. 
 “Let’s take it again from the top. Try to stay on rhythm this time,” the freckle-faced jerk commanded his preppy troops. 
 Unwanted pity for Lucas’s plight crept beyond Cody’s irritation with the world at large. The M&Ms were attempting way too ambitious choreography. Lucas wasn’t the only problem—these guys weren’t cut out for the kind of routine the more experienced groups could do. Cody was still new to the a cappella scene, but he knew the big-name groups had honed their songlist for years, picked members to fit their complicated routines, and toured, giving them serious performance chops. 
 Lucas’s group was a bunch of guys in ties flailing around pathetically to the One Republic song they’d been given. Neckties. Seriously? It was a Thursday morning. And yeah, the cameras were around, but it wasn’t a dress rehearsal day and the celebrity judges weren’t there. But still the M&Ms were all in identical khaki pants, button-up shirts, and ties. Actually, now that Cody was paying closer attention, he realized Lucas had taken his tie off—his shirt was open at the collar, sweat trickling down from his face. Cody licked his lips, considering. Would Lucas’s sweat taste all preppy and pent-up? Or would it taste as dirty-sweet as the kiss they’d shared— 
 “I’m back.” Ashley dropped her zebra-striped, oversize purse next to him as she joined Cody on the floor. “Cameras still working this room?” 
 “Yeah.” The camera crews were scheduled to record snippets of rehearsal all day, moving between the various practice rooms. 
 And that was probably what was throwing Lucas off. The cameras were tracking the M&Ms’ difficulties, and Cody had seen more than one production crew member giggling. 
 “Do I look okay?” Ashley tugged on her cropped pink T-shirt, glancing at the cameras inside the practice room. 
 “Fab.” The show would air only a minute or two of rehearsal footage and, like Cody, Ashley was determined to maximize their screen time. 
 Cody wasn’t sure Embellish could compete with the other groups’ drama today. A screaming diva bitch fight from the all-girl group and the wipeout-prone M&Ms were probably going to cut into the available exposure. 
 “I’ve been making my list,” Ashley said. 
 “Your list?” 
 “Of possibilities to replace Keith. There’s three in that group alone.” She gestured at the M&Ms. “Not the clumsy kid. I crossed him off. But there are other low-end guys even better than Keith. And we have to think about after the show, consider who’s going to be a good fit for touring.” 
 Cody made a noncommittal sound. He liked Ash. A lot. And when his agent had suggested doing the show, it had been a no-brainer to call her. He’d met her a few years ago, back when they both auditioned for Idol. Neither had made the show, but they’d kept running into each other on the LA scene, and he’d crashed with her and her roommates more than a few times. But if their group didn’t win, Cody had no intention of continuing with an a cappella group. And if Embellish did win? Well, like his agent said, this was a start. It was a stepping stone to the kind of exposure Cody needed for a big deal. If that happened with the group, fabulous. If not? He was headed to the top solo. Not that he’d be telling Ashley that any time soon. 

Slam. Lucas tripped, which made a short guy with a goatee stumble, which led to three other guys crashing into each other and a whole lot of 7th Heaven–style cursing. 
 “Man, my heart hurts every time that guy falls.” Ash tilted her head and pursed her mouth. “I kinda want to just hug him.” 
 “Not on your team.” Cody tried to ignore the twinge inside his own chest. 
 “Really?” Ash tilted her head and looked at Lucas more intently. 

Oops. Lucas had said he was out, right? “Um. Yeah. But I don’t know if he’s exactly broadcasting that on all channels, you know?” 
 “Damn, your gaydar is off the charts. Or . . .” She raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow, her pink lips curved in a sly smile. 
 “Nah. It’s just that I’m that good.” Yes, yes, he was. “Treble Play’s tenor is gay, too.” 
 “Damn. I flirted with him all through breakfast.” Ashley inspected one zebra-patterned nail. “Speaking of the other side, shouldn’t Keith be here now?” 
 “Hey, he’s all about the hetero now, remember?” 
 They both snorted at that. Once upon a time the three of them had been fairly tight. Keith had roomed with Ashley and played a few shows with Cody. And yeah, they’d gotten off together a time or three. Calling Keith to see if he was interested in doing the show had been almost as easy as calling Ash. 
 “I’ve kissed more girls than him.” Ashley giggled. “But then, I think the she-witch may have a bigger dick than you.” 
 “Hey, now.” Cody faked offense. “We’re up in five minutes. Did you see him in the hospitality room?” 
 Keith’s constant disappearing act and overstated vocal abilities canceled out whatever value Cody had hoped he’d add. Keith might have done a cappella at USC, but it sure wasn’t translating into good things for Embellish. 
 “Nah. He’s probably on his phone again. Want me to go check the parking lot?” 
 “Sure.” Cody was happy to give her something to do with her nervous energy. She tended to pace and fidget, and her antsiness rubbed off on Cody. The other two members of their group, Raven and Jeff, had been parked in a spot down the hall, headphones on, pinkies linked. Veterans from college and professional a cappella groups, Raven and Jeff were a couple and a few years older than Cody, Ashley, and Keith. When their professional group dissolved, Cody’s agent had snagged them for this gig. They’d given Embellish some cred with the audition committee. 
 “Fu—freaking watch it!” In the practice room, the M&Ms were wrapping up, and half the group was huddled around Lucas. 
 “I almost had it that time.” Lucas held up his hands, clearly trying to appease the mean-faced leader, who wasn’t having it. Dude looked like the stuck-up Weasley brother. 
 “I’m sure the judges will reward you for making it through ninety-nine percent of the song before crashing into Trevor.” The freckle-faced ring leader got up in Lucas’s face. Cody’s neck twinged—dude rubbed him all sorts of wrong. 
 “He didn’t completely crash this time.” Trevor, the tiny tenor for the M&Ms, spoke up. Cody made a point of knowing all the male soloists in the show in his range. The Disney Channel-looking strawberry-blond kid carried lead on some songs for the M&Ms. He wasn’t as good as Cody, but he held his own. 
 “Yeah, it was just a trip.” Lucas sent Trevor a grateful look. 
 Something flipped in Cody’s stomach. Lucas shouldn’t have to be apologizing over and over to these guys. 
 “Maybe it’s time to think about making it simpler.” The African-American kid—the guy who had pulled Lucas back to practice yesterday—stepped up to clap the ringleader on the shoulder. Cody bet the white-bread powers that be made sure to put him in all the marketing materials, although what the kid wanted with the M&Ms, Cody had no idea. He had the best voice in Lucas’s group. In one of the other groups, he’d be a star. 
 “We can’t do that.” Mr. Mean scowled and walked away. He had a couple of decent singers, but one nasty control issue. And he could dance—in a very Grease-on-Broadway sort of way. Dude didn’t have club moves. That much was for damn sure. 
 “I’m getting better,” Lucas called to the departing group members. He stooped to pick up his backpack, wincing visibly. 
 God, this was painful to watch. Ashley was right—Lucas made Cody’s heart hurt. It was like watching a puppy get kicked. And it wasn’t right. Cody knew all about waiting for approval that never came. He couldn’t stand watching others go through that same bullshit, putting up with bullying and teasing. 

Guilty much? His next gulp of coffee tasted extra sharp. Okay. Maybe he’d given Lucas a bit of hell last night. Had a little too much fun at his expense. But figuring out what made Lucas blush and squirm was almost as much fun as shopping clearance racks—the unexpected thrill of discovery kept him going. 
 Then he remembered how Lucas had looked as he ended the kiss—mouth all swollen, eyes hazy, expression a little awestruck. And then Cody had spoken and all that . . . wonder had been erased. Hell. Maybe kissing a guy like Lucas had been a bad idea, and probably the last thing the kid needed with so much other shit going down. 
 Grabbing his stuff, Cody stood up and went into the practice room. Lucas was the last of the group to leave. He was stuffing his crap into a backpack—a packet of peanut butter cheese crackers, a half-full bottle of Diet Dr Pepper, a damp-looking bandanna, and the ubiquitous M&M necktie got shoved through the pack’s open zipper with jerky movements. The big, sturdy-looking hands that had turned-on Cody last night were pale and shaky. 
 The camera guys had wrapped up filming, and one of them addressed Cody. “Take your time setting up. We’ll be back in ten minutes.” 
 Lucas looked up as the guys left the room. He blinked when he noticed Cody in the doorway, a what-the-heck? expression in his eyes. 

Trust me, I’m just as surprised as you that I’m seeking you out, Cody replied with his eyes. 
 “Tough morning?” he asked. “Friend issues?” Dude, why can’t you see these losers aren’t your friends? They’re already halfway to their rooms, beating feet to get the hell away from you.

 “Nah. I’ll catch them at lunch.” Lucas was looking everywhere but at Cody’s face. He sidestepped Cody like he was avoiding a grenade. “I . . . uh . . . good luck.” 
 “Hey. Look. I’m sorry.” Cody stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. Lucas flinched, recoiling from the touch. Ouch.

 “Not a big deal. Don’t mention it.” Lucas tightened his backpack straps, tugging on them like he needed it to endure a climb up Mount Everest. 
 “I should have—” 
 “Can we drop it?” Lucas’s face was all stony and closed off. Baby lion was in a pissy mood, curls all flopping around his face, eyebrows all sharp and angry. 
 It was damn rare that Cody apologized and here he was, not getting any benefits from his effort. 
 “Yeah.” Cody’s hand flopped at his side, as useless as his words. “Don’t listen to them, man. You’re getting better.” 
 “Hah.” Lucas snorted. “Don’t lie. They have a list, you know? Of people they’ll pick to replace me if we go through—” 
 “Ashley has one for us, too—I think everyone does.” Cody gave him what he hoped passed for an encouraging smile. 
 “Yeah? Does hers only have basses on it? Who can dance?” Lucas shoved a hand through his hair. “Forget it. Not like we’re going to have much chance of going through.” 
 As he pushed past Cody, he looked so forlorn something hitched inside Cody’s chest. He tried to never remember how it felt to lose hope—hell, 98 percent of Cody’s waking hours were devoted to pushing through. Keep moving forward. Forget what rejection felt like. 
 “Wait.” Cody took a deep breath. “Eight o’clock. Meet me after dinner.” 
 “That’s a bad idea.” 
 It was, but Cody persisted. “I’m going to help you.” 
 “Like you helped last night?” 
 “No! With your dancing.” His brain supplied images of all the other, X-rated kinds of help he could offer. He could give Lucas enough blowjob pointers to fill a For Dummies manual. Blood rushed to his groin, his dick reminding him that he hadn’t gotten off last night. Damn. “I’m going to get you spinning.” 
 “Yeah?” Lucas’s shoulders relaxed a little, but his eyes were still wary. “Why’d you want to do that?” 
 “No clue.” For once in his life, Cody told the unvarnished truth. “Maybe I need a challenge.” 
 “I’m not sleeping with you.” Lucas adjusted the weight of the bag, shifting his hips a bit. 
 “You wound me.” Cody held up his hands in peace. “I don’t expect payment.” 

That’d be a first. He never did something for nothing. Never. Even hanging out had become a careful transaction—who would he be seen with, what could they do for him, would his name get more exposure—but here he was, for the second time in two days, offering to hang out with Lucas without knowing what the hell his own motives were. It was like he was back in school, all helpful and shit, like the last four years of street smarts had worn off as soon as he got a whiff of Lucas. 
 “So?” He nodded at Lucas. 
 The camera guys appeared at the door, and Lucas had to step aside to let a guy with an armful of extension cords pass. The move brought him close enough that Cody could smell him—sweat and that old-fashioned spicy scent—and the memory of the kiss slammed into Cody’s senses. Forget altruism or Ashley’s hunt for a new bass. His dick knew exactly why he wanted more time around Lucas. Such a bad idea.

 “Yeah.” Lucas finally looked directly at him. “I don’t think it’ll work, though.” 
 That made two of them. Cody was pretty sure the best they could hope for would be Lucas choking with dignity as opposed to leaving his ass all over the stage. 
 “At least we can make you fail better.” 
 “You going to make that the motto of Cody’s School of Dance?” Lucas’s laugh was husky and deep and real. It was exactly the way he’d kissed. No affect. No holding back. No staging. Once Lucas decided something, it seemed he was all in, whether it was laughing or kissing or . . . 

Hell. This was a terrible idea. One doomed to failure and hours of dick-twisting frustration because he’d promised Lucas it wasn’t about sex. And still . . . Cody couldn’t help picturing what it would look like if Lucas could dance the way he laughed. 






 Chapter Four 

Cody grabbed two practice mics from a box on the floor and handed one to Lucas. Kid was looking twitchy as hell again, like they were about to be yelled at for using the wrong room. The show had made sure the rooms were ready for practice—the chairs and tables had been pushed against the walls, there were masking tape and other supplies for mapping out choreography in a plastic crate on the floor, and, most important, the halfway decent sound system. They weren’t live mics; the groups just used them for perfecting their hand and arm movements. No one wanted to get to dress rehearsal and bop themselves in the face. 
 Lucas’s mouth twisted as his big hand clutched the mic’s slim handle, and Cody had to wonder if Lucas had ever practiced with a mic before. The M&Ms seemed to have a steep learning curve with “modern” equipment—they were used to miking their lead singer but not the rest of the group. Old school. 
 “Do you need me to show you our number?” Lucas sounded uncertain. 
 “Nah. I’ve pretty much got all the routines and songs memorized.” Cody grinned at him, trying not to sound too much like he was bragging. Even if he totally was. His freaky music memory was a great party trick. 
 “Woke up yesterday . . .” Cody launched into the pop song the M&Ms were doing. 
 The theme for premiere week was “Pop Hit,” with each group selecting one fairly recent song. Embellish was doing a Gotye song, chosen both to show Cody’s range as well as reflect the group’s style. Cody wasn’t sure the M&Ms had a style precisely, but this overplayed song sure as hell wasn’t it. And the fake swagger they were attempting was all kinds of wrong, but Cody was pretty sure he pulled it off better than the too earnest M&Ms leads. 
 “Wow.” Lucas clapped, the sound echoing through the empty room. “You’re amazing.” 
 “That’s what he said.” Cody’s joke was rewarded with another one of Lucas’s charming-as-hell blushes. When Cody met his eyes and winked, Lucas looked away. 
 “Now you.” Cody motioned for Lucas to try the routine. 
 “Um . . . maybe without singing?” Lucas made a face. 
 Yeah, that was a big part of the kid’s problem. He couldn’t seem to coordinate his voice and feet. Cody fished his iPod out of his pocket and hooked it up with the room’s sound system. 
 “This is your group’s version of the song from earlier,” he told Lucas. “It’s a shitty copy, but it’ll do.” 
 “You’ve got all kinds of connections.” Lucas’s mouth took on a pissy tilt and his eyes narrowed. He seemed like he’d already decided how Cody had earned those connections. 
 Actually, Cody had made the copy himself using his cell phone that afternoon, when the M&Ms took their turn on the stage at the theater. He’d taken it back to the room and plugged it into his music software to get it sounding halfway decent. And he’d gotten the key to the practice room by simply asking, but that hadn’t stopped Lucas from giving him a pointed look when he’d produced it. 
 “Yup,” he agreed, cuing up the song. People like Lucas were always quick to hand out judgments; the trick was simply not caring. “Show me your moves.” 
 Lucas was okay in the opening section of the song, lost his place in the middle, and was a mess in the end. Lucas closed his eyes as he spun, squishing them shut like a kid riding his first roller coaster before lurching through each turn. The disconnect between Lucas’s naturally staid demeanor and the funky dance steps was bizarre—kind of like what might happen if Josh Groban took acid and tried on some boy band moves. 
 “Dude.” Cody waited until Lucas had finished flopping to speak. “You’re not playing pin the tail here! Open your eyes.” 
 “Sorry.” Lucas blushed. His bulky muscles tightened along his broad back as he prepared for another attempt. Lucas opened his eyes wide—like invisible pieces of tape held them open. He hissed in a breath and nodded for Cody to start the music again. This time when Lucas spun out, his arms flailed, his feet snagged, his body whirled like an out-of-control yo-yo and . . . his eyes slammed shut. He bashed into one of the stacks of chairs against the wall, saving himself from falling on his ass with a last split-second arm flail. The chairs were old-fashioned, heavy-duty metal ones that had to hurt like heck. Cody’s own arm ached in sympathy. 
 “Why do you keep closing your eyes?” 
 “So I won’t get dizzy?” Lucas looked sheepish, his foot kicking at the mud brown carpeting. 
 “And that’s working so well for you.” Cody moved closer to him. “Watch me.” He executed a series of quick turns. 
 “Oh.” Lucas’s quick intake of breath did all sorts of things for Cody’s ego. He spun back around in time to find Lucas eyeing him like he was a cupcake on the hospitality table. 
 “Okay.” Cody winked at him. “This time watch my eyes. Not my ass.” 
 “I wasn’t . . .” Lucas sputtered. 
 Cody did another series of turns, this time working it a bit more. “Now you. Pick a spot on the wall and keep looking at it. Use it as a focal point.” 
 Not surprisingly, that trick also failed. Maybe the bland black-and-white seascapes on the wall weren’t sufficient reference points. Cody wasn’t exactly sure how he made his own body move. Trying to put the process into words was trickier than he’d thought. He couldn’t remember ever not dancing. When he was a kid he’d danced constantly, driving his grandma and everyone else around him nuts. But even when he was getting yelled at, he hadn’t been able to keep still when music came on. 

Time for a different approach. He came up behind Lucas, putting his hands on Lucas’s shoulders. 
 “Hey!” Lucas’s muscles stiffened under Cody’s hands. 
 “Relax. I’m not going to grope you.” Yet. Maybe if you beg nicely. “I’m going to spin you. Lemme show you.” 
 He used the push-and-shove technique elementary school kids liked to use to make each other dizzy, keeping his hands on Lucas’s shoulders as he spun him around and around. 
 “Ooof.” He exhaled sharply as Lucas squashed his foot and nearly knocked him over. 
 “Oh man,” Lucas gasped, smoothing Cody’s arms with his hands like he was trying to iron him out. It was cute. Sweet enough to make him forgive the foot stomp. “Are you okay?” 
 “Yeah.” Face-to-face like this, their bodies were almost perfectly lined up. Lucas was a couple of inches shorter, but not so much that Cody had to crane his neck. If they were at a club, he wouldn’t have to bend his knees much . . . Bingo. “Time to try something new.” 
 “Eh?” Lucas looked dazed and ran a meaty hand through his already messed-up hair. 
 “We’re going to work on turning. Just that one move and nothing else.” Cody walked back to the stereo and searched through his playlist until he found a club mix. He returned to Lucas and plucked the microphone from his hand. “Pretend we’re at a club.” 
 “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” Lucas worried his lip with his teeth. His lower lip was full and almost too pink for his fair skin. Cody wouldn’t have minded nibbling on it himself. 
 “You got a better one? Look, if we were at a club, you’d be checking out the hot guys, right? You wouldn’t be keeping your eyes shut or looking at the floor.” 
 “Actually, I probably would be keeping my eyes on the floor.” Lucas rubbed his cheek against his shoulder, making his already flushed skin even rosier. 
 Cody narrowed his eyes, trying to picture Lucas in a big urban gay club. In some ways the image was jarring. Like seeing a suburban mother in Old Navy fleece shopping the boutiques on Rodeo Drive. 
 But in other ways the image was intriguing. Kinda made Cody wanna get his Clueless on and do a Hollywood-style makeover. With the right jeans and a form-fitting shirt, Lucas’s body would look damn hot. 
 “I don’t suppose you could pretend you’ve had a few shots of tequila?” 
 “That’s probably beyond my powers of imagination, yeah.” Lucas’s laughter was rich and warm and enough to make Cody want to hunt down a bottle and see what could happen if Lucas unwound a bit more. 
 But he’d promised to behave, so instead he grabbed Lucas’s hands and arranged them into a classic dance pose. “Fine. Be boring. Pretend we’re at a school dance.” 
 “Also not a relevant metaphor for me. I think I might’ve danced with a girl . . .” Lucas’s forehead wrinkled. “Junior high? But I came out to my parents after freshman year, so I was kind of spared the whole girls thing.” 
 “No kidding?” Cody couldn’t imagine ever voluntarily coming out to his grandma. Being outed by the whole mess with Tyler had taken care of that nicely. But on his own? No way would he have shared that until he had bus tickets to LA in hand. “They were cool with it?” 
 “Pretty much.” Lucas shrugged, a loose, no-big-deal gesture. 
 “So if we’re going to dance, which of us is the girl?” Lucas asked. 
 “I’m pretty sure I look better in sequins, but I’m leading.” Cody forced lightness back into his voice. Thank fuck for a distraction from the muck of memory lane. “Follow me, and try not to squash my toes. I need them tomorrow.” 
 “Okay.” Lucas nodded, then bit his lip again. “Actually, no. Wait.” 
 Cody braced himself for all the reasons why Lucas couldn’t possibly let himself be led, but instead Lucas did a weird shimmy and shook free of his shoes—sturdy loafers of the sort Cody’s grandmother’s boyfriend, the ever proper Mr. Miller, would have been proud to own. 
 “Okay. There. Now I can’t hurt you. Much.” 
 Cody had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Baby lion was darn adorable when he got all fierce and protective, his broad back regally straight, his eyes flame blue. 
 “Left, one, two—whoa.” Cody got them arranged in the dance pose and tried to use the music to get them moving, but it was a bit like dragging around a pallet of bricks. A pallet of bricks determined to keep a good two feet of space between them. 
 “Can you try to relax?” he asked. Lucas’s eyes fluttered closed. Cody groaned. “Not that relaxed.” 
 A new song started, a slow jam Cody couldn’t get enough of, and his body started grooving to the rhythm. Dropping Lucas’s hands, he let go of any expectation of leading Lucas and simply moved the way he wanted to. Like he was at a club, dancing by himself, waiting for someone to join him. He never danced alone long. 
 “Oooh.” Lucas’s breath hissed out. “That’s . . .” 
 Cody preened a little, knowing that Lucas’s eyes were at last wide open and focused on the right thing—Cody’s body. He danced around Lucas, coaxing him into stepping forward, slithering against him, a quick brush of rough fabric then away. He let the song wash over him, work its magic. He hummed along because it was that kind of song—he couldn’t not sing along. Couldn’t keep his ass from shaking. Couldn’t keep from spinning. 
 Somewhere in the third chorus something changed and Lucas . . . well, no objective viewer would call it dancing, but he loosened up a bit. Lucas smiled. A tentative, shaky little smile that bobbled across his face as his shoulders rolled and his knees wiggled. When Cody shimmied around him, he grabbed Cody’s wrist. 
 It was a tiny little thing, but heat chased up Cody’s arm. The world shifted, and his stomach went all wobbly and his feet shuffled. His feet never lost rhythm. Never. Something had disrupted gravity. 
 And something had shifted in Lucas, too. Cody could see it in his eyes, which had turned into sparkly blue pools, but, more importantly, he could feel it in motion. Their hands linked, tangled. Lucas was following him. The song switched, but the improvement stayed. 
 Dancing. 
 They were dancing. 
 And Cody hadn’t really taught him a damn thing. 
 “Hey!” Lucas grinned. “I know this song.” 
 He had dimples. Of course he did. Like Cody wasn’t already turned-on enough. Cody was a sucker for dimples—Tyler had had dimples. And Keith, on the rare occasions he smiled. And dozens of the club rats he’d picked up over the years. But there was something even sweeter about Lucas’s—none of the guile and an extra helping of wholesome. 
 “What? You know music from this decade?” 
 “Screw you.” Lucas flushed all the way up to his golden curls. “Not literally,” he mumbled. 
 “Thanks for the clarification. Wouldn’t want to get my hopes up.” He raised his eyebrows, waiting to see what Lucas would do. 
 Lucas coughed and stumbled. 

Well, all righty, then.

 Cody reset their positions, getting Lucas back to dancing, distracting him by singing along. A rogue low note slid right under Lucas’s voice, so smooth he almost didn’t catch it. 
 “Yes! Sing!” Cody remembered he was supposed to be helping Lucas, not just hosting the world’s most awkward dance party. “Sing along.” 
 The encouragement threw Lucas off again, but Cody was getting good at this. He ignored the blushing and shuffling and kept doing his own thing, singing along and moving however the music called him to, slithering up against Lucas’s solid body. 
 Suddenly the bass and drums of the song swelled—well, shit. Show-off.

 Lucas wasn’t singing along like Cody. He was doing the vocal percussion beatboxing thing Cody still didn’t entirely understand. 
 Cody sang like a boss and he could harmonize nicely. But vocal percussion and bass guys made music. And Lucas was doing it now—throwing down a bass track under Cody and Gaga. 

Holy shit. He wished Ashley could see him now—Lucas was wicked talented. Way better than Keith and probably better than anyone else on her list of replacements. They danced their way into a hip hop groove, which let Lucas show off his beatboxing chops. Watching Lucas’s mouth work gave Cody’s dick all sorts of bad—or really terrific—ideas. Lucas’s lips moved impossibly fast—quirking and twisting and vibrating. Cody’s butt clenched. 
 Singing with a massive hard-on wasn’t the easiest, but somehow that added to the whole experience. They sang their way through a couple more songs, Cody getting more and more turned on and Lucas seemingly blissfully unaware, making music with his mouth and following Cody’s lead until finally—success!

 “Look at you! Turning and singing!” As the song ended, Cody applauded. His chest felt strange and bubbly—like a performance high, but different because it wasn’t his success. 
 “Yeah.” Lucas looked down, like maybe he’d been given someone else’s feet. “I guess I am.” 
 He grinned at Cody, a wide, warm smile that seemed to eat up the space between them. Oh, yeah. Cody could see it in his eyes—Lucas wasn’t oblivious anymore. The hungry look was back in Lucas’s eyes and his mouth went softer. God. His lips were the softest, pinkest things Cody had ever seen, but he hung back, letting Lucas be the one to lean in. The rough fabric of Lucas’s shirt brushed Cody’s T-shirt. Yes. Cody let his eyes drift shut and stretched to meet Lucas halfway— 
 For the world’s most awkward half-hug. Lucas patted Cody’s shoulders with an efficiency better suited for a security screening. 
 “Maybe we should—” 
 “Try your group’s song again.” Cody cut him off. He absolutely wasn’t listening to any can’t-we-be-friends speech. He stalked over to the stereo, selected the song, and took his place in front of Lucas. “I’ll play the part of Trevor. Try not to flatten me.” 
 Maybe if Cody sang and danced along with Lucas, he wouldn’t have to think about the shit going on in his head.

 Wonder of wonders, Lucas made it through the entire song. His voice was clear and strong and he worked his bass voodoo tricks like a boss while managing to hit most of the dance steps. 

No fair. Cody was the one reeling, struggling to stay on pitch and in sync with the choreography. Shouldn’t Lucas be tripping even more after that brain cell–decimating dance? The air in the room felt thick, like all the teasing and flirting and dancing had created the right conditions for a lightning storm. Maybe Lucas was some kind of mutant who worked better with blue balls, or maybe he was oblivious to Cody’s plight—and his own desires. 
 “Oh. My. God.” Lucas giggled as they finished. Flat-out cheerleader giggled. 
 “Careful there, dude. You wouldn’t want to sound gay.” Yeah, Cody knew his voice slid past sarcastic into bitter, and no, he didn’t care. 
 “I told you. I am gay.” Lucas rolled his eyes. “I’m not closeted. Just celibate.” 
 The speakers erupted with a random mix Cody had been messing with. A dirty little groove that was all pulse. It reminded him of his favorite club—sparkly without being pretentious and all about the sexy, making him think of bare chests, hot bodies sliding together, and cosmopolitans going down smooth and icy mellow. 
 Without really thinking, his hips started to move. The beat slid down his spine, loosening up all the frustration and anger and thwarted lust. 
 “Heh.” Lucas made a sound like his breath couldn’t quite find the exit. Their eyes met. And held. And held. One beat stretched into the next, and Cody put a little more into his movements. He held out his hands. 
 “Uh?” Lucas’s forehead wrinkled. Good. Let him be confused. 
 “Come on. One more dance. Got to be sure it’s not a fluke, right?” 

 Cody danced like someone had replaced his spine with Twizzlers. Each part of his body twined in smooth motions, shoulders rolling, hands reaching, pelvis rotating. It was mesmerizing. 
 Lucas’s favorite fantasies flooded his brain. Fantasies in which he went somewhere dark and glitzy and full of beautiful dancing bodies. In his fantasies, he never stood apart from the pretty people. Instead, he was another sweaty body finding his way with a partner into a secluded corner. . . . Okay, so that dark-corner part was always where he shut the fantasy down. 
 But with Cody, he didn’t need to stay stuck in a fantasy when it came to simply dancing. Heck, with Cody he could dance in real time, real life, eyes wide open. Dancing. Him. He laughed again. He beat-boxed a little to the techno jam pulsing through the speakers. Thanks to Cody, he’d figured out that singing actually helped him move. Instead of overthinking like usual, trying to make two separate actions work together, he let them become one. Which sounded all woo-woo Zen crap, but it was working. 
 He didn’t kid himself, though. Whatever rhythm he’d managed to find was nothing compared to what came naturally to Cody. He had the stage presence of Adam Levine—every little movement was pure sex. Like a porno could totally start up in the room at any second and it wouldn’t be out of place. 
 There was a door with an “Exit” sign behind Cody, and if Lucas had any sanity left, he would march right through it. But that waiting-for-the-action feeling thrummed through his body, infecting him. He’d been hard most of the last two hours. Impossibly, unspeakably hard. 
 “Yeah?” Cody raised his eyebrows. 
 Lucas had no idea what the question was, but he nodded. The air felt charged, that same sharpness and anticipation as the wait for fireworks to start each Fourth of July. Cody brushed the hair out of his eyes, and there was something . . . different in his eyes and his motions. 

Thud. He tripped again. His brain had stopped talking to his feet while he watched Cody. 
 Cody smiled at him, a sly come-on as he gyrated effortlessly to the pulsating techno track. 

Oh.

 Cody was dancing for him. And they were more than simply two bodies occupying the same empty room dancing—okay, lurching in Lucas’s case—to the same music. They were dancing together.

 Cody was fire. Dangerous and seductive and powerful, his body becoming the music, twirling and flexing and brushing against him. Lucas reveled in the bonfire, soaking up the warmth, risking the sparks and soot because it felt so good. 
 “Oh.” Lucas bit his lip. “Man.” 
 “Yeah?” Cody asked again, with a hint of a dare—an ask-me-for it tone that went straight to Lucas’s groin. 
 Again Lucas could only nod. They were pressed together now. He’d seen enough gay movies to know this wasn’t precisely dancing—it was grinding. The first time he’d seen it while streaming a Queer as Folk episode, he’d almost come in his pants. Trying it in real life with Cody was almost too easy—he didn’t have to move much, and he no longer had to worry about tripping on his feet. All he had to do was let Cody move on him. Around him. Against him. Even through their pants, he could feel how hard Cody was. Their dicks lined up, sliding against rough fabric, a tight pressure. 
 Somehow they’d danced their way to a stack of folding chairs in the corner of the room, a space shielded from the fluorescent lights. The sudden dimness made Cody seem even closer. Cody’s studded belt bit into Lucas’s stomach, catching bare skin where his shirt had ridden up. 
 “You okay?” Sweeping his hands up Lucas’s sides, Cody pressed in, torso to torso, thigh to thigh, dicks still trapped together. “Yes?” 
 He knew Cody was asking permission for something and knew there were hundreds of reasons why he should say no. But it didn’t matter because he was thirty seconds away from coming. Felt like wildfire was scorching his few remaining neurons. 
 “Please.” Lucas’s eyes shut. “Please.” 
 Cody’s lips slid over his, a much more predatory claiming than last night. His face was sweaty from the dancing and he tasted like salt and need and something Lucas had craved for years. His hips rocked into Lucas’s, hard and insistent. Lucas’s dick strained against his fly, friction almost too much, until it was exactly enough. His fingers dug into Cody’s sides, as the orgasm burned through him. No slow build. No gentle waves. Only ground-shaking explosion, all in a single hot rush. He ground his teeth together, only years of experience in keeping a lid on his passion kept him from bellowing. 
 “Jeez. What . . .” His muscles locked down as an aftershock hit him hard. He couldn’t think. Didn’t want to think. Cody mouthed the side of Lucas’s jaw, still rocking against him but slower now. 

Click. The metallic sound echoed through the room. A door was opening— 
 “Oh!” A pair of giggles erupted. “Sorry!” 
 “Fuck.” The door clicked again. 
 “Damn. Is this what dorms are like?” Cody stepped back, pushing his hand through his hair. “No fucking privacy.” 
 Without Cody’s support, Lucas slumped to the floor. “Oh. God. What did they see?” 
 “I thought you were out?” Cody’s bravado was back. 
 “Not . . .” Lucas struggled to explain. His stomach was knotted as tight as his stupid M&Ms tie. He could feel gossip starting, little tendrils of tales that would grow thick and ugly until they reached O’Malley and the rest of the M&Ms leadership. “I’m out as celibate.” 

Choices are everything. He rested his head on his arms, picturing the campus at Mount Monticello. The bell tower above the chapel, the heavy marble pillars in the courtyard, the red-brick building that housed his dad’s office. Weighty images that pressed down against his leaden muscles. 
 How could it have been so easy to forget something he took so seriously? He knew his acceptance within his group of friends hinged in part on the fact that everyone knew that he—and the other gay guys on campus—were waiting for marriage, just like the straight students were supposed to stay abstinent until married. A few of the guys in the gay-straight alliance had decided to live as permanently celibate as a compromise with their faith, and people respected that, too. The Mount Monticello code of conduct was old-fashioned and strict, and parents paid the high tuition knowing that the college had such high standards. Lucas had grown up with the code—both his parents had served on the college’s ethics committee at various points, and they believed that high expectations promoted good choices. Sleeping around wouldn’t get someone kicked out, but the antidrinking, an-tipartying, antisex-without-marriage peer pressure could be intense. 

Crap. Triple crap. He’d totally horked up. He was already on thin ice with the group. O’Malley and his buddies wouldn’t hesitate to use this as one more strike against him. Shame, thick and heavy, washed over him. 
 “They didn’t see you.” Cody turned away from him. “Just my back. Your reputation’s probably still OxiClean white.” He strode over to the stereo, ripping his iPod loose. 
 “Wait—” 
 “Yeah?” Cody turned back, a wary expression on his face. 
 Crap. Lucas didn’t know what to say. His gaze traveled from Cody’s eyes—dark and dilated with desire—down to where sexy-as-hell jeans rode tightly over an obviously erect cock. Was he supposed to offer to get Cody off? Lucas’s own dick bucked against his damp briefs, but his stomach churned with shame, not lust. Shame at being discovered. Shame at coming in his pants like he had zero control, shooting from nothing more than making out. Shame for not being the kind of guy who could reciprocate, for not being like the casual, sophisticated guys Cody was undoubtedly used to. 
 He wanted to get Cody off. But he knew what the pillars in the courtyard at Mount Monticello meant. He knew what the promises he’d made freshman year meant. Yet he wanted to do everything he knew about and more with Cody. He also knew what his dad’s writings meant. 
 All those values and promises and ideals meant something. His ears were still ringing with the echo of those girls’ giggles. He’d spent four years pushing down want. He’d compromised on porn as a bargain with himself—he wasn’t sure how much he could compromise, and still . . . 

Heck. He shook his head. Hard. Cody’s eyes were on him, the intensity of his gaze burning past everything else. What he really wanted was for Cody to once again obliterate every thought from his mind. To simply not have to wrestle with this right now. What he wanted was for every decision to be taken away from him. Tell me. Make me. Command me. His dick twitched with new energy at the thought, but his brain . . . 
 But Cody didn’t say anything as he sighed heavily, gave Lucas one final hard stare, and strode to the door. It slammed shut behind him, leaving Lucas alone in a room that suddenly felt ten times larger and twenty times colder and loud with thoughts that wouldn’t shut up. 






 Chapter Five 

After a week of practicing, Lucas had figured he knew what performance day would feel like, but the adrenaline rush as the M&Ms finished their song was unlike anything he’d encountered before. He wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. He’d performed under lights and in front of full houses before, but never with this kind of urgency, this kind of one-shot-to-get-it-right fever. It felt like galloping horses raced around his insides while an invisible whip cracked overhead—faster, crisper, hold that note, smile, flourish, finish strong.

 “You did it, bro!” Winston smacked Lucas’s back. 
 The crowd roared behind them. I didn’t blow it. He’d made it through their individual number in one piece. The M&Ms dissolved into backslapping and fist bumping as they celebrated. 
 The director had told the groups to be “over-the-top positive” and “don’t hold back your emotions,” and everyone had their own interpretation of the orders. The girl groups had gone totally sappy. He’d seen more female tears in the first half of the show than he had in twenty-odd years of having sisters. The M&Ms were dancing around stage like demented bumper cars. Even O’Malley came over and ruffled Lucas’s hair. 
 “Well done, M&Ms!” The host, a C-level celebrity best known for being married to an SNL chick, made a gesture to silence the audience. He’d turned a Glee guest stint into this hosting gig, but otherwise he was, as Trevor put it, “aca-clueless.” 
 “That was a whole lot of fun!” The lone female judge, Melanie Mercury, gushed. Lucas owned several of her songs—perky, upbeat ballads that weren’t going to launch her into Adele territory anytime soon, but she was good background music for studying. He figured the show was supposed to help rescue her flagging career. She offered up a bunch of other platitudes before the host prompted the next judge. 
 “First, I have to give a shout-out to your low end—fabulous job . . .” The next judge, an R&B producer, glanced down at a sheet of paper. A heavyset white dude, he was famous for his loud ties and his mentorship of several female soul singers. “Lucas, Alex, and Brian. You laid down a track, guys.” 
 “Yeah, stellar percussion and bass. But your upper range was really stretching. As a result, your high notes were a bit flat.” The other male judge didn’t wait for the R&B judge to finish. A wiry guy who looked to be in his late fifties, he had a British accent and intense attitude, with quick gestures. “Felt like your choreography was reaching too far—you have to make sure your dancing doesn’t detract from your breath control.” 
 “Agreed. And while it might be democratic to split up the lead, it leaves you without a front man.” The R&B judge jumped back in, cutting off the British judge with a wide movement that almost took out the diminutive female judge. 
 “But great job!” Melanie wrapped up their review on a positive, if maddeningly vague note. The audience applauded politely as a production assistant led them off the stage. Lucas felt the adrenaline retreat as they left the bright stage for the dim wings. 

Fake. It was all so darn fake. The lights. The hand-selected studio audience. The makeup the studio folks had slathered onto his face made him feel more like a circus performer than a singer. Under all of the exhilaration, disappointment crept in. When they performed back home, he could trust the audience—the applause felt real and genuine, as did the group’s togetherness. But the last week had shown him that the group’s togetherness was just as flimsy as the cardboard star set pieces. The costume he wore should have been comfortingly familiar with its Mount Monticello logo, but the costume department had rejected the school’s traditional colors of red and green for a bland beige and maroon that supposedly “looked better under the lights.” As sweat trickled underneath his fitted sweater vest, he was dang sure that the looking better theory definitely didn’t apply to him. 
 “Don’t listen to the judge.” Lucas put a hand on Trevor’s shoulder as they left the stage. “You’re a terrific lead. Not your fault O’Malley and the others wanted a piece.” 
 “Whatever.” Trevor’s head bent forward, his shoulders slumping. His wooden steps echoed Lucas’s own; it was hard to feel peppy with elimination looming. 
 The PA led them to the contestant seating area. The directors wanted reaction shots from the competing groups. Lucas took his seat and shoved his hands in his pockets to avoid accidental nose scratching or strange gestures. 
 “Next up, we’ve got supergroup Embellish, featuring two of last year’s contenders and YouTube sensation Cody Rivers.” 

YouTube sensation? The hairs on Lucas’s neck prickled. Why hadn’t he thought to look up Cody online? Must. Google. Right. Now. He patted his pants before remembering his phone was back in the dressing room. They’d been banned from bringing them out. 
 The group started on a haunting high note from Cody’s friend Ashley. Then their low end came in—the duck-faced Keith and another dude—and while they weren’t quite as dynamic as some of the groups, they were passable. But it didn’t matter, because when Cody joined in, he completely owned the performance. His voice wove through the audience, a slinky, seductive take on an overplayed pop hit. The theater went extraquiet, the kind of charged stillness that always accompanied great performances, especially with a bunch of music nerds in attendance. 
 Some of the leads had punched up their parts with showboat runs and hard-to-reach notes. But Cody didn’t need any fluffing to stand out—the tone of his voice and his innate charisma did it for him. The timbre of his voice was like the sea salt caramel sauce Lucas had sampled in Chicago last summer—velvety and smooth caramel, with a classic timeless flavor, but then the pow of the salt—raw, gritty, and one of a kind. His appeal was also in his rock-and-roll eyes, that ability to take an emotional connection to the song and make it sensual and personal. As Cody hit the final note, Lucas couldn’t help applauding. 
 “Could you try looking like you want to win?” Winston elbowed him. 
 “What?” Lucas played dumb. “They said react. Pretty sure they didn’t mean to boo.” 
 “That was terrific!” Melanie gushed from the judges’ table. “So unique!” 
 She faced the stage, but Lucas could see her face on a big-screen TV the crews had set up for the audience. 

Great. She likes everyone.

 “Good lead, Cory—” the R&B producer looked down at his notes as a few audience members tittered. “I mean Cody. Good job, but I wouldn’t have minded hearing a bit more from Ashley. And your bass lacked some . . . oomph?” 
 “Yeah, I agree.” The British judge frowned and removed his wire-rimmed glasses, setting them on his pad of paper. “Outstanding lead, but I would have liked a bit more complexity in the arrangement.” Ouch. “Also, remember presentation matters.” 

Double ouch. Unlike most of the groups that went for matching or very similar outfits, each member of Embellish had a unique style—Ashley with her two-tone hair and tiny teal mini dress. The other soprano wore a flowing black dress. Keith wore a black-and-blue-plaid flannel shirt with black jeans, while their VP guy wore all-black dress clothes. Cody had black ear gauges in and had spiked his hair. He wore painted-on teal jeans with a black and aqua T-shirt tight enough to see the outline of his nipple ring. 

Wowza. Lucas’s dick so didn’t need that piece of information. 
 “But great effort, guys!” Melanie’s little hand clap seemed fake. 
 “Oh, yeah.” Winston bounced in his chair next to Lucas. “They are so going home!” 
 “I hope not.” Lucas’s stupid mouth didn’t wait for his brain to approve. 
 “What?” Winston’s eyes went wide, emphasizing his craggy features. “The group everyone thought was the front-runner gets the ax on the first night. Nothing bad about that.” 
 “I guess.” Lucas craned his neck, trying to see if the next group was about to take their place—the host was conferring with two PAs while techs clad in black moved set pieces. When it aired, the episode would be a single two-hour block, but in reality, the filming took most of the day. 
 “Unless you’ll be sad if your boy toy leaves?” Winston slid that in, nice and easy, teasing him with the same almost smile he wore every time he pranked Lucas. Except this brand of teasing was a tad different from when they’d been freshmen and Winston had switched out Lucas’s Cubs shirt for a White Sox jersey. 
 “What?” Lucas’s mouth felt sticky, like he’d been breathing in a wind tunnel. “My boy toy? No way.” 
 “I saw the way you looked at him at lunch. Like he was a chocolate chip brownie sundae.” 
 “Nah . . .” Lucas trailed off, distracted by the image of Cody covered in chocolate. He gulped. “Not interested. He’s a good singer, though.” 
 He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t told Winston that Cody was the reason he could dance now. The other night felt too . . . fragile to share. Like telling someone would crack the memory, turn it into some ugly thing. 
 “He’s not exactly bring-home-to-mama material, is he?” Winston said with a smirk. 

Don’t I know it! Cody wasn’t dating material at all. He’d managed to avoid Cody since their dance lesson, but that didn’t stop Lucas from thinking about it every other moment. The memory was like a mosquito bite—itching him at the most inopportune times. 
 “Don’t worry,” he said to Winston, hoping he sounded a lot more confident than he felt. “I haven’t forgotten my principles.” 
 Winston snorted. Lucas knew Winston wasn’t entirely sold on Mount Monticello’s strict code of conduct. But Winston’s full-ride scholarship went a long way toward ensuring compliance. 
 Blessedly, Winston dropped the issue and saved his sarcasm for commenting on the next several performances. None of the groups got over-the-top praise, but no one got the same mixed opinions as Embellished and the M&Ms. Sweat beaded on Lucas’s neck. The groups were done performing, which meant it was time for the next move in this crazy game they were playing. 
 “Now that we’ve seen all the groups, the judges will confer.” The host spoke into the camera. “When we come back, it’s time for the first elimination!” 
 When the episode aired, viewers would see a commercial break. But in reality, mania ruled as groups reassembled backstage, waiting to be led to their marks for the elimination announcement. Out front, the judges huddled at their table, a PA ready to whisk their results to the host for the big reveal. The prop guys wheeled out risers to accommodate the whole cast. 
 The amp-up-the-emotions director shouted a reminder to “look nervous!”. 
 The Divas all held hands and looked suitably weepy. One group laced arms around one another like they were forming a human wall. The Embellish members huddled around Cody, who looked pale. Ashley clutched his arm. 
 “No offense, bro, but you try to hold my hand and I’m done,” Winston whispered to Lucas. 
 “I’m not nervous,” Lucas lied, even though he felt like frogs were hopping around in his stomach. Someone was leaving tonight. Groups had worked months on auditions. The lucky ones had come to LA for a week of endless rehearsals and hard work. But for three groups, it would all end here. Their members would have to hope for the slim chance of a pickup by another group tomorrow, when they filmed the reveal of the sudden-death saves. 
 Lucas knew his own chance at a save was nil. Winston and Trevor might have a shot at being picked up if the M&Ms didn’t move on, but most likely his whole group would be booking flights home. 

And they’ll blame me.

 He didn’t have to pretend to look like he was going to vomit—his mouth tingled and he tasted bile. 
 “All right,” the host drawled, straightening his already straight tie, “the judges want me to share that this was superhard and very close. We salute you all for outstanding work. But not all groups can advance. Let’s take a quick recap of tonight’s performances.” The host paused for what would presumably later be a break for a video montage. “And now . . . the first group safe is . . .” 
 The pause dragged out forever, the cameras lingering on the frozen smiles of the contestants. 
 Lucas didn’t feel frozen. Whatever expression he was wearing was gonna drip down his chin and drizzle to the floor. Every gaze in the arena burned, and now he was melting, sinking into the stage. Come on, come on. Say it already.

  



Oh, come on. Cody swallowed hard. The cameras panned back over the stage, strobe lights going nuts as the host drew out the suspense. 
 “Divas Unite! You are safe, ladies.” 
 The girls started squealing before the host finished talking. Big whoop. They were a gimmick. None of them alone were all that good, but because they had a chick who could beatbox and one who could hit some baritone notes, the judges had fallen all over themselves praising the group. 
 Three groups saved turned into five, then seven, then finally eight. With each new addition, it got harder to push breath from his lungs. Come on. Why weren’t they one of the first ones called? Stupid homophobic judge with his whole “presentation matters.” Bullshit. More like, why you got to look so queer? Because I’m fabulous, bitch.

 He forced his shoulders to relax beneath his scratchy shirt, rolling them, already preparing to shrug disappointments away. Didn’t matter, right? He’d changed gears a thousand times in his beat-up van, changed gears a thousand times in his life. If this show was gonna go down this way, he didn’t need to be a part of it— 
 “With only two slots remaining, we’re about to have some very disappointed faces up here.” The host sounded jubilant at the prospect. “The second-to-last safe group is . . .” 
 “Is . . . the Sport Tones!” The clean-cut guys from an East Coast Ivy were a better-dressed, liberal version of the M&Ms. The M&Ms obviously realized the announcement was their death knell. They looked like someone had kicked their grandmother and forced her to buy booze on a Sunday. Lucas’s mouth was a thin white shadow of its usual lushness. Cody knew it didn’t matter that Lucas had made it through their number without screwing up and had even earned praise from the judges. His teammates would blame him, even though it was their nasal-sounding tenors and overreaching dance that did them in. Hell. Cody didn’t want to feel sympathy, but it was there anyway, a warm pressure behind his sternum. 
 An ominous drumroll sounded, and the cameras panned back and forth over the remaining groups. Cody sucked in a breath, holding it while the host went through another long pause. 
 “And the last group standing is . . .” The lights hit Cody’s eyes and his breath rushed out in a whoosh. “Embellish.” 

Oh. Thank. Fuck.

 Cody bent forward, resting his hands on his knees. He didn’t need any damn director telling him to act emotional. He felt like he’d been shot, only to discover it was a paintball bullet. Adrenaline pounded in his ears, and his hands and feet tingled. 
 Ashley jumped up and down, before bending to hug him. He looked over her shoulders at the other three groups and immediately wished he hadn’t. Lucas’s group was huddled together, arms around one another’s shoulders like a football team plotting a play. Lucas was on the fringes of the clump of sad little sweater vests, not quite touching anyone else. His eyes met Cody’s for a split second, then he looked back at his so-called friends. 

Triple hell. Winning was supposed to be a terrific rush, but looking at Lucas was seriously deflating his buzz. Cody forced a wide smile onto his face. Lucas and the corn-fed boys would be fine back with the Bible thumpers. 
 He followed the herd backstage, where the winners and losers mingled with a lot of hugging and crying and half-sincere congrats and apologies. Techs wheeled set pieces around, and red-shirted PAs scurried around as if unsure where they were supposed to be next. 
 “I’m outta here.” Keith broke away from the rest of the group, heading for the hallway to the back entrance. Unlike the rest of them, he wasn’t smiling, not even a little. 
 “Think he knows?” Ashley frowned. 
 “What do you think?” Jeff wrapped his arms around Raven, who was dancing in place, the black fabric of her skirt swishing around them both. “You might as well have put a Bass Wanted ad on craigslist.” 
 “Well, we have to let go of someone.” Ashley rolled her eyes. “The show said they didn’t want any groups passing on the sudden-death round. You want to volunteer your spot?” 
 “No.” Raven shook her head. “But we didn’t have that rule last season. I think it’s hella stupid of them.” 
 Cody watched Keith push through the crowd, going past the clump of dejected M&Ms. He’d known that reality singing shows were all about stupid politics and pointless hoops, but now that he was the one doing the jumping he was feeling more like a tool than he’d expected. Cody rolled his shoulders. Whatever. In the last four years, he’d learned all about the nasty side of the music biz and he was gonna use his hard-earned knowledge. If this was what it took to get a real deal at last, he’d play the stupid game. 
 “Only thing that matters is that we’re not on the bottom next week.” Everyone knew that the last save was the most at risk for future elimination. He untangled himself from Ashley and forced a smile to the other two. “Catch you guys later.” 
 “Wait—” Ashley tried to stop him. “You’re not coming to the after party?” 
 The after party was scheduled at a sports bar and grill. Cody had no interest in watching sad guys trying to drown their sorrows in cheeseburgers and watered-down drinks or in pretending to socialize with other groups, everyone acting like they were BFFs for a night before plotting how to backstab one another in the morning. 
 “Probably not.” He looked around, thinking he might catch sight of Dane, but only the production assistants in red polo shirts lingered. That was what he needed tonight—a little play. Something uncomplicated. “You have fun, though, hon,” he told Ash. “You earned it. Killer opening note.” 
 Moving through backstage space, he shrugged away from several random hugs and let congrats roll off him. The overly friendly a cappella community still freaked him out a little. The we’re-happy-for-you crowd wouldn’t be all smiles tomorrow when they filmed the sudden death reveals. 

We’ll see who’s hugging who then. He escaped the backstage area to the long corridor with dressing rooms and storage. He spotted Keith sitting at the bottom of a staircase heading to the basement, phone pressed to his ear. Hell. This was why it didn’t pay to have friends in this industry. He’d thought Keith was a friend once. Bile rose in Cody’s throat as he pictured Keith’s betrayed eye tomorrow when Cody and the rest of the group pitched him under the bus marked winners. 
 He was hesitating at the top of the stairs, wondering what, if anything, he should say to Keith when he saw Dane coming out of one of the production rooms. Oh, thank fuck. Adrenaline replaced the pity party in his chest, making his breath speed up. He needed to get laid. Get out of his head for a while. 
 Putting a little swing in his walk, he brushed the hair from his face, giving Dane the look that never failed to bring guys to his side. They were out of view of the stairway, and the rest of the corridor was deserted. Not that Dane had seemed to let the rules stop him before, so Cody felt plenty free to turn on the charm. 
 “Hey, Dane. What’s up?” 
 “Oh, hi, sexy.” Dane raked him over with hot eyes. Cody stretched, making sure he saw all the goods on offer. “You sounded great tonight. Fabulous tone. Best performance of the night.” 
 “Too bad the judges didn’t agree.” He shrugged off the praise. “Better luck next week, eh?” 
 “Oh, the order they announced the finalists wasn’t important. More theater for the cameras.” He smiled indulgently. “We’ll take care of you.” 

Pompous shit. Cody had heard the we’ll-take-care-of-you line a time or thirty, and it rarely resulted in more than sore knees. It wasn’t like he’d bend over for the guy or anything, but he liked getting blown. Returning the favor with industry types was basically a twofer: getting off with a side of networking. 
 “What are you up to?” He nodded at the room behind them. He wasn’t feeling picky. Weird antsiness made him want to get this over with. Get to the part with orgasms. 
 “Oh.” Dane frowned, his fake tan fingers playing with a heavy silver watch. “On my way to pick up my boyfriend from LAX. He’s coming in for the weekend.” 
 “Darn.” If the boyfriend was in the picture, that changed things. Another time he might have offered to be the welcome-home present, but his lips stayed shut. Wasn’t in the mood to watch Dane get fucked by his movie studio exec boyfriend—threesomes were far more work than he was willing to put into getting off tonight. 
 “Sorry.” Dane looked away, seeming more distracted than apologetic. “I’ll catch you next week, okay?” 
 Cody wondered if the boyfriend knew about the slutty things Dane got into, if he actually expected an exclusive commitment from the guy. But why the hell should Cody care? Any form of monogamy was a bitch Cody had every intention of avoiding. 
 “Sure.” Cody walked away, heading for the heavy metal exit doors at the end of the hall. As he pushed through the doors, he was bummed to see the parking lot teeming with bodies, stragglers from the studio audience along with the contestants. The buses the show used for transport were lined up in the fire lane, ready to shuttle folks to the after party. 
 “You changed your mind!” Ashley bounded up beside him. 
 “Uh, not—”A swell of people swallowed both of them up and his words, too, and before he knew it, he was jammed into the backseat of a bus, Ashley practically in his lap. 






 Chapter Six 

One grilled chicken salad with ranch dressing and a rum and Coke later, Cody’s mood still hadn’t improved any. He was supposed to be amped about surviving elimination, but instead a weird restlessness plagued him. And discussing who they should pick tomorrow wasn’t helping any. 
 “I still say we pick up Derek from the Refrains.” Ashley gestured with her fork. She and the rest of Embellish were crowded around a table in the bar area, but she pointed to a table out in the main restaurant area, where a number of groups, including Lucas’s, were drowning their sorrows in fries and root beer. Nice try. Jägermeister would be far more effective. 
 “Remind me which one is Derek again?” Raven asked. 
 “The tall one with black hair and glasses. Sitting next to the clumsy bass Cody knows?” 
 Cody shot a glance toward the gawky dude with a cheap haircut, but after a half second he found his gaze settling on the M&Ms. Hard to look away from their drama for some reason. Their ferret-faced leader was in heated conversation with his friends at the far end of the table. Lucas and his short tenor sidekick appeared to have been exiled, chatting with the guys from the Refrains. Cody wondered if the group would keep Lucas when they got back to Iowa. 
 “Derek? No way,” Jeff said. “He’s not even a true bass.” 
 “He’s a big part of the low end the judges praised.” Ashley pouted, her lips curving up in a way he would have found sexy if he was wired for that. Instead, Cody found her put-out look annoying. “And he’s versatile.” 
 “You mean he bottoms, too?” Cody raised his eyebrows at her. 
 “Don’t be crude. He’d add some depth.” 
 “Not enough,” Cody told her. “I think we should pick up Lucas.” 
 “What?” Her chin jutted out. “So you can do him?” 
 “No, so we can win. We need a bass who can add VP skills when we need them, not another baritone stretching to go lower.” 
 “Lucas can’t dance.” Raven finally spoke up. “I agree he’s one of the best basses in the competition—” 
 “Thank you.” 
 “But he’ll hold us back on choreography. And when he tries to move and vocalize at the same time, his voice gets all pitchy,” Raven finished. 
 “I can train that out of him.” Cody sounded far more confident than he felt. 
 “I agree with Cody.” Jeff shot an apologetic look at Raven. “I can’t provide all the power we need. We need surround sound, not good harmony and cute dancing.” 
 Their debate dragged on, Jeff and Ashley butting heads over different possibilities while Cody’s head started to throb in a way the rum and Coke couldn’t cut. 
 “How about we give it a rest for tonight?” He rubbed his temples. 
 “Yeah. After all, we have to see who’s actually available when it’s our turn,” Raven said. 
 “Fine. We’ll talk in the morning.” Ashley grabbed her drink. “I’m keeping my list. We’re going to vote on this, right?” 
 “Yeah.” He fought the urge to roll his eyes. He didn’t want to vote. This was his group. And he could call his agent, pull rank, and probably get Jeff and Raven to agree quickly. But if he did that, he’d piss everyone off and lose Ashley’s friendship. Finding a friend in the biz was a rarity, and even though the show might end in an ugly way that generated hate and jealousy instead of happy-good-friendly feelings, he’d rather put it off as long as possible. Things always ended ugly—it was just a matter of when. 
 After they’d finished their food, Raven and Jeff wanted to socialize with some of the other groups, but Cody wasn’t in the mood. He said a quick good-bye and headed outside. He got lucky when he saw one of the show’s buses getting ready to head out. 
 As he lined up for a seat, someone bumped his arm and said, “Hey.” He swiveled around. Lucas.

 “Hey.” Cody hung back, waiting for the others to load up. 
 Neither of them seemed to know what to say to each other, but somehow he and Lucas ended up in the backseat together. The small bus was mostly empty—two girls were in deep conversation in the front row, and toward the middle, there was a boy-girl couple who looked like they’d be lucky to make it to a room before they tore each other’s clothes off. They didn’t even wait for the driver to buckle up before they were making out. 
 “Ugh.” Lucas made a low, uncomfortable noise and looked out the window. The tinted glass softened the flash of streetlights and cast the bus’s interior into the sort of anonymous darkness that never failed to make Cody’s dick twitch. 
 “You against everyone getting some?” Cody leaned toward Lucas, lowering his voice. “Or just grossed out by hetero sex?” 
 “Um.” Lucas shifted in the seat. “Neither.” 
 “Liar.” Cody pressed his thigh against Lucas’s. “Unless . . .” He dropped his hand to Lucas’s knee. “It turns you on?” 
 “Not into girls.” Lucas leaned in, his words a warm rumble against Cody’s ear. Goose bumps broke out on Cody’s neck and he pressed closer, vinyl seat crackling under him. 
 “Didn’t say you were. I’ve never gone there with a chick, but the kitchen scene in Love & Other Drugs still makes me wanna go find someone and throw down.” Moving his hand north, he waited for Lucas to flinch away. He squeezed Lucas’s quad, feeling the bunch of solid muscle. “No shame in that. Sex is sexy.” 
 “Eh.” Lucas couldn’t seem to find words, but he wasn’t pulling away. Cody pressed his advantage, tugging Lucas’s thigh closer until their knees overlapped and their ankles tangled. All the unsaid stuff about the way things had ended the other night hung between them, but there was something else, too. A crackly kind of anticipation that sent shivers running up his legs. 
 In front of them, the couple was still going at it, the guy pushing the girl against the window. She didn’t seem to mind, burying her hands in his hair. Her head tipped back, her eyes closed. Revising his original estimate, Cody gave the couple until the elevator door shut before they were fucking. The way they were so desperate to crawl inside each other made his pulse speed up, made him remember making out like that, not giving a fuck who was watching. Dark corners and semipublic groping always did it for him. 
 “This isn’t a good idea,” Lucas whispered, covering Cody’s hand with his own, stopping any more northward movement. 
 Lucas was right of course. There was a reason why Cody had avoided him most of the week, and why he was hoping like heck some other group picked him. He didn’t need the temptation or the risk of emotional involvement. But talking to Lucas—teasing him and pushing him and simply being near him—made Cody’s usually frantic brain go strangely calm. Like the pleasant feeling after a big meal, when people lingered and no one rushed for the door. Being around Lucas satisfied something Cody couldn’t name. 
 “Come on. You did band all four years of high school, right?” Cody asked. Lucas’s hand remained on top of his. Knowing Lucas was in to this, too, made Cody’s blood hum, made the pleasantly full feeling in his chest grow. 
 “Yeah.” Lucas nodded. “What’s that got to do with—?” 
 “You really telling me you didn’t get up to anything on the trips? Not even holding hands where no one could see?” 
 “You really telling me you’ve ever just held hands?” Lucas snorted, but his tone was light. “And knowing I’d get beat up and probably kicked out of band was enough of a deterrent.” He said deterrent all prissy and formal, and Cody had to laugh. 
 “What?” Lucas prodded. “Weren’t you afraid of that?” 
 “Nah,” Cody lied. “What’s fun without a little risk?” He stroked upward, stopping just short of Lucas’s groin, dragging Lucas’s hand with him. Outside, cars and trucks rushed past, taillights creating a kaleidoscope of colors across Lucas’s face. 
 “That’s not holding hands.” Lucas squirmed, but his hand stayed put. 
 Cody rolled his hand so his palm met Lucas’s, both of their hands resting against the bulge of Lucas’s dick. He laced their fingers together, stroking along Lucas’s fingers. “Now we are.” 
 “Ohh.” Lucas’s breath rushed out, warm and heady against Cody’s cheek. God, he could get addicted to forcing little noises from Lucas, pushing him up against that edge where indignation met arousal. 
 And there was no doubt Lucas was turned on—his dick jumped against Cody’s hand. He could feel it straining even through the thick khaki fabric. Oh, yeah. Lucas was thick all over. Needing to discover more, he ran his knuckles against Lucas’s zipper. 

“Please.”

 But before Cody could discover whether that was a please stop or a please touch me, the bus pulled up in front of the hotel, parking in the semicircle drive outside the main lobby. The girls sitting up front threw open the door, and unwelcome light ended whatever Lucas had been about to say. He pulled away, looking out the window. 
 Cody mirrored him, taking several deep breaths to get his own dick under control before he got out of the bus. 
 “Come on.” The driver sighed heavily. “I’ve got to get back for another load.” 
 “We’re coming.” Cody sent Lucas a long look laced with double meaning. 
 After exiting the bus, Cody hung back from the big glass entryway, not in any hurry to get inside the hotel. Lucas lingered as well. Cody resisted the urge to look down to see if he was still hard. 
 He wasn’t ready to say good night to Lucas and trek up to his room, where Keith was most likely sulking. Or packing. God. This business sucked sometimes. 
 Cody made his way to a small courtyard area adjacent to the entrance, his skin prickling pleasantly when he realized Lucas was following. The hotel had a vaguely southwestern exterior, looking like some seventies architect’s version of a Mexican resort. Leaning tense shoulders against a rough stucco wall, he gazed at a group of smokers sitting on the courtyard’s low benches, their laughter echoing on the soft breeze. It was the sort of perfect LA evening weather that made all the BS of trying to scrape out a living here worth it. 
 “I should have drunk more at the restaurant,” he muttered. 
 “No, you shouldn’t have.” Lucas slouched next to him, their shoulders touching. He didn’t seem to be in any more of a hurry to go anywhere than Cody was. 
 “Hey, why’d you leave so early?” A breeze ruffled Cody’s hair. “You’re missing your chance to sell yourself to the other groups. Don’t you want to get picked tomorrow?” 
 “Hah.” Lucas’s shoulder shook against Cody’s as he let out a bitter laugh. “No chance of that. Figured I might as well come back, call my folks, start packing.” 
 “Don’t let the idiots pin losing on you, man.” Cody squeezed Lucas’s shoulder. “You were terrific tonight. Sounded better than you have all week. They screwed up, not you.” 
 “Doesn’t matter.” Lucas pushed away from the wall, his facial features drooping, utter resignation in his eyes. “Better get inside.” 
 Cody’s skin prickled and itched, like a fresh tattoo. He knew that look, had seen it in the mirror every day the last two years of high school. It was the look of being rejected and blamed by people you cared about. And Cody had quickly learned not to give a fuck and grow a thick skin, but Lucas was soft. He had the air of a puppy who’d been yelled at for the first time. Lucas hadn’t figured out yet how the world worked. And hell if that didn’t stir something protective in Cody, something that made him tug Lucas closer. 
 “Wait. I need to ask you something.” 
  


 Lucas leaned in toward Cody, smelling his hair gel and something earthier that made his pulse speed up. Cody met him partway, the hand on Lucas’s shoulder snaking out to become an arm around him. It wasn’t exactly a hug, but Cody’s hand rubbing and squeezing his shoulder, undoing hours’ worth of knots, comforted the ache in Lucas’s gut. Tomorrow he’d board a plane, go home, explain to his dad and the school why the M&Ms hadn’t advanced, go back to figuring out what to do after graduation, go back to walking a tightrope of expectations. 
 “Will you stay?” Cody’s breath smelled faintly of alcohol. “If another group picks you tomorrow?” 
 “Told you. Not gonna happen.” Lucas’s blood hummed like he’d been drinking, too. 
 “If one of the groups calls your name tomorrow, will you be happy?” Cody carefully pronounced each word like Lucas was an idiot. 
 His thumb continued its soothing slide, but Lucas wasn’t entirely stupid—he got it now. Cody was working some ulterior motive. Lucas should have known all Cody’s flirting wasn’t real, that he wasn’t really interested in making Lucas feel better. He shrugged away from Cody’s touch. 
 “Not my choice.” He looked away, studying the Dumpsters across the parking lot. “Contract we signed says we stay if we’re picked.” 
 “Gee, could you sound more excited?” Cody stepped away. The loss of his heat and smell made the night air feel cooler. “Turns out our group needs a better bass—” 
 “Yeah. I saw Keith earlier. He looked wrecked.” Lucas huffed out a long breath as he turned back toward Cody. Keith’s red eyes and puffy nose had twisted Lucas’s heart—even if the guy was a bit of a jerk. 
 Something flashed in Cody’s eyes—anger? Regret? Guilt? Whatever it was, it was gone in a shrug. 
 “It’s just part of the business, you know? Got to play the show’s game.” 
 “Maybe, but you don’t have to be a dick about it.” 
 “Oh, look at you, using bad words and everything.” Cody’s eyes went wide. “You have no idea how much I want this win. Which is why Embellish needs you.” 
 “Me? Seriously?” He had a hard time believing he’d be an asset to anyone. 
 “You’re the best bass here, and one of the best VPs.” Cody nodded, then smiled slyly. “’Course, we’re going to have to work more on the dancing thing.” 
 “I won’t sleep with you.” Lucas kicked a rock that had escaped the neatly manicured landscaping. There had to be a catch: either Cody was asking out of misguided pity or he wanted in Lucas’s pants. And he wasn’t sure which was worse. 
 “I want your bass, not your ass,” Cody drawled. “Though if it would help . . .” He touched Lucas’s sleeve. 
 “No.” Blushing hard enough his scalp heated, Lucas shook off the touch and with it the last of his hope that there had been something genuine tonight. It was all part of Cody’s plan to win. Cut his friend. Pick up Lucas, if that’s what it took. “I’m out of here.” 
 “Wait.” Cody’s mouth twisted with confusion. “Dude. I was kidding.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas wished he believed him. 
 Leaving Cody and his stupid games behind, he made his way through the courtyard, pushing through the double doors of the lobby, not slowing down until his thumb punched the elevator button. When the doors swished open, he stepped inside, feeling like he’d escaped something big and scary and unknown. He clutched the car’s back rail, breathing hard. He had no idea whether he was relieved or disappointed that Cody hadn’t followed. 






 Part Two: Sixties Week 

Perfect Harmony

 S2, Ep2 
 “Change, Change, Change.” 
  


 The top ten groups struggle to adjust to new members and new challenges all while trying to bring some classic hits to life. 

 —Cable Con Viewer’s Guide


  


 “. . . While this reviewer was happy to see Embellish go forward, their challenge is going to be proving that they’re more than simply backup singers for lead powerhouse Cody Rivers . . .” 

 —Music Weekly, Episode One Recap 







 Chapter Seven 

The show’s producers were playing up the differences between the winners and losers in every way possible. Cool kids versus wannabes, Hollywood style. Contestants from the losing groups sat together in the front rows of the theater, physically and emotionally beneath the winners on the big, brightly lit stage. They’d corralled the winning groups beneath a series of signs imprinted with glittering numerals. 
 Lucas had finally figured out that the numbers weren’t rankings as to which group was the biggest judge suck-up. They were supposed to show the studio audience the order in which the winner groups would take turns stepping forward into a gold circle and making the much-hyped announcement about who was in and who was out. 
 Cameras were trained on both the losing groups and the ones on stage. The sound system guys tested a drumroll sound effect before a PA gave a thumbs-up while the assistant director prepared to cue the groups. 
 Lucas’s stomach flopped like he was back in PE, waiting to be called for dodge ball. Only this time he had an audience and a fervent desire not to be picked. Lucas didn’t pay much attention to the host and his inane banter, instead keeping his eyes glued to Cody and the rest of Embellish, who were standing on the far corner of the stage under number ten. Their surly VP, Keith, looked like he hadn’t slept, his eyes all red and his hair sticking up at strange angles. He stood apart from the rest of the group, shoulders slumped. He wasn’t the only dejected-looking singer—for each group on the stage, one member seemed to know they were about to be sent packing, and unlike the members of the losing groups, they didn’t have a shot at being picked up by another group. 
 The Divas were called out first, and not surprisingly, they picked up another girl—an alto beatboxer. Then the Refrains’ bass, Derek, went to the Whistlers, an all-guy group from Canada. All five Embellish members reacted with tense faces and huddled conversation before the next group took center stage. Heck. Derek must have been on Embellish’s list. 
 A number of groups picked up leads, with Trevor going to a mixed group from Chicago, and the lead from the Refrains getting picked up by a girl-heavy group. Two other low-end guys found new homes as the selections wound down. With each bass picked, little knots of dread formed in Lucas’s shoulders until his whole back ached. 
 “And we’ll be back with our final pick.” The host set up what would be a commercial break when the show aired, but in reality the time allowed Embellish to confer. There was an abundance of dirty looks and waving hands as Cody and Ashley squared off on their corner of the stage. Lucas didn’t need to be able to read lips to know what they were arguing over. He had no idea if Cody was still sold on picking him after the way they’d left things last night. However, there weren’t that many basses left. Please pick someone else.

 “All right . . .” The host addressed the camera with the same fake high-drama tone he’d had all evening. “Embellish, do you have a decision?” 
 “We do.” To Lucas’s surprise, it was the vocal percussionist guy, Jeff, who spoke for the group. Ashley sent both Jeff and Cody death glares. Cody’s mouth was a thin line. Good. Lucas’s shoulders relaxed a bit. If Cody wasn’t happy, that might mean... “We pick Lucas from the M&Ms.” 
 Of course they called his name. 
 God hadn’t been handing out favors to him recently. Why start now? 
 “Congrats, Lucas!” The host gestured to him. Lucas’s legs felt rubbery as he took the wooden stairs up to the stage. His hands clenched in an effort to keep from shaking as he walked over to Embellish. 
 “Do you accept?” the host inquired breathily, laying on the fake drama extrathick. 
 This was a formality for the cameras—no one had turned down a pick yet. Lucas had heard a rumor that a few eliminated groups had negotiated saves for their key singers, making them ineligible for a pick, but all that was behind-the-scenes stuff. Everyone called so far had been happy—or darn good at pretending. 
 Even so, Lucas was sorely tempted to say no. Why not test the system? Did he really want to stay without Winston? Without his group? What is my dad going to think? Didn’t matter that it wasn’t entirely Lucas’s choice—joining up with Embellish wasn’t going to go over well with either the group or his folks. His parents had called that morning, wanting to know how things went. His dad hadn’t been able to disguise his disappointment, while his mom had offered to make him pot pie as a consolation dinner when he got back. 
 Down in the audience, a couple of M&Ms were shaking their heads. O’Malley made a throat-slicing gesture. All I wanted was to help. Lucas’s stomach twisted. He’d spent three years always putting the group first. Earlier in the day at breakfast, half the group hadn’t spoken to him, and the other half barely looked at him. So. Darn. Unfair. He hadn’t come for himself, yet here he was alone. 
 The host nodded encouragingly at him, but Lucas couldn’t make his mouth work. He glanced at Cody. The grim expression on his mouth had spread to his eyes, and he stared straight ahead. The other three looked nervous. They might not want him, but they needed him. He’d failed the M&Ms, but maybe, just maybe, he could help someone else. Feel useful. And delaying heading home to deal with the fallout from losing was looking more appealing with each judgmental look from the M&Ms. 
 “Yeah,” he said. 
  


 “Do you want me to go draw our song for next week?” Raven gestured to where a production assistant was holding a coffee can filled with scraps of papers with song possibilities for next week’s “Sixties hits” theme. 
 “Sure.” Cody waved her away. 
 After the sudden-death selections, taping had wrapped and planning had begun for next week’s filming. They’d moved to the lobby and PAs were handing out schedules. The show kept to a tight schedule—a week of rehearsals for each episode, with actual taping and elimination on Saturdays. The Broadway-style group numbers could easily require three times as much practice, but the show had both a budget and a filming and editing schedule to meet. 
 The PAs had claimed the lone folding table. Outside the double glass doors, buses lined up, ready to take groups back to the hotel. Most of the losing groups were slowly filtering out. Keith had split the second they finished filming without a backward glance at Cody and the rest of the group. 
 The hum of the bus engines only added to the din of dozens of hyped voices from the remaining groups. Cody couldn’t match their enthusiasm—every muscle hurt. No matter how cool he had to play it publicly, losing Keith stung. He didn’t want to have to be so callous, but that was life in this industry. He deliberately shook out his arms; he needed to remember why he was here. No point in getting sentimental. Around the room, groups hung out in clumps, waiting to find out their song selection for Sixties week. Others stood in line for a buffet of sodas and cookies from craft service. 
 Cody wasn’t interested in fighting the crowd for caffeine, but an argument over in the corner snagged his attention. Lucas was involved in a heated discussion with a young female assistant. Judging by his frown and pacing, things weren’t going well. Please don’t let him be backing out. Lucas hadn’t followed Embellish after the selection, returning instead to his pucker-faced friends. He hadn’t said anything to Cody or any other member of Embellish about being chosen for the best damn group on the show. Not even a thanks or a high five, like some of the saved contestants had done. 
 They didn’t have a plan B if Lucas bailed. Keith had packed last night. Lucas was more like plan D—the other options on Ashley’s list had already been picked by groups who went before them. After last night, Cody hadn’t been sure if Lucas would accept, and he’d been even less sure that Lucas was worth the hassle—or the temptation. He had a way of making Cody forget he was supposed to be focused on winning. 
 Lucas and the production assistant headed their way, Lucas still frowning. 
 The assistant stopped in front of Cody. “Your roommate is gone now, right?” 
 “Yeah,” Cody said slowly, his neck tightening. 
 “As I’ve been explaining to Luke here—” 
 “Lucas,” Cody and Lucas said in unison. That got a tiny smile from Lucas. 
 “Whatever.” She pushed her long hair off her face. “The show has a policy of no single rooms. We’re putting Lucas with you.” Her tone didn’t leave room for argument. Despite her tiny stature, this was one tough chick. 
 “Uh-huh.” Cody nodded. 
 Lucas didn’t speak up, only exhaled heavily and shook his head. His shoulders slumped, and disappointment oozed off him. Clearly, he’d been hoping Cody would make a stink. Sorry, buddy, I save my fits for things that matter. He’d learned the hard way to choose his battles wisely in this industry. Rooming with Lucas? Bound to be a pain, but not worth expending social capital he could use later. 
 “Great. I’ll leave you two to work out the details.” She hurried away before Lucas could protest. 
 “Not my idea,” Lucas said as soon as she was gone. 
 “No shit.” 
 “I’d offer,” Jeff spoke up, “but I’m already rooming with a guy from the Whistlers. I’d let you have him—he’s kind of a doof—but”—he waved his hand awkwardly—“he’s a bit narrow-minded.” 
 “I’ll deal,” Lucas said, obviously still bummed. Great. Cody was only marginally preferable than some antigay jerk. 
 “Okay, I’ve got our choices.” Raven returned and ushered them to one of the long velvet-padded benches along the sides of the room. 
 “Spill.” Ashley perked up. She’d been silent ever since they’d voted to pick Lucas. He supposed she was dealing about as well as Lucas. 
 Raven held up the paper, reading aloud. “We can do Surfer Girl—” 
 “Please no.” Jeff ’s frown got a laugh from the group. 
 “Or Stay.” 
 “I can see that working.” Lucas smiled for the first time all day. 
 “Really?” Cody raised his eyebrows, more at Lucas’s positive reaction than at the song choice. 
 “It needs a bigger group,” Ashley said. 
 “And fewer girls,” Raven added. 
 “No,” Lucas said. “You guys will add something. The judges want to see more of you. We can play with it a bit. Maybe let Ashley do lead on a verse.” 
 Cody coughed. No way was he giving up more of the lead than he had to. 
 “Or we could go the other way.” Lucas rolled his eyes at Cody. Cody squirmed, feeling like Lucas could see right through him. “Really push the bass line, go full and rich and let Cody’s tenor carry the lead with the soprano from the girls adding some depth.” 
 Cody whistled. “You’re good.” 
 Ashley let out an awkward giggle. 
 “What?” Blushing, Lucas frowned at her. 
 “Nothing. I just didn’t expect you to be so . . .” She waved her hand, zebra-striped nails catching the light. 
 “Helpful,” Cody supplied. 
 “Really?” Lucas’s eyes went wide. “You guys thought I’d be throwing a princess fit?” 

Yes. Cody hadn’t seen this side of Lucas yet—professional. Responsible. Fair. Most of the musicians Cody knew thrived on drama and entitlement. Lucas’s body language was tense—judging from his hesitation earlier and the argument with the PA, he wasn’t happy about being chosen—but Lucas seemed determined to push past that, and Cody had to admit he was impressed. This Lucas wasn’t the bumbling guy in need of rescue, and it wasn’t the moralizing virgin. And damn if this new, confident version of Lucas didn’t make Cody’s chest go warm. 
 “You’re okay, man.” Jeff slapped him on the shoulder. 
 Lucas looked at the hand and frowned. “Why did you guys pick me if you didn’t think . . . Never mind. Look, I know I’m probably not your first choice.” He looked straight at Cody, his eyes harsh enough to make him squirm. “But I’m not going to be a baby about things. I’ll work hard.” 
 Cody’s dick had more than a few suggestions about how hard he could make Lucas work. But he only nodded. His dick needed to take a chill pill and go offline for the remainder of the competition. Not gonna be easy.

 “I can get on board with that. And your ideas are decent.” Ashley sounded more resigned than enthusiastic. “I’d still like some lines.” 
 “Yeah.” Cody sighed. Sometimes compromise was inevitable. 
  


 Lucas paused at the door to Cody’s room. Knocking felt silly because Dawn, the PA, had made a big deal of getting him his own key. But using the key felt a bit . . . presumptuous. What if he’s in the shower again? That decided it. He knocked. 
 No answer. 
 He knocked harder, then dug out the key card and slid it in the slot. Right as the light turned green, the door flew open. 
 “Hey.” Cody blinked. The room was dim behind him, and Cody’s hair was flattened on one side. Lucas barely registered the hair, though, his attention riveted to Cody’s bare chest. His pants were slung low on his hips, his belt discarded. He stretched, and the pants dipped low enough to reveal the top of his underwear. His very red underwear. 
 They’d gotten back from the theater an hour or so ago, and while Lucas had been busy packing and saying good-bye to his friends, Cody had obviously been napping. 
 “I, uh . . . got my stuff.” Way to be lame. “And a key.” 
 “I see.” Cody swiveled, an elegant ripple of back muscles and tight butt. Flipping a light switch, he led the way into the room. “Couldn’t get out of the room swap?” 

What the heck? Why did Cody care? Lucas was the one who’d had to endure sideways glances from his friends, a warning from Winston to sleep with an eye open, and some outright crude jokes from O’Malley and his buddies. Lucas’s stomach ached from hours of worry over the room switch. Not to mention a series of awkward good-byes, watching the M&Ms wheel their luggage down to the waiting buses. Not one of them looked back at him or Trevor standing in the lobby. And then Trevor’s new group came to claim him, his new roommate helping him carry his bags, leaving Lucas to fumble his way to Cody’s room. 
 “No.” Lucas lugged his rolling suitcase behind him and adjusted his backpack on this shoulder. “That a problem?” 
 “Nah.” Cody’s shrug didn’t reveal more than bland disinterest. He gestured at the beds, both of which were a mess of rumpled covers. “Sorry about that. I told housekeeping to come back later.” 
 “That’s okay,” Lucas said, even though it wasn’t. The hotel housekeeping visits were sporadic at best—he wasn’t sure what arrangement the show had made with the hotel, but the maid service wasn’t daily. Guess they figured so many of them were used to dorms that anything was an upgrade. 
 Lucas didn’t need any reminders of Keith and his departure. Lucas still wasn’t sure how happy he was to be staying, and knowing how sad Keith was to leave made everything ten times worse—he’d seen Keith’s crushed face even as the rest of Embellish had celebrated. 
 “You can put your stuff over there.” Cody indicated the bed closest to the door. “There’s room in the closet, too—just shove my stuff aside.” 
 “Thanks.” Lucas set his backpack and laptop bag down and started unpacking his suitcase. 
 Twisting his torso, Cody did a series of stretches, as if he were trying to shake off his nap. No way could Lucas concentrate on putting stuff on hangers. Instead, he started a visual inventory of Cody’s tattoos. In addition to the colorful bird on his chest, Cody had a swirly band around his biceps and the outline of a star poking out of his waistband. 
 Cody coughed loudly, and Lucas looked up from trying to figure out whether Cody’s nipple piercing was a bar or a flat ring. 
 “I said do you wanna watch a movie?” Cody winked at him as he grabbed a shirt from the chair. “You’re good for my ego, you know?” 
 “Like it needs help.” 
 “A little stroking is always appreciated.” 
 Lucas choked on his own spit. 
 “So, movie?” Cody grinned and flopped on his bed. Grabbing the remote, he flipped on the TV. “It’s too early for dinner.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas surveyed the room, trying to decide where to sit. The square footage was probably the same as his old room, but Cody’s presence made it feel more cramped than his closet back home. Even with Cody on his own bed, Lucas’s muscles were tight and his arms stuck to his sides, like he might bump into Cody at any moment. 
 Lucas had no idea how he’d survive the next week. It wasn’t in his character to try to throw the competition, but his stomach churned at the idea of this dragging on for weeks. 

I have control over my actions. He could be smart about this. Avoid obvious mistakes, like going to sit next to Cody on the bed. But if he didn’t sit on Keith’s rumpled sheets—which, for some weird reason, and one he’d never admit to Cody, seemed disrespectful to a guy who had taken leaving so hard—his only option appeared to be the floor. The lone desk chair held a laptop, a pair of headphones, and about a dozen shirts draped over the back. 
 For the hundredth time in two weeks, the crappiness level of the hotel depressed him. He’d stayed in nicer places with his folks on vacations. Having to house more than one hundred singers obviously stretched the show’s limited budget, and it showed in the tiny desks, flimsy chairs, thin bedding, and diamond-patterned, low-pile carpet straight out of 1982. 
 “You want the Will Ferrell movie, because we didn’t see it the other night? Or this gay indie I found on On Demand last night? Fell asleep before I could click it, but the preview looked good.” 
 “Uh.” Lucas’s face heated, and he felt the blush spread everywhere. Despite having gay friends, he’d never watched a gay movie with someone else. The idea seemed almost unbearably intimate. “The comedy is fine.” 
 “As you wish.” Cody settled down against the pillows. “If you don’t want Keith germs, you can sit over here, you know. I promise not to offend your maidenly virtue.” 
 “Hey!” Well, heck. Now it was a challenge, and he couldn’t keep lurking against the wall. He went to perch on the side of Cody’s bed—as far away as he could get without being on the floor. 
 The movie started and he relaxed a bit. 
 “So, your friends headed back?” Cody asked, ignoring the argument on the screen. 

Oh, great. A movie talker. “Uh-huh.” Lucas hoped he’d get the hint. 
 “So, that means you can do whatever you want now, right?” Cody said it with the enthusiasm of a bunch of junior high kids left home alone. “That’ll be fun for you.” 
 “Mount Monticello’s conduct code doesn’t evaporate just because I’m not around my college friends.” 
 “Come on. Even Amish kids get a one-time free-pass thing to use electricity and get their freak on, don’t they?” 
 “Rumspringa.” Lucas sighed. “And I’m not Amish. And I’m not getting anything on, even if my friends are gone.” 
 “Relax.” Cody’s grin ensured that Lucas was anything but relaxed. “I’m just saying—this doesn’t have to be a miserable thing. Ashley and I could take you shopping. Find you some clothes that fit. Maybe some hair product.” He reached out and touched Lucas’s hair, tugging lightly on his curls. 
 The touch buzzed all the way to his toes. “My hair is fine.” He moved out of reach before he could give in to the urge to sink into the touch. 
 “We could take you to some clubs. No one back home would have to know.” 
 “I would know.” Lucas rubbed his temples. He knew what happened at clubs: dancing like they’d done the other night. And then there was all the other stuff. Cocktails and backrooms and seedy sex. “What part of abstinence don’t you get?” Lucas sounded far more confident than he felt. He wasn’t sure his celibacy could withstand another ten minutes of this, let alone a whole week. 
 “I just don’t get why you haven’t . . .” Cody scratched his head. “Taken your gayness for a test-drive.” 
 “I. Don’t. Hookup.” 
 “But it’s not permanent, right?” Cody wasn’t giving up. “I mean, you plan to find someone to have your rainbow-colored picket fence with, right?” 
 “Sure. Dating someone who shares my values would be cool.” This time he couldn’t make himself sound confident. Didn’t even manage indifferent. 
 Cody’s gaze shifted to the screen, where the leads had dared a group of high schoolers to do a stunt involving jumping a ravine. Lucas exhaled, muscles unbunching. 
 “So, some of your friends are gay, right?” Cody’s silence lasted all of five minutes. 
 “Not my place to tell you who.” Lucas’s spine stiffened. If Cody was fishing because he was interested in someone from the M&Ms, Lucas would have to smash something. 
 “Not prying.” Cody’s smile was more of a smirk. “But like, your . . . code of conduct or whatever lets you date, right? As long as you keep it PG? And you’ve got friends who are in your abstinence pact?” 
 “Where are you going with this?” Was Cody implying he wanted to date Lucas? Lucas’s fists kneaded the comforter, unsure what to hope for. 
 “Just curious.” Cody shrugged. “You’ve never had a boyfriend, right? Why not? Surely there’s some sweater vest–wearing, morality-Kool-Aid–drinking dude back at the compound?” 
 “It’s not like that.” Lucas rolled his eyes. “I could. I don’t. Not exactly a surplus of guys willing to stop at first base, and the ones who are willing aren’t my type.” Oh, heck. He’d said way too much. As usual. 
 “You have a type?” Cody grinned like he’d won a prize. “What? All your purity friends think they’re tops?” 
 “That’s not . . .” Lucas looked up at the ceiling, wishing words would appear. Or a portal. 
 “Or they’re all bottoms?” Cody sounded almost hopeful at that. His eyeliner was smudged from his nap. Coupled with his full lips, the look was like the ending frames in a porno. Lucas’s dick throbbed. 
 “I don’t know . . . just drop it.” Lucas wondered if it were possible to get burn scars from a blush. 
 “You don’t know if you’re a top or bottom? Or you don’t know . . .” Cody trailed off, clearly waiting for Lucas to fill in the blanks. He could keep waiting. 
 “A healthy relationship isn’t based on arbitrary sexual position preference.” 
 “The hell it’s not. Wrestling over who’s doing the fucking is a guaranteed dick twister and a recipe for no one wanting seconds.” 
 Lucas couldn’t imagine anyone not begging for a second shot at Cody. He clenched his teeth around the question buzzing in his head, demanding voice. 
 “Come on.” Cody shoved his shoulder. “I know you’re dying to ask me what I am.” 
 “You’re someone who’s talking through the movie that was his idea.” Lucas shoved back. 
 “Fine.” Cody used the remote to raise the volume on the movie. “I’m versatile. Not that you care.” His tone of voice said he knew precisely how much Lucas cared. “But I hate fighting over who’s topping. Give me a sweet little exclusive bottom any day. Like your friend Trevor.” 
 “Trevor’s not . . .” Lucas made a point of not outing his friends, but Cody’s gaydar wasn’t off the mark. At least about the gay part. Trevor was in the gay-straight alliance, but he wasn’t out to his family or to off-campus people. Lucas didn’t have a clue about the other part—sex wasn’t something they talked about. 
 “Hah.” Cody grinned. He flicked the remote again, lowering the volume. “I knew it. You guys should hookup.” 

Darn it. Why couldn’t they just watch the movie? “I don’t—” 
 “Hookup. I know.” Cody let out a long-suffering sigh. “My bad. You guys should take long moonlit walks and drink decaf coffee and shit.” 
 “If he were gay,” Lucas said carefully. “He’s not my type.” Unfortunately. He wished he was attracted to guys like Trevor—guys even more conservative than he was, guys with seemingly no interest in sex. Guys who would make his parents happy. He could picture his dad’s satisfied smile if he brought Trevor home. A religious studies major who’d read his dad’s book? There’d be steak on the barbeque and pie to celebrate. But darn if Lucas could make himself get any enthusiasm for the idea. 
 “So what is your type?” Cody leaned forward, way too darn close. Lucas could smell his hair gel and something softer. 
 “Silent.” Lucas grabbed the remote from him and raised the volume to near deafening. It didn’t help. His brain was trapped in a live porn stream of “I switch” and “Give me a bottom.” Oh, sweet hell, Lucas did not need to know that. 
 On the screen, Will Ferrell was tripping over desks and leering at cheerleaders. But in Lucas’s head, Cody was the one winking, the one slamming Lucas into a locker before bending him over. . . . 
 “So, is it older guys?” Cody’s voice interrupted Lucas’s daydream. He’d been silent all of ten minutes. “Or exotic guys? Or—” 
 “Not your business.” You. You. You. That’s my type.

 “Oh, this has got to be good.” Cody leaned around him, blocking his view of the set. “You’re not into your clean-cut friends and you don’t want to talk about it. So you must want something outside that code of conduct.” 
 “You auditioning for CSI?” Sweat collected at the base of Lucas’s neck, but he couldn’t make himself get off the bed. 
 “I knew it! You’re kinky.” Cody gave him a triumphant grin. 
 “I am not.” He could hear his own lie. “And even if I was, it doesn’t matter. I just don’t want—” 
 “Oh, no. You can’t get out of it that easily.” Cody shoved him back on the bed. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re okay with being gay but not with wanting . . . Oh come on. You have to tell me.” 
 “Nothing to tell.” Lucas struggled to sit up. 
 “There is.” Cody pushed him down, and before he could protest, Cody straddled his thighs, pinning him in place. “You don’t understand. I’m like the kink whisperer. Everyone tells me their kink. Even when I’d rather they not—” 
 “Is there seriously anything that would shock you?” 
 “Well, the dude who wanted to sniff my—” 
 “That wasn’t an invitation to share.” Kink whisperer or not, Lucas had to end this. God. Any questions he’d had about whether hell was real were answered. This was hell. If he died now, he’d be trapped here, words he tried never to think on the tip of his tongue, the will to resist quickly evaporating. 
 “I can hook you up, you know. Whatever it is you’re in to. This is LA. You can have whatever you want.” 

You. You. You. I want you. In all sorts of terrible, wonderful ways. I want you to hold me down, make me beg for it. I want more of this. I want every kinky, twinky thing you can dream up. Put me at your mercy.

 “It’s nothing that shocking.” His voice wavered. “Stupid, even.” 
 Cody’s face softened, and he reached down, stroking Lucas’s jaw. “You can tell me. I won’t laugh.” 
 Oh, hell. Something tore loose in his chest. 

Knock. Knock.

 “Housekeeping,” a heavily accented voice called from the hall. 
 “Come back later.” 
 “Just a minute,” Lucas yelled over Cody, pushing him off. 
 “Sir?” the maid called again. 
 “Coming.” He headed for the door. “We were about to leave for food.” 
 “The hell we were.” Cody chased after him. “You can’t put me off forever.” 






 Chapter Eight 

Cody was in the shower when Lucas got back from dinner. He’d been rattled after narrowly escaping Cody’s poking and prodding and get-under-his-skin questions. Because he was afraid Trevor and everyone else in the dining area would see the truth all over his face, he’d bailed and stuffed his pockets with food to go, eating on his own as he walked the hotel grounds. 
 He knew on an intellectual level that there was nothing wrong with what he wanted in bed. Plenty of people wanted rough stuff. Heck, the bookstore over in Iowa City had sold out of Fifty Shades of Grey. Sure, maybe if he was lucky, he’d meet a guy somewhere down the road—someone safe and stable and secure—and he’d get some of what he wanted. But that was the problem. He didn’t want safe or stable. He wanted pure, rough, no-holds-barred sex. 
 He didn’t fantasize about dating or quiet make-out sessions or even sweet lovemaking. And the guilt over that dogged him. He should want it sweet and slow. Want a guy like Trevor to prove that straights weren’t the only conservatives who could wait till marriage. 
 But damn Cody. Damn him to hell for making Lucas feel, for making him unsure if there was a point to abstinence anymore. For making him unsure of who he was and who he wanted to be. For making him imagine exactly how Cody looked in his shower, soapy, water sluicing over his ropy muscles. 
 What would Cody do if Lucas tried the door? What would Cody do if Lucas got down on his knees and . . . 

Stop this. One eye on the bathroom door, he stripped off his clothes, pulling on a pair of pajama pants and a loose T-shirt. He’d shower in the morning. Right now, he needed to bury his head in his pillow and pray for the oblivion of sleep. He pulled the covers up to his neck and rolled onto his side. If he showered after Cody, he’d smell him, sense him in the steam and damp, and there was no way in hell he’d avoid jerking off. He could tell whatever grip he still had on his control was close to snapping, and one whiff of shower gel might be enough to get him to crawl . . . 
 “You turning in already?” 

Don’t look. Don’t look. Don’t look.

 Lucas looked. 
 And instantly regretted it. Cody stood at the foot of his bed, clad in only a pair of clingy purple boxers. He had a towel around his neck. His chest still shone with water. There wasn’t much hair on his pecs, but he had a thicker trail of slick fuzz around his belly button leading to the waist of his boxers. As much as Lucas liked the makeup and piercings, their absence made his blood hum. Like he’d been let in on a secret. 
 Lucas made a noise not unlike a dying sheep and buried his face in his pillow. 
 “Oh, come on.” Exasperation laced Cody’s words. “I’m not going to walk on eggshells to avoid offending your maidenly sensibilities.” 
 “You don’t have to.” Lucas spoke to the wall. 
 “I mean it.” Cody sounded far more pissed off than Lucas would have thought. “I’m not walking around naked. I’ll sleep with something on. I’ll even keep my jerking off in the shower. But you don’t get—” 
 “You don’t have to.” The words escaped without Lucas’s permission. In a lifetime of stupid comments, it was quite possibly the stupidest thing he’d ever said. But heck if he could make himself shut up. “It’s okay if you need to do that to fall asleep or whatever—” 
 “I don’t have to?” Cody came around the side of the bed. Lucas could sense him. Mere inches away. If he stretched out his hand, he could discover what Cody’s skin felt like still warm from the shower. 
 “You know—in the dark. Under the covers. Whatever. I’ve lived in dorms—” 
 “Oh, no. You don’t get to gift me the right to rub one out—” 
 “What the heck is your problem?” Lucas rolled over, staring him down. 
 “You want to see me jerk it?” There wasn’t much question in Cody’s voice. 
 “I didn’t say that,” Lucas whispered. 
 “But you meant it.” Cody took another step toward him. “That’s what it is, isn’t it? You’re not offended. You want to see more.” 
 “Whatever.” Lucas tried to act like he didn’t care, like his insides weren’t coming apart, like he wasn’t desperate for it. 
 “Say it.” Cody put one knee on the bed. “Say it and I’ll do it.” 
 “Right now?” Lucas’s voice traveled up into the high range that would make even an alto green with jealousy. 
 “Oh, yeah. I’m not shy.” That was for darn sure. Cody’s . . . package was practically level with Lucas’s face, his erection straining against the purple fabric. It wouldn’t take much to rub his face against the bulge. 
 “If you need—” 
 “We both know this isn’t about what I need.” Cody reached down, one hand resting next to his dick, making it pop out even more. “You like to watch, don’t you?” 
 “Maybe. So what? I watch porn sometimes. You wanna make a big deal out of it? Tell me you don’t watch guys get off.” Lucas tried to sound disinterested. 
 “All the freaking time.” Cody smirked, a wicked grin that made Lucas want to kiss him. “But I wouldn’t think porn would fit with the whole celibacy thing.” 
 Oh. That. Lucas had almost forgotten about the line he was supposed to be toeing. 
 “It keeps me from stupid acts,” he whispered. “So as long as I ration it out—” 
 “Ah. More rules.” Cody added a second hand, rubbing against a patch of closely trimmed hair right above his dick. “What do you really want? Right now?” 
 “It wouldn’t be that different from porn. . . .” 
 “That what you want to believe?” Cody shook his head. “You want live-action porn?” 
 Lucas nodded. Might be stupid, but if he could tell himself that, there was a chance he might be able to look at himself in the mirror in the morning. 
 “Fine. You still have to ask for it.” 
 Lucas squished his eyes shut. The pushier Cody got, the more it was like he had a direct line to Lucas’s fantasies. And the more resistance became impossible. 
 “I want to see you.” The bed sank as Cody lowered onto it. “On your own bed.” He clung to that last little bit of sanity. If Cody were next to him, no way was he keeping from touching him. 
 “All right, then.” He heard Cody pad across to his bed, felt his absence. The distance between their beds felt chilly and infinite and a heartbeat from everything he’d ever wanted. 
  


 Adrenaline thrummed through Cody’s body, making him toss back his bedcovers hard enough to send the pillows sailing to the floor. What was he thinking, baiting Lucas like this? 
 He’d come out of the shower to Lucas’s horrified look and snapped. Pushing Lucas was fun. Riling him up was darn near addictive, a heady rush not unlike heading down a ramp on a skateboard. But the creeping fear that he was offending Lucas—or worse, being judged and found lacking? That fucking sucked. 
 So he’d lost his patience with the whole deal. Fuck it. He wasn’t going to look over his shoulder all damn week. And yeah, he’d needed to know what was behind that strangled sound and those wide eyes. And once he’d seen the heat in Lucas’s eyes, seen the want lingering there, well, then it had been on. Earlier, when he’d had Lucas on his back, it had taken willpower Cody didn’t have to keep from kissing him. Only curiosity about his secrets had kept him from making Lucas his own personal playground. 
 Cody stripped off his boxers before climbing on the bed. His dick bounced in front of him as he sat cross-legged. 
 “Being naked doesn’t bug you, does it?” Lucas shook his head, a tone of wonder to his voice. “Do you even wear clothes at home or just walk around naked all the time?” 
 “Don’t exactly have a home.” Hell. Cody hadn’t meant to reveal that. Ashley was the only one here who knew his true situation. “I mean, I usually have roommates, so going naked isn’t always an option. But some don’t care.” 
 “You don’t . . . where’s your stuff? Where will you go after the show?” Lucas sat up more, leaning forward. Concern made his face all droopy. Fuck pity. Cody rolled his eyes, but Lucas ignored him and kept talking. 
 “I’ve got a storage unit and my van. You got any idea what it costs to live in LA?” 
 “So, what, you couch surf?” Lucas sounded like Cody lived in the park. 
 “Sometimes. If I’m not in LA for too long. If I’m on the road, it’s motels and the van and friends in other cities.” Or guys he picked up at clubs, but Lucas didn’t need to know that. “If I’m here for a while, I find some guys to share with. That’s how I met Ashley, and later Keith.” 
 “Oh.” Lucas was quiet for a long minute. “Did you and him . . .” 
 “You wanna play twenty questions or you wanna see me jerk?” 
 “Just curious. If you guys were boyfriends or whatever.” 
 “Or whatever. I don’t do boyfriends. We made out a couple of times. He blew me.” Cody shrugged, trying to keep his face neutral. “He saw the straight light and hooked up with a girl with bigger balls than most dudes. Whatever.” 
 “You do . . . this with him?” Lucas’s voice went soft. Ah. So that’s what he was after—he was jealous. Warmth spread down Cody’s chest. 
 “Nah. Last time I did something like this was high school.” 
 Lucas’s nose wrinkled. 
 Darn it. Cody should’ve lied and said this was a first. He could usually read guys better than this. He hadn’t been kidding about being a kink whisperer—he figured out a guy’s kinks and used the hell out of that knowledge. But that was also what was so damn addictive about Lucas—the combination of the lure of secrets and the power trip of being in control. 
 With every sharp intake of Lucas’s breath and full-body blush, power surged through Cody. With other guys he had to do all sorts of tricks to get them to think they were the ones in charge, even though it was always Cody. But with Lucas, he didn’t have to play games. Hell, Lucas seemed to love it—the more Cody pushed, the more pliant Lucas became, the more his pants bulged and his eyes darkened. 
 “How’d you do it?” Lucas whispered. 
 “Well, for starters, I wasn’t the only one with my dick out.” Cody looked pointedly at the covers pooled around Lucas’s lap. 
 “Oh.” Lucas chewed his lip. 
 “Take your shirt off.” Cody gave the order before Lucas could freak at showing off his dick. They could work up to that. 
 “Umm—” Lucas’s hands stayed at his sides. 
 “Even ‘live-porn’ stars get fluffers.” He made air quotes and gave Lucas a pointed look. “You gotta give me something to go on.” 
 “I’m hardly man candy.” Lucas blushed harder, his cheeks bright red now. 
 “Man candy?” Cody had to laugh. “Get it off.” 
 “Okay, okay.” Lucas tugged his shirt off. 
 He’d been lying. His chest was plenty inspiring—wide and muscled, with more fur than most guys their age. Cody wanted to rub up against it. He wanted to suck those tight pink nipples, too. 
 “Not bad.” Cody grabbed his dick, giving it a long pull. “How about you? You done this before with roommates?” 
 “Nah.” Lucas twisted the comforter. “Living in the dorms, you hear stuff, you know? Middle-of-the-night sort of thing. But not like this.” 
 Might be stupid, but Cody liked having the first dick Lucas had seen in person. He preened a bit, arching his back before stroking his dick. 
 “It turn you on?” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas kept his eyes on the comforter. 
 “You get off on it?” 
 “Sometimes.” His voice was so low Cody had to strain to hear him. “Not always right then. But if I could be quiet enough . . .” 
 Cody’s dick pulsed in his hand at the memory of Lucas’s almost silent orgasm the other night. That had been wicked hot—made Cody’s pulse speed up at the idea of being the one to make him let loose. 
 “Yeah? Show me how.” 
 “Thought you were the one giving the show.” 
 Cody removed his hand from his dick and raised his eyebrows. God, this was a thousand times better than jerking off alone. Lucas looked at him with a mix of fear and awe and anticipation—a heady brew of neediness, making Cody’s dick feel huge. 
 Lucas responded by snaking a hand under the sheets and blankets. 
 “Dude. Really?” Cody pointed at himself. “Naked here. Showing you what I do.” 
 “This is how I do it.” Lucas was back to talking to the wall. 
 “You got a fabric fetish?” Cody tilted his head, considering. He could work with that. 
 “I have a prefer-not-to-be-caught habit.” 
 “Even when you watch this porn you allow yourself?” He was dying to know all of Lucas’s rules. 
 “Usually take my laptop in bed with me.” Lucas’s blush spread from his face and neck, across his chest. “I mean . . . I read under the covers, too.” 
 “You’re too darn cute.” Cody laughed. “But I wanna see your dick.” He gave his dick several long, slow pulls, running his thumb along the head. 
 Lucas took the bait, squishing his eyes shut as he tugged the sheet away. 
 Cody swallowed hard to keep a laugh in, then swallowed a second time because the tip of Lucas’s dick poked through the fly of his plaid pajamas pants. The little flash of dick was sexier than the go-go boys in G-strings at the West Hollywood club he liked. 
 Lucas’s jaw fell open and he rubbed the outside of his pants. 
 “Come on. I wanna see it.” His voice was more whine than command, but it still worked. Lucas started to pull his dick out of his fly, then gave up and shoved his pants down his thighs. Like his build, Lucas’s dick was shorter than Cody’s but thicker, with a plump, uncut head. God, Cody wanted to suck him, wanted to get down on his knees, play with his foreskin with his tongue, take him deep, and feel the press of that broad head against his throat. Lucas’s hands twisted against his bunched-up pants like he couldn’t seem to figure out what to do next. 
 Locking eyes with him, Cody stroked himself more deliberately, giving him a bit more show with stretching into it and using his other hand to play with his balls. Lucas rewarded him with a low moan that vibrated through Cody, rattling his ribs and tightening his throat. God, he loved Lucas’s sounds. 
 But he loved dirty talk even more. “You gonna tell me what your kink is?” 
 “No.” Lucas’s voice shook. Eyes drifting closed, his hand sped up. 
 “Blindfolds? Whips? Come on. Give me something.” 
 “No.” Lucas’s eyes opened. Cody supposed he was trying to look stern, but he failed miserably. That look was back—the one that practically begged Cody to push him. 
 “If you don’t tell me—” Cody withdrew his hand from his dick— “I’m going to assume it’s something way out there. Farts? Latex? Being fucked with a metal chain?” 
 “Please tell me you’ve never done that.” Lucas’s mouth twisted with distaste. 
 “No. But I could be game for a lot. I told you—” 
 “You’re the kink whisperer. I know.” Lucas hadn’t stopped touching his dick, but he had slowed down. “And I’m just the lame country guy you’re . . . what exactly? Bribing? Killing time with?” 
 “Having fun with.” Cody wasn’t going to lie and profess love or even a desire to date. He didn’t do relationships. Lucas intrigued him, and he kind of wanted to knock a little dust from his halo, but he didn’t have feelings for him. Liar. “You’re a lot more fun than I’ve had in a long time.” 
 Lucas sucked on his lips, considering. His eyes narrowed. “Okay. Have fun. But I don’t need . . . kink 101.” His voice sounded anything but firm. 
 “Tell me.” Cody gave his balls a tug. Warm heat spread up his insides, coiling tighter. His dick dripped and he spread the fluid around. Anticipation hung over him. “Something. A secret maybe? Your dirty talk needs work if you want me to shoot. Tell me what gets you off. Or show me.” 
 “Hah.” Lucas snorted. “This. This, okay? This turns my crank. More of this. Please.” He drew out the please, a low hiss. 
 “This? The rubbing one out together?” Cody seriously doubted this was Lucas’s kink. “Or the arguing?” 
 “The you telling me what to do. That.” Lucas looked away. “Happy now?” 
 “Very.” Cody felt his own grin all the way to his toes. He had a feeling he’d only discovered the lobby of Lucas’s Empire State Building worth of wants. “I can totally work with bossy.” 
 “No doubt.” Lucas rolled his eyes. His ability to meet Cody snark for snark made this ten times hotter. He was nothing like the subby guys Cody knew—he didn’t yield easily. And perhaps that was part of Lucas’s fantasy—making Cody work for his submission. And hell if that didn’t make Cody’s pulse speed up and his dick throb. The air in the room thickened, smelling of sex and raw need. 
 “Want me to tell you how to jerk?” 
 Lucas nodded, a quick jerk of his head Cody nearly missed. 
 “Softer. Tease it. You ever try to see how long you can make it last?” 
 “Hour.” Lucas smiled for the first time that evening. “Maybe more.” 
 “No shit?” Cody whistled. “Well, then, Mr. Control, show me how you tease it.” 
 Lucas loosened his grip on his shaft, running a finger up his length and tracing circles just under his head, where his foreskin had retreated. His tip was damp and a dark purple red that made Cody’s mouth water. He needed to taste it—and for once he didn’t care if he got sucked in return. He wanted that thick weight on his tongue, wanted to blow Lucas’s mind by taking him deep until he shot down Cody’s throat. 
 “Oh, yeah.” Cody loved all guys, but he particularly loved uncut ones; it was fun to play with something different from his own. Loved fucking them and playing with it as he jacked the guy from behind, toying with the tip until he begged Cody to jerk him for real. “Show me more.” 
 Tugging just the foreskin, Lucas played with it, rolling over the head, stretching it out and letting it snap back. It was looser than some—plenty of play. It gave Cody all sorts of dirty ideas. 
 “Come over here.” 
 “No.” This no was firmer, a line in the sand for Lucas. Nothing else was happening tonight. He tried to ignore the sad flop of his stomach and focus on the consolation prize of watching Lucas play with his fat cock. 
 “Fine.” Cody sighed. “Play with your balls. Show me what you like.” He tugged his own some more, lifting them away from his body and rubbing behind them. 
 Leaning back, Lucas cupped the heavy globes and traced circles on them with his thumb. 
 “You ever play with your ass?” Cody asked. 
 “No.” Lucas blushed red. Cody was pretty sure he was lying but decided not to press him. 
 “Too bad. Feels awesome.” He slid his finger back and forth along his taint. “Of course a tongue feels even better.” 
 Lucas made a choking sound. 
 “Especially if you get a guy who’s really into it. Mmm.” Spreading his legs wider, Cody brought his heels up by his butt, giving Lucas an eyeful. He flicked a finger over his rim. “Giving’s not bad either. Licking right here makes guys go nuts. I can get into it. ’Specially if fucking’s on the menu for afterward. You want that?” 
 “Uhhh.” Lucas pulled harder on his dick. 
 “Not good enough.” Cody added some bite to his voice. Hell, this was fun. “Tell me. You want that?” 
 “Yesss.” The word hissed out as Lucas’s eyes closed again. “Tongue. Please.” 
 The please was unexpected. But Cody could totally get on board with this. 
 “So polite.” Cody laughed. “You want fucking, too?” 
 Lucas made an indecipherable needy noise. The sound wrapped around Cody’s dick, making his fist tighten. 
 “Gonna have to be a hell of a lot more begging if you want that.” 
 “Yes.” Lucas moaned the word at the ceiling. 
 “Look at me. You wanted to see this.” 
 Opening again, Lucas’s eyes were dark pools of want. Bottomless pits of secrets Cody wanted to uncover. Breaking eye contact, Lucas’s gaze dropped to Cody’s dick. 
 “Yeah? You like this?” Cody stroked himself with long, leisurely pulls. “This what you wanted to see?” 
 “Yes. God. Yes.” Voice rougher now, Lucas’s forearm flexed as he worked his dick. Fuck. Cody wanted to be the one touching him. 
 “What’s your favorite jack-off video?” 
 “All of them.” Lucas tipped his head back, exposing the cords of his neck. 
 Cody wanted to suck his way down it, feel the scrape of the stubble he saw there, trace his defined Adam’s apple with his tongue. “Liar.” Though it took effort, Cody stopped touching his dick and closed his legs. “You’re gonna have to tell me more. Cam whore? Pro? Toys?” 
 “Homemade. Toys or . . .” Lucas worked the head of his dick with his thumb, spreading the slick at the tip around. His voice dropped to a husky brush. “Fingers. You know . . .” 
 “Fucking?” Cody asked. Lucas moaned. “You like to watch guys fuck themselves?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You like to fuck yourself along with them? Try to time it so you shoot together?” Cody followed his instincts because he could totally see Lucas doing that. Alone. Under the covers. Not wanting to admit how badly he wanted someone like Cody to fuck him, pretending he was the guy on the screen. Yeah, Cody could totally picture it, and it made him hotter than hell. He’d love to show him—be the one who harnessed all that anticipation and turned it inside out until Lucas was a sloppy mess under him. Cody brought his hand up to his mouth and sucked on his index finger. He gave Lucas a little preview of what he could do with his tongue and lack of gag reflex. 
 “Mmm.” 
 “You do it like this? Get your fingers all wet and slippery?” 
 “That’s . . . not . . .” 
 “Relevant. I know.” Cody rolled his eyes. “Arbitrary preference or whatever. You like playing with your ass?” 
 “Sometimes.” Lucas’s eyes squeezed shut and his voice sounded trapped in his chest. 
 “Not good enough.” Cody removed his hands from his body, pushing them into the bed. He waited until Lucas opened his eyes. “You’re going to have to show me.” 
 “Please.” Lucas’s whine made Cody shiver. “Please touch yourself.” 
 “Here?” Cody circled his nipple, toying with his nipple ring. He moaned. 
 “You know—” Lucas’s voice broke off as Cody tweaked his other nipple. “God. Please.” 
 “Nope. Not until you touch your ass.” 
 Lucas took a deep breath. Cody tensed, waiting for it, wanting it—maybe even more than Lucas. “Please fuck yourself.” 
 “Ah. You do know that word.” He stared Lucas down, fucking him with his eyes, trying to show him everything he could do to him. “First I get my fingers wet.” 
 Cody got his fingers slick again and spread his legs. He played with the rim, teasing it soft. Lucas was making low gasps that made heat zip up Cody’s spine. 
 “Feels good.” Cody occasionally played with his ass like this when he jerked. But for all he screwed around, he didn’t fuck all that often. Blow jobs were easy and free of the emotional drama that sometimes accompanied fucking. And it didn’t matter how good a little pressure in his ass felt—Cody almost never bottomed. He’d learned the hard way when he was younger and smaller that guys were happy to assume he’d bend over. The hell with that. Cody liked turning the tables. Being in charge. And being in charge of Lucas was the best rush yet. His body tingled with anticipation, his muscles buzzing. “But it’ll feel better if you do it, too. Show me what you like.” 
 Lucas spread his legs, just enough to get his hand under his balls. He flicked his finger against his taint. Not the tentative rub Cody had been expecting. Damn. Lucas spat on his hand, then swirled his fingers against his rim. He worked just the tip of his finger in, then withdrew. 
 “That what you want?” 
 Lucas’s voice was all shaky. 
 “Yes. Do it,” Cody encouraged him. Working his finger a little deeper, Lucas started thrusting. “You close?” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas rolled his head to one side. 
 “What happened to Mr. Control?” Cody rubbed around his rim again, loving the sounds Lucas made. His hand sped up on his dick. “Thought you could wait?” 

“Please.”

 Oh, yeah. Lucas wanted permission to come. Cody wasn’t going to give it anytime soon. Power, thick and heady, surged through his veins, made his dick fill even more. 
 “Nah. Not yet.” He tried to sound indifferent. “Hold off.” 
 “God.” Lucas’s face squinched up, his eyes clamped shut. His dick pumped more slick on his fist. Salt gathered in Cody’s mouth, almost as if he could taste it. 
 “Keep your eyes open.” Hand tightening, Cody pulled his dick harder. 
 Lucas made a series of inhuman sounds. “Please. Oh. God.” Abruptly, he released his dick and ass and grabbed his thighs. “Too close.” 
 “Uh-huh. Keep working it.” Cody’s own voice was none too steady. He pressed his dick against his stomach, rocking his hips, wishing he were thrusting into Lucas’s tight ass. 
 “Oh, fuck. That’s so hot.” Lucas’s eyes burned wild now. “Think I could come just from watching you.” 
 “Better not.” Each word was an effort now, and Cody wasn’t sure who was going to unload first. He was damn close, his balls drawing up, heat licking up his spine. “Pull it.” 

“Hell.” Lucas’s eyes went wide, like he was working to keep them open. He slid a tight grip up his shaft. 
 “Fuck yourself,” Cody commanded. 
 Lucas complied, his hand becoming a blur. 
 “Right. There. God. I’m gonna go,” Lucas gasped, the whine in his voice making cum build in Cody’s balls. 
 “Not. Yet.” 
 “I need . . . ahhh.” Lucas’s voice went higher than Cody had ever heard it. “Fuck. So. Close.” 
 “Wait for it.” Cody tensed his thighs, pushing his heels into his ass. Arching his back, he drove harder against his hand, pushing harder against his dick, imagining it was Lucas clenching him. “Now.”

 “Yes. Yes.” Curling upward, milky spurts hit Lucas’s chest and neck. Damn. Delayed gratification for the win. Lucas came on a series of relief-tinged moans and whimpers. 
 The sound alone tipped Cody over until he pumped all over his stomach. He stroked through it, riding the waves of pleasure until he collapsed back on the bed. “Fuck. How was that for live porn?” 
 “Eh.” Lucas sounded timid again. “Messy.” 
 Cody glanced over at him, but Lucas was already scrambling off the bed. He headed into the bathroom. The snick of the lock echoed through the now quiet room, leaving Cody alone with the smell of sex and a vague sense of guilt. Hell.

 He cleaned himself up with a towel, then flipped off his light. Doing Lucas a favor, he rolled toward the wall, feigning sleep. 
  


 Breakfast was usually one of Lucas’s favorite meals; as a kid, he’d always tried to wheedle his parents into pancakes. But the LA version of breakfast consisted of a bunch of bagels no one touched and big carafes of coffee with long lines of bleary-eyed show members. 
 Lucas didn’t care how stale the bagels were or how the coffee tasted like burned toast—he was first in line on Monday. He’d left the room while Cody was still asleep, pulling on his clothes with surgical precision. Thank God, Cody seemed to be a deep sleeper. When he’d left, Cody had been curled around his pillow like he was trying to keep it safe. Lucas couldn’t think about that very much or else something warm and gooey happened to his insides. And he really couldn’t think about the fact that as best he could tell, Cody was still naked under the sheet twisted about his middle. 
 And he certainly couldn’t think about what they’d gotten up to while naked or else everything down south started doing a happy dance. Yeah, pretty much he couldn’t think at all. So instead he chewed a bagel that tasted like sesame seeds glued on a manila envelope and watched the other groups. It was intensely weird being on his own. Even Saturday night, he’d still eaten with the guys. And even if some of them weren’t speaking to him right then, he was still one of them. He was an M&M. He knew his place, knew the rules, knew he’d never have to eat alone. 
 But he wasn’t an M&M anymore. Oh, no one had come right out and said it, but it was there in their sidelong looks and side comments about exactly how he’d earned the right to stay. Even Winston had been more subdued than usual, giving him a half-hearted handshake good-bye and not quite meeting his eyes. It had started the moment they landed in LA—the inevitable descent to his exit from the group. He didn’t know who he’d be in the fall without the group. Heck, he didn’t know who he was right now. 
 He supposed he was in Embellish. But heck if he knew the rules or his place. For the first time, he really felt each mile between the studio in LA and the tree-lined campus drive back in Austerity—like he’d shoved weights in his shoes but couldn’t stop to pry them loose. He scratched the back of his neck, his fingers worrying the neckline of his undershirt. 
 “Do we have a place?” Cody appeared in front of him, grinning as if he’d mind melded with Lucas and uncovered all his insecurities. And of course Cody was dressed to get all eyes on him. Pink jeans. Really. Pink. On anyone else the color would look all over-the-top femme, but on Cody they looked like he’d made the color submit to his higher styling power. His tight black T-shirt and studded leather belt helped in that area, too. His hair was extra spiky and his eye liner made him look ready for an Adam Lambert photo shoot. Lucas knew all of it was a message to him, too. 
 But he wasn’t sure exactly what the message was. “Huh?” 
 “Do we get a real room this time, or are we still refugees in search of shelter?” Cody threw his arms wide, his messenger bag slapping against his thigh. 
 “Real room! We don’t have to share!” Ashley whizzed past, not even looking at Lucas. 
 Shame, a deep and cloying reminder of last night, made him want to do anything but follow. One simple glance at Cody had made all those things he wasn’t thinking about come rushing back. It wasn’t wrong precisely, what they’d done, but it had rubbed up hard against all the limits he had. And he absolutely, positively could not think about Cody and rubbing without his breath hitching and his pants getting too tight. Watching Cody’s ass wiggle as he walked after Ashley made more blood rush south. 
 As Lucas followed that amazing ass down the hall, he let himself say it. I want to do it again. He slowed his steps, coming to terms with the confession. By the time he got to the room where Ashley and Cody had disappeared, Cody was already propped against a wall of the tiny conference room turned practice space, checking his phone, looking bored. 
 Dang. That was fast. Cody didn’t seem to be having any trouble not thinking about things. Heck, he hadn’t even looked at Lucas since his initial I-have-your-number grin. Which should have made Lucas happy, but perversely, all he wanted was for Cody to look at him again like he had last night—like Lucas mattered. Like he had a place, and it was right there in that room with Cody. 






 Chapter Nine 

“So, this is gonna be slippery. Maybe a little cold.” Cody’s voice was low and soothing, but it did nothing to calm the jumping in Lucas’s chest. Why had he wished for Cody’s attention? “But it’s not going to hurt.” 
 “Just get it over with. Fast.” Lucas’s breath felt cold in his chest, like the AC was on too high in the tiny unisex bathroom at the theater. Cody squashed him against the sink, making it impossible for him to turn. The loud, slurping sound of a bottle squirting made his thighs tighten and his stomach jump. 
 “Oh, come on. Don’t be a baby.” Cody laughed as he dumped hair goo on Lucas’s head. The cool slick against his scalp raised goose bumps all down Lucas’s neck. “You sure I can’t talk you into letting Ashley use scissors?” 
 “You sure I can’t wait to see what the wardrobe people say?” 
 “No. They’re going to take one look at your clearance-rack J.Crew outfit and jizz all over themselves to get us all in überprep.” Cody tossed off the words casually, but Lucas’s brain latched on to the word jizz and barely registered anything else. “Besides, maybe I just wanted to get you alone in a locked room.” 
 Wardrobe was running behind, so they’d ended up at the theater for afternoon rehearsals with some time to kill. Ashley had snipped at Lucas about the need for a makeover. He’d nodded because he’d known plenty of girls like Ashley—including his oh-so-perfect sisters—and knew the only way to deal was to keep his head down and out of reach of her claws. But before he’d known what was happening, Cody had dragged him into the restroom. 
 Cody’s hand in Lucas’s hair felt so darn good, he almost moaned. As it was, he leaned back against Cody’s chest, savoring the warm weight against his back. 
 “Why do you do this?” He barely got the words out. 
 “What?” Cody leaned in and bit Lucas’s ear. “This?” 
 “No.” He gasped at the sting, pulling away to talk. “Act like I was invisible at morning rehearsal and then be all . . .” 
 “Excuse me for keeping what we did on the down-low.” Cody stepped away from Lucas, stooping to dig in his backpack. 
 “Oh.” Lucas sighed. “I didn’t think . . . discretion isn’t exactly your strong—” 
 Cody silenced him with a hard kiss, rough hands on his shoulders, a comb digging into Lucas’s back. Lucas whimpered against Cody’s lips. 
 “I can be plenty discreet.” Cody laughed and started combing Lucas’s hair. “What? Did you think I’d be all ‘thanks for jerking it with me last night’ in front of the group? Come on, man. We got off. Don’t overthink it.” 
 Easy for him to say. Cody probably tossed away orgasms like Kleenex. Lucas hated that last night had shifted everything for him and had probably been no more significant than watching The Daily Show before bed for Cody. 
 But maybe that was the key; it wasn’t real, wasn’t significant in the grand scheme of things. In a week or two, he’d be back home, back to who he’d always been, back to the old routines and principles. If he wanted to jerk it with Cody while he was here, who would know? Wasn’t like Cody would feel used or something. Wasn’t like Lucas was about to fall in love. Just two guys having a stroke here or there. They hadn’t even touched each other. Maybe Lucas needed to take a lesson from these Hollywood types and let go a bit while he was here. He knew who he really was and he’d get back to that soon enough. 
 “Do your worst.” 
 “Oh?” Cody’s cackle was deep and full of sin. 
 “To my hair.” 
 “Gonna start with your shirt.” He unbuttoned the top two buttons of Lucas’s shirt and motioned for him to finish the job, leaving him in his T-shirt. “We’re going to get you something that doesn’t require an iron. I’d tell you to raid my half of the closet, but nothing would fit.” 
 “Sorry.” Lucas twisted the shirt in his hands. He felt half-dressed in only his undershirt. Plain white and sold in packs of three, it certainly didn’t feel like real clothes. Made him feel like some kind of poseur. “I know I’m fat—” 
 “You’re not fat.” Cody tapped his cheek with the comb. “Just built. Stop getting all worked up about it. You sound like a damn chick when you’re all freaking about your weight.” 
 “It’s because I’m so clumsy—” 
 “Baby, you’d be clumsy even if you were a buck twenty-five and five foot three.” Cody leaned in and kissed his neck. “However, I am dragging your ass on the treadmill later with Ashley and me. You can have a cookie afterward, but we gotta get your stamina up.” 
 “I think we both know stamina’s not an issue with me.” He raised an eyebrow at Cody in the mirror. 
 “Point taken. But you’re not going to be able to avoid dancing forever. It’ll be easier if you’re not winded.” 
 “Whatever.” He did his best impression of Ashley’s flippant tone and Cody laughed. Ashley had worked out choreography that allowed Lucas and Jeff to sit on stools. Whatever. As long as they gave him a mic, Lucas couldn’t care less if she put him behind a curtain. 
 “You know, Mr. Stamina . . .” Cody’s hand tightened on Lucas’s hair. “If you want to beg me for a repeat tonight, I wouldn’t tell. Soul of discretion and all. I’ll even treat you extracrappy at rehearsal after.” 
 “Gee, thanks.” Lucas’s face heated and his pants got tighter. If you beg me . . . He looked away, trying to uncoil his muscles. Hell. He was ready to beg. Right. Now. He could feel Cody hard against his ass. If he spun around— 
 “There. How’s that?” Cody finished whatever he was doing to Lucas’s hair. He sounded so cheerful, so indifferent to the effect he had on Lucas. Bastard.

 Lucas groaned. 
 “Oh, it’s not that bad.” Cody reached around, cupping Lucas’s face and forcing him to look in the mirror. His hair was all tousled in an artsy fall, with the sides straighter so the curly parts framed his face. 
 “I look . . .” Gay. Which shouldn’t be that big a deal, right? Shouldn’t make his heart speed up and his palms sweat. He was gay. Looking like he’d spent more than twenty seconds on his hair didn’t make him any more gay. He stretched his lip with his teeth, trying to push past all his own objections. 
 “Don’t suppose we can talk you into some guyliner?” 
 “No way.” 
 The door rattled. “Hey, you guys done jerking off yet? Wardrobe’s ready for us.” Ashley’s voice echoed off the tile. 
 “So much for the down-low.” Lucas ducked under Cody’s arm, resisting the urge to scrub a hand through his hair. 
 “She’d say the same thing if I were in here with Jeff. Calm yourself.” Cody huffed. Shaking his head, he shoved the gel and comb in his bag. 
 “I’m not freaked out.” 
 “Yeah, right.” Cody’s look said he didn’t believe Lucas any more than Lucas believed himself. 
 They caught up with the rest of the group as they entered the wardrobe trailer in the back of the theater. 
 “Nice hair.” Raven giggled and shared a look with Ashley he couldn’t figure out. 
 “I’ve been looking forward to you guys.” A girl who might as well be Cody’s long-lost sister greeted them—spiked black hair, tattoos, multiple piercings, and full-of-herself attitude. “Love the pants.” 
 “Thanks.” Cody gave her the same nod-and-wink he’d used on Lucas earlier. Equal opportunity charmer. 
 “It makes me think . . . pink costumes?” 
 Lucas kicked Cody, catching his eye. You did this on purpose.

 Cody raised an eyebrow and shrugged. So what?

 “Oh, yeah. Lots of pink.” Eyes going wide, the first girl nodded. 
 “Isn’t it supposed to be Sixties week? Maybe some black—” Lucas’s stomach churned at the thought of performing in all pink. He glared at Cody, continuing their unspoken argument. I hope you melt into a pink puddle.

 Cody replied with a look that made Lucas think of other kinds of melting and puddles and . . . okay. Done with that. He studied the chipped cement floor. 
 “I’m totally down with Lucas and me being in black.” Jeff clapped him on the shoulder. “The girls—and Cody—can wear pink or whatever.” 
 “Nah. Pink and black is so done.” She tapped a pen against her see-through clipboard. “Pink and baby blue?” 

Dear God, please deliver me. The women reminded him of his mom and how she’d ask his dad for his opinion and then do the opposite. Except the wardrobe ladies weren’t shopping for sofas, and he’d have to wear whatever they came up with on national TV. 
 “Guyliner not sounding so bad now, huh?” Cody elbowed him before raising his voice. “That sounds awesome. Very fifties prom rebooted.” 
 “Or maybe white. White tuxes.” 
 “That’s not so bad.” Lucas’s muscles unknotted. He could deal with a suit. 
 “Or pink tuxes. Maybe ruffled shirts. Up the irony.” 
 Lucas and Jeff groaned at the same time. 
 The black-haired chick riffled through some of the overstuffed racks. 
 “I’ve got it. Cody can be the rebel bad boy.” She emerged with an armful of fabric, thrusting a bunch of leather in Cody’s direction. Of course she knew Cody’s name. He probably made friends with the wardrobe people first—right after he got in good with the assistant director. Lucas’s hands fisted. He wasn’t going to think about who Cody might or might not be working an angle with. Remember, none of this is real. None of it.

 “I can work with that.” Cody gave her his best Elvis grin. The same one that made Lucas’s stomach flip—and ten thousand people click “like” on YouTube. It’s not real. And whatever they got up to later that night? It wouldn’t be real either. A strange calm spread out from Lucas’s chest at that epiphany. 
 “And you’ll be the prom queen.” She handed Ashley a big poofy dress. Ashley let out a girly squee at the retro baby blue dress. 
 “And the rest of you—” 
 “We’re totally wearing bad pink suits, aren’t we?” Jeff pretended to cry. Lucas didn’t have to pretend, dread dancing around his gut like bad Elvis impersonators. 
  


 “I don’t think this is working.” 
 Cody spun around to face the others. Lucas so rarely spoke up in rehearsals that he had to double-check who was the one who’d spoken. Whatever bug had crawled up Ashley’s craw had infected the whole group. The last two days had been torture. Lucas seemed to have conceded whatever pissing match he’d had going with her and had mainly kept quiet in rehearsals. Or maybe he’s just trying too hard to make sure no one knows you’ve been beating off together at night. Unwelcome memories from Cody’s past surfaced. Memories of having to hide shit, memories of caring too much about people who would never return the favor—and, okay, why the fuck was he even thinking about this shit? He’d moved way, way beyond that part of his past. Now it was time to make sure the present didn’t suck quite so much. 
 “What?” Cody’s voice came out too harsh, but truth was, things were going sucky. Two days until showtime and their number was as messed up as his . . . situation with Lucas. Sweat and bad vibes hung thick in the cramped room, the single air-conditioning vent as overworked as the rest of them. 
 “What you’re doing with the arrangement, it’s too much like the original.” 
 “Isn’t that the fucking point?” Cody didn’t bother censoring his language around Lucas. If he got off on it at night, he could damn well take his high-and-mighty offended looks and shove them. “You helped come up with it. And isn’t that what all you a cappella people do? Deliver covers of standards in boring ways?” 
 Lucas blinked at him, giving him that confused baby lion look. Cody waited for the pounce. He liked Lucas a whole lot better when he was radiating adoration for Cody’s voice and tripping over himself with lust. 
 “Dude?” Jeff spoke up. “You really don’t get a cappella yet, do you?” 
 “Let’s not argue over who understands what.” Raven grabbed Jeff’s arm. “Lucas is right. This isn’t working and we have to fix it.” 
 “Imitating isn’t working here.” Lucas paused, and sounds of one of the other groups filtered into their practice space. They sure as hell seemed to be sticking to the original bubble-gum sound of their selection. 
 “Illuminate me, o God of a capella sauce.” Cody stiffened his spine. His agent had accused him before of losing gigs because he couldn’t handle criticism. So what? He knew how to sing. Wasn’t his fault if other people didn’t appreciate it. 
 “You’re never going to outcroon the other groups.” Lucas gestured toward the hall. They were back in the shitty practice room, and the narrow walls seemed even closer than usual. Cody tugged on the neck of his shirt. 
 “You saying I can’t carry the lead?” He stared Lucas down. Ashley tittered beside him, but he ignored her. His anger drowned out whatever her reaction was. 
 “Of course not. But the thing is, the others have been at this for years. You’re right—they’ll deliver a predictable cover. But right now, you’re singing like you’ve got an orchestra behind you.” 
 “And you don’t.” Jeff moved a bit closer to Lucas. Great, a gang of critics. 
 “What if we tried taking it to church more?” Lucas sounded so reasonable even Ashley nodded. 
 “Come again? This is a song about wanting in a virgin’s pants.” And didn’t Cody know about that. All his frustration of the last several days bubbled out. “It’s about getting her to break curfew and making her believe all the dude wants is for her to stay, when really he wants to bone her. That’s about as far from church as you could get in the fifties.” 
 “Fine. Take it to an old-school blues club, then.” 
 “What do you know about blues clubs?” Cody knew Lucas had a point, but his blood still pounded in his ears and his fists were tight at his sides. Maybe their arrangement sucked, but Cody got the song. Dealing with his own reluctant virgin had given him new sympathy for the lyrics. They’d jerked off together again last night, Lucas had kept up a steady whine of fuck-mes by the end. It had taken restraint Cody hadn’t known he possessed to avoid going over to his bed and taking him up on it. But there was an unspoken agreement that Lucas’s virginity wasn’t on offer. For once, Cody was going to be the nice guy, but hell if it didn’t suck donkey balls. 
 “More than you know about church,” Lucas snapped back. 

Oooh, baby lion found his claws. Lucas was wrong, but Cody didn’t bother correcting him. “So, you want what? Me to work the audience more? More runs?” 
 “More like you’re in a band in a little club—you can’t act like you’ve got a choir behind you.” 
 “We’re a band,” Jeff added. Okay, Captain Obvious. Cody bit his tongue and let him continue. “I’m the drums, Lucas is the bass guitar, and the girls are your extras—piano, tambourine, backup singers. But you have to let us interact more.” 
 “Like you do when you perform with a group.” Raven nodded, like Cody should know exactly what they meant. But in reality, he didn’t interact much with his backup bands—it was why most of his attempts at doing the band thing failed, and why he kept ending up solo. He hated group politics. He played enough guitar and piano to give a good show even when he didn’t have a group, and when he did have a group, he pretty much trusted them to let him do his thing. 
 And okay, maybe he wasn’t trusting the other members enough here. Or he was trusting them too much—not paying enough attention. He sighed. “What do you have in mind?” 
 “Almost easier to show you.” Jeff looked over at Lucas, who nodded. 
 “Please, oh please, let me be Cody.” Raven laughed, and it broke some of the tension in the room. 
 “No one can be Cody.” Ashley aimed for humor, but there was too much bitterness in her voice and eyes to pull it off. 
 “You know it.” Cody smiled at her. He needed her back on his good side. “But let’s see what the aca experts have in mind.” 
 Jeff and Lucas started the number the way they’d been performing it, but instead of coming right in, Raven let them go a bit and they played back and forth, riffing off each other. And yeah, it was more like a blues group warming up. When Raven finally joined in, her delivery was less polished than he’d done, not going for the smooth feel of the original as much as flat-out pleading. 
 “Okay, I can work with this. I dig the begging.” He looked straight at Lucas, who turned fifty shades of red. 
 “Basically, what Lucas meant is you’ve got to dirty it up.” Ashley seemed less pissy now. 
 “I didn’t say that—” 
 “Oh, you know I can bring the dirty.” Cody kept his eyes locked on Lucas. Everyone but Lucas laughed. “All right. Let’s try this again.” 
 He faced them, not bothering with the choreography. Instead, he put every ounce of seduction he had into it. Even though the rest of the group was there and he tried to let them have more moments to show their parts, he sang straight at Lucas, channeling everything he’d wanted for two weeks now, all the requests he’d bitten back for days. All the settling for quick jerk-off sessions in the dark and not talking about it during the day. All the wanting to touch Lucas, taste his sweat, hear Lucas’s moans against his, all the need found its way into the song. 
 When they were done, Jeff and Raven applauded. 
 Raven let out a whistle. “Damn. Just like that.” 
 “Only next time, sing at Ashley,” Jeff added, looking a bit uncomfortable. 
 “Yeah. We need the straight vote.” Ashley giggled. “And I’m your prom queen, remember? You and your band have to seduce me.” 
 “Yeah. You’re the real star.” Lucas was still all red, but he managed to score points with Ashley. 
 None with Cody, though. Damn Lucas for being right. Freaking angelic virgin Lucas had been right about the song needing more sex. Now, if only Lucas could reach the same conclusion about his own life, then Cody might find a way toward gratitude. 






 Chapter Ten 

He didn’t screw up. Lucas’s heart pounded into overdrive as he pushed into the final bars of the song. As Cody hit the final run, Lucas wished he could appreciate the applause, but all he felt was relief. Joint-loosening, head-rushing relief. It was over, and they’d sounded better than they had in rehearsal all week. With the spotlights creating interesting shadows across the fake prom set piece, even Lucas had felt transported to a teen movie dance scene. A lot of girlish squeals came from the applause. Cody’s mock seduction of Ashley had been so convincing, thousands of YouTube hits from high school girls probably loomed in his future. 
 Lucas left his stool to stand with the others in center stage. He’d never been as nervous before a performance before—not even in high school, when his chances of wrecking any given halftime show were fifty-fifty. The opening number hadn’t been his best moment—he’d tried to cover his missteps, but in the end he’d had to hope the camera was pointing at someone else. 
 “That was supercute!” Melanie Mercury, the female judge, was first to speak. The audience roared its agreement, but all Lucas could do was nod. His heart pounded in his ears and his breath hadn’t returned to normal yet. 
 “Agreed.” The R&B judge tapped his gold pen on a blank notepad. “Never thought of giving ‘Stay’ such an old-school soul flavor, but it really worked here.” 
 “Oh, yeah, you took it to church!” Melanie looked pleased she knew the term. Lucas shot Cody a look. See; church. “You made me want to stay.” 
 The audience tittered. 
 “You guys added a lot of depth, given the size of your group.” Mr. Know-It-All judge spoke, his vague British accent making him sound smug even when he was being nice. “I’m still waiting for Ashley to have her breakout moment, but very nice arrangement. Picking up a new bass was a smart move.” 

Phew. Lucas’s spine straightened, his chest lifting. He’d been needed. He followed the rest of the group backstage. They were the last group before an intermission in taping, allowing the props people to get the stage set for the second group number. Cody and Ashley had bitched up a storm about being clumped in the middle of the performances, but Lucas had shrugged. He was used to crappy placement—the M&Ms had always taken a backseat to bigger groups at competitions and showcases. 
 “You coming to our after party?” Ashley asked him as they grabbed waters from big coolers. Doing well seemed to have earned him some of her favor, such as it was—all crispy and showy, like inedible cupcake garnish. She looked like a cross between Christina Aguilera and Marilyn Monroe, in a shimmery white dress with sheer sleeves that muted her tattoos. 
 “You mean the dinner the show is springing for us at the fifties restaurant?” Like last week, the show was picking up the tab for an after-taping meal. 
 “No.” She smiled, and it wasn’t entirely kind. “Bunch of us are springing wholesome heaven here and going to a club.” 
 Of course she thought she was too cool for the theme restaurant. Despite the unison they’d had on stage, Lucas felt more separate from the rest of the group than ever. He wanted to ask Cody if he was going, but he wasn’t sure he could without giving too much away. Although Cody ostensibly stood with him and Ashley, he was drinking his water with careful indifference. And Lucas wasn’t ready for Ashley to suspect he and Cody had . . . whatever going. Not when Lucas hadn’t exactly figured it out for himself. 
 Cody had been pissy ever since they’d come up with the new song arrangement. After several nights of watching movies before jerking off together, last night they hadn’t even talked. Cody had blown his negative attitude all over the room until Lucas had flipped off the TV and tried to sleep. But then, still without talking, Cody had started doing his thing, and Lucas had joined right in—darkness all around them, heavy breathing. It was every dirty dorm fantasy he’d ever had, but it still left him wanting . . . something. 
 “Place we know has Urban Engine performing tonight.” Cody said it like everyone should know the group, but Lucas had no clue. “You should come.” 
 “Is it a . . .” Lucas made an awkward gesture with his hand, not sure if there was a polite way to ask. 
 “Gay bar? Oh, yeah.” He looked Lucas up and down with an appraising stare through hooded eyes, and heat rushed to Lucas’s groin even as he wanted to slap him. “But Sanctuary is a supermixed crowd. Raven and Jeff go there all the time.” 
 “I bet because they have the band, they won’t have the go-go boys. At least not till later.” Raven sounded downright giddy at the prospect of half-naked gyrating men. Jeff looked far less amused. 
 “I’ll protect you.” Ashley wiggled her eyebrows and looked like she’d do anything but. 
 Lucas imagined for a minute going to a place like that with Cody. A place where they could dance like they had in the practice room. Cody would grind and whisper dirty things in his ear. He could almost feel the hard-on at his back, smell Cody’s sweat. Sense the jealousy of all the guys who would wish Cody had picked them. Dear sweet Lord.

 But before he could speak up, the groups were called back to the stage for the second group number. The backstage area swelled with people and it was all he could do to keep track of his mark. The performance went okay, but as soon as it was done, anxiety over eliminations began anew. 
 Later, at the end of the show, when the eliminations were revealed, the tension was as high as the week before, but the wait was easier because he knew what to expect. As usual, the Divas got the first call-out, followed quickly by two of the big college groups, then the hippy group from Arizona, then Trevor’s new group. Then Embellish. He barely registered the reveal of the other safe groups or the good-bye to the eliminated one. 

Thank you, God. All the disappointment from last week was gone in a rush of relief so strong his eyes burned. I don’t want to be done yet. His throat was raw from the performances, his feet hurt, and his shoulders ached from the fourteen-hour days, but he wasn’t through yet. They had made it into the top nine. 
 He followed the crowd backstage. It was a madhouse of high-fives and hugs. 
 “Congrats, man. This is so boss.” Trevor punched his arm. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You coming to the after party? Haven’t hung with you all week.” Trevor did an awkward half-step, adjusting his dragging pants. His group had done a late sixties song, and the bell-bottoms made Trevor look even shorter than usual. He looked as uncomfortable as Lucas felt. 
 “Yeah.” Lucas hoped the weakness in his reply passed as roughness from singing. But an image flashed in his mind of Trevor finding out he was heading to a gay bar—one with go-go boys no less—and knew he was one text message or Facebook status update away from everything coming crashing down on him. 
 “There you are.” Cody came up behind him, much too close, as usual. He slung an arm around Lucas’s shoulders. “You’re coming with us, right? Jeff says he might have something you could borrow for clothes. I can do your hair.” 
 Oh man. Lucas’s mouth twisted almost as hard as his gut. Cody wanted him to go. And Trevor wanted—needed him at the other party. And judging by Trevor’s googly eyes, he’d draw all the right conclusions if Lucas bailed on him. 
 “Lucas?” Trevor’s voice was softer than usual. “Everything . . . okay?” 

No, no, no. Everything is awful. He shrugged free from Cody. He couldn’t look at him. Wouldn’t. 
 “Yeah. Everything’s fine. I’ll see you on the bus.” 
 “Sure thing.” Trevor headed up, but not before giving Lucas another speculative glance over his shoulder. Heck. Triple heck.

 “I see how it is.” Cody’s voice was hard, making ice form around Lucas’s lungs. 
 “How what is?” The ice in his chest grew, a giant snowball of dread. He struggled to keep breathing. 
 “You go on and have fun. Don’t keep your friend waiting.” 
 “You don’t have to be like . . .” Lucas’s hands floundered about as he searched for the right put-down. Oh, fucking hell. Lucas didn’t know enough curse words to deal with this mess. “Look. I’m just not ready. . . . But my not going doesn’t have anything to do with you and me. We can still . . .” 
 “Still what? Jerk off together as long as I don’t bust up the lies you tell your friends—and yourself?” Cody’s voice was low, a harsh whisper, but Lucas still glanced guiltily around. 
 “See? You can’t even be in the same room as sex talk. Not if there’s anyone else around.” Cody rolled his eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. Grabbing Lucas’s arm, he pulled him behind some set pieces. Lucas could hear the buzz of people nearby, but a giant peace sign from the set shielded them from the rest of the chaos. 
 “That’s not fair—” 
 “Fair? Aren’t you the one who won’t touch me in public?” Cody’s face was unreadable—all harsh angles and hard words. “And I’m not talking about shouting it from the stage—I sure as fuck don’t need that.” 

Of course not. Lucas resisted the urge to flinch away. 
 “I’m talking about you wincing every time I come too close. Every time I touch you exactly like I touch Ashley or another friend. Might as well pour acid on your skin.” 
 “I’m not that bad.” Yeah. He kinda was. Shame spread up his neck, over his face, in hot waves. 
 “Is it fair that you’ve spent the last week making sure we never arrive at meals or practice at the same time?” 

Darn. Cody had noticed that. “So?” He tried to sound as defiant as Cody. 
 “So you’re the most closeted out guy I’ve ever met.” 
 “Well, at least I’m not—” 
 “A flaming manwhore. I know. Congrats on keeping your V card.” Cody leaned in closer, his cheek touching Lucas’s. “But I know your secret.” 
 “You do?” Lucas felt split open, his heart on display. 
 “You don’t want to be gay.” Whatever he’d been expecting Cody to say, that wasn’t it. “Oh, I know some of your other secrets, too. But you hate being gay.” 
 “How can you say that? All my friends know. And my parents—” 
 “Are fucking saints who love you and your queer self and don’t mind using you for their own careers.” Cody shrugged, close enough that Lucas felt the rustle of fabric against his shoulder. “Whatever. You still hate it. And it’s easier for you this way, to pretend it’s about not liking chicks instead of about loving dick and wanting to get—” 
 “That is not the only thing about being gay.” 
 “Isn’t it? If you could get it up for pussy, you would.” 
 “Wouldn’t you?” Lucas’s voice sounded far away, detached from his brain. Cody grinned like the Joker. Hell. As usual Lucas had said too much. Sweat gathered behind his neck. I would. I really would. He didn’t like to think about that. Wasn’t like he could change it—he’d been born this way. And after he’d told his parents, hiding it wasn’t an option either. But if his genetics could be wired different? Yeah. Easier.

 “Hell no. I fucking love being gay. Love seeing a guy on his knees. Love not having to deal with all the emotional crap and relationship BS.” Cody’s laugh cut him like a razor nick—a little thing that still left him trickling blood. 
 “Hey! Some guys—” 
 “Want to play house. I know. More power to them. But you, my friend, want to get fucked. And you hate that about yourself. Hate that’s what people know about you.” 
 “I have no idea what your point is.” Lucas’s voice shook. Cody had him riding a ragged edge. He was right; not liking girls was . . . well, not easy, but it wasn’t the sick dread of what people on campus would say if he held hands with someone, what people would know if he danced in public with someone like Cody. Because yeah—liking guys in the abstract was okay. Having everyone guess he liked to get fucked? That felt . . . scary. Bigger than him. 
 “My point is that you’re scared. You’re out to everyone other than you.” Cody pointed at Lucas. “You’re jealous that I’m okay with who I am. That I don’t mind people knowing I like to fuck—or that I’ve fucked someone. You’re mad that I can go out and flirt and whatever and not feel guilty.” 
 “I’m not ashamed.” Totally typical Cody, twisting things back around so that Lucas was on the defensive now, pressed up against the wall. It wasn’t shame so much as fear racing through him, making the sweat run down his back. And anger. He’d never been so angry—or so turned-on. And his arousal only made him angrier. 
 “Yeah?” Cody ran his thumb along Lucas’s chin. “Let me kiss you here?” His lips followed his finger, a wet trail down his neck. “Leave a hickey?” 
 Lucas made a sound, but English failed him. The idea was both unspeakably hot and unbearably exposed. 
 “Come with us tonight. Let me take you to a gay bar. Place we’re going to is gay owned, with lots of gay acts—a good place to get your feet wet in the West Hollywood scene—but I wanna take you somewhere else after. A real, honest-to-god gay bar—meat market, dirty dancing, backroom. Not a meeting of your little happy-to-be-gay club, but a gay bar. Leather daddies and twinks and you.” 
 “No,” Lucas blurted. “I—” Oh, God, I really want to. But I can’t. I’m not afraid of the bar, don’t you see? I’m afraid of myself, of what would happen to me if I went. . . .

 “I just . . . can’t,” he whispered. 
 Cody’s mouth pursed, but his eyes were softer with . . . hurt? 
 “How about this?” Cody reached down, popping open Lucas’s fly. “You won’t let me take you to a club, but what if I touch you here, where it’s just us, here where it’s dark? Here where no one else would know? Want me to get you off? Right here?” 
 Lucas squeezed his eyes shut. He gritted his teeth around the yes that begged to escape. 
 “You do, don’t you?” He stroked over Lucas’s boxers, his fingers dipping inside the fly to dance along Lucas’s shaft. 
 Lucas made a sound that wasn’t quite agreement, but it sure as heck wasn’t the stop he’d been aiming for. 
 “Nope.” Cody withdrew his hand, a cruel smile glued in place. “Not gonna happen. I can live with you hating me afterward. But hell if I’m going to let you hate yourself.” 
 “I don’t . . .” 
 “You want me to give you a reason to be ashamed later. Want me to bully you into coming to the club or into fooling around so you can spend hours beating yourself up over it and assigning blame—” 
 “Told you. I won’t blame you. It’s what I’m in to—” 
 “No. Kink is a game you jerk off to later. And I get hella off on you begging me. You stretched out all open and soft. But you want a reason to hate yourself more. You want something you can assign yourself penance or whatever for so you can cope.” 
 “I can’t.” Lucas zipped up his fly with clumsy hands. “I can’t cope. I had a plan for my life. An idea how things would go. And this isn’t it.” 
 “Let me know when you figure it out.” Cody pushed by him, leaving him alone and clutching the scenery for balance. 
 How dare Cody presume to know his reasoning? To act like Lucas was some sheltered child afraid to jump off a rope swing into the unknown below? 
 Relief. He should be feeling relief. He’d stepped back from temptation. Instead, his eyes burned and the ice clogging his lungs shattered into a billion hot shards of regret. 
  


 Cody wasn’t drunk, which was a damn shame. Couple of tequila shots had loosened his muscles but hadn’t done a thing for his pounding head. And he needed a fucking merit badge for babysitting the kids from the show who had tagged along, all wide eyes and bad decisions waiting to happen. 
 He took a long sip of his beer and studied the crowd. Sanctuary attracted a very mixed, upscale crowd. It frequently made the list of best places to bring your straight friends—lots of tables and seating areas in the sprawling indoor/outdoor space that encompassed several bar areas. They hosted fun stuff like drag shows and go-go dancers, but they weren’t the meat market of some places. Lucas might have actually liked it. 
 Oh, fuck this. He had to stop thinking about Lucas. Who the fuck cared whether Lucas would have enjoyed a place he’d seemed determined to prejudge? Of-fucking-course Lucas couldn’t let his friends know he was messing around with Cody. Cody really shouldn’t care. After all, he had no desire to go around advertising it, but it still made his stomach hurt. 
 There was reason he usually went for the groupies and bottom boys who made no secret of who they were. He couldn’t stand being the dirty secret of closeted guys. His jaw tightened and he clenched his teeth. He wished he had a joint. He needed to chill the fuck out about Lucas, stop letting him mess with his head. He had no desire to follow Lucas’s stupid rules. It had been years since he’d tried to jump through someone else’s hoops and he wasn’t about to go back to it now. 
 The warm-up band was a group of software engineers who moonlighted as a punk band. They were smart—not trying to make music their main thing. They’d done college and had real jobs, and they all probably had cozy townhouses off in the valley. If they got a show like this, they got more money for equipment, maybe the chance to take some gigs farther away. Not so fucking broke like Cody—he’d had to count on the trust fund babies from Perfect Harmony coughing up cash at the door, eager to pay Sanctuary’s hella pricey drink charges. Ashley was covering his booze on an IOU. 
 But the band on stage was in it purely for fun and it showed in their performance—they were pitchy as hell on a Killers cover, but they put so much passion into it, Cody had to clap. 
 Couldn’t remember the last time he’d had fun like that. Hungry. He was always so damn hungry for the next thing. All the kids from the show were celebrating their night off, but all he could think about was next week. Getting one week closer to the live shows. What he could do different or better to get that edge. Even with a buzz on, his mind never let go of getting an edge, getting closer to the time when he’d earn more than even Urban Engine. Being able to reliably pay rent was one thing, but he wanted even more. Wanted to be too good for a place like this. Wanted his face on the iTunes charts, YouTube hits in the millions, not thousands. 
 A preppy kid from the show who looked like a J.Crew ad kept trying to chat up Cody, sucking up what little remained of his buzz. Cody couldn’t tell whether he was straight and nervous or queer and clueless, and he didn’t care enough to figure it out. He needed to direct him to the nearest guy with an appetite for virgin twink. Because it sure as fuck wasn’t Cody. 
 He was off virgins for good. Give him a guy who knew the score, who knew what he wanted, and who didn’t make any excuses. Problem was, his usual type wasn’t doing it for him. He blamed the show kids. Knocking him off his game. 
 The crowd roared as Urban Engine finally took the stage. A sympathetic twitch of adrenaline raced up Cody’s spine. Growing up, his grandmother had made him help clean house every Saturday. She’d always had the local oldies station on for her cleaning spree—the one day of the week when it wasn’t AM radio or one of the Christian stations. And every Saturday, Cody had polished the big, heavy maple mirror in the front entryway, singing along with the music, pretending he was being introduced to a crowd. Later, when the house had stopped being a home and he’d had his own music blasting in his ears on his iPod, he’d danced in front of the mirror, wondering what it might be like to be in a place like this—the press of the crowd, the music thrumming, the burn of cheap tequila, and guys checking him out, with subtle offers of something quick and easy. 
 He’d promised himself that his would be the name blaring over loudspeakers, and that he’d never again be ashamed of the kid in the mirror. He hadn’t looked this much like himself in weeks—silver eyeliner, leather pants, heavy studded belt, and his favorite mesh shirt. But he didn’t feel like himself at all—his skin felt too tight, his shirt felt itchy. Fuck Lucas for making tonight feel all wrong. 
 Or rather, don’t fuck Lucas. Across the bar, a little Goth twink gave Cody the look. Totally his usual type—fuckable, willing, and with a practiced gaze that made it clear he was looking for a quick hookup. But Cody’s stomach did a weird flip, rebelling as he headed that way. What. The. Fuck. Not like he had anything to be guilty over. He dodged around a crowd of college-aged guys jostling for space to order more shots. Goth boy smiled at him, blatant invitation in his brown eyes. 
 Brown. Not blue. Dark, floppy hair. Not blond curls. Okay, maybe his usual type had . . . shifted a bit. Still, no reason why he couldn’t have a little fun. Chase Lucas from his brain. A quick and easy blow job was exactly what he needed, and Goth boy looked more than eager to provide it. 
 Cody stopped several feet from him, letting the dude close the gap. Goth boy did, bounding up to him with an eager grin. 
 “You wanna take a walk with me?” It was Cody’s usual line, but it felt all wrong. His stomach flipped again, tequila and beer sloshing around with guilt and regret. 
 “Yeah,” the kid breathed out, his eyes wide, like Cody was even better than a backstage pass. 
 The adoration should have made Cody’s pulse speed up, but all it caused was another sour stomach cramp. He couldn’t do this. Suddenly, the sprawling club felt as claustrophobic as the tiny hotel bathroom he shared with Lucas. Lucas. He didn’t want to be thinking of Lucas right then, but he couldn’t shake the worries ruining his good time. Time to go.







 Chapter Eleven 

“We don’t belong here.” Trevor twirled the straw of his milk Wshake. 
 “Here? At the party?” Lucas kinda dug the setting for this week’s after party. The fifties-themed place featured red and black décor, giant burgers, and real milk shakes. The camera crews were grabbing “candid” footage of everyone relaxing, but luckily, they seemed content to leave Lucas and Trevor alone on the red stools at the end of a shiny Formica table. Fewer people had come to this event than last week’s—more people seemed to want to enjoy their one night off away from the cameras, or they only stayed long enough to grab food. 
 “No, not here.” Trevor looked at him ruefully across the table. “You belong anywhere grease makes up half the menu.” 
 “Guilty.” Lucas grabbed another fry, dipping it in ranch dressing. The way Ashley and Cody had him pounding out the miles on the treadmill, he wasn’t going to feel one bit guilty. And not like O’Malley and the rest were here to give him heck. “You mean you’re homesick?” 
 “Not exactly. We don’t belong here. In Hollywood.” Trevor made a face. Lucas knew Trevor avoided going back to his tiny town up by the South Dakota border at all costs, working most summers and breaks on campus in Austerity. 
 “You sad that you weren’t eliminated?” Lucas took a bite of his burger. A plate-sized burger and a huge basket of steak-cut fries that he didn’t have to pay for—he should be way happier. But it all turned to sawdust whenever he remembered his fight with Cody. No, he didn’t belong here. But heck if he knew where he did. 
 Trevor looked away and let out a long sigh. “I didn’t try to lose or anything, but . . . it feels weird. Being here without the rest of the group. And doesn’t it get to you how”—he made a weird wiggle of his hands—“casual everyone is here? Like about everything.” 
 “Ah.” Lucas had a feeling they were dancing around the issue of sex, but no way was he going to lead the conversation there. He had no more desire to confess his latest failings than he did to find glass in his burger. “Your group treating you okay?” 
 “It’s . . . weird.” Shoulders slumping, Trevor shredded his straw wrapper. 
 “How?” 
 “Like there are no rules. None. No one seems to be in charge—no one really runs rehearsal. And there are no group rules—they even drink at rehearsal. And I’m pretty sure two of the guys are sleeping with the same girl and none of them care.... I’m stupid, right? Letting it bug me?” 
 “Nah. You’re not stupid. Just, you know . . . ignore that. Be yourself.” Lucas gave his shoulder an awkward thump. Trevor had always been way more into rules and expectations than him. 
 “That’s just the thing . . . no one here knows us, you know? Like at home, everyone knows us. But here—” he waved his hands again—“here we can do anything. No one cares.” 

Oh, don’t I know it. A guilty prickle crept up Lucas’s neck. Now would be the perfect moment to confess how far he’d been pushing that envelope himself. But hell if he was opening up that discussion. He nodded, trying to look sympathetic, not guilty. Cody’s harsh words kept playing in his head, making his stomach clench. Here he was with a friend who was also gay, and he couldn’t find the courage to talk about all the gay things he’d been up to. I am so freaking messed up.

 “Like . . .” Trevor scrubbed his hands through his hair. “There’s this girl. In our group. Really, really nice girl. And I think she’s, you know . . . in to me. And I need to tell her . . . something. But how?” 
 “You mean let her down easy? Or you mean you like her back?” Lucas totally sucked at these sorts of conversations. He’d stammered his way through a few awkward talks with his brother back in high school, but mostly he tried to avoid it. He missed Winston. Winston would know what to say to Trevor. And Winston sure as heck knew more about girls than either of them. 
 “I wish I liked her back. So bad.” Trevor put his face in his hands. 
 “You mean you wish you weren’t . . .” He trailed off. Jesus. He couldn’t even say the word in a diner filled with people who wouldn’t care. You’d get it up for girls if you could. He swore he could hear Cody’s bitter laugh echoing through the diner. 
 “Every. Single. Minute.” Trevor’s eyes went wide. “Don’t you?” 
 “I . . . don’t know.” I really don’t.

 “I need to tell her. She’s . . . sweet. But . . . I’ve never done it before. Never had to tell someone. I mean, I just showed up for the first GSA meeting and you all kinda knew, and then . . .” 
 Lucas got it. It was the way things worked on a campus of eight hundred students—especially one where the gay-straight alliance was less than five years old. And where all incoming freshmen were encouraged to sign the purity pledge. Yeah. Everyone knew everyone else’s business—sometimes even before the person himself. 
 “You still haven’t told your folks?” 
 “No. Not until after Christmas. Pack up the last of my stuff. Let them mail the last tuition check, then tell them. I mean, I want to tell them. Lying sucks.” 
 “You’re still so sure they’re going to disown you? I mean, things are changing.” 
 “Changing? In my town?” Trevor shook his head. “When they repealed Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, my dad said it was better to have a soldier die honorably than die gay. I had to leave the room. So, yeah, I’m pretty sure. Not everyone gets a cake like you.” 
 “It was pie. But yeah, my mom is pretty awesome.” Day after he’d finally gotten the courage to tell his folks, his mom had made him all his favorites for dinner—chicken pot pie, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob, and a big apple pie. 
 “Too bad she can’t adopt me.” Trevor picked at his sandwich. 
 “You could call her,” Lucas offered. “Or e-mail. Ask her what to do about the girl thing. She’d get a kick out of hearing from you.” 
 “I know what I should do.” Trevor’s face fell, his muscles drooping as if he couldn’t hold up the weight of expectations. “And it’s like . . . it shouldn’t even be a big deal, right? None of my new group will care. And half of them have probably already guessed. But it’s just . . . three words I can’t get out.” 
 “Too bad you don’t have a boyfriend.” Lucas built a tower out of his remaining fries, wishing he had something practical to offer. But instead, all he had was his own worries of the last week pushing up against his throat. 
 “What?” Trevor gave him a look, like Lucas had suggested he go to rehearsal in his boxer shorts. 
 “You know. Let her see you text someone or hold hands and she’d guess.” Crap. Was he seriously giving Trevor advice on how to be more visibly gay? Really?

 “A boyfriend . . .” Trevor tilted his head, eyeing Lucas intently. Lucas had to flick a fry at him to break the strange vibe. 
 “I don’t mean getting a real one. Stick to the same rules as back home. Just something to tip her off without you needing a big confessional. We should have gone with the group to the gay bar. Then maybe she’d guess.” Lucas smiled, trying to cover the thumping in his chest. Like you’re sticking to the rules? Like you’d have the courage to do what you’re telling Trevor to do? Chicken shit. You can’t go to the bar when Cody asks, but you’d send your best friend?

 “No bars.” Trevor looked around, then lowered his voice. “I’ve been to one. In Des Moines. Don’t judge.” 
 “Of course. No judging.” Lucas held up his hands. 
 “It was . . .” Trevor looked away again. “Let’s just say, I don’t do well with temptation. It’s like they tell all the freshmen at orientation every year—surround yourself with others who share your values or else it’s too easy. . . . Promise not to laugh?” 
 Lucas nodded. He and temptation were pretty much BFFs right now. 
 “I put Net Nanny on my laptop. Had Alex set the password. Stopped any . . . bad habits.” 
 “Oh.” Lucas gulped. He’d tried that back in freshman year, setting all his browsers to safe search, and only lasted a week before he was back browsing tumblr. for guys who liked to show off on camera. 
 “But, the longer I stay here, the sillier doing stuff like that seems.” 
 “You know, I kinda made my peace with porn. In moderation. I figure if it keeps me from a bigger sin . . .” Keeping his voice low, he drifted off as he shrugged. “You gotta find the temptation you can live with, you know?” 
 “Yeah.” Trevor’s eyes went wide. His straw wrapper a pile of shards, Trevor had started in on the napkin now. “’Course you’d know about living with temptation. You’re living with the poster boy for gay LA. His Grindr profile probably has even more hits than his YouTube videos.” 
 Lucas raised both eyebrows. He’d viewed the videos himself of course. No way had he been able to resist. And Trevor wasn’t kidding—watching Cody sing shirtless had darn near killed Lucas. Cody had a series of videos set in a small, dimly lit room, with him crouched in front of a Webcam. It felt slightly dirty—like spying on him as he got ready for bed. 
 Of course, now that Lucas had seen Cody get ready for bed, his mind added in missing details, giving the whole experience a soundtrack and providing fuel for new fantasies. But unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one. There were plenty of comments from guys and girls, some offering pretty creative favors. He’d read the comment pages, forcing himself to remember that whatever intimacy he felt with Cody was fake, as much an illusion as the videos. 
 “Is he really on Grindr?” The question burst out before Lucas could swallow it back. 
 “What? I don’t use Grindr. I mean, I know what it is . . . I mean . . .” Trevor held up his hands. “I might need to cancel my phone data plan if I stay in LA any longer.” 
 Almost choking on a fry, Lucas could only nod. Am I that bad? Running from myself?

 “But dude, how do you put up with it? Him just right there? All. The. Time. Must be hell. I mean, assuming you’re into guys like that.” 
 Lucas made a sound not unlike a dying squirrel. Never, in three-plus years of friendship, had they discussed what kind of guys they dug. They’d discussed what waiting for marriage meant. They’d discussed equal rights. They’d discussed how to avoid temptation. But their type of dude? Never. 

You want to get fucked and you hate them knowing it. Okay. Cody might have a point. A little tiny point. Lucas was more comfortable filling out petitions and passing out rainbow fish stickers than admiring hot guys with his friends. 
 “Eh. It’s not bad.” He shrugged. He had to look down at his drink because he knew the lie was probably all over his face. “You know what we need?” 
 “Yeah?” Trevor’s voice brightened for the first time all night. 
 “A distraction.” If they talked about this stuff any longer, it was possible Lucas’s head might pop off. 
 “Oh, yeah.” Trevor leaned forward, his hand almost touching Lucas’s. “I’m so down with that.” 
 “How about we go to your room?” 
 “Sure.” Trevor’s cheeks got pinker. He pushed a hand through his hair, ruffling it up even worse. He stood, his eyes darting around the room. A group of people from the show were huddled near the double glass doors. Another shuttle back to the hotel must be leaving soon. 
 “Helping each other out is—” 
 “You still got Skyrim on your computer, or you block that, too?” He clapped Trevor on the back. A good, distracting quest was exactly what both of them needed. 
 “Oh. Uh.” Trevor coughed. “Yeah. We can do that. Sure. You can stay as late as you want. My roomie probably won’t be back till late.” 

Thanks for the reminder. Lucas tried not to picture what Cody and the others were getting up to at the club. Was Cody dancing with someone right this moment? Was he drunk? Was he relieved Lucas wasn’t there, cramping his style? Mad that he couldn’t take someone home . . . oh, God. He wouldn’t, right? His gut twisted, making him regret every bite of dinner. 
  


 It wasn’t even midnight when Cody punched the elevator button for his floor. Any buzz had long since worn off. Hell of a Saturday night. Cody might as well purchase a halo and shine it up to match Lucas’s. 
 Especially since he’d helped Ashley play Good Samaritan for two of the kids from the show who had gotten completely wasted and tried to start trouble. Bundling them back to the hotel had been a treat. At least he only smelled of puke—Ashley had gotten a Technicolor bath from one of the kids and a grope from another. 
 Still Cody felt gross and sticky and in desperate need of a shower. And Lucas. Oh no you don’t. Leaning his head back against the cool metal of the elevator, he sighed, giving up. He wanted him. Damn it. He’d rolled an apology around in his head the whole way back to the hotel, the words as unfamiliar to him as hard liquor was to the dumb idiots outside puking their guts out. 
 The room was dark when he opened the door. Entering the room quietly, he kicked off his shoes. Of course choirboy was already asleep. He’d probably been back for hours. Bastard. Cody pulled his shirt off, careful not to jingle his necklace. Debating whether or not the shower would wake Lucas up, he undid his belt. Clink. Damn thing was too noisy. 
 He looked over at the lump of covers. His chest squeezed, a tighter, warmer feeling than the freaky stuff his stomach had been doing earlier. Hated that he’d come back even hornier than he’d left. Not even drunk. Just pissed. 
 He sighed, his breath rushing past all the tight places in his chest. His hands felt clumsy—not able to hold on to his belt, let alone his anger. It’s not Lucas you should be angry with.

 “I’m sorry,” he whispered. There—that wasn’t so hard. The lump on the bed didn’t respond. He went farther into the room. “I was a jerk earlier.” 
 He leaned over, wanting to kiss Lucas awake. . . . 
 But came away with only air. No Lucas. Just a couple of duffel bags and a wadded-up lump of clothes. Well, fuck you very much, too.

  


 Lucas had no idea whether to feel relief or dread when he came into his room and found the lights on, the shower running, and Cody’s clothes all over the floor. Only Cody’s clothes. Thank God. Lucas would be scurrying back to Trevor’s room if there was any chance of Cody having a guest in the shower. The bathroom door was half-open and it would be so very easy to slip in there. 
 A bolder guy, one less conflicted, would strip bare, step under the warm spray with Cody, soap him up . . . 
 But Lucas wasn’t that guy. And he was pretty sure they weren’t speaking right now, so chances were good Cody would push him out of the shower, leaving him shivering and alone. Trying to hurry before Cody got done, Lucas stripped down to his shorts and T-shirt and dove under the covers. 
 He didn’t have a chance to feign sleep before Cody emerged wearing a loose pair of athletic shorts and nothing else. Darn. No towel.

 “So what? Your little prayer meeting get done early? Work out all the . . . kinks in your little soul?” Cody flipped off the overhead light, leaving the room illuminated by the two bedside lamps. 
 “What. The. Hell?” Lucas sat up, the covers pooling in his lap. “Are you seriously jealous?” 
 “Me? Jealous?” Cody’s laugh was a cold, brittle dart to Lucas’s chest. “I’d have to give a care first.” 
 “And you don’t?” Lucas’s voice came out frozen, burning his throat. 
 “Think you know the answer to that.” Cody flopped onto his bed. “But you can always pray about it.” 
 Well, this sure as heck wasn’t the conversation he’d thought they would have tonight. But because Cody had brought it up . . . “You want to tell me what exactly your issue is with Christians?” 
 “Besides spending eighteen years fending off different groups that wanted to save me? Listening to my grandma praise God even as he failed her over and over? Watching hypocrites take her money every week?” 
 “I’m sorry.” Lucas didn’t know what else to say. “I don’t believe—” 
 “I know. You people”—he pointed at Lucas’s crucifix necklace, his eyes going fiery—“always have an excuse. You’re not that kind of religious. But you all use your god as a fucking shield. A keep-away sign.” 
 Lucas sat back, feeling a little defensive but a lot curious about what the heck had happened to make Cody feel this way. “I am sorry. Sorry that some Christians messed up your childhood.” 
 “Hmph. That didn’t mess up my childhood. Sixteen-year-old meth head who left me with her mom—she messed up my childhood. The church just iced the shit cake of my life.” 
 “Look, I’m not judging you.” 
 Cody snorted, but he made a go-on gesture with his hand. 
 “I’m not. My dad’s written entire books on how messed up some churches are, so I get it. But there are also plenty who do good things. And I’m sorry you and your grandma didn’t have a better one.” He wished he had the right words for dealing with this side of Cody. His I-don’t-give-a-crap attitude had a crack, and Lucas’s hands felt warm—like he wanted to find Cody’s broken places and seal them back up. 
 “You don’t know fuck all about us.” Cody looked away, his face shutting down and going somewhere Lucas couldn’t follow. 
 “Tell me.” His chest twisted. 
 “Not much to tell.” Cody turned away, talking at the curtains instead of Lucas. “Whole last two years of high school, my grandma didn’t speak to me. We lived in the same house and she did my laundry, kept food in front of me, and she sure as hell prayed over me. But she didn’t talk.” 
 “Because she found out you were gay?” 
 Cody’s silence was answer enough. Lucas had never been more grateful for his own coming-out experience. Plenty of times he’d wished his folks had talked less. There had been hours and hours of talking that first year. Then his dad had started his book and his mom had had some articles published in her psychology journals, and there had been even more talking. Questions. Plans. So many times Lucas had just wanted to hide in his room but hadn’t been able. Cody reminded him why he was damn lucky to have his folks. 
 “That sucks, man. I’m sorry—” 
 “Don’t be. Don’t want your pity.” Cody rolled over, a hardness in his eyes that warned Lucas off. “Better I figured it out than to spend years hoping she’d come around. Because I get what you and your friends say about tolerance—but that’s not reality. Reality is churches—all churches—trying to sell people on becoming what they’re not.” He raised his chin. “I am what I am. Not gonna pretend. Not for her. Not for anyone.” 
 Lucas’s gut ached like he’d been punched. 
 “I’m not . . .” His throat closed around the lie. “Look, I’m trying to figure some stuff out lately. But I’m not going to pretend either. This is who I am.” Liar. Liar. Liar. His brain went off like a deranged parrot. This whole thing with Cody was all about pretending on both their parts. And when they tried to get real? Like earlier? Everything turned ugly and left them in this bitter, awkward place. 
 “I respect you sticking to your . . . whatever tonight. I don’t understand it, but I do get it.” Cody’s pauses were heavy with resignation. He leaned against the wall, seeming deflated. He looked more unsure than Lucas had ever seen him. “It’s just . . . I don’t want you telling yourself that I’m forcing you to sin or whatever. That I’m forcing you to fuck around—like I’m . . . I don’t know, mind raping you or something.” 
 “God, no.” Lucas sat up. “That’s what you were all upset about?” 
 “Maybe.” Cody looked relieved, his muscles loosening, the familiar crooked grin returning. “Because I’m happy to be your... live porn or whatever. But I’m not going to have you telling yourself the little games are real—that you don’t have a choice.” 
 Lucas didn’t want Cody’s respect. Not with the games he was playing in his head, knowing he’d atone later, back home. And he could defend his church and his parents and their openness, but the truth was, they would never be okay with someone like Cody. He only had to look as far as Trevor’s horrified awe to see how things would go down. Tolerant, yes, but they wouldn’t be exactly “welcome, ye tattooed, promiscuous atheists.” 
 What he really hated, though, was the vulnerable look on Cody’s face. Cody’s eyes were glassy and unfocused, like he was seeing some face other than Lucas’s in front of him. 
 “That’s happened?” 
 “Once.” Cody scowled. “When I still lived at ho—my grandma’s house. Guy from school who wanted to lie to himself. Told people I made him gay.” 
 “You didn’t. He was an idiot.” Lucas knew that type—the ones with friends who believed gay was a disease they could catch. “And probably scared.” 
 He let the word hang between them—a gap between whatever walls Cody threw up and a shimmering truth Lucas didn’t know if he had the courage to reach for. It wasn’t only this other guy he was talking about. He’d let his own fears get the better of him. 
 “Big baby.” Cody smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes, which held deep pools of uncertainty. 
 “I’m sorry I didn’t come out tonight.” It was as close to the truth as Lucas could inch. 
 “It’s no biggie.” Cody waved off the apology. 
 “You really don’t care?” Lucas whispered. 
 “No,” Cody lied. It was there in his clenched hands and pale skin and darting eyes. Lucas’s chest got warmer as he drew courage from the truth Cody didn’t want to reveal. 
 “Not at all?” It was strange, being the one pushing. But something new and kind of scary gripped him, made him bolder. 
 “I care about winning.” Cody crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling. “And you not being too pissed to help us.” 
 “You know I’ll help. Listen, I’m sorry if I hurt your—” 
 “The fuck? I know your mom’s a shrink, but that doesn’t give you permission to go crawling around in my head.” 

Bingo. Lucas smiled, which just made Cody frown even more. He bounded out of bed, landing next to Lucas with a bed-rattling thud. 
 “What about you? Do I scare you?” He crowded Lucas back against the pillows, but Lucas didn’t shrink from his menacing look. 
 “You care,” he said, right into Cody’s face. “And no—you don’t scare me. At least not in a bad way.” 
 “What about the good way?” Cody straddled his lap, pushing Lucas backward slightly. 
 Lucas knew what Cody was doing—coming on to him so he wouldn’t have to talk about things anymore. As down as Lucas was with the not talking plan, he knew he should shut him down. But for all the swagger in his voice, Cody’s face was still uncertain. 
 “You’re the kink whisperer, right? Haven’t you figured out that’s what turns my crank?” Lucas couldn’t believe he was admitting that. Maybe he needed distraction as much as Cody. Or maybe Cody needed his honesty and Lucas needed . . . he had no idea. 
 “I figured out what gets you off. And I’m all about scaring you in the good way and you begging me. I just . . . it needs to be a game.” The hungry, almost desperate look in Cody’s eyes made Lucas’s dick throb and his brain go pleasantly numb. 

For you. Lucas nodded. Cody needed the security of knowing this was a game, needed to know Lucas wasn’t going to hurt him with wild accusations, needed to know he was in charge. Seeing this other side of Cody, the vulnerable one, the one he could actually hurt—suddenly things were way more real. His chest hurt with the force of his heart pounding. 
 This was dangerous—a far cry from rubbing one out together. Ever since the kiss in the bathroom, Lucas had made a point to avoid kissing Cody. Kissing was a slippery slope. And this? Cody’s ass against his dick? His breath warm on Lucas’s face? This was a freaking mudslide toward places Lucas knew he probably shouldn’t go. 
 But desperately wanted to. 
 “Tell me about this good scare. What does it do for you?” The calculated seduction in Cody’s tone worked as swiftly as truth serum, loosening Lucas’s tongue. 
 “I like it when you make me feel out of control. Let me resist and resist until I don’t have anything left to cling to and then I’m begging for it and you hold out on me. . . .” He trailed off, his face getting too hot to continue. 
 “Oh, keep going.” Cody worked a hand under Lucas’s T-shirt, spreading his palm wide against Lucas’s stomach. “I need details. Choreography. Tell me your favorite fantasy.” 
 Lucas closed his eyes and let the warmth of Cody’s hand press him down. 
 “I want . . .” His voice sounded far away. He closed his eyes. “My hands tied. Begging for it. Begging and begging and going nuts. Having to watch a guy fuck himself. Wishing it were me.” Once freed, the words tumbled out. “Or being held down. Fucked. Not being able to move. Only able to beg for more.” 
 Cody silenced him with a kiss, a slow slide of lips like Lucas had been dreaming about all week. Cody licked his way into Lucas’s mouth. While he’d talked, want had risen up in Lucas, and now it felt like Cody was drinking all that down, taking in everything Lucas had kept repressed and then giving back some of his own secrets with the power of the kiss. 
 “Fuck.” Lucas breathed the word out, his lips moving against Cody’s. 
 “Stealing my lines.” Cody laughed. “Want me to show you what it’s like?” He moved against Lucas, his dick rubbing alongside his through their pants. 
 “Um.” Lucas’s voice cracked, a high note as far out of his range as what Cody was proposing. His limits were slipping and sliding until he wasn’t sure where his line lay. 
 “I don’t mean fucking.” Cody leaned in and licked his neck. “You can stay a virgin.” An unspoken for now hung heavy between them. “But I can give you a . . . preview.” 
 “Oh.” A thousand scenarios flashed in Lucas’s head, each dirtier than the last. This was it—the moment when he could suggest that they do the jerking off thing instead. The air in the room felt thicker and laced with Cody’s citrus and musk scent. Who’s going to know? What’s the harm of making out a little? Pushing those boundaries a bit more?

 “Want that?” Cody reached down, grabbing the side of Lucas’s ass and squeezing hard. 
 Lucas nodded. Yeah, he wanted this. A thousand thoughts rushing through his head, but it all came down to one thought: What if this is my only chance? Embellish had been the last safe group announced tonight, meaning chances were high they’d be eliminated next. He’d be facing a long, lonely fall. Heck, he’d be facing the rest of his real life never knowing what Cody’s skin felt like, what his dick felt like sliding against his own. He stretched up to meet Cody’s searching lips. 
 “Want me to go against you?” Cody rocked against Lucas, a hard, dirty grind. 
 “Uh . . .” Whatever he was going to say got lost as Cody shoved his shirt upward. He liked Cody being the naked one far more—in high school, Lucas had set land speed records for changing in locker rooms and always wore a shirt to swim. Even after Winston had introduced him to lifting, he didn’t like walking around shirtless. 
 But then their bare chests collided, and his sound of protest turned into a moan. 
 “You keep thinking about it.” Cody’s laugh was a wicked thing, a tickle that went straight to Lucas’s dick. He ran his hands down Lucas’s chest. “But swear to . . . whatever, if I don’t touch you, I’m going to go nuts.” 
 “Yeah.” His hands were still tangled in his T-shirt. Instead of pulling them free, he twisted them further and stretched, arching against Cody. 
 “Oh yeah.” Cody reached up and twisted the shirt tighter. “I dig it. You stay just like that.” 
 He sat up, still rocking against Lucas’s dick, a slow, sure grind. 
 “Yes. Now.” Lucas arched up, trying to prolong the pressure in his dick. 
 “Now what?” Cody raised an eyebrow, peering down at Lucas with careful disinterest. 
 He couldn’t speak—words battled between what he really wanted and what he could let himself have, and silence hung heavy between them. Cody traced Lucas’s jaw with his thumb. 
 “You continue to work that out.” He wiggled off Lucas, pulling off his pants. Cody grinned, whatever tenderness he’d had a moment ago discarded like his pants, which landed on the floor. His body was a work of modern art—all lean angles broken up by the colorful splotches of his tattoos. His chest was almost hairless, but the thicker trail on his stomach led to a closely cropped patch of hair surrounding his long cock. Its plump, cut head made saliva gather in Lucas’s mouth. He wanted to lick the drops of pre-cum leaking out the slit. 
 Cody shifted so his ass was mere inches away—like the rest of him, it was lean. Firm. Perfect. 
 “Commando again?” He swallowed hard. “Dude, you really need to do laundry.” 
 “You offering? Want me to grab some quarters right now?” Cody bounded off the bed. 
 “Heck no.” 
 “No, no, I think this is a terrific idea. You can wash all my delicates. Read the labels for me. I’ll stay here. Get off. And get clean clothes.” Cody rubbed his hands together, his cock jiggling in front of him. 
 “Asshole.” 
 “Yes.” Cody stuck his tongue out with an exaggerated Mick Jagger leer. “And you love it.” 
  



God. There was nothing, nothing like the rush of making Lucas do things. Cody took his time riffling through his nightstand drawer, drawing out the tension and watching Lucas squirm. 
 He needed this power trip to recover from his emotional word vomit fest. He didn’t blame Lucas for looking at him like he was insane—he’d gone all Kanye crazy about stupid crap he tried never to think about. His throat burned and his eyes itched. He was allergic to his past. 
 Finding what he’d been looking for in the nightstand, he took a deep breath. This was the best way to release all his jangling nerves. Wasn’t gonna screw it up by letting his brain fuck with him anymore. Thinking too much about the past was a sure ticket to crazy town. Instead, he held Lucas’s eyes for a long beat, making sure he was back in the needy place. Then he tossed the shiny bottle on the bed, hitting Lucas’s stomach. 
 He seriously didn’t get what Lucas’s hang-up was with his weight. He always wore undershirts under his shirts and acted like a skittish puppy when he got undressed. But Cody liked his solid bulk, liked pressing against him. 
 “Uh?” Lucas made a low sound as he looked down at the bottle. 
 “What?” He played dumb. Let Lucas think he had more planned, and watched the play of emotions across Lucas’s face—longing, fear, uncertainty, want. “Don’t you ever like something slick? Something better than spit to rub off with?” 
 “Lotion a few times.” Lucas went red. Cody’s blood pumped harder. He loved getting Lucas to confess stuff. “But it stung. Like soap.” 
 “And the condom-and-lube aisle is off-limits to you?” 
 Lucas shifted uncomfortably, and Cody took the opportunity to undo his pants, yanking them down Lucas’s hips. Lucas’s dick sprang up, tip already damp—with his loose foreskin, he probably didn’t need slick as much as Cody, but it was still going to be fun showing him. 
 “You know, if your group really wants to promote abstinence, you should be having monthly field trips to the nearest adult shop. Dildos, lube, and fleshlights for everyone. Boyfriend in a box.” 
 “I’ll bring it up.” Lucas’s mouth twisted, like the joke hurt a little. Good. He needed to learn to lighten up more. Cody liked the side of Lucas that had a sense of humor way more than the righteous indignation he sometimes affected. “But I think some of them are planning on never having actual sex.” 
 “Like never do anal? Even if they get married?” 
 “Yeah. Some guys think that’s the sin—everything else is okay in a relationship, but no . . . butt stuff.” 
 “Butt stuff?” Cody ran a hand up Lucas’s thighs, dipping between his legs. “Ass play, you mean? Darn shame to miss out on that.” Cody could get fucking not being someone’s favorite thing—his own was getting blown. Easier. None of the complicated expectations that sometimes came with fucking. But when the vibe was right? Yeah, nothing quite like having a willing guy under him, especially a big beefy one like Lucas. 
 “You . . . own that stuff ?” 
 “What? A dildo? Why? You want to see?” 
 “Here? You have sex toys here? But you had a roommate!” 
 Cody had to laugh at the righteous indignation in Lucas’s voice. The horror. Oh noes! A dildo! “Who didn’t follow me into the shower.” 
 “I might want to see that.” Lucas went pink. 

Oh yeah. Rewarding Lucas’s admission, Cody straddled his thighs again. He ran his hands up Lucas’s chest. 
 “But I thought . . . you don’t bottom?” Lucas’s cheeks got even rosier. 
 “Liking a little pressure on my gland isn’t the same thing as bending over for someone.” Cody shrugged. It wasn’t that he never bottomed. He was just darn picky about the who and when. “Why? You like the idea of fucking someone?” 
 “Maybe.” Lucas looked across the room at the closed curtains. 
 “Or you wanna get fucked more? Don’t tell me you’ve seriously never used a toy?” Cody flicked his thumbs over Lucas’s nipples. Lucas looked way too needy every time he mentioned getting fucked not to have tried something on himself. 
 “Not . . . something purchased.” Lucas’s face was nearly purple now, and Cody choked back another laugh. 
 “You know, produce and hairbrush handles will only get you so far. I’m gonna have to introduce you to the good stuff.” He leaned down, his knees digging into the mattress, and licked Lucas’s nipple, biting lightly. 
 Lucas moaned, a low, greedy sound. 
 Dick throbbing, Cody reached for the lube bottle. “This stuff’s amazing. It’s from a sex shop in West Hollywood. Expensive as hell, but way better than anything you can get at a big-box store.” 
 He sat up, giving Lucas a little show as he smoothed some over his cock. The cool lube quickly turned warm from the heat of his palm. “You wanna see?” 
 “Yeah,” Lucas whispered. “Please.” 
 Cody drizzled more into his hand, then spread it over Lucas’s cock. 
 “Oh. My. God.” Lucas’s dick pulsed, and Cody tightened his grip. 
 “You better not come yet.” He tried to look stern as he loomed over Lucas, letting his dick rub along Lucas’s stomach. The lube turned Lucas’s trail of hair into a pleasing tickle. He slid back and forth while working a hand between them to stroke Lucas slowly. “You like that?” 
 “Oh yeah.” Lucas bit his lip hard enough to turn the skin white. “More.” 
 “More what?” Cody kept up the slow grind. His wrist ached from the weird angle and the sheets were rubbing on his knees, but he didn’t care. 
 Lucas took forever to answer, worrying his lip back and forth. “Kiss me.” 
 “Oh yeah.” Cody bent forward, taking his time, brushing his lips back and forth over Lucas’s until Lucas arched up against him. Then he took Lucas’s mouth, pushing his tongue in and fucking his mouth, matching the rhythm of his thrusts against Lucas’s stomach. Releasing Lucas’s dick, he worked a hand under him, squeezing his plump ass. In response, Lucas sucked hard on Cody’s tongue. Oh. Hell. Yeah.

 Lucas took frantic breaths in between kisses. Oh yes. He had to be close. Their eyes met. Held. Lucas looked up at him like Cody held the key to the fucking universe. It wasn’t just sex in his eyes—there was something else there, something that made Cody’s own need back off a little under its weight. Lucas saw too damn much. Wanted too much. Made Cody want stupid things. 
 He broke the kiss, rolling off Lucas. “Flip over.” He smacked Lucas’s thigh. “Want to show you something else.” 
 Lucas tugged his hands free of the shirt, then rolled onto his side. His dick still bobbed above his belly, but his back tensed up and his ass clenched as Cody ran a hand down his side. 
 “Hey.” Cody dropped a kiss against his neck. Damn. It. He’d made Lucas roll so he could stop feeling so damn much and instead new stuff bubbled up. Tenderness he’d rather not feel but couldn’t seem to stop. “I told you, we’re not fucking. Just want to show you a different way to go. Closer to the real deal.” 
 He shifted, sliding his dick between Lucas’s meaty thighs. Lucas tensed more, his butt and back stiffening against Cody’s chest. 
 “Sssh. I’m not going to hurt you.” Something caught inside Cody’s chest. He hurt. He stroked Lucas’s side, trying to loosen him up. “Is that what you’re worried about? That fucking will hurt?” 
 “Maybe a little.” 
 “It shouldn’t. Not if you’re with someone who knows what he’s doing—takes the time to get you all ready. Get you all soft and open and begging for it—exactly like you talk about wanting.” 
 Cody hated him already—the nameless, faceless bastard who would get to be Lucas’s first, who would get to see Lucas’s face as he slid home. . . . 
 “Yeah.” Lucas’s exhalation was soft and he relaxed into Cody. “Was that what your first time was like?” 
 “No.” Cody shut him up with a sharp bite on the shoulder. He should know better than to romanticize another virgin; that was part of what he didn’t get about Lucas’s vow. Two virgins were a fucking recipe for disaster. Almost as big a mistake as letting an older guy at a club be Cody’s second try. That was when he’d figured out that he liked being the one in charge far more. 
 “I’m sorry,” Lucas whispered. 
 Cody bit him again, just enough to make him whimper. Lucas’s pity was the worst thing in the world. Made him feel all empty and raw. Made this less of a game and more . . . Cody didn’t know what the fuck, but he knew he didn’t like it. Didn’t want it. Didn’t need it. He rocked against Lucas, sliding against the hard muscles of his thighs, bumping against the soft sac of his balls. This. He needed this. Only this. 
 “Oh fuuuck,” Lucas moaned. 
 “You like that?” Cody slipped back onto familiar territory. “Want more?” 
 “Yes.” Lucas pushed back, arching his chest and torso away from Cody. Using an arm to pin Lucas, Cody kept them plastered together. 
 “I’m not sure.” Cody ran a hand down Lucas’s chest, stopping short of his cock and running it back up again, a slow tease. The angle made it easy to tease and hard to thrust as much as Cody’s cock was demanding. 
 “No. Want it.” Lucas’s head fell against Cody’s. “Please.” 
 “Mmm.” He stroked all around Lucas’s patch of hair, still not touching his shaft. “Maybe I’ll just go this way. Let you wait.” 
 “Please.” Lucas’s moans dropped lower, but his voice spread out all thin and needy, and it hit Cody like a double shot of Patrón. “I want to come.” 
 “Yeah.” Cody pulled Lucas’s hip closer. “If we were really fucking, I’d make you wait until I shot, then suck you off.” 
 “Yeah. You . . .” He felt Lucas swallow against him. 
 “Like that idea, huh?” He stroked lower, brushing Lucas’s dick, but dipping beneath it to touch his own. Lucas moaned and tried to bump his hand. Removing his hand, he shifted the angle, pulling on Lucas’s ass until his cock slid along the crack. “Squeeze me tighter, baby. Let me show you more.” 
 “Yes.” Lucas’s ass gripped him tighter and tensed his thighs, giving Cody a nice slick channel to thrust in. So much for fucking being his second favorite thing—he’d deal with laryngitis for a week if it meant he could fuck Lucas for real. Wouldn’t take much. Little more lube. Shift of his hips. And Lucas was totally ramped up enough to say yes. 
 Which was why Cody didn’t ask. Instead, he rode that spot, taking in all Lucas’s moans and gasps. He rolled them a bit so Lucas could rub on the bed—Cody wanted to push him more, make him demand Cody get him off. 
 “You know, some guys can get off just from fucking.” That got a long, shuddery moan from Lucas. “Think you could? No hand on your dick. Just me nailing that spot inside—over and over.” 
 “Don’t. Know.” 
 “I wouldn’t let you come otherwise.” Hell yes. Cody’s thrusts picked up as the fantasy unspooled. “Tell you that you had to take it. Make you come when I said.” 
 “Please.” 
 “More. Tell me what you’d say.” He’d gotten Lucas to say it the other night, and the words had been enough to tip him over. 
 “Fuck me.” The words rumbled deep, like they came from some hidden place in Lucas’s chest, but once freed, others followed. “Fuck me. Please. Want you.” 
 That did it. Cody snapped his hips faster and snaked a hand under Lucas, finding his leaking dick. Damn. Way too cramped to play like he wanted, but it didn’t matter because Lucas was coming undone—bucking against Cody and making all sorts of needy now-please-now noises. 
 “Gotta ask me if you want to come.” Cody tightened his grip, letting Lucas rock through his lube-slick fist. 
 “Please.” One of Lucas’s hands twisted the sheet, pulling it loose from the corner of the bed. His other hand came around, grabbing Cody’s side. “More.” His whole body tensed, muscular thighs dragging against Cody’s dick, giving him slick friction to rub into. “Get me off.” 
 Nipping at his neck and shoulders, Cody gave him what he wanted, plastering himself to Lucas’s back. The heavy press of their bodies hampered his hand’s range of motion. His quads burned, but all he cared about was coaxing more sounds from Lucas, more full-body shudders, more pleas. 
 Lucas went first. The sudden slickness filling Cody’s hand did him in and he came, too, burying a moan against Lucas’s neck as he came in a rush, hips jerking against Lucas’s ass. Gradually, he gentled his mouth, shifting the bite to a series of soft kisses. He felt burned; the sweat cooling on his back was almost too much sensation. Moving wasn’t happening, but he did free his hand, wiping it on the sheets. Damn. They’d wrecked the bed. 

We can sleep in mine. The words were right there, but he didn’t voice them. He was hardly picky, having crashed on sofas and futons and mattresses on the floor for years, but sleeping next to Lucas seemed different. Made his nerves jangle, like he was about to go on stage. 
 “We should shower,” he said instead. He still didn’t move, shifting just enough to make sure he wasn’t crushing Lucas. 
 “Yeah,” Lucas said sleepily. “Cody . . .” 
 “Yeah?” 
 Lucas sighed deeply, happy snuffling noises. Cody figured he’d gone to sleep for real and let himself drift, too. 
 “I wanted this.” Lucas’s voice was soft, but he reached over and squeezed Cody’s thigh with a meaty grip. “I mean I want this. But it scares the crap out of me to want it so much.” 
 Something went liquid inside Cody’s chest. Cody had never understood the confessional urge some people felt postfucking. Usually irritated the crap out of him and killed any urge for a repeat. But instead of looking for an exit, he stroked Lucas’s side. Cody’s stomach burned. Now he felt like total shit for going off on Lucas earlier. Poor, scared baby lion.

 “Look . . .” Cody took a deep breath. He’d never said this before. Never even felt tempted. “I’m no good at the boyfriend thing. Not gonna be your picket-fence prince of whatever. But . . . I want to be with you while you’re here.” He waited, holding his breath. He really had no effing clue what he was doing here. Wasn’t like he and Lucas had any sort of future—Lucas didn’t have long-term music plans any more than Cody had long-term relationship plans. Hell, Cody didn’t even have next-week plans. All he had was win-the-show plans. And Lucas. And as long as he still had one, he wasn’t going to let go of the other. 
 “I . . . thanks.” Lucas scratched behind his ear. “I’m not looking for whatever right now. Still figuring my stuff out, but . . . I’m not going to freak out if you touch me in public or people figure it out. Much.” He didn’t sound any too sure. “I want to stop hiding from myself.” 
 “So you said.” Cody nuzzled in for another kiss. And no matter what Lucas said now in his postcome happy stupor, he’d be regretting it once he got dirty looks—or worse—from his friends. But right now, all he wanted was another minute here, holding Lucas. If Lucas wanted to find himself, Cody wanted to help draw the map. 






 Part Three: Chart Toppers Week 

Perfect Harmony

 S2, Ep 3 
 “Download This” 
  


 The top nine groups tackle viral sensations and chart toppers. Weaknesses of each group are exposed, behind-the-scenes drama takes over, and one group doesn’t have enough to survive another week. 

 —Cable Con Viewer’s Guide


  


  


 “. . . Embellish turned in one of the best performances of the night, and their change of bass paid off. However, the judges still seem lukewarm about this group’s punk twist. Our prediction? They’ll be on the chopping block soon.” 

 —Music Weekly, Episode Two Recap 







 Chapter Twelve 

“So, I hear you’re homesick?” 
 “What?” Lucas juggled his backpack and his cell phone as he got off the bus with the others returning to the hotel after a day of practicing at the theater. He should have known better than to answer his phone. But he’d been playing phone tag with his mom for days and her texts had got increasingly insistent. Might as well get the talking over with. He lugged his stuff over to one of the benches outside the lobby. 
 “Ran into Chuck O’Malley at the grocery store—he’s back working at Milton’s.” His mom’s voice crackled over the phone. Like always, she probably had the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder. “And he said he thought you were having a rough time.” 
 “No, no, I’m fine.” Lucas wasn’t ordinarily violent, but he could have put a serious hurt on O’Malley right then. Self-righteous asshole.

 “Well, we miss you here.” His mom’s laugh said she didn’t believe his denial. “I’m not sure Skippy will even recognize you when you get back.” 

Forget the dog. I’m not sure I recognize me.

 “Bet Grayson and Molly are huge now, too.” He tried turning the conversation to his sister’s kids. He was the baby of the family—his twin sisters were eight years older than he was, and bound and determined to repopulate Iowa with their respective husbands. His brother was six years older and would be adding to the grandkid tally in the fall with his first baby. After being the only one at home for most of his teens, it was kind of nice to have the nieces and nephews distracting his parents and deflecting some of the attention off him. 
 “Oh, they are! I posted some pictures on my Facebook. But you haven’t updated yours in days.” 
 “Uh.” Lucas swiped at his forehead with his free hand. “We’re not allowed to post pictures from the show at all yet. And we’re really busy . . .” And he didn’t have adequate words to describe his week. Just made out with my kind-of-sort-of-maybe boyfriend in the practice room! Go me! Or maybe, My voice sounds like crap today because my maybe-boyfriend made me scream last night. Achievement Unlocked! Or Lucas Norwood is now in a relationship. Yeah. That would happen south of never. Cody might be sleeping in Lucas’s bed more, but Lucas still had trouble visualizing a future full of tagged pictures and matching status updates. 
 Resolving to get online and hit Like on kid pictures and funny cat memes, he wiped more sweat from his brow, then rubbed his hand on his pants. 
 “Of course you are! We understand, honey.” His mom’s tone was reassuring. “That’s why I called tonight. Figured tomorrow you’d be too busy with the show taping.” He could tell from the clinking noises in the background that she was cooking something. His stomach rumbled. He might not be homesick, but he sure as heck missed her cooking. 
 “Yeah. I’ll text you guys after—let you know if we’re continuing on to next week.” He rolled his shoulders, hoping his body made it through taping. It was their best arrangement yet, but Ashley had decided good vocals meant the freedom to experiment with the choreography. 
 “I really hope you are, because after I saw Chuck O’Malley I had the best idea.” 

Ruh-roh. Lucas’s brain made a Scooby-Doo noise. This wasn’t going to be good. 
 “What?” Digging his water out of his backpack, he took a sip. Didn’t help his suddenly dry mouth. 
 “I checked our air miles—” Oh, no, no, no. Lucas started praying in earnest, but he already knew what her next words would be. “Your dad and I are coming for the next taping. We want to meet your new group.” 
 “Um.” Lucas coughed, seriously considering dropping the phone and pretending later that the connection had been lost. “You don’t need to do that—” 
 “Oh, but we want to! It’ll be a nice weekend away before school starts back up.” 
 “I’m super busy—we don’t get a ton of time.” Try none. The whole week had been one long blur of endless rehearsals and costume fittings. Taping tomorrow would be a relief. “You guys would be bored.” 
 “You are allowed to eat dinner, right?” Even without seeing her, he knew his mom’s eyes were narrowing as she prepared her argument. “And they don’t keep you locked up, right? Chuck said you’ve got audience tickets?” 
 Well, wasn’t Chuck just a font of information. None of the Embellish or M&M members had family close enough to use the studio audience tickets, but some of the other groups had local supporters who had been able to get tickets for the show tapings. 
 “You’ll have to sign a nondisclosure to get the tickets.” 
 “I think I can handle the fine print,” his mother said, her voice drier than bread crumbs. “And LA isn’t exactly lacking in things for your dad and me to do. I’ve always wanted to see the Getty.” 
 “Yeah,” he said weakly. 
 “Lucas—” His mother lowered her voice, softer now. “Is there a reason you don’t want us to come?” 

Yeah. He’s about six feet tall and has a rainbow tattoo on his shoulder and more piercings than you and the girls put together. “Nope. No reason. Just don’t want you to get your hopes up if we don’t make it through this week.” 
 “Oh, I know you will. I know you miss your old group, but this is such a neat opportunity.” 
 “Uh-huh.” Great. Now he was squeezed between wanting more than anything to advance and wanting to get cut to spare himself the parental invasion. You can’t come. You can’t. He needed an excuse. Something to put them off. But all his mind could come up with was a blue screen of death. 
 “I’ll be praying for you to do well.” You do that. Assured of Lucas’s cooperation, his mother’s tone was a lot more cheery now. The whir of her mixer sounded in the background, and he knew as soon as they hung up she’d flip on NPR while she finished up whatever she was baking. His nose filled with the memory of how their kitchen always smelled like cookies on Friday night. 
 “Thanks.” His heart twisted. He missed her more than he’d realized. 
 “Maybe we can take your new group out to dinner while we’re there. We want to meet your new friends.” 

Friends. What an innocuous word. He wasn’t exactly friends with Raven and Ashley. If he weren’t in the group, he doubted either would pay him any attention. He and Jeff got along and worked well together—Jeff would have made a good M&M member, if the guys could look beyond the drinking and hooking up. But all three of them wouldn’t know what to make of Lucas’s parents. And Cody? Oh, God, he couldn’t even imagine the epic disaster waiting to happen. 
 Because he and Cody weren’t just friends, but he couldn’t explain exactly what they were to himself, let alone to his parents. I really shouldn’t have picked up the phone. He’d intended for his parents to never know about Cody, but returning home and going back to his old life seemed bleaker and more depressing every day. He wasn’t ready to say good-bye. 
 And not just to Cody and the rest of Embellish—he wasn’t ready to say good-bye to the person he got to be here. He didn’t have to worry about which part of the honor code he might be offending. Didn’t have to iron his pants or smooth his hair flat. Didn’t have to worry about sounding too gay or whether he was setting a good example. 
 “That sounds good,” he finally said, because what other choice did he have? Knowing his mom, she and his dad had already picked flights and where to stay. He couldn’t get mad at them for being supportive. But their support felt like a heavy coat, unwelcome and stifling in the warm LA air. 
 After he hung up, he took the long way up to the room, using the stairs to try to come up with a good way to tell Cody about his folks coming to town. It’s going to send him running.

 He stopped on the third-floor landing, clinging to the banister. The few times he’d imagined bringing someone home to his parents, the faceless person beside him hadn’t been anything like Cody. And then he’d felt weird because he liked the hypothetical reaction of his parents far more than he liked the imaginary “perfect” boyfriend. 
 He’d never felt for anyone what he felt for Cody. Watching him sing was like watching a tiger strut around. He knew he wouldn’t ever own such a wild, beautiful creature, wouldn’t want to cage it, but coveted it nonetheless. But when they hung out together, there were these little moments when Cody came down to earth and transformed into something Lucas could connect with—real and sweet and tender and hot. In those moments, he felt like he’d won the lottery. 
 But he wasn’t sure his parents would agree. 
  


 Saturday night’s show was a salute to American teen culture—top 40 pop songs, back-to-school clothes, and a bunch of sweaty, nervous groups who would fit right in to a high school movie. The opening number had looked like a fall clothing ad, a mosaic of faux schoolgirl skirts and plaid everything. Cody wished he could remove the cable knit sweater the wardrobe ladies had insisted he wear—he looked like a damned hipster lumberjack. 
 The harsh stage lights had sweat dripping down his back, but the cameras were rolling, so all he could do was grin, like singing and dancing swaddled in layers of flannel and wool was the most fun thing ever. They’d gone first—the kiss-of-death slot in TV land. The studio audience applauded enthusiastically, though, giving Cody a bit of hope. 
 The elimination performance felt tenser this week, the relief of making it into the top ten long gone. Last week’s taping had been easier—everyone still so relieved to simply be there and making adjustments to their reconfigured groups. 
 But this week the gloves were off—or rather, the plaid was on—and groups were casting shade with dirty glances and backhanded compliments between performances. The taping felt like a big episode of Glee, complete with petty backstage jockeying for position. 
 Apparently, Melanie Mercury dug hipster lumberjacks, standing up and applauding as they finished. The R&B guy was higher than a kite, his head moving from side to side like a bobblehead doll. But he pronounced them “groovy” and “my kind of jam.” As usual, the British judge was in need of an enema and some serious happy drugs. 
 “Your sound is . . . hardly mainstream. I’m still not sure who your target audience is exactly.” He glowered at them, his bushy eyebrows knitting together. “But at least you used Ashley a little better.” 
 Cody hugged Ashley as they walked offstage—she’d delivered. Lucas and Jeff had done everything they could do. Lucas was hopping around like a hyper Labrador with postperformance energy. What Cody really wanted to do was put all that racing adrenaline to good use, but he followed the PA out to the contestant seats. 
 Cody untucked his flannel shirt from his jeans. If they had to wait an hour while everyone else went, he was at least going to be comfortable. 
 “Sucks having to go first,” Jeff grumbled as they found their seats. 
 “Smile.” Raven jabbed him. “Cameras.” 
 “Why the hell do we keep getting the crappiest slots?” Ashley asked, managing to keep a fake smile in place. 
 “I think it’s a lottery.” Lucas took the seat next to Cody. 
 “Everything here is political. Everything.” Ashley’s camera-ready face was at odds with her chiding tone. Off to one side of the stage, the MC went through a few takes of an intro for the next group while the prop people moved set pieces into position on the main stage. 
 “Like the after party. They’ve got it doubling as product placement.” Raven was on the other side of Lucas. “Fried Cluck? That’s not a party place. They don’t even serve beer.” 
 “Or gay people,” Lucas said with surprising vehemence. 
 “It’s our one night to let loose. I say we make an appearance for free food, then hit Dirty Thirty,” Ashley said. 
 “I’m down with that.” Raven nodded her agreement. “But I’m not sure if we can drag Jeff to a gay bar two weeks in a row.” 
 “Jeff’s down with anyplace where he can get his drunk on cheaply,” Jeff spoke up. 
 “Great. It’s a plan.” Ashley’s smile was genuine this time. She made puppy eyes at Cody. “You’re coming, right? Cheap booze. Cute boys. Live music. You won’t make me drink alone, right?” 
 “Umm.” Cody chewed his lip. He wanted to go. Badly. He needed the throb of music, needed the press of bodies, and needed the burn of tequila and the escape from the relentless pace of the show. Hell, he wanted to forget the fucking show existed for a night. If they moved on, it was another week closer, but it also meant another week of fourteen-hour days and endless rehearsals and rules. 
 But he also needed Lucas. Who would be about as comfortable in West Hollywood as Cody would be on Lucas’s campus. Lucas, whose thigh was rubbing against his, knee tapping along to the group on stage. 
 “Oh, I get it.” Ashley reached across him to tug on Lucas’s arm. “Hey, Lucas?” 
 “Yeah?” Lucas blinked as he turned toward her. 
 “Why don’t you skip the antigay chicken dinner after the taping? Come with us?” 
 “Sssh. Performance about to start.” Jeff put his arm around Raven. Unexpected jealousy cramped Cody’s gut. Why couldn’t he touch Lucas as easily as Jeff could snuggle up to Raven? Cody had to run his palm up the rough denim of his pants to keep his hands to himself. 
 Their relationship had shifted in the last week, but it was a shift Cody hadn’t quite wrapped his mind around yet. He wasn’t sure if Lucas was really up for being open about being together. Heck, Cody wasn’t even sure what together meant for them. He sucked at navigating complicated relationship shit. Especially on camera. Sucked not knowing when the camera might pan over the seating area, looking for a good reaction shot—or a bit of gossip to hone in on. 
 And being okay with someone from the show guessing was a far cry from being okay with the TV audience knowing—and heck, even Cody wasn’t sure he wanted that. It wasn’t any secret he liked dick, but working the sexy was a big part of his stage appeal. Chicks who liked their boys a little on the flashy side, dudes who liked dudes, dudes who didn’t want to admit they liked dudes—he knew his audience. Single and sexy sold, and he didn’t want to risk being cute and coupled and cut from the show for a lack of fan support. 
 Also, he loved attention on himself—for his music, for his looks, for not taking shit from stupid people. Whatever. He loved being known. But having attention on him and Lucas felt strange. He didn’t want to see Lucas being fearful or uncomfortable. Made him all protective and crap. 
 Cody couldn’t concentrate on the performance happening onstage. He couldn’t place the song, and the female lead wasn’t doing enough to make her delivery memorable. He drummed his fingers against the arm of his chair, his mind twisting around how to get Lucas to go to Dirty Thirty. He could bail on his friends, go to the stupid advertiser tie-in after party. It would probably be the fair thing. And going back to their room would be no hardship—the last few days had been freaking awesome, with showering and rubbing off together before bed. And hey, maybe this would be the night he finally talked Lucas into oral. 
 But his chest tightened. The a cappella people and all the college groups, silly rituals, and the slang he still didn’t get made Cody feel like he’d landed on a strange planet. Lucas’s world. He wanted to get Lucas into a Cody world, away from this crappy show and all its hoops. 
 As a flashing red sign instructed them to applaud, the studio audience behind them roared. On autopilot, he joined in the applause. 
 The audience quieted to let the judges talk. Disappointingly, their comments were bland, with no clues as to how they might be leaning when it came to final standings. Cody’s fingers started to twitch again. Would be nice to get some sort of sign Embellish would be moving on. 
 “How about we make a bet?” he whispered to Lucas. 
 “A bet?” Lucas asked as the group cleared out and the stagehands returned. 
 “Yeah.” Cody knocked ankles with him. “You think we’re going home? Want to bet me on the order they call the groups out? If I win, you come out with us.” 
 “I won’t drink.” Lucas’s mouth twisted, but it wasn’t a no.

 “You don’t have to drink.” Cody tried to promise all sorts of good times with his eyes. 
 “Come on.” Ashley poked Lucas again. 
 “Keep your hands off my boyfriend.” Cody batted her away. The word slid out with all the ease of his favorite hair gel, but it felt all sticky as it hung there, Lucas’s eyes going wide. 

Boyfriend still sounded off in his brain—like a suit in the middle of all his club clothes. He supposed it fit, though—friends sounded trite and fuck buddies seemed . . . disrespectful to Lucas. But heck if Cody knew how to be a boyfriend—hell, he couldn’t even manage being a halfway-decent friend most of the time. 
 “So that’s how it is?” Ashley smiled smugly and made a show of holding her hands up. His admission didn’t seem to surprise her. Well, that answered the question of whether anyone had guessed about him and Lucas. And judging by Ashley’s knowing smile, she’d been waiting for the chance to tease him. 
 Lucas went silent for a good long stretch, so long Cody figured the silence was his answer. Instead of paying attention to the next group, he started planning what he could do to Lucas back in their room. Maybe the studio after party wouldn’t suck complete donkey balls. Or maybe he could suck . . . 
 “We don’t have to bet.” Lucas bumped his knee, jostling him out of his daydream. 
 “That’s okay.” Cody rocked his ankle against Lucas’s so he’d know it really was. He dropped his voice. “I’ve got plans for you anyway—” 
 Lucas took a deep breath, pulling himself up straighter. “I mean, you don’t need a bet to make me go. I’ll do it.” 






 Chapter Thirteen 

“Look panicked,” the assistant director instructed as the groups lined up for the elimination announcement. The judges had taken an extralong time to confer this week, something that made Lucas’s already stressed nerves jangle like he’d accidentally brushed up against an electric fence. 
 Stomach turning at Dane’s clipped nasal tone, Lucas didn’t have to work to look upset. What did I agree to? He’d spent the last hour second-guessing his decision to go out with Cody and Ashley. That, along with the impending elimination, had his legs twitching and his stomach twisting. Let’s get this over with.

 “They want to see real fear,” Dawn yelled as the stage lights went nuts with a strobe effect. “Hold hands!” 
 Ashley linked up with Jeff and Raven before grabbing Lucas’s hand. Which left Cody the odd man out, standing on Lucas’s other side. And hey, if they were going to order him to hold hands, he wasn’t going to say no. He’d wanted to touch Cody all night. Before he could overthink it, he grabbed Cody’s hand. Raising an eyebrow at Lucas, Cody tilted his head. 
 “Just taking orders.” Lucas controlled a blush. 
 “Yeah?” Cody leaned in close enough to whisper. “I’ve got some orders for you later.” 
 With his mind a dirty stream of possibilities, Lucas couldn’t pay attention to the MC’s recap of the performances. The spotlight paused on them, and Lucas mentally shook himself back to attention. The lights seemed brighter this week, and he was hyperaware of the feel of Cody’s skin against his. He almost dropped Cody’s hand a half-dozen times. Stupid. Even Trevor’s group was huddled up, with arms around one another’s shoulders. No one cared, and even if they did, so what?

 The realization made him a little giddy. Here he could touch Cody whenever he wanted, and few people would look twice. Unlike back home . . . and no, he was not going to think about home or his parents while spotlights swept back and forth, temporarily blinding him. 
 The MC did the whole exaggerated-pause-before-each-announcement thing. Lucas’s nervousness started to override his obsessing over holding Cody’s hand. His stomach flipped around and sweat pooled in the small of his back. I want to stay. Please let us stay. No ambivalence this week—Embellish finally felt like his group, and no way did he want to end their run. Even if it meant having to deal with his parents. 
 The Divas got called out first and, surprisingly, Trevor’s group got second. Another long pause, during which Lucas offered up a series of prayers and plea-bargains, and then they were safe. 
 An audible whoosh sounded as the group exhaled in unison. Relief rolled through him, almost painful in its intensity, and he wasn’t sure he remembered to smile. 
 As they were ushered backstage, he caught sight of the British judge, rolling his eyes at the applause for them. He flagged over a PA and looked like he was launching into a complaint, ticking fingers off. Guess the British judge wasn’t much of a fan of Embellish. That sucked, and next week would be even tougher— 
 Worry about next week fled as they got absorbed into the happy mob backstage. The crowd swelled with each save, hugs and backslapping exploding all over the place. Although Ashley had wandered away, he still held Cody’s hand. It felt nice. Solid. No one was paying any attention to them—lots of squealing as other groups joined the crush of bodies and tears. Cody rubbed his thumb back and forth against Lucas’s palm, his thumbnail dragging against the creases. Heart line? Life line? Lucas could never remember which was supposed to be which, but the sensitive points Cody teased lit up, sending electric impulses up his arm. 
 “So I was thinking . . .” Cody’s voice was husky from going for it on the power notes; he’d been nothing short of amazing on the final run of the song. His voice sounded similar after sex, and between the voice in his ear and the teasing fingers linked with his, Lucas started getting turned-on, leaning more into Cody. “Yeah. Exactly that. Was thinking if we hurry, we’d have time to shower before the club. Want to play—” 
 “We made it! Another week!” Trevor appeared beside them, bouncing in his shiny loafers and mock prep-school blazer. 
 “What is with his timing?” Cody hissed in Lucas’s ear. “Think he doesn’t want you laid. Ever.” 
 “I just downloaded the new Sky Force. Wanna play after the dinner?” 
 Okay. This was awkward. Any other night Lucas would have totally been down with gaming. He knew Trevor was having a rough time, and he wanted to be there for his friend—but he also really wanted to go with Cody. 
 “Um. I kind of have plans.” Lucas had to plant his feet to keep from shifting. 
 “Oh.” Trevor’s face sagged with disappointment, and Lucas wished he knew what words could make it better. 
 “We’re going to a club—” 
 “You’re welcome to come.” Cody sounded more like Trevor was welcome to screw himself. Lucas tried to catch his eyes—Cody needed to learn how to be nice to people other than Lucas. Cody was doing better these days, offering compliments to the rest of the group and agreeing to changes. But right now Lucas wanted to kick him. 
 “No, thanks. I’ve uh . . . learned my lesson about places like that.” Trevor rubbed his neck. He shot Lucas a look, like Lucas should know better, too. Like he expected more of Lucas. Like Lucas should expect more of himself. 
 Not knowing how to deal, Lucas stood there, silence stretching out despite the pandemonium around them. A group of girls showed off a victory dance while other people shed costume pieces—blazers and sweaters were flying like confetti. 
 “I’ll see you at the room?” Impatience dripped from Cody’s voice and was reflected in his wide eyes. 
 “Yeah.” Lucas nodded. His heart twisted as Cody walked away, probably thinking Lucas was going to bail on him like last week. But that wasn’t happening. 

Keep your hands off my boyfriend. That’s what Cody had said an hour ago. The words were still rushing hot fudge sweet and smooth through Lucas’s veins. Things had been weird the last two weeks—weird good, with lots of long showers and make-out sessions on Lucas’s bed, but also weird bad, with Cody getting all jumpy around other people. But Lucas liked it—the little touches in rehearsal, the sexy looks. He liked being the focus of all Cody’s charm. And he wanted to go out with his boyfriend.

 Cody wasn’t the boyfriend he’d planned on. Wasn’t the boyfriend he probably needed. And wasn’t the permanent boyfriend he’d sometimes dreamed about. His faith was changing. Shifting. Sometimes he felt overwhelmed by possibility—like he was hearing his own voice for the first time instead of just harmonizing with the crowd. And other times it scared him spitless. But mainly he simply wanted Cody—for however long he could have him. 
 But he also wanted his friend to feel better, and it sucked knowing he was letting Trevor down. Trevor kept staring at him, obviously waiting for Lucas to speak, but he didn’t know what to say. 
 “Might be fun. You should come.” 
 “Might be dangerous.” Trevor’s sidelong look said he didn’t mean physical danger. He walked away before Lucas could search for the right words. 
 Back home, Trevor was even more restricted than Lucas, taking the honor code seriously and trying to live up to ultrastrict parents who tracked him like police dogs. Maybe he needed this freedom, too. A better friend would know how to tell him that, would be able to explain to Trevor how good it felt to be himself—finally—and would figure out how to make both Cody and Trevor happy. 
 A muscle twitched in Lucas’s jaw. This was the downside to all the choices swirling around him—with fewer guideposts, he had to hope he wasn’t making any wrong turns. 
  


 Lucas came out of the shower to find Cody holding up a silver shirt. Cody had already showered since he’d beaten Lucas back to the room. He wore a white T-shirt so thin Lucas could see both nipple rings and the outline of his tattoos. He’d added thick leather bracelets and silver jeans with heavy combat boots. 
 “Kept me waiting, so you have to wear this.” He tossed the shirt at Lucas. Silky with a hint of stretch, the pullover shirt looked two sizes smaller than Lucas’s usual T-shirt. It sported a V-neck and futuristic superhero logo. “Wardrobe ladies were distracted when I returned my costume. Didn’t object to me borrowing a few things. Put it on before I do your hair.” 
 Lucas could tell from the set of Cody’s jaw that there was no point in arguing. He pulled on a pair of boxers before shrugging into the shirt. Felt weird not putting an undershirt on first, but the slide of the slinky material against his skin was like getting dipped in something cool after being hot and tense for hours. Kinda took away any urge to protest Cody’s bossiness. 
 “Why do you get so pissy when I talk to my friends?” 
 “I don’t.” Cody grabbed a bottle of hair goop on his way over to Lucas. “Don’t worry. I’m not getting vampire possessive and going all Twilight on your ass. Trevor wants in your pants, but he’s a prick about it, which means I’m not a fan.” 
 “He . . . what? No way.” 
 “Yes, way. Maybe not in your pants, because that would break whatever rules you guys have. He wants ‘to hold your hand . . .’” Cody sang the last bit. Lucas didn’t laugh. 
 “He’s not trying to be rude to you. Or crushing on me. He’s paranoid—he’s not out to his parents, and he’s always afraid someone will report back, and then they won’t pay for his school.” 
 “Yeah. Whatevers.” Cody’s tone said he didn’t believe him. 
 Oh man. If Cody got this self-righteous about Trevor’s issues, what the heck would he think of Lucas’s parents? Lucas glanced at the phone he’d tossed on the bed. His folks had sent a bunch of texts in the last hour, but Lucas didn’t feel like dealing with them tonight. 
 He also didn’t feel like dealing with predetermined judgments. 
 Lucas said, “I’m not getting rid of my friends—even the conservative ones—just because we’re . . .” Cody smeared hair gel along the curls at his nape—cold!—and Lucas’s skin twitched, like he’d been zapped. “You seriously need to work on your people skills, man. You could have been way nicer.” 
 “Yeah. I can try to be nicer to your friends.” Cody sighed. 
 “There is no try, only do.” Lucas did a pretty good Yoda imitation. It would be a good moment to tell Cody about his parents, but then Cody winked at him, a little flirtatious look that went straight to Lucas’s groin and blocked out his common sense. 
 “You know I’m all about the doing.” Cody’s voice held the promise of a dirty joke. 
 Lucas glared at him, a low growl escaping even though he knew better than to let Cody push his buttons. Cody grinned at him, his fingers tangling in Lucas’s hair. His hands moved down Lucas’s neck before pinching his earlobes. 
 “Hey!” 
 “Relax.” Cody’s fingers flittered and fiddled with Lucas’s ears. Leaning in, he bit Lucas’s neck. “They’re magnets. You can take them off if you want later. Now pants. And I’ve got a belt for you, too.” 
 “I’ve got my own belt.” Lucas pulled on the pants. 
 “Yeah. Well, I’ve got a better one.” Cody cracked him lightly across the ass. He moaned and Cody laughed. “Oh, I am so exploiting that. Later, though, because we’re running late.” 
 Lucas sat on the bed to get his shoes on, then stood, tugging the unfamiliar clothes. He picked up his phone, thought about responding to at least one of his mom’s texts. Nah. He’d have plenty of time to call them later. Maybe he’d find a really good reason to get them to cancel their trip. 
 “Holy fuck.” Cody whistled. 
 “What?” Lucas could feel his face getting hot. This was a terrible idea. 
 “You look fucking hot. See?” Cody pulled him over to the full-length mirror by the closet. The room was half-lit. Without the table lamps on, the hall light cast weird shadows, making their reflections look surreal. 

Whoa. The last two weeks, he’d paraded around in enough costumes and had enough messing with his hair that he’d almost gotten used to looking different. But this? This was . . . not him. 
 His chest felt cold without his usual T-shirt—he was so used to wearing an undershirt that the single layer of silky material left him exposed. Heck, you could even see the outline of his nipples. The tight fit made him look ripped, cutting into his biceps and tugging across his pecs. Tucked into his pants, it made his waist look smaller than his shoulders, and the tight pants made his legs and butt look less bulky. 
 He turned his head. Little points of silver glittered on his ears. Nothing like Cody’s piercings, but they still made him look edgy. Different. Gay. Like really, unmistakably gay in the silvery shirt and tousled hair and . . . 
 “Wait.” He narrowed his eyes. “Is that glitter in my hair?” 
 “It’s in the hair stuff.” Cody ran his hands up and down Lucas’s arms. “Damn. You look so good, I almost don’t want to let the others see you.” 
 “I’m down with that.” Lucas looked meaningfully at the bed. He wasn’t sure he was ready to be seen like this. It felt like what he’d spent years trying to avoid—being any more conspicuous than he already was. After all, he was infamous enough in Austerity as Professor Norwood’s gay kid, the awkward younger brother of the three most-likely-to-succeed Norwood siblings, and the reason his parents had risked their tenure fighting for his rights. He hadn’t needed any other reasons to stick out. 
 But here in LA, wearing LA clothes and going to an LA club, the urge to test-drive a different self was both exhilarating and terrifying. He tilted his head, studying himself closer. Pretty boy twink.

 “I look like I’m an extra in a CockyBoys shoot.” 
 “Oh, not an extra. You’d be a star. ‘Virgin twink ass’ always gets big money. ’Course you’d be losing your clothes in about thirty seconds.” Kissing his neck, he met Lucas’s eyes in the mirror, the look full of heat and promise. 

Now there’s a thought.... Lucas bumped back against Cody, trying to tempt him into staying. They could skip the club. Stay here and entertain themselves. Yeah. He could save braving the wilds of gay LA for another time. Coward. You can’t keep avoiding yourself. He took a deep gulp of chilly air—even though the idea of the bar intimidated him, he still wanted to try—and not just for Cody. 
 “Be good.” Cody pulled away, smacking him lightly on the ass. He snatched a light brown cowboy hat off the bed. “Apparently, Western week is coming. Better get in the spirit.” 
 Cody’s grin made him look like every sinful thought Lucas had ever entertained come to life. He wanted to drop to his knees right there. Let Cody keep his smirk and his hat on . . . 
 “Later.” Cody laughed. Darn mind reader. “Let’s go.” 
  


 In West Hollywood Vine Street was lit up with clubs and Saturday-night crowds. Streetlamps cast a pastel glow over the wide sidewalks. The line to get into the club stretched down the block. Around them, groups of guys horsed around, and a number of couples held hands. There were some boy-girl couples like Jeff and Raven, and more than a few couples where Lucas couldn’t tell the gender makeup. We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.

 “Stop looking so nervous,” Cody whispered in his ear, resting his chin on Lucas’s shoulder. “This isn’t even that wild of a place. It’s more known for the music, not the meat market.” 
 It wasn’t the idea of other guys on the prowl that had Lucas’s pulse jumping in his neck. It was this—being out in public with a guy hanging on him. He’d been around other gay people before, but this was miles away from attending Iowa Pride with his dad or hanging out with his parents’ middle-aged, married same-sex friends. 
 “I’m okay,” he lied. All week he’d been getting more comfortable with Cody touching him, but under the harsh streetlights, surrounded by other guys looking for a good time, Cody’s accusations came rushing back. It’s true. I do hate people knowing about the sex part.

 “Not even much of a backroom scene here. In fact—” Cody reached around, his thumbs hooking in Lucas’s belt loops. “You don’t get to come tonight. No matter how much you want to, or how much you beg. Not until we’re back at the hotel and I say so.” 
 “God.” He went boneless against Cody. The answering chuckle was warm against his neck. Freeing a hand, Cody squeezed Lucas’s ass. 
 Behind them, Jeff coughed loudly. 
 “What?” Cody swiveled around. “You want to drink the cheap tequila, you get to put up with me groping my boyfriend.” 

Boyfriend. Lucas’s insides went all soft and warm as Cody casually tossed off the word. He leaned into Cody, soaking up all his bouncy energy and warm strength. But the butterflies returned in a rush when they reached a scary-looking bouncer with curved bone earrings and a matching claw hanging from his nose. His red Mohawk glinted in the light from the bar sign. 
 “Please tell me you have ID.” The guy’s voice was rough, with a hint of Texas. 
 “He’s legal, Snake,” Cody spoke up behind him. 
 “Cody!” Snake reached around Lucas to slap Cody’s palm. “Long time no see, man! How’s reality TV treating you?” 
 Lucas felt Cody shrug. “You know I can’t talk about that. Nondisclosure agreement and all.” 
 “Sad to see you off the circuit this summer.” Snake stamped their hands without bothering to look down at Lucas’s ID. “Saw that manager of yours a couple of nights ago. Tell him to give us a ring when you’re free. Love to book you for the fall—you’ll have lots of publicity from your top-secret show, right?” 
 “I’ll have him set something up.” Cody sounded smug, his hand sure and firm on Lucas’s thigh. 
 “Nemo’s working bar tonight. Give him a wave. First shot’s on me.” He stamped Ashley’s, Jeff’s, and Raven’s hands. 
 “Thanks, man.” 
 “This one’s with you, huh?” Snake ran a thick finger up Lucas’s shirt, his eyes sweeping over Lucas in blatant appreciation. This was why hiding behind baggy shirts was easier. He had no idea what do with the attention other than blush and look away. 
 “Hands off.” Cody knocked the finger away. 
 Snake’s gaze stayed fixed on Lucas. “You feel free to find me if Cody proves too much work. I like them pretty like you.” 
 The dim entryway let Lucas hide his blush but didn’t stop the girls from giggling as they went into the club. 
 “Hey, think you could talk him and Nemo into letting me open for you when you play here again?” Ashley asked. 
 “Sure.” Cody tugged Lucas forward into the throng of people. “Right after I get done letting him and Nemo steal Lucas for a three way.” 
 “He has a boyfriend?” Lucas looked back at Snake. 
 “He has a husband,” Ashley corrected. “They have an open arrangement.” 
 “See,” Jeff spoke up, poking Raven. “That flies with some people.” 
 Lucas tried imagining a marriage without monogamy and couldn’t. The bone-deep relief he’d felt when Cody said he wouldn’t mess around was matched only by his churning jealousy at the idea of Cody picking up someone else. Nope. No three ways for him.

 “You’ve done gigs here before?” he asked Cody. 
 “Couple of times. More back when they were still paying in free drinks. It’d be nice to play here now that they’re bigger.” 
 Lucas looked around. The cavernous, industrial space had giant pylons breaking up the room and a lowered pit around a stage on the far side of the room. Heavy techno music blasted from giant speakers. Even without a band, dancers packed the pit. A raised seating area looked down on the first floor up over the mock barbed-wire fencing, forming a balcony. Both levels had bars crowded with people in line for drinks. Cody played here?

 “You’re kind of a big deal, aren’t you?” Darn it. Cody’s hands on his ass had generated enough heat to destroy every filter that existed between his brain and his other body parts. 
 “No.” Ashley laughed. “He’s a small deal trying hard to become a medium deal.” 
 “Speak for yourself.” 
 “It’s way bigger than anything I’ve ever played,” Lucas said. The M&Ms didn’t get a crowd a quarter this large even for their big end-of-the-year show. 
 “Places like this are fun, but it only counts if you can string together enough gigs to pay the rent.” The bitterness in Cody’s voice made him seem far older than Lucas. 
 “Okay, Mr. Not-a-Big-Deal, go fetch us drinks. See if you can get mine free, too.” Ashley shooed Cody toward the bar area. 
 “You okay staying with them?” Cody squeezed Lucas’s arm, the warmth of his grip rocketing straight to Lucas’s heart. 
 “I’m good,” he said, and meant it. He felt a real part of the group now—and unlike when he was out with the M&Ms, he didn’t have to worry about saying the wrong thing. 
 “Yeah, you are.” Cody winked before sauntering away. 
 He belonged on the stage, not in the drink line. Conquering rock god, working that cowboy hat and white T-shirt like all he needed was a mic to wail into. 






 Chapter Fourteen 

The group crowded around the high table on one of the raised areas near the dance floor. A few guys from other groups on the show had joined them, as well as a couple of people Cody and Ashley knew from the LA scene. 
 When Cody caught sight of Lucas hanging out with a bunch of folks Cody knew firsthand were players, something strange shifted around in his gut. He’d been ready to deck Snake for his pass at Lucas. He shouldn’t have been surprised—Snake, whose real name was Wayne, and who’d worked as hard as Cody had to distance himself from his hick roots—was a total hound. Wasn’t really Cody’s type, but his subby little bartender husband was. He’d played with them a couple of times when he first started hanging around the club. 
 Juggling the drinks with the practice born of waiting tables in worse joints than this, he nodded hello to the newcomers. 
 “Here you go.” He handed shots to Jeff, Raven, and Ashley. He smiled at Lucas, his chest tightening. “Coke for you.” He took a sip to be sure it was only soda, then handed it to him. Nemo had grumbled about the order, and the soda was heavy on the ice. 
 “Thanks.” 
 “Mine’s soda, too.” He held up his drink. Only after Nemo’s blond eyebrows had shot up at the drink order had Cody realized he’d ordered two sodas—and it felt right somehow, like taking care of Lucas. 
 “Thanks. But I don’t mind if you drink. You know, a little.” Lucas’s slow blush was worth a rare Saturday without a buzz. He looked so awkwardly adorable that Cody pulled him close. 
 “Gotta keep an eye on you.” Cody wiggled his eyebrows at Lucas. “Don’t want Snake getting any ideas.” 
 “I kind of like the taste.” Lucas stretched to whisper in his ear. “On you, I mean. No desire to try it myself, but it was wicked hot kissing you when you tasted like whatever it was you had last week.” 
 “Yeah?” He stored that away for later. “We’ll see.” 
 Most of the table was engaged in pointless chitchat about the show. God. Didn’t they ever want a break from that crap? A number of people knew one another from years on the collegiate singing competition circuit, and it was one big gossip fest. Who was sleeping with whom. Who was hiding an eating disorder. Whose family was superloaded—apparently, Raven had gone to some uppity prep school and was six degrees of separation from people on three of the other teams and a bunch of famous people. Pointless name dropping made Cody’s teeth hurt. The only names that meant something were the ones that led to gigs and contracts. He took a swig of his drink, already wishing it had a kick to it. 
 “Dance with me?” he asked Lucas. The house music was a steady beat of dance mixes that kept the floors packed. The stellar DJs they brought in were a big reason for the club’s popularity; they didn’t skimp on the music. 
 “Maybe I can just watch you for a bit?” Lucas tugged on his ear. 
 “Come on.” Cody held out his hand. “Don’t make me dance alone.” Truth was, if he went out there, he wouldn’t be alone for long. But he figured pointing that out to Lucas wouldn’t be smart. He was still untangling Lucas’s bundle of kinks and turn-ons, but it was a safe bet that watching Cody get groped by strange guys wasn’t on the list. 
 “Thought you said no coming.” Lucas leaned in close so his words reached only Cody’s ears. 
 “That I did.” He tugged Lucas out onto the dance floor. 
 He still remembered the first time he’d come to a club like this—hitched a ride with some college kids up to Minneapolis. Walked into the crowd and felt like the world had shifted, his personal map recalculating to a new home. Only other time he’d felt that good was onstage. Or with Lucas. He pushed that thought away, loosening his back muscles and letting the music flow through him. The tension of the fourteen-hour days rolled off him, washed away by the throb of the music and the pulse of the bodies. 
 He was partway to the trancelike high he always got from dancing when he encountered a solid wall of unmoving Lucas. He bumped hips with him, prompting an awkward shuffle from Lucas. 
 “Sorry,” Lucas mumbled. 
 “Don’t be.” Moving behind him, he tucked Lucas up against him, letting the rhythm flow through both of them. Boom. Just like that, his internal GPS recalculated again. This was why he’d wanted Lucas to come here tonight—he couldn’t care less if Lucas drank or partied—but he wanted to be wrapped around each other in one of his favorite places. Some dudes might have a beach or pretty overlook they liked to share. He had music and clubs like this one, and sharing it, feeling Lucas relax into the experience, made his insides all warm and goopy. 
 “It’s not like I thought.” 
 “Thought you’d hate it?” He tried to keep his voice light. 
 “Not exactly. I just . . . built it all up in my head, you know? Like it would be this huge deal.” Lucas’s feet finally figured out what to do, and he swayed against Cody. 
 “Yeah.” He wasn’t going to bust Lucas’s bubble, but he was pretty sure sex was the same way—you built up this idea that doing it would change you, make you a different person somehow. Make the person you were with love you more. But in the end, you were still you, no more orgasmic rush than jerking off, same closeted asshole next to you, same stupid town, only stickier and sore in weird places. 
 Tightening his arms around Lucas, he soaked up some of his warmth. His chest felt cold, even with Lucas’s back pressed against him. He hoped like hell that didn’t happen to him. Lucas deserved reality-shaking fucking—the earth-moving and violins-swelling sex that only happened in chick flicks. For the first time, he wasn’t sure he could be the one—didn’t want that responsibility. It was one thing to drag him to a club, watch his eyes go wide, feel him relax into the awesomeness of being able to dance together, show him the benefits of showing off. But devirginizing him? Cody didn’t write love songs, and he sure as fuck didn’t know the pretty lines someone like Lucas deserved to hear. 
 He caught one dude with a blond buzz cut and white jeans eyeing Lucas’s strong arms and wide chest before looking Cody over then eye-fucking Lucas again. 

Yep, all this is mine. All those jealous glances went straight to his dick. Felt even better than getting cruised himself. He’d never been to a club with a guy he really cared about. When they were getting dressed, he’d wanted to rip the tight shirt off Lucas and tackle him to the bed. Lucas looking all fuckable was a nice little bonus. A buzz not unlike a tequila shot raced through him. Leaning in, he bit Lucas on the neck, tasting salt and skin and the unique Lucas flavor he couldn’t seem to get enough of. 
 Dancers crowded around them, but it felt like they were back in the practice room, only the two of them. Strobe lights from the stage sliced over the crowd, giving the otherwise dim space a futuristic glow. Sliding his hand in Lucas’s front pocket, he stroked Lucas’s dick through the cotton. 
 “Umm. Should you be—” Lucas’s head fell back against Cody’s shoulder. His dick pulsed against Cody’s palm, heavy and hard. 
 “Yes.” Cody cut him off with a kiss, swallowing Lucas’s protest and keeping it up until Lucas sagged against him. His hair tickled Cody’s face, smelling like Cody’s shampoo, and damn if that didn’t get him harder. 
 One song bled into another as they swayed together, strobe lights cutting weird shadows across them. He gave up trying to adjust his vision to the lights and closed his eyes, further intensifying the floaty feeling. Around them conversations swirled and glasses clinked, but all his senses were zeroed in on Lucas. 
 He kept up a steady pressure on Lucas’s dick—enough to keep him hard, not enough to get him off. He measured his actions by the speed of Lucas’s breathing and the way his rhythm would falter when he got all worked up. When Lucas rocked his hips, pushing against Cody’s hand, Cody backed off, his hand sliding out of the pocket to grope Lucas’s stomach, feeling the flex of his muscles under the smooth fabric. His own dick ached, but in the best possible way. 
 “You . . . want . . . to kill me.” 
 “Nah.” He sucked the skin behind Lucas’s ear, feeling Lucas’s shudder vibrate through him. “Wouldn’t be much use to me dead.” 
 “Can we go?” Lucas’s needy whine made Cody grin. 
 “No. You only want to go because you can’t wait to get off.” He slid a hand around to squeeze Lucas’s ass. 
 Lucas moaned. Forget working Lucas up—Cody’s own blood hummed and his brain cells were rapidly dwindling. 
 “And you don’t get to come. Not until I say.” Cody snuck his free hand back into Lucas’s pocket. He couldn’t play like he wanted because of the tight fit, but he squeezed the firm shaft. 
 “Mmm.” Lucas’s moan was a warm rumble along Cody’s torso. 
 “I’m getting thirsty. You might want to get it under control before we go back over to the group.” Lips pressed against Lucas’s ear, he rubbed his dick, ensuring Lucas couldn’t comply. 
 “Screw them.” Lucas’s voice was a low growl. 
 “Oh?” Cody’s grin stretched his face tight. “Want more of this?” 
 “Might fall off soon.” Lucas rocked his hips, bumping Cody’s hand. But Cody kept his touch light, mimicking the smooth pulse of the soft dance mix washing over them. 
 “Poor baby.” Unable to resist making him tremble again, he sucked on Lucas’s neck, right below the collar of his shirt. “I should take you to this place over on Vine. They’ve got this back area—long dark hallway really. Bet I could make you beg me to take you there.” 
 “Yeah?” Lucas reached back, squeezing Cody’s thigh. “They got a long dark hallway here?” 
 Cody laughed and ruffled Lucas’s hair, ruining all his careful work. Someone jostled them from the side, the dance floor getting more crowded, but he didn’t care. It still felt like their own island, one he didn’t want to leave even as his throat demanded a drink. 
 “Got you that worked up, huh?” He kissed him again, long and slow. “They’ve got some dark corners and an alley out back.” 
 “Yeah?” Lucas’s question was a warm huff against Cody’s neck, sending electricity zooming down his spine. 
 “Yeah.” He cursed himself for promising Lucas no public sex. Dick aching, he ground his hips harder into Lucas’s ass. It had been years since he’d come from nothing more than grinding on a dance floor, but he was damn close. “Too bad you’re not into that. I’d take you back there.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas’s breath was even shakier now. 
 “You’d let me suck you, wouldn’t you?” Cody shifted until his palm rested against the tip of Lucas’s dick, feeling the damp even through the layers of cloth. “Outside, door to the club a few feet away. Other guys getting it on nearby.” 
 Cody wasn’t usually the one on his knees in the club scene. But for Lucas? Oh yeah. His bones couldn’t fucking wait to feel the cold cement. 
 “Maybe—” Lucas stuttered as Cody rubbed hard on his tip. “Yes. Please. Anything to come.” 
 “Oh, I wouldn’t let you come.” Cody laughed, loving how tense Lucas’s shoulders got. “I’d just suck you. Wait till you were right there. Then zip you up. Make you wait some more.” 
 “Nuh.” Lucas made an inhuman sound that vibrated through his whole body. Cody caught the warning tremor and whipped his hand away. 
 “No you don’t. No coming.” 
 “Fuck. You.” Lucas’s words sounded like the swing of a rusty gate, squeaky and not used much. 
 Cody laughed and kissed him full on the mouth. Reducing Lucas to cursing? Absolute win. 
  


 Lucas always thought hell lived in places like this. And he’d been right. But instead of the hotbed of sin and disease sharing he’d imagined, it was a slow death by Cody’s devilish hands and dirty mouth. 
 And he loved it. 
 Loved all of it. Loved the way Cody eased up on the making out during a really good drum solo so Lucas could applaud. Loved the dirty whispers in his ear. Loved Cody’s hands roaming all over his body. Loved the way Cody stared down anyone who danced too close. The way Cody took care of him made Lucas feel all warm and gooey, like he’d turned into a giant chocolate chip cookie. Cody drank soda along with him all night, tasting Lucas’s first to make sure it was okay. 
 “Are you really not drinking?” Ashley sounded whinier than usual. They’d ended up back over at the table in a break between sets. 
 “Nah.” Cody raised his glass at her. “Letting you do all my drinking.” 
 “You can,” Lucas whispered, leaning against Cody. A two-hour erection had him plenty bold enough to whisper what he wanted in Cody’s ear. “I want to taste it when you take me home.” 
 “You’re just trying to get me to leave sooner.” Cody pinched his ass before nodding at Ashley, who slid him a shot glass filled with amber liquid. What Lucas really wanted was for Ashley to leave so he could get Cody’s hand on his dick again. And what he really, really wanted was to come—and he was getting less picky about where by the minute. Whatever little games he’d played in his head before while jerking off, nothing came close to the reality of Cody teasing him like this. Every dirty thought he’d had in his tiny dorm room brought to high-def Hollywood reality. 
 “We’re out of here.” A decidedly tipsy Raven and Jeff showed up at the table, Jeff looking worse for the wear, with a sweaty head and bleary eyes. 
 “I was supposed to stay sober enough to drive. Ooops.” Dangling keys off one finger, Raven giggled, making the keys jingle. “Anyone sober enough to drive?” 
 “Yes.” Lucas spoke before Cody could. 
 “Eager much?” Cody’s laugh ruffled Lucas’s hair. He leaned in, whispering, “You’re still not coming until I say.” 
 “Uh-huh.” Lucas nodded. 
 “You gonna do what I say?” 
 “Yes.” Lucas didn’t have to think about it. Somehow he knew Cody wouldn’t push him for more than he was willing to give. For all they’d fooled around in the last week, neither of them had mentioned full-on sex. 
 “I can drive,” he said, raising his voice for Raven and Jeff. Next to him, Cody snorted and raised an eyebrow. 
 “It’s a stick.” Raven held out the keys. “Can you handle that?” 
 Cody laughed with the sort of unbridled glee Lucas usually saved for SNL skits. 
 Shooting him a shut-your-dirty-mind look, Lucas accepted the keys. “I learned on a stick.” 
 “I bet you did.” Not getting the hint to shut up, Cody chuckled before slamming back his shot, the smooth muscles of his throat rippling. 
 “Lead the way.” 
  


 Cody mostly behaved himself on the ride back to the hotel. After all, he didn’t want Lucas wrecking Raven’s BMW. Everyone should be so lucky as to get Daddy’s cast-off Beamer as a graduation gift. And Cody deserved congratulations for not rolling his eyes at Raven’s drunken apology for the car’s “mess.” She’d recoil in horror from Cody’s van, which showed every one of its twenty years and was jammed full of Cody’s crap. 
 She and Jeff got all snuggly in the backseat, while Lucas navigated through the LA traffic, easily following Cody’s directions. Cody slunk lower in his seat. Watching Lucas drive, he was both turned-on and a little bit irked. Angry desire made his dick hurt and his stomach tense. While he doubted Lucas had gotten a fifty-thousand-dollar car as a graduation gift like Raven, he’d bet money Lucas had learned to drive from his dad, probably in something wholesome like a truck. Cody had learned to drive in Mr. Miller’s ancient Saturn, Grandma in the backseat like a nervous pigeon. The lessons had ended abruptly when he’d come out. Cody’s first few years in LA had been spent cursing the shitty public transit until he’d scraped together enough for the van. 
 “You better not be getting a big head,” he grumbled. Cody’s happy buzz from the club was long gone. The shot of tequila hadn’t been nearly as powerful as the high from dancing with Lucas, but both had fled in the wake of bad memories. 
 “What?” Lucas grinned, obviously enjoying the chance to play with the pricey car. He parked in the long-term lot behind the hotel. 
 Cody knew exactly what he wanted to do with that cocky attitude. He returned Lucas’s grin with a smirk and raised eyebrows before they all piled out of the car’s luxe confines. 
 “I think I should drive more often,” Lucas said, patting the Beamer’s shiny paint. He tossed Raven the keys with a flourish and Raven giggled. 
 Jeff said, “Yep, there’s a lot to be said for getting behind the wheel of a smooth ride.” He tugged on Raven’s hand, and they headed toward the rear entrance of the hotel. 
 “You forgetting your promise?” Crowding Lucas against the car door, Cody ran a thumb down Lucas’s jaw. 
 “Nope.” Lucas’s smile retreated, replaced by a nervous twitch of his lips and heat in his eyes. 
 “Good.” Cody kissed him, his hands rough on his shoulders, his mouth reminding Lucas exactly who was driving this show. He hoped the tequila had left enough of a taste to turn Lucas on. The way Lucas moaned against Cody’s lips and clutched at his chest said that he was plenty revved up. Sucking on his tongue, Cody rocked his hips against Lucas’s. Arousal came clawing back, his dick reminding him that he’d spent two hours teasing Lucas—and himself. 
 The few parking lot lights created pools of gold on the pavement, casting sparkles on Lucas’s curls and making him seem even more angelic than usual. Growling into Lucas’s neck, Cody nipped at the skin above his collarbone. 
 “Car. Alarm.” Lucas gasped as he ground harder against Cody. 
 “Eh?” Cody pulled back, not hearing any noise except the roar inside his head demanding he fuck Lucas into the door. 
 “Don’t want to set off Raven’s car alarm.” 
 Cody laughed. “Well, aren’t you the practical one. And here I was, about to let you come . . .” He sauntered away, letting Lucas jog to catch up with him. 
 “Not turning that down!” Lucas grabbed Cody’s arm, but he pulled free to swipe his key card to open the hotel door. 
 “Really?” Cody faked indifference as the lock clicked. He held the door open for Lucas, gesturing him through with a nonchalant wave. Heading toward the elevator, he yawned. “You would have let me get you off in a parking lot?” 
 “Well . . .” Lucas bit his lip. 
 Laughing, Cody pushed him into the elevator. 
 “Maybe?” Lucas’s mouth did a cute little quirk that made Cody kiss him. 
 “Prove it.” Kissing Lucas harder, demanding access to his mouth, he tried to wipe out the last of Lucas’s reserves. Lucas rewarded him with a shaky moan. He grabbed Lucas’s hand and pressed it against the Close button. “You might not want to let go.” 
 “What?” Lucas’s mouth was swollen from kissing, and the hair Cody had worked so hard to get perfect was sticking up in all directions. He’d never looked hotter to Cody. Unzipping the fly of Lucas’s pants, Cody worked his hand past his briefs, palming Lucas’s plump dick. Whatever else Lucas had been about to say was lost in a long gasp. 
 “You do want to get off, don’t you?” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas’s eyes fluttered shut. 
 “And you’re close, right?” He jerked Lucas slowly, rubbing the slick fluid at his tip all around. 
 “Fuck.” His whole face scrunching up, Lucas moaned. “Yes.” 
 “Good.” He sank to his knees. “Keep your hand on the button. Don’t let go.” 
 “Oh, God.” Lucas leaned back against the metal wall. His dick pulsed in Cody’s hand, getting harder with each pull. Yeah, this wasn’t going to take long at all. Cody’s own dick pushed against his zipper, but he tried to ignore it. Instead, he grinned up at Lucas, touching the tip of his tongue to the slit and raising his eyebrows. 
 “You shouldn’t . . .” Lucas bit his lip. 

Hells yes I should. But he paused for a second, waiting to see if Lucas would offer more than a token protest. He didn’t want to do anything Lucas would regret. Cody had offered a couple of times earlier in the week, but somehow they always ended up rubbing off together instead. Which was cool, but he was damn near desperate to get his mouth on Lucas’s dick. 
 “Please.” Lucas’s word was little more than air, and he coupled it with a nearly imperceptible nod, but Cody didn’t hesitate, swallowing Lucas deep. Lucas’s cock wasn’t the longest, but it was plenty fat, stretching Cody’s mouth. 
 “Oooh.” Lucas made a strangled sound. “Need to learn that.” 
 Cody pulled back a little. “I’ll make you a how-to video.” 
 Lucas must have liked that idea because he moaned, his dick leaking with each pass of Cody’s mouth. He showed off, taking Lucas all the way to his base and swallowing hard around him. 
 He could tell Lucas was close by his trembling thighs and the low sounds that suddenly stopped. He glanced up, and Lucas was biting his fist, his other hand still jammed against the elevator button. Sometime, when they were alone, he was going to make Lucas fucking scream, drawing things out until Lucas was a begging mess. But right now, speed mattered more. He bobbed hard and fast, pushing Lucas over the edge in a series of thick shots. Salty and bitter and abso-fucking-ly perfect. 
 “Hell. Should have . . . taken notes.” Lucas’s eyes were closed and he looked as relaxed as Cody had ever seen him. 
 “Don’t worry. There’ll be a test later.” Cody rose up, hitting the button for their floor. He nodded at Lucas’s fly. “Might want to fix that.” 
 “Oh. My. God.” Lucas turned bright red. “Did we really just do that?” 
 “Yep.” Cody licked his lips. “And you know you’d do it again.” 
  


 He would. Dear God, he really would. Virginity pledge be darned. Not even a saint could resist the sight of Cody on his knees. Electricity sizzled up Lucas’s spine, the aftershocks of the orgasm still making his muscles feel like soggy bread. In school, his writing teachers always praised his vivid imagination. However, hours of imagining what a blow job would be like hadn’t come close to the reality of Cody’s mouth, hot and eager, his throat working him. The memory alone was enough to get Lucas half-hard again. 
 “What if... camera? People heard?” He swallowed hard, his mind just as soggy as his limbs. Even as he said it, his spine tingled. The threat of discovery was as hot as it was terrifying. As pleasure receded, guilt started to creep in, along with the terror of someone listening in—he’d just had public sex with a guy who seemed allergic to long-term commitment. Shouldn’t he be ashamed? 
 “Sssh.” Cody tapped his lips with a finger as the elevator dinged. “You might want to stop worrying about . . . whatever and start worrying about how you’re going to pay me back.” 
 The doors swung open and Cody sauntered away, his hips rolling like he had an invisible soundtrack. 
 “You coming?” Cody looked back over his shoulder. “Oh, wait. You already did.” 
 All Lucas could do was nod. Whatever guilt he was wrestling with wasn’t nearly as powerful as his need to follow Cody—wherever this thing led. 






 Part Four: Country Week 

Perfect Harmony

 S2, Ep 4 
 “Down Home Sound” 
  


 The top eight groups face their biggest challenge yet, tackling an unfamiliar genre. Meanwhile, the behind-the-scenes activity has reached a boiling point, and eliminations promise to be surprise filled. 

 —Cable Con Viewer’s Guide


  


 “. . . Unlike Divas Unite, Embellish seems to be at odds with the judges—and, at times, each other. Their lack of a cohesive sound are going to make them prime targets for elimination. . . .” 

 —Music Weekly, Episode Three Recap 







 Chapter Fifteen 

Lucas woke up with a throbbing head and a burning throat. He’d sounded bad enough that he hadn’t wanted to call his parents. He’d made tea using the room’s crappy coffeemaker to heat water, but it hadn’t helped. Feeling guilty, he’d sent them a quick text. 

Made it through. No need for you to come, though. Super, super, superbusy week ahead.

 But, predictably, his mom had immediately texted back. 

Knew you would. Already got our tickets! *Call* me!

 Um. No. Not happening. What he should have done was talk to Cody, but then Cody’d called for him to come join him in the shower. The stupid phone had hit the carpet with a hard thud, the battery shaking loose, parental invasion forgotten. 
 And now they were on the bus to the show’s Sunday meeting, and his phone was showing three missed calls and he really needed to talk to Cody. He couldn’t keep making excuses— 
 “What the fuck?” Cody leaned over Lucas to stare out the window. “Why aren’t we at the theater? Why the hell are we out in the country?” 

Country to Lucas meant hay bales and cornfields and long stretches of narrow highway. This was more like suburbia on steroids—lots of parking lots and big-box stores and only slightly more green space than the crowded urban neighborhoods of the theater and the hotel. 
 “Dawn said we’re getting a special surprise to reveal this week’s theme. Maybe you were a bit too . . . distracted to notice.” Lucas bit back a smile. 
 “Look at you, winning friends and influencing people.” Cody got him back for the innuendo with a lingering leer that made Lucas squirm. 
 “Hell-the-fuck no,” Jeff interrupted. The bus turned into the parking lot of a large red building. 
 “Is that a barn? In LA?” Lucas squinted. His brain felt like it was wrapped in a heavy blanket. 
 “That, my friends, is Rebel Army.” Ashley pointed to a gleaming sign proclaiming it offered “LA’s best BBQ and Mechanical Bull.” 
 “Otherwise known as us getting screwed.” Cody’s head flopped against Lucas’s shoulder. 
 “Is it redneck week?” Jeff asked. 
 Lucas made a settle-down gesture with his hands. “You guys are overreacting. You’d think you’d never listened to any country.” 
 “We haven’t,” the four of them said in unison. 
 “Not willingly,” Cody added. Lucas wasn’t about to ’fess up to how much country music he owned—the faces the others were giving made it seem like country music was worse than boiled cabbage. But sometimes country was exactly what he needed—soft and slow, with lingering imagery. Not unlike the best moments of being around Cody, like last night, after they’d gotten back to the room and had rubbed off together for what felt like hours, Cody holding him down until he was incoherently begging for release. All the hip hop in the world couldn’t match the sultry rhythm of a love song. 
 The complaints continued as they exited the buses and entered the restaurant. Instead of crowds of diners and waitstaff, they found an empty dining room and a camera crew set up by the mechanical bull pit. The bar area looked like a sporting goods store had exploded, with fishing gear and fake rifles dangling over the massive rough wood bar. The rest of the room looked like someone’s fantasy of what small-town bars looked like, with wooden tables, scarred seats and long benches, hardwood floors, and lots of animal horns and more rifles lining the walls. 
 “Welcome to country week!” Dawn said from her perch atop the nonmoving fake bull. “The folks at Rebel Army have been kind enough to sponsor this week’s episode.” 
 “Translation—they spent a fortune in ads and now we pay the price,” Cody hissed in Lucas’s ear. 
 “Come Saturday night, you’ll get to see the place doing what it does best: dishing up heaping helpings of good times.” Dawn sounded like she was reading off a script—or ad copy. “We’ll have a private room for the after party. But there will be three fewer groups celebrating.” Her shrewd expression made Lucas’s stomach sink. 
 The room erupted with sounds of surprise and grumbling, the most common exclamations being variations of “What the fuck?” 
 Dawn raised a placating hand. “We’re getting closer to the live shows, and only five lucky groups will get a chance to earn America’s vote.” 
 “More like the part of America that watches cable, likes a cappella, and doesn’t mind handing over their e-mail address to vote,” Jeff whispered. 
 “Hush,” Raven said. 
 “And that’s not all,” Dawn continued. “We’re bringing in two guest judges to help narrow the field.” 
 “Oh, crap.” Ashley’s protest was joined by others near them. 
 “Superstar Michelin Moses is releasing his first cross-over album,” Dawn announced. 
 “Michelin from Speed Kills is releasing a country record?” Cody made it sound like the star of the late nineties rock band had defected to North Korea. The singer hadn’t been heard from in recent years, but his shaved head and distinctive timbre still made him instantly recognizable. 
 “Maybe this isn’t going to be so bad,” Lucas whispered back. The others needed to lighten up. He and Jeff could fix whatever song they got so that it would showcase Cody’s range. If the show had a pop-to-country crossover guest, there was no reason why they couldn’t add a little rock to whatever they got handed. 
 “He’ll be joined this week by two-time CMA vocalist of the year Tammy Rose.” 
 For the first time, Lucas joined the other protests. The week was beginning to stink like a cow patty. He knew Tammy Rose—well, more like knew of her. She’d visited Mount Monticello two years ago, promising to restore “traditional American values, one heartfelt song at a time.” High on her list of targets were alternative lifestyles. She was bound to join the British judge, who seemed to have something against them. 
 “Emma has your song choices, and we’ve got a breakfast buffet on the way, too.” Dawn held up a hand to keep the crowd noise down. “And don’t forget to take a turn riding the bull! We need some great promo shots!” 
 No way in heck was Lucas riding the bull. He’d happily forgo breakfast and the next three meals if it meant escaping public humiliation. 
 Ashley left to get their song while Raven headed toward the crowd at the mechanical bull, Jeff trailing behind her. 
 Lucas glanced over at Cody, wishing he knew how to break his funk. Scratch that—he did know how, but the crowded restaurant wasn’t exactly the place. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that all he’d had was tea. Maybe food and coffee would help both him and Cody. He was about to go search out some when Trevor walked up. 
 “Hey, man! Was looking for you earlier.” Like most of the cast, Trevor looked wrung out, wearing a faded Mount Monticello sweatshirt and sporting rumpled hair. 
 “Sorry. We caught the last shuttle.” 
 “We lost track of time.” Cody looked anything but apologetic. 
 Trevor blushed, then turned so he only faced Lucas. Like that would deter Cody. 
 “Your dad e-mailed me this morning. He mentioned how he and your mom are coming in this week—” 
 “Are they now?” Voice sharp, Cody gave a good imitation of the British judge’s accent, the set of his mouth so sharp he looked ready to eat sheet metal for breakfast. In response, Trevor stared Cody down in some sort of challenge that Lucas wanted nothing to do with. 
 “He wanted to know if I could join you guys for dinner.” Trevor’s eyes still threatened to roast Cody, but his voice was slightly wistful. 
 Still, Lucas was ready to vaporize him. Just shut up. Stop talking. He tried to catch Trevor’s gaze, but he was too busy having a Jack Russell terrier versus Rottweiler pissing contest with Cody. Like that was going to end well. 
 “Sure. Whatever. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you.” You can go away now. Any time. Trevor had some sort of hero-worship thing for Lucas’s dad, who was one of his advisers. Lucas knew his home life was pretty grim and Lucas’s folks filled a void for him, but the timing here seriously couldn’t have sucked more. 
 “I’m sure they will,” Cody echoed. Watching Cody’s face was like watching the summer sky for the first signs of a tornado—the air was crackling in anticipation, but everything else was eerily quiet and still. 
 “They want to meet the group, too.” As soon as he said it, he knew it was the wrong thing to say. 
 “I bet they do.” Cody’s face was a mask of coolness, with no trace of worry or care. Lucas couldn’t figure out whether the storm had moved on. “I better go find some coffee.” 
 He sauntered away, his hips rolling easily, no clue as to whether he was pissed. 
 “Don’t tell me you didn’t tell him?” Trevor asked, his eyes following Cody as well. 
 “Haven’t had the chance yet.” The words rang hollow, even to his own ears. 
 “Probably just as well.” Trevor shrugged, like Cody’s unhappiness was a temporary inconvenience on par with the wait for breakfast food. “Not like you’re planning to tell your folks everything, right?” 
 “I don’t know what you mean,” Lucas mumbled to the sawdust-and-peanut-shell–covered floor. 
 “Look, Lucas, I get it.” Trevor squeezed Lucas’s arm. “I’ve had weak moments, too. I’ve even . . . never mind. I’ve slipped, too. But you really weren’t thinking that this would be . . . permanent, right?” 
 “I . . .” Guilt pinched Lucas’s insides. And shame swept over him, a debris-filled river of stupid choices and limited options. And behind that came something else, a regret that his friend had struggled and he hadn’t even noticed. “What happened with you?” 
 “Me?” Trevor turned pink, looking everywhere but at Lucas. When Ashley came jogging over, his breath whistled out, his relief palpable. 
 “I’ve got the song choices,” Ashley said. 
 “I better go find my group.” Cheeks still pink, Trevor gave them all a little wave. 
 “We are so freaking screwed.” Ashley levered herself up onto one of the wooden tables, her legs dangling over the edge. “Like really, seriously, this sucks.” 
 Raven grabbed the paper from her. “Oh man. This blows.” 
 “Do they want us to go home?” Jeff rested his chin on Raven’s shoulder. 
 “Okay, drama queens, give it here.” Expression still coolly distant, Cody returned, coffee in hand. He snatched the paper away, his eyes going wide. “The fuck?” 
 Lucas leaned in to look at the paper, careful not to touch Cody, not sure if he could bear it if Cody flinched away. Their choices were “Save a Horse (Ride a Cowboy),” “Jesus, Take the Wheel,” or “Red Solo Cup.” Yeah. It bit. 
 “I’ve never even heard the first one.” Cody groaned, rubbing at his head. 
 “And even Carrie Underwood couldn’t save the other one.” Ashley blew out a long breath, ruffling her hair. “I’ve only heard ‘Red Solo Cup’ once, but I’m pretty sure there was no actual singing involved.” 
 “Maybe the others aren’t that bad?” Raven asked. 
 “Here.” Lucas grabbed his iPad from his bag. His hands shook, but it had little to do with the song choice and everything to do with the too calm expression on Cody’s face and the distant look in his eyes. 
 The Wi-Fi was shitty and the sound was for crap, but he managed to cue up the Big & Rich song. The group gathered around to listen. 
 “Oh. My. God. Train wreck.” Raven rested her head in her hands. 
 “We could make it work. Go all satire.” Lucas swallowed, trying to find something to like. Wearing glitter and futuristic costumes was a walk in the park compared to the prospect of having to perform the ultimate cowboy swagger song with a slightly Goth, openly gay lead. More like a 747 plane wreck.

 “Here’s the other song.” Lucas brought up the Carrie Underwood tune. 
 “It’s the wrong key for me. And her runs are terrible.” Cody grabbed the tablet from Lucas. Cody’s long fingers briefly brushed Lucas’s hand. An accidental touch, yet one that triggered tingles of longing through Lucas’s limbs. He shoved his hand into his pocket, resisting the urge to grab at those glitter-nailed fingers and hold on for dear life. The cold, too calm mask Cody wore was making Lucas want to bawl. He didn’t even know why Cody had gone into arrogant rock star mode—there were plenty of things about this day to inspire a diva fit. But Lucas did know his gut was churning with worry, and the nasty feeling wasn’t about impending bull rides and stupid cowboy songs. 
 “Not to mention the lyrics. I don’t see you singing about moms and babies and car wrecks.” Ashley made a scoffing sound. 
 “But riding cowboys? Surely you can find something to like there?” Lifting her head, Raven winked, like Lucas and Cody were supposed to be all over the humiliation of that option. 
 “And get eliminated. Like without the other groups even needing to perform.” Ashley gestured at the clumps of other groups. None of them seemed particularly pissed. They probably got decent choices like “Life Is a Highway”—the M&Ms had done that one at their spring show. 
 “I’m not sure I can deliver it as anything other than ‘Come to the big gay leather bar with me.’” Cody rolled his eyes. 
 Jeff snorted. “No offense, man, but I’m not the Village People.” 
 “Maybe if Jeff and I were the cowboys . . .” Lucas offered weakly. He found himself in the weird headspace of actually missing the pink tuxes from week two or the eyeliner from last week. “Or what if it’s the girls taking the lead? Yeah, that might work best.” 
 “There’s an idea.” Ashley brightened. “We’d have to rekey it, but maybe—” 
 “It’s not really a chick song.” Jeff spoke up. 
 “Okay, what about the Carrie Underwood one?” Lucas cued it up again. “It doesn’t have to be this key.” He searched YouTube to see if he could find a decent version of a guy covering it. Nope. They all sounded like dying cats. “Or we don’t have to do the whole song—we’ve only got two minutes. We could sample and rearrange to grab what might work.” 
 “What we need to grab is a new song.” Ashley’s dramatic moan was Hollywood worthy. 
 “Yeah.” Cody nodded. He still hadn’t even looked at Lucas. His attention was directed across the room at where the PAs and crew were clumped together. A few of the directors were with them—including the one Cody was always flirting with. Shaun? Dean? Dane. That was it. Dane, the obviously out, older, slightly smarmy assistant director who Lucas knew had already granted Cody favors. Oh, heck.

 “If I ask nice, they might let us switch songs. Worked for the Divas a few weeks ago.” Cody rubbed his palms on his jeans. 
 Lucas’s back muscles tensed. He didn’t want Cody anywhere near Dane, let alone asking for favors. Not when everything was all upside down between them. Not when he hadn’t had a chance to explain things to Cody. Not when the look on Cody’s face was an opportunistic smirk. 
 “I swear the Divas’ lead is banging one of the judges, the way they keep getting called out first and getting the prime songs,” Jeff said. 
 “Maybe they just know how to ask?” Ashley raised her eyebrows. 
 “How about I catch you guys back at the hotel?” Cody’s eyes hadn’t left Dane. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 “Please. Go use your powers of persuasion.” Ashley made a shooing motion. “Maybe if you strike out, I can try later. Find out who the Divas have been sucking up to.” 
 “More like just sucking. But I think Cody has that covered,” Jeff said. He and Raven followed Ashley toward the buffet line. The three of them laughed as they walked away, oblivious to the gaping hole opening up in Lucas’s chest. 
 The rest of the group seemed perfectly happy to pimp Cody to get a better song choice, like they didn’t care about the rules that were supposed to prevent that sort of fraternization, like Cody using his in with Dane was just business as usual. Did you really think they were your friends? Or maybe they know he’ll do it anyway. They’re only encouraging him because they know it’s what he wants to do.

 As he watched Dane’s lithe body and slick smile from across the room, Lucas’s stomach turned to glue, the heavy scent of sausages and eggs clogging his throat, making him want to hurl. Lucas hadn’t needed Sherlock-level skills to figure out Cody and Dane had something going the first week of the competition. Which was why it was so stupid to be angry about this—he’d known what Cody’s MO was and he’d told himself he didn’t care. Heck, it had been part of the attraction. Except now it felt like the hole in his chest had broken clean through him, and if anybody bothered to look his way, they’d see all the way to the other side of this stupid, stinking bar. 
 “Wait.” He caught up to Cody. “We can make the songs work. You don’t need to—” 
 “Those songs are beyond terrible.” Cody shook his head. “I am not going home this week.” 
 “Cody.” Lucas clamped down hard on the impulse to whine or grab at Cody. He refused to sound needy. “Don’t. Just. Don’t.” 
 “It’ll be okay.” Cody sounded distracted, his body still too tense and far away from Lucas’s. Lucas had grown so used to Cody’s casual touches that their absence felt like little wounds. 
 “No.” Screw sounding needy. He wasn’t letting Cody walk away this time. “We need to talk.” 

 Did they really have to do this right now? Cody had limited options to try to catch Dane and ask for a favor. He really didn’t need Lucas throwing his shit in Cody’s direction. 
 After all, Lucas seemed fully capable of doing his own thing, acting on his own. He’d made plans with Trevor, with his folks. He hadn’t told Cody about any of that shit, and there was no reason why he’d had to. You’re fuck buddies. Not even that. Jerk-off buddies with a side of oral. He wasn’t ever going to be anything different to Lucas—he wouldn’t fit with whatever white-bread plan Lucas had for pleasing his parents. He didn’t want to fit in. He didn’t come anywhere close to the ideals Lucas’s dad went on and on about. Jesus, why would he want to? Dude didn’t know shit about being gay but acted like his fancy degrees made him some sort of authority on who should stick their dicks where and when. 
 Cody didn’t need that sort of grief. And he really didn’t need whatever half-assed apology Lucas was about to try to make. 
 “I can arrange any of those songs into something that might work.” Lucas’s voice sounded all tight. And apparently there wasn’t an apology forthcoming, only more complaints. Cody’s neck muscles locked up as he tried to push down any disappointment he felt. 
 “You know, if you could give Ashley most of the lead, we could work something for the group—” 
 “This isn’t about getting something that might work—” Cody didn’t want a song they could maybe wrestle into a decent performance. With three groups going home, they couldn’t afford the craptastic song choice. “I am not going home this week. Not before the live shows. Not when it’s obvious someone wants us gone and is trying to fuck with our songlist. Not when I am so damn close to finally getting the sort of exposure I need.” 
 “Sorry. Should have remembered—it’s not about the group for you, is it?” Lucas’s voice had a nasty tone Cody hadn’t heard before. “Regardless, you don’t need to go . . . ask for another one.” 
 “I’m sorry, did I miss the part where you get a say in who I talk to?” 
 “No. Obviously,” Lucas huffed, looking like a put-out twelve-year-old. “And not like there’s really going to be that much talking going on. Why should I care?” 

Oh, shit. Understanding bloomed, and with it a steady thrum of anger. Of-fucking-course Lucas had believed Ashley and Jeff’s stupid teasing. 
 “Is that your issue? You think I’m planning to fuck him?” 
 Lucas turned a mottled shade of red, his eyes darting around. 

Might as well send us home now. Sighing heavily, Cody grabbed Lucas’s arm, hauled him behind a display of Rebel Army–branded fishing gear, complete with fake fish leaping around, looking thrilled to have hooks in their mouths. Stupid fish.

 “I know you did. The first week, I mean.” Lucas’s words came out in a breathless rush, and Cody had to strain to hear him. 
 Cody briefly considered letting him keep his assumptions. “He blew me. I blew him. Quid pro quo, but no fucking.” He shrugged. “Nothing worth getting worked up over.” 
 “Oh, right. I guess anything short of anal doesn’t count for you, right?” 
 “Jesus fucking Christ,” Cody said, and Lucas blanched, but Cody didn’t care. “What? Do you want me to apologize for all the guys I’ve done over the years? Because I’m not sorry.” 
 “No. I should have known.” Lucas shrugged. “I mean I did know—” 
 “That I’m a manwhore. I know. But I’m not going to apologize for liking sex. Or for sometimes using it to grease the wheels.” Cody pushed hard against one of the stupid fake fish, rattling the display. 
 “Do you hear yourself?” Lucas’s eyes went wide, full of judgment and condemnation. “Quid pro quo. Grease the wheels. You might as well get an MBA in hookups. Doesn’t it bother you to use sex as currency?” 
 “Frankly, no,” Cody lied, keeping his face blank. He wasn’t going to give Lucas the satisfaction of knowing how he’d changed because—or hell, in spite of—him, how the way he used to roll felt all weird now. The fact that he was over here with Lucas—that said more than anything how fucked-up his priorities had become. “And if we weren’t together, yeah, I’d be up for that, but I told you—” 
 “So that’s the only thing keeping you from not? That you told me you weren’t hooking up with anyone else? So, like if I gave you permission, you’d go for it?” Lucas’s scoffing look said he assumed Cody had been about to blow Dane regardless of what he’d promised Lucas. 
 Fuck this shit. Cody didn’t need Lucas’s—or anyone else’s—per-mission. He’d been planning on asking—nicely, but breaking his promise to Lucas hadn’t entered his mind. But apparently, Lucas had already decided what kind of guy Cody was. Screw him. “Sure. What are we talking? Hand jobs? That doesn’t even count for a lot of people. And if it gets us a better song—” 
 “It means that much to you?” 
 Didn’t he know? Cody had thought Lucas understood, that Lucas got that success was everything to Cody. Each of Lucas’s insults stung like a BB, like Cody was one of the soda cans his friends used to shoot up after school. 
 “Not that you care, but I also want a better song for us—what the hell do you think happens to us if we go home this week?” 
 “Let me try to understand this—you’d be willing to . . . pimp yourself to get a better song so that we could keep . . . whatever this is between us going?” Lucas swallowed loudly, gulping like he’d just downed a bottle of Drno. 
 “Don’t you get it?” Cody hated how his voice sounded as raw as if he’d performed two back-to-back sets at a solo show with no breaks. Hated how his hands wouldn’t stay still—shaking against the slick fabric of his pants. “We lose and . . . what happens? You go home, right?” 
 “Well, I kind of do have to finish up—” Lucas blinked. 
 “See. That’s just it. You have Mommy and Daddy waiting for you. Grad school if you want it. A job if you need it. A soft place to land. Me? I have a twenty-year-old van, two guitars, and a whole lot of lost chances.” 
 “You could come with me.” Lucas’s face was red and mottled. If he cried, Cody was toast. Burned black. Just go ahead and throw him in the fucking trash, because no way could he deal if Lucas cried. He had to look away. 
 “And what? Hang out while you finish? Because I’m sure the fine people of Austerity would love that—” 
 “My folks—” 
 “The same ones you’re so fucking eager for me to meet?” Cody finally gave voice to the anger tearing up his insides. “Oh wait—they want to meet all your new friends, right?” 
 “Yes. No.” Lucas scrubbed at his hair. “I mean, yes, they want to meet the people I’ve met and the group. And no, I haven’t told them about . . . us. But I was going to.” His eyes were big blue puddles of need, but Cody didn’t trust it. Didn’t believe him. 
 “Uh-huh.” He shrugged. 
 “I was.” 
 “And I’d damn well rather meet them as the guy who’s just landed their kid a record deal than as the heathen loser with no marketable skills who’s going to be sleeping on their kid’s couch.” 

Worthless. The thought hit him like a slap. Even if Lucas was interested in something serious with him, he didn’t have anything to offer him—not the virginity Lucas put so much stock in, not a future, not even a place to hang out. Without this success, he had nothing. 
 “Is that really why you’re in such a hurry to go catch Dane? Why you’re willing to do . . . whatever? Because you’re pissed at what Trevor said—” 
 “Oh. My. Fucking. God.” One of the display fish broke off in Cody’s hand, plastic fins digging into his palm. “You’ve already decided I’m going to fuck around with him, haven’t you? It doesn’t really matter if I do or don’t. In your head, I’m always going to be the slut who would, and nothing I say will change that.” 
 “You could not go—” 
 “Because you don’t trust me to ask without getting on my knees. No, thank you.” He rubbed his neck, his shaky fingers doing nothing to ease the knot of muscles. “Look, I get that I’m not the guy you bring home to your parents. But I’m also not some trash you go slumming with—” 
 “I never said you were. . . .” Lucas yanked at his hair hard enough to come away with a few strands. “You want to meet my folks? You want to be a real couple? Because you’ve never really acted like that.” 
 “No.” Cody was honest again. “Because it’s always going to be in the back of your head that I’m the guy who sleeps around, that I’m the guy who destroyed whatever fantasy you’ve held, that I’m the guy who can’t be what you—or your folks—really want.” 
 He didn’t believe for a moment that Lucas had been planning to tell his parents about them. No, he’d been planning on heading home and keeping Cody as the dirty little secret of what he did on his summer break. If he’d allowed himself to believe otherwise, Cody was ten kinds of fool. Didn’t matter how sweetly Lucas kissed or how right he felt . . . 
 “You could be.” Lucas’s voice was small, his shoulders tucked in. 
 Cody wanted badly to wrap his arms around him. But he didn’t. His sanity was a thin thread, quickly unraveling. 
 “If you tried.” 
 “See, that’s the thing.” The fish broke apart in his hand, leaving only the fake lure intact. “I shouldn’t have to try. I should be enough right now. And I shouldn’t have to give up a chance to win to meet your paranoia—” 
 “Is it really paranoia?” Lucas had found his claws again. “Are you ever going to put someone—anything—ahead of singing? Does anything come before your music?” 

You. The word was right there, burning Cody’s tongue, making his teeth ache, but he couldn’t let it out, couldn’t let it be the truth. 
 “Tell me that if I gave you permission, if you thought you could get away with it, you wouldn’t go there.” 
 “Even if I did, it wouldn’t change a thing about how I feel about you.” I love you, you stupid, crazy bastard. And my heart is breaking. What he had with Lucas wasn’t even on the same level as anything else he’d done. He could screw a dozen guys and it wouldn’t change what was in his heart. 
 But he hadn’t considered fooling around in weeks. Hadn’t really considered it when he’d walked away to go talk to Dane—but then Lucas came at him with all these assumptions. And Cody didn’t like the person he’d become. Soft. Ready to try to be what Lucas wanted—even if that meant losing the only thing that had ever mattered to him. And he couldn’t do it. Not when it was so clear he’d fail. 
 Lucas’s face was practically a sneer. He’d labeled Cody the first time they’d met, and nothing he could do would ever change Lucas’s judgment. 
 “I get it now.” Lucas pushed past him, clearly not getting it. His face was mottled red and his shoulders were up by his ears, his head bowed. 
 Cody had no comfort left to give, no more words he could say. Hell, he didn’t even have enough for himself. 
 And then he was gone, leaving Cody with pieces of his soul scattered all around him. Across the room, the directors were eating, still lingering over coffee and what looked like Tex-Mex eggs. He took a deep breath, trying to collect his pride. He might have lost Lucas—if he’d ever really had him—but he didn’t have to lose the show. And hell, if Lucas was going to assume the worst about him, he might as well give it his best shot. 
  


 Somehow Lucas made it back to the hotel. He wanted nothing more than to go up to his room and hide under the covers for the next week. But the others were expecting him, and he couldn’t let them down. He wasn’t going to be the one to sell the group out. It didn’t matter that they’d egged Cody on; Lucas had signed on to help them, and he wasn’t going to let— 

Heck. He had to duck into the men’s room. He locked himself in a stall and fought a losing battle with his lungs to get a breath in. He’d heard his sisters talk about broken hearts, and every chick flick he’d been forced to watch always made it seem like a girl thing. But his body was proving him wrong. His chest felt as if it had been bashed in with a wrecking ball. 
 The worst thing was that Cody was right. Lucas hadn’t wanted to tell his folks about him, about the stuff Lucas had been up to here in LA. But not for the reasons Cody assumed. Sure, at first he hadn’t thought he’d need to. He hadn’t planned on this being anything more than a one-time experiment. He hadn’t planned on Cody changing everything for him. But somehow he had. 
 And he wasn’t the same person who had boarded the plane back in Des Moines. Wasn’t the same guy who had promised not to forget the honor code amid the temptations of LA. Wasn’t the same son who agreed 100 percent with his dad’s work. And that scared him, and he hadn’t known what to do with that fear, so he’d taken the coward’s way out and simply done nothing. 
 It wasn’t until it was slipping away that he’d realized how damn much he did want something real with Cody. But weeks of unsaid things had exploded in harsh words and hurt looks until whatever had been between them had been reduced to rubble. Then the dust had cleared and he’d seen there hadn’t been anything more than sex there in the first place. 
 Cody had been honest about who he was, while Lucas had made so many bargains and compromises that he’d lost sight of who he really was. What he really wanted. Who he really wanted. 
 He took deep breaths, his palms pressing into the cold metal of the stall wall. He tried telling himself that whatever he’d felt for Cody had been a lie, a trick of biology, because there couldn’t ever be anything else—not with someone more in love with himself than Lucas. 

And can you really fault him for keeping his heart on lockdown when you did the exact same thing?

 He could lecture himself for hours and it wouldn’t make it hurt any less. No matter how much logic he threw out, it didn’t help the seeping feeling that he’d lost a part of himself along with Cody. 






 Chapter Sixteen 

Cody tracked down Dane as he was putting his plate into a dish tub. The other directors and PAs were loitering over coffee at one of the big wooden tables, but a lot of the contestants were already heading back to the buses. 
 “Long time no see.” Dane gave him an easy grin. “But heard you last night. You sounded great.” 
 “Thanks.” His skin feeling tight and hot, Cody scratched his neck. “Can I talk to you?” 
 “Sure.” Dane looked around the emptying room. “How about I give you a ride back? That’ll give us some privacy.” 
 Cody knew what he meant, and even with his stomach going nuclear, he followed. He knew the drill, knew that Dane wouldn’t want to be caught leaving together, so he gave Dane a head start, then slunk out the doors, hightailing it across the parking lot. 
 “Didn’t see you at the after party,” Dane said as he unlocked his newer-model Prius. He gave Cody a hurry-up gesture as he got in. Right. Can’t be caught talking to the desperate twink. Protocol Cody had never questioned since arriving in LA suddenly seemed seedy. Wrong. 

Damn it. Shake it off. Cody tried to get his head back in the game as he got in the passenger seat. 
 “Yeah. I had . . . other plans.” 
 “Too bad.” The car was parked at the far edge of the lot, back by some trees. Setting his keys in the cup holder, Dane gave him a long, smoldering look that left Cody colder than a Des Moines street corner in January. 
 “Listen. I need a favor. Our song choices this week blow,” he said. No sense in dragging things out. 
 “I’d like to help.” Dane looked Cody over, his eyes coolly calculating. “But here’s the thing . . . not everyone is thrilled with how well your group did last week.” 
 “Fucking British prick.” 
 “Among others.” Dane didn’t sound particularly sorry. “It’s the way things go. But maybe you guys can work with what you have.” 
 “Hardly.” Cody wouldn’t be here if that was the case. 
 “Well . . .” Dane took out his phone, scrolling with a well-manicured thumb. “A few groups have already chosen, so there are a few discards.” 
 “That would work.” Anything to get out of this car. Get this over with. 
 “I’d have to talk to some people.” Dane reached out with his free hand, touching Cody’s face. This wasn’t the way things usually went—Cody was supposed to be the one in charge. Even when he had a feeling his choice of partners might benefit his career, he was still the one calling the shots. But now nothing felt right. 
 “Thanks.” 
 “I’m happy you caught me. Haven’t seen you much lately.” He traced Cody’s lips with his fingers, leaving no doubt what he’d missed. “Eric has been gone again. Been awfully bored.” 
 That was Cody’s specialty. Relieving boredom—for himself, for back-up band members, club owners, and groupies, with no thought beyond the night. For years, it had been all anyone wanted of him. He’d had some standards and had taken charge of the hookups and had a lot of fun. It had taken Lucas throwing rocks at the glass house of denial he’d constructed before he’d seen how empty and hollow his lifestyle had become. 
 Whatever. He’d have time for angst later. He reached for Dane’s belt, knowing what he had to do. So what if he was essentially turning this Prius into a casting couch? It wasn’t anything different from what hundreds of others had done to advance their careers. It didn’t matter what rules the show had about things like this. Everyone knew how things really worked. 
 His spit turned metallic, the heavy taste of brass gagging him. And why the hell were his fingers shaking worse than if he’d had six shots and no sleep? You’d think he was the virgin. 
 Ah. There it was. The heavy punch of guilt he’d been expecting. Sadness settled in like a wool blanket, muffling everything around him. Maybe he’d blown dozens of guys for far worse reasons, but he wasn’t that guy anymore. 

Fuck you, Lucas. Fuck Lucas for somehow undoing everything Cody had known about himself. And then fuck him for not caring enough. For not seeing enough. For not believing in Cody. Cody’s face and throat burned like he was being smothered. Like he was trying with all his might to inhale and getting nothing but blanket lint. Hands still trembling, he withdrew them. 
 Fuck Lucas for messing up Cody’s last good chance at salvaging this mess. 
 “No?” Dane raised one well-groomed eyebrow. “What? You’ve got a particular song in mind?” 
 “Not like that,” Cody mumbled. 
 “Could be.” Dane looked at him, assessing. “Depends.” 
 Clearly, he’d been selling himself short all these years. Should have been asking for a hell of a lot more. Playing harder to get. Or maybe it was only now that he knew what he really wanted that he saw what he’d given away. 
 “No. I’m sorry.” He shook his head, bile rising in his throat. “I can’t.” 
 “What the hell? You suddenly turn cock tease?” Dane’s face was dark now, his easy indifference gone. “Or what? You suddenly think of something else you want?” 

Yes. Lucas. Cody stared at his hands, wishing he had an answer for Dane. Wishing he had an answer for himself. He’d played chicken with Lucas’s affections and wiped out, goading and pushing until they were both bloody and bruised. 
 “Think you’re the only one wanting solos and prime songs?” 
 “No,” Cody said, his head feeling like it weighed more than the neon bull on Rebel Army’s roof. “I should . . . go.” 
 “Don’t bother asking for favors if you’re going to play head games,” Dane huffed. “I don’t have time for that. You’re not exactly playing with house money here—people want you gone. And I’m a fan, but there’s only so much I can do.” He held up his hands. 

I’m a fan. Love you, but . . . Huge fan. Wish I could . . . He’d heard it enough to hate the word fan. He loved his audience the way a junkie loves his next hit, but he hated the industry types who called themselves fans right before they snubbed him. 
 Part of Cody wanted to tell Dane he had a boyfriend, ask if he could have a new song anyway, beg forgiveness for not putting out, but he could tell from the hard set of Dane’s jaw what the answer was likely to be. And Cody wasn’t the begging type. Certainly not with some jerk who thought he was entitled to Cody’s mouth. 
 He escaped from the car, barely making it to the bushes before he puked up his coffee and yet another lost chance. 
  


 Cody barely managed to catch the last bus back to the hotel, then had to duck up to his room for a clean shirt. The room had been empty with no Lucas, no chance to talk. Like that would help. He’d pulled on the first shirt he’d found, not wanting to linger over the memory of doing laundry with Lucas earlier in the week. 
 Rushing back down to the conference-floor level, he paused outside the door of the practice room. They’d gotten an upgrade this week, taking over the room vacated by the losing group. It was a bright space, with room to move, but the other four were clustered in the center of the room on metal folding chairs. Raven was rubbing Lucas’s back, glaring at Jeff and Ashley. 
 “I said I was sorry.” Ashley swirled soda in a half-empty bottle. 
 Cody leaned in the doorway, wanting to see how big a shit storm he was walking into. 
 “I still don’t see what the big deal is.” Jeff held up his hands. “I was joking. But everyone knows gay guys don’t do exclusive.” 
 “Well, some do.” Ashley gave a dramatic eye roll. “But Cody’s allergic to relationships.” 

Ouch. That hurt, even though it was mostly true. 
 “The big deal is that Lucas is sad,” Raven lectured them with the voice of a future teacher. “And them broken up—” 
 “I never said that,” Lucas mumbled to the floor. 
 Of course not. Jerk-off buddies didn’t break up. Wasn’t like they’d been . . . something. Cody’s gut clenched, bitter acid rising in his throat. And right now, he was nothing—nothing. He felt hollowed out, with nothing left to offer. 
 “Just said I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 “I know.” Raven continued her back patting, but Lucas shrugged her off. When he caught sight of Cody, his face went gray, his mouth sagging. It was like he’d lost a baseball game, his dog, and his last hundred bucks in the same day. Fuck it. Cody wanted Lucas angry or judgmental or irritated or . . . anything but hurt. He couldn’t fucking handle the idea that Lucas might be hurting as bad as he was. It’s his own stupid fault.

 “You’re back.” Lucas’s voice was flat, with absolutely no welcome to it. 
 “What did you get? Do we have more than one new choice? Is it good?” Ashley knocked over her soda as she rushed over to Cody. 
 Lucas let out a loud huff and mopped up the mess for her. 
 “Nothing.” Cody waved her off. “We’re stuck with what we got.” 
 “He said no?” Her eyebrows shot up like she didn’t believe him. 
 “Did you not ask?” There was a little hope in Lucas’s voice. Just enough to slice what remained of Cody’s heart in two. The soda stain had spread out across the brown low-pile carpet, but Lucas kept scrubbing, shredding the flimsy napkins he’d tossed down. 
 He could say the words Lucas wanted to hear. Give him the satisfaction of knowing Cody hadn’t been able to go through with it. But then what? Watch as Lucas tried harder to make Cody fit into the box labeled boyfriend? Cody wasn’t going to be another mess to clean up. Wasn’t going to watch Lucas try to make things work, even when it was so clear . . . 
 “I asked.” He shook his head, his eyes starting to sting. He had to sit down before his feet gave in to the urge to race away. “He said no.” 
 “Hell.” Raven sounded close to tears. 
 “Dude. Thought you were like good,” Jeff said, but no one laughed. Raven moved her chair two feet to the left with a loud screech. 
 “People aren’t happy with us doing well.” Every muscle in Cody’s body hurt. Hell, his brain hurt. “Let’s just pick something and move on.” 
 “You want to cue up the choices again?” Jeff asked Lucas, who’d connected his tablet to the speakers in the room. 

Fuck. Cody had accidentally taken the chair next to Lucas’s. Lucas gave him a searching look as he sat back down, his whole body slumping into the chair. 
 All three songs sounded as terrible as they had the first time they’d listened to them, even with the better acoustics. 
 “No way in hell am I doing the cowboy song,” Jeff said. 
 “I want to try the Carrie Underwood one.” Ashley’s foot rattled against the metal rungs of her chair. “I could tell the story and do the verses but let Cody belt—” 
 “No offense, but that sounds like a train wreck.” Raven spoke up. “I’d vote for ‘Ride a Cowboy’ for the fun factor, but if Jeff ’s afraid his manly man club membership is in jeopardy—” 
 “I didn’t say that. You’re still pissed because—” 
 “I’m not pissed.” Raven’s tightly pursed mouth called her a liar. Great. More people mad at each other. They might as well start waving the white flag right now. Cody wasn’t a quitter, but he was a realist—nothing they could do this week would make a damn bit of difference. 
 “I don’t care. Just pick.” Cody rubbed his head. He wanted this week over with. Fast forward to elimination. He scrolled through his e-mail on his phone, not wanting to be a part of their deliberations. He needed to call his agent to see if he could trade on any minor promo from when the show aired in the fall to get a few gigs. Maybe they’d be able to cobble together a minitour worth more than gas money. Might as well buy a stack of lottery tickets.

 “What?” Lucas leaned forward, almost coming out of his chair, invading Cody’s space. There it was—every last shred of hope had drained from Lucas’s face, leaving only a harsh light in his eyes and deep lines around his mouth. “That’s it? You’re just giving up? Not even going to try?” 
 “What’s the point? They want us gone. Time to pack our bags.” He didn’t look up from his phone. Lucas’s anger was almost a welcome thing—he wrapped it around himself like a blanket, security from any pity or misguided kindness. 
 “You’re an asshole.” Raven turned her anger from Jeff and blew it all over Cody. “Your agent told us you were our best shot of making it to the finals. And I’m not giving up without a fight.” 
 “Me either.” Lucas’s fierce expression looked ready to be cast in marble, like a mythical creature ready to guard buildings. “And since Cody doesn’t care, I vote ‘Red Solo Cup.’ Full-on choral arrangement with no leads.” 
 “Taking it old-school a cappella?” Jeff grabbed a pen from his bag and started scribbling notes. “Lots of minisolos? I could dig that arrangement.” 
 “No lead?” Cody couldn’t keep quiet. 
 “Hey.” Lucas managed to look like he’d forgotten Cody was still there. Nice trick. “Thought you didn’t care.” 
 “I meant which song.” Snap. If Lucas had expected him to come groveling back, he’d never really known Cody at all. 
 “Way I see it, they’re probably thinking there’s no way in heck we’d pick that one. And that there’s no way we’d do anything other than a Cody-as-lead song.” Lucas sat back in his chair, staring Cody down, challenge in his eyes. 
 Ashley fidgeted in her chair. “Which is why I should—” 
 “Wait.” Raven held up her hand. “You want to sing about drinking beer in front of your parents?” 
 It shouldn’t have surprised Cody that they already knew about Lucas’s folks visiting. Heck, for all he knew, they’d probably known before him. The muscles in his back pitched a tantrum and his throat burned. Felt like he’d never be able to sing another note. 
 “Better than singing about riding cowboys.” Jeff laughed hard enough to turn his face red. 
 “All the more reason to do Carrie Underwood,” Ashley put in. 
 “Way to stereotype,” Raven threw back. “Not all—” 
 “Stop.” Cody held up his hand. They all shut up and looked at him. Taking bizarre satisfaction in that, his spine lifted. “Let’s go ahead and vote.” 
 “Look at you. Mr. Democratic.” Ashley gave fake applause. 
 “I vote ‘Red Solo Cup.’” Jeff spoke fast. 
 “I vote the Carrie Underwood song.” Ashley stared him down. 
 “I vote the cowboy song.” Raven made a face. 
 “Song choice is going to be the least of my parents’ freak-outs.” Lucas sighed, then seemed to pull himself together, lifting his head. “And pop comes in cups, too. I like what we could do with the arrangement. ‘Red Solo Cup.’” He still hadn’t looked at Cody, but he gave Jeff a weak smile. Cody’s fist clenched. 
 “I vote ‘Red Solo Cup,’ too.” Up until he opened his mouth, Cody had been planning to vote for the cowboy song. At least it would give him a strong lead and a loud fuck-you to whoever was having issues with him. But something in the set of Lucas’s jaw made Cody vote with him. And it wasn’t like it truly mattered—the cards were stacked against them, with the judges ready to send them home and a pissed-off Dane not about to do them any favors. Not having power over his fate made Cody almost as nauseous as his fight with Lucas. 
 “Fine.” Ashley rolled her eyes. “Side with the boys. Whatever.” 

Fucking fool, he immediately cursed himself. Like one song choice agreement was going to be enough to fix him and Lucas. Like he had any business, even for half a second, wishing they could be fixed. 
  


 “You want me to wear what?” Lucas stared at Dawn, the PA from hell. Like full-on eyeballs popping out, jaw on the floor, cartoon-style goggling at what she was proposing. Dawn had yanked him from their morning rehearsal and dragged him off to wardrobe without much explanation. The walls of the wardrobe trailer felt like a soda can being folded up around him. 
 “I told you. It will help your group.” Dawn spoke slowly and not so patiently. “You guys can’t exactly afford to be going all diva on us.” 
 Did everyone know they were doomed? The show was worse than high school as far as gossip. It was probably common knowledge that his group had less cohesion right now than a junior high marching band with an absent director. And if he’d doubted whether people had guessed about him and Cody, all the sidelong sympathetic glances had ended that uncertainty. Yeah, everyone knew. 
 His shoulders and neck ached and he felt drugged with lack of sleep. He’d slept on Ashley and Raven’s floor the last two nights, giant chicken that he was. Trevor had been avoiding him, which was okay because the last damn thing Lucas needed was a lecture from Trevor about how he should forget Cody and return to making better choices. 
 Or okay, the second to the last thing he needed was a lecture from Trevor, because Dawn was currently holding up the absolute number-one thing he didn’t need. Her hand swung back and forth, like a clock clicking down to what promised to be his most humiliating moment ever—even worse than when he’d taken out the entire woodwind section with an ill-timed half-time show skid that ended up with his uniform pants split, angry flutists, and a dressing-down from the director in front of the crowd. 
 “Everyone else has already agreed to this. Come on.” Dawn tossed the scrap of silky fabric at him. “And honestly, I think you’ve got a good shot of winning.” 
 “Gee. Thanks.” He still wasn’t exactly sure what Dawn was up to. But she said prime spots for Saturday’s taping were on the line, as well as an extended promo feature. And if there was one thing the group needed more of, it was exposure. If—okay, because—this was their final week, Lucas knew Cody and Ashley would kill for the chance to get one last shot at extra promotion. 
 But they weren’t the ones Dawn had recruited for her little plot. And they weren’t the ones whose parents were due in Los Angeles in a freaking hour. His folks had said they’d go to their hotel, then call him to set up dinner, which he was so not looking forward to. And he really didn’t need the pressure of this stunt. However, he also couldn’t shake the image of how withdrawn Cody had become. 
 Lucas had no idea how to make things better between them—if that was even possible. He’d been a judgmental dick and Cody was . . . well, Cody was Cody. Didn’t matter what Lucas did. Cody didn’t want to be with him. Oh, Ashley and Raven kept saying he did. Raven kept telling him to apologize, to try to talk things out with Cody. But Raven hadn’t been the one to see Cody’s face as he’d walked away from Lucas on Sunday. 
 Lucas wasn’t sure there were enough apologetic words in the dictionary to make up for the pain on Cody’s face. Worse, he was pretty sure Cody didn’t want him to try. The girls were right, though—he had been pretty terrible to Cody. And even if there wasn’t a chance of them getting back together, he still wanted to make things better for Cody. If music was all Cody wanted, then Lucas wanted to give him his best shot. He owed him that much. Heck, he owed himself that much. He couldn’t keep hiding behind fear. 

This won’t be so bad, he lied to himself. He took a breath that felt like it came from his toes, pulling every last bit of his courage up with it. 
 “I’ll do it.” 






 Chapter Seventeen 

“You really screwed up this time.” Ashley sounded almost gleeful as she joined Cody in the line for lunch. They’d spent the morning rehearsing the group number scheduled for the middle of the show. Neither of them had a solo—no big shocker there. Cody was stuck in a flock of other tenors linking arms and slapping hands like a high school production of Oklahoma! on steroids. 
 One of the PAs had pulled Lucas away right as rehearsal began. He’d been gone all afternoon, and Cody could only assume the producers had cast Lucas in one of their notorious “mystery” segments. His absence should have been a relief, but instead it was simply one more distraction. 
 “Whatever.” Cody grabbed a soda. His head pounded. Better make it two sodas. He hadn’t slept well last night—hell, all damn week. The room was too empty, too quiet, too filled with reminders of Lucas. It hadn’t taken much effort to figure out that Lucas had unofficially moved to Trevor’s room. “I told you. I asked for a different song. I tried—” 
 “Not about the song.” Ashley stacked lettuce on her sandwich until Cody couldn’t see the bread anymore. Craft service had laid out a picnic-themed lunch, getting into country week with red-and-white-checked napkins. “About Lucas.” 
 One of the members of the all-girl group was creating a sandwich, too. Her survey of the cold-cut collection was lingering a tad long, and Cody guessed her ears were fine-tuned to hot gossip. Great. Exactly what we need—more gossip. Not that the Divas needed any more ammunition to shoot down the other groups—the Divas had scored the pimp slot at the end of the show and their stars had prime solos for the group piece. 
 Cody glared at her until she took her damn smoked turkey and slinked away. 
 “Since when do you care?” he asked Ashley, not bothering to cover his frustration. He wasn’t sure when the whole damn group had become Team Lucas, but even Ashley was playing nice in rehearsal, shooting Cody pissy looks, like he knew how the fuck to fix things with Lucas. But she hadn’t seen the sneer on Lucas’s face, hadn’t heard his stupid assumptions. Much as he missed him, Cody wasn’t about to grovel. 
 Cody added a bag of chips to his tray. He was limiting himself to stuff he could put in his bag or juggle in his hands because there was no way in fuck he was eating in here. They’d crammed tables into the backstage area, but not enough. Some groups perched on set pieces and others claimed strips of floor. 
 “Is it because you blew Dane?” Ashley added more vegetables to her sandwich, motions as slow as a Norah Jones song and every bit as frustrating. 
 “I didn’t blow Dane.” Jesus. Why did everyone assume the freaking worst of him? “Don’t you think we’d have a better song choice if I had?” 
 “Dunno. How good are you?” She laughed. “Did you tell him that?” She nodded in Lucas’s direction. Great. Might as well tag him for this conversation and be done with it.

 “Doesn’t matter.” And it really didn’t. Ashley finally moved, so he snatched up a premade sandwich, not even looking to see what kind. 
 He and Lucas hadn’t talked in three days. All he knew was that he ranked somewhere below used chewing gum on the list of things Lucas wanted to touch. If he’d wanted to know what went down with Cody and Dane, he would have asked by now. And it was just as well—their days on the show were numbered and Cody had nothing left to offer to him. What was he supposed to say? Please stay; there’s room enough for two in my van? Fuck that shit. 
 “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter?” She swiveled, her eyes narrowing. “Wait. You like Lucas. I mean you really like him. Are you in love?” 
 “Let me go.” He shook free. 
 “You need to fix this.” She stared him down like he should . . . what? Go beg Lucas’s forgiveness for not doing the thing Lucas thought he’d done? Not happening.

 “I like you better when you’re with him.” Ashley’s hawklike look morphed into a calculating smile. “And I think you like you better when you’re with him.” 
 “You got a point?” Cody asked. Ashley was right, but no way in hell was he admitting it. 
 “If you love him, fight for him.” 
 “What if I can’t be what he needs?” Damn doubt monkeys waging war in his brain made him blurt out his biggest fear. What he deserves. What if I’m not enough? What if he keeps up his stupid assumptions? What if he pushes me away? What if I lose the only part of me I’ve ever liked?

 “Oh, honey—” Ashley reached for him, but the rattle of metal folding chairs cut her off. In the front of the room, a group of PAs were climbing onto chairs, motioning for people to quiet down and listen up. 

Thank fuck. Cody was about to lose it. And if she’d hugged him, he would have been reduced to a sniveling mess. 
 “Everyone into the theater! We’ve got a surprise for you!” Flanked by a camera crew, the redheaded PA addressed them via megaphone. 
 “Surprises from this show never end well.” Ashley’s face wrinkled into a frown. 
 “Word.” 
  


 “We’ve heard the complaints.” Dawn’s overly bright tone played to the cameras. There was always at least one camera for all big meetings like this, but today’s cameras were set up more like they were for the show taping. “Your moaning about the performance order and promo placement hasn’t fallen on deaf ears. So this week we’re going to do something a little different to pick the order you’ll perform in for the taping.” 
 “Thank God.” Cody joined the applause. Their shitty song choice was likely to doom them, but still, a good slot might save them. And at the very least, it would mean more viewers. No matter what the reality singing show, the final performer of the night was always the highest ratings-wise and the most likely to move on. The judges knew this and always seemed to go easy on the later groups—plus there was the benefit of being the last thing the judges saw before elimination votes were cast. A memorable performance in a ratings-friendly spot might be enough to get them a reprieve. One more week. 
 “You’ll have to earn the privilege of picking.” Dawn’s minions nodded in unison with her. “One-on-one. Your strongest performers pitted against each other.” 

Oh yeah. They had this in the bag. Some of the other leads were strong, but Cody could take any of them. Bring. It. On. He rubbed his palms against his jeans. Might help if he were wearing better clothes, but he could outsing any of them even wearing a trash bag. Feet tapping restlessly, he waited to be called to the stage. 
 “So without further ado, I bring you . . .” Dawn made a big sweeping gesture with her arms. “The Bass Off.” 
 “The fuck?” Cody didn’t realize he’d spoken until both Raven and Ashley jabbed him. 
 On stage, the minion PAs unfurled a large “Bass Off” banner to much applause. And out strode each group’s low-note singer, all of them decked out in silk prizefighter–style warm-up robes. Lucas was the last out, and his bare legs and feet stuck out of the robe. His expression was resolute, battle ready, like he expected a swift uppercut any second. 
 “We’ll use this as a teaser and offer it in a Web bonus feature, too. We’re going to answer the question”—she made another motion with her hand, and all the voices behind her joined in—“how low can you go?” 
 The audience erupted in catcalls and shouts. 
 “And did Web bonus feature sound good? Because the Bass Off will determine performance order, but the winning group will also get an extralong intro package and a Web-only bonus feature that’ll go up on the show’s site and YouTube.” 
 This brought a ton of applause, but Cody’s hands remained fisted at his side. He needed that bonus feature. A good video would draw more viewers to his own stream, which would yield more hits and more leverage for gigs. 
 If they’d asked him to sing, he knew in his bones he could do it. Back when he was seven, an older kid had dumped Cody in the pool and told him to swim. Somehow, Cody had made it to the side of the pool and spent the rest of the summer swimming with the bigger kids. Lucas had the same startled, holy shitballs expression on his face, but unlike Cody, Lucas looked like drowning was an option. 
 God, why had Lucas even agreed to this? Oh, right. Because he was Lucas, and he didn’t pitch a bitch fit about anything unless it was his precious principles. Cody’s insides warred between sympathy for Lucas’s discomfort and a bit of twisted pleasure. But sympathy kept winning out, especially given how miserable Lucas seemed. His usual rosy skin had been replaced with a sickly dead fish color. If this were a real prizefight, Cody would put all his money on the other guy. 

But he’s your guy.

 And right now, his guy looked decidedly DOA. Forget revenge—this was just going to be fucking painful to watch. 
 “Go Lucas!” Jeff whooped. 
 “He’s had four years of collegiate a cappella.” Raven nodded her agreement with Jeff. “I know he’s nervous, but we do wacky stuff like this all the time. I think it’s the dancing that makes him mess up. And the TV cameras.” 
 And the whole singing in a robe thing couldn’t be helping. Mr. Modest had to be hating this. 
 “Now, keep in mind, we didn’t have much practice time,” Dawn explained to the crowd. “But everyone did pitch in with the arrangement.” 
 “Hey, who gets to decide the winner?” One of the guys behind them yelled as Dawn finished the introductions. 
 “That would be me.” Michelin Moses stepped onto stage in a “Bass Off” T-shirt that looked like a preschooler had designed it. A little jolt of hope raced up Cody’s spine—at least it wasn’t the other guest star. And any dude with a baritone as well-known as Michelin’s had to appreciate Lucas, right? 
 “Who better to judge than pop music’s deepest voice?” Dawn gushed. The contestants behind her applauded. Cody loved how Lucas didn’t try to disguise his jaw-on-the-floor reaction to sharing the stage with the superstar. Fanboying seemed to distract him from some of his nerves, a little color returning to his cheeks. 
 One of the production assistants unfurled a “Bass Off” banner across the judges’ area. Michelin took the center chair, propping his legs up on one of the other chairs. He stretched his arms and cracked his knuckles. 
 “Impress me.” The crowd applauded him with a chant of “Bass Off” and “How low can you go?” coming from the rear seats. 
 “Gentlemen—and lady—assume your places!” Dawn announced. There was a bit of shuffling around up on stage, with mock fight poses clearly playing to the camera. Then all eight contestants tossed off their robes. 

Holy fuck. Shit just got real. Lucas stood up there in red silk boxers with pink hearts on them—and nothing else. All of the other guys were in similar shorts, and the girl from the Divas was in pink silk boxers and a sports top. As the only all-girl group, the Divas were also the only group to rely on female voices for their low end and beatboxing. The petite girl looked a bit overwhelmed to be sharing the stage with the seven dudes. A flush swept across her caramel-colored skin. Next to her, Lucas leaned in and whispered something in her ear that made her laugh. 
 Classic Lucas. Trying to make the girl feel better even while he was clearly terrified, too. A warm sensation bloomed in Cody’s chest. 
 “We give you ‘Super Lover’!” Dawn proclaimed, tossing her arms wide. Of course the show had chosen Barry White because maximum humiliation was clearly the order of the day. 
 “Poor Lucas,” Raven whispered, and Ashley echoed her. 
 “Geez. I was hoping they’d give them ‘The Hobbit’ piece. Lucas could kill that.” Jeff itched his nose. Whatever confidence the other three had in Lucas seemed to ebb, replaced by pinched faces and clenched hands. 
 “This is gonna be brutal.” 
 “Sssh.” 
 A short bass singer whose black hair matched his black silk boxers stepped forward. The other performers arranged themselves in two lines. They waited for a signal from Dawn and the camera crew. The stage lighting changed, spotlights going up as the house lighting dimmed. 
 Cody’s breath caught in his throat. His stomach flopped. He didn’t only want Lucas to win for the group—he wanted Lucas to do well for Lucas. 
 As directed by cue cards, the groups in the audience yelled encouragement. 
 “Have fun!” Cody yelled. He knew Lucas. If he overthought things, he’d freeze up. Relaxing enough to get out of his head seemed to be key to Lucas doing his best. Cody glared at the rest of the group, daring them to make a snide remark. Ashley smiled knowingly at him. 
 “You can do it!” all four of them yelled in unison. 
 The black-haired guy blew a note on a pitch pipe, and the theater got quiet as the singing started. Even after these last few weeks hanging out in a cappella land, Cody still got a weird rush at how the voices could mimic a full band. In this case, eight superdeep voices meant he felt the bass thumping all the way down his spine. They’d arranged it for an old-school feel, really playing up the cheese factor. They started the song together, then the vampire-looking guy stepped in front of the others and took a verse, while the other singers receded to more background harmony. Vampire guy wasn’t half-bad and got some cheers. 

Come on, Lucas.

 The girl was next—she was more of a low tenor than a bass and it showed, but she got better toward the second half of her verse. 
 “Hey, no fair,” Jeff hissed. 
 “What?” 
 “Pretty sure Lucas and one of the other guys gave her a power boost.” 
 Cody laughed. More typical Lucas. Cody would have sat back and watched her flounder, but of course Lucas came to the rescue. The next dude, a chubby kid with bad skin and boxers with lips on them, made Cody’s teeth vibrate. He was the real deal. 

Come on, Lucas. No way could he see Cody through the stage lighting, but Cody tried to beam him encouragement anyway. You can do it. Next two guys faltered—one bungling the lyrics while the other didn’t get low enough. Cody joined in the applause for him.

 “You’re mean.” Ashley jostled his arm. 
 “Yep.” 
 Then it was Lucas’s turn. Cody felt his smile freeze in place. Come on, Lucas. Lucas didn’t falter as he came in strong, a lush, low note that put the previous guys to shame. As his verse swelled, he blew the roof off the place, rattling Cody’s teeth—he’d blow the bass on cheap speakers no problem. And when the hell had Lucas found showmanship? He added a wink on the refrain that made his delivery seem more polished. He’s having fun. Stupid song, stupid contest, stupid costumes, but Lucas was having fun, digging down deep to infuse joy into his performance. And sex appeal. Somehow, Lucas had found a way around being half-naked on stage singing one of the ultimate straight make-out songs to connect with the song. 
 It was a ridiculous moment for Cody’s chest to tighten, but it did. He felt his nerve endings crackle with new awareness. Lucas gave an exaggerated eyebrow wiggle as he came into the refrain. One of the silliest songs of all time and Lucas was managing to sell the hell out of it. He dropped the final refrain so low Cody’s ass shook. 
 “Dude, was that a low C?” 
 “At least.” 
 He had no idea what the last two guys did because his brain was still short-circuited by Lucas’s last note. 
 His chest expanded. Pride. Cody was used to being the best musician in the room. It was how he’d rolled for almost ten years now. Even if he didn’t get big contracts or the respect he wanted, he knew he was the best. But being proud of someone else? It felt weird—like wearing someone else’s jacket. It was strange and wonderful—and nerve-racking. The number ended with a huge racket of applause and groups shouting for their favorites. 
 “I can’t hear y’all.” Michelin egged on the crowd, cupping his ear and motioning for more. “Who should I pick?” 
 The four Embellish members screamed for Lucas, the larger groups and a surprising amount of support for the girl singer drowning them out. 
 “Okay, okay. Y’all can simmer down.” Michelin picked up a sheet of paper. “Let’s see what we got here.” 

Please, please, please. Ashley grabbed Cody’s hand. 
 “First, I have to give props to—” He glanced down. “Bridget. Great job playing with the big boys. Girl, you can go low.” That got a huge round of applause. “And Anthony, great job starting everyone off right. It’s not easy being the lead-off guy, but you handled it like a pro.” 
 The crowd roared, tossing out more suggestions for Michelin to pick. 
 “If he gives it to Bridget, I’m deleting him from my iPod,” Ashley said. The crowd rose to its feet, Ashley still clinging to Cody. 
 “But while y’all did great, I can only pick one.” Michelin held up a hand to quiet the audience. “And I have to hand it to . . .” He did the long, dramatic pause thing, while one of the production assistants counted down from five off camera. Come on. “Lucas. My man, you need to come with a warnin’ label. You’d blow the speakers in my Escalade.” 
 The crowd roared, with a few halfhearted boos from the losing groups, but lots of cheers for Lucas. Cody felt like his ribs might crack from the pressure in his chest. 
 “All right, Lucas, we’ll give you a few minutes with your group to decide which slot you want while Michelin ranks the remaining performances.” Dawn came out on stage. “Let’s hear it for all the good sports.” 
 Lucas beamed, but there was something else in his expression, something soft as he locked eyes with Cody—oh, I am such an idiot. Lucas had done this for him. Sure the group would benefit, but this hadn’t only been about doing his best or about helping the group. He’d done this for Cody. The band around Cody’s chest tightened. What the hell did it mean? Why? Why had Lucas subjected himself to so much potential humiliation to help Cody? 
 The answer scared the shit out of Cody, and he felt frozen in place as Lucas bounded down the steps toward them, but right before he got to them, he pulled up short, his eyes going wide with horror. 
  


 “Lucas!” 
 The last two people Lucas wanted to see stepped in front of the only person he did want right then. He was almost desperate to get to Cody. While he’d been singing, a strange confidence had come over him. Ever since he’d joined his first choir back in elementary school, he’d always been part of a group, never a soloist. He liked the background. Heck, he needed the background. But the spotlight gave a certain clarity— 
 “What on earth have you gotten yourself in to?” 
 And that clarity would have to wait as his parents swooped in front of the group. His dad made a show of removing and polishing his glasses, like willful blindness could save this situation. 
 “I thought you were going to the hotel?” Lucas said weakly. He didn’t want to think about how many years it had been since his folks had seen him in his underwear. 
 “We thought we’d surprise you.” His mother held her quilted purse in front of her like it might ward off his nakedness. 
 “Ah. Well.” He coughed. 
 “I thought you were here for music, son. Not . . .” His dad flapped his hand with the glasses around, like he was searching for the magic words to make the whole theater disappear. Voice noticeably lower than his usual lecture-hall boom, his dad leaned in. “This isn’t what we signed on for.” 

We? He was twenty-one years old. He hadn’t asked permission to go to LA He had told them the group’s plans, sure, but he didn’t need their permission. He wasn’t a little kid. Anger edged out embarrassment and his hands fisted. 
 “Winston and Chuck were right. The show’s values aren’t in line with Mount Monticello.” His dad’s whisper carried the force of a slap, right into Lucas’s gut. 
 “The world isn’t in line with Mount Monticello. The show values ratings, Dad. Not moral superiority.” 
 Of all the ways Winston and O’Malley could have gotten revenge on Lucas contributing to their elimination, this one hurt the most. They’d gone to his dad? He’d thought the group cared about him, at least a little. O’Malley could be a power-hungry bully, but he’d counted Winston as a friend. 
 All the time and energy he’d put into the M&Ms seemed as worthless as Monopoly money. A hollow pit opened up in his middle, sucked all the happy out of his win, sucked all the joy out of being in the M&Ms. 
 “Lucas. Richard.” His mother looked around as she tried to rein him and his father in. Embellish had stepped back against the judge’s table, but they—and plenty of others—still lingered in the theater. His mom worried the hem of her vest with her manicured nails. She was looking increasingly distressed. Lucas knew how much she hated any sort of heated discussion—and especially detested public conflict. She preferred to analyze situations and come up with a rational response. 
 “Maybe we should talk more outside.” His dad put a hand on his mom’s back. “Why don’t we try to find you some clothes, then we can go talk?” 
 Lucas could pretty much see the script for the coming lecture in his dad’s eyes. There’d be a point-by-point reminder of the Mount Monticello code. Not to mention family standards, and probably a Bible verse or two. The whole time his mom would keep staring him down with her big blue eyes, practically willing him to end things with an appropriate apology. 
 “I really have to join my group—we’ve got afternoon rehearsals.” He gave a little wave in the direction of the group. Everyone except Cody waved back. 
 “It’s just singing.” His mom carefully reached out and touched his arm. “Come on. Let’s get you into something warm and we’ll talk.” 
 She said it so sweetly that part of him wanted to follow them. Making her sad was just the worst. And she wasn’t the one unloading on him—that was all his dad, with the heavy sighs and the weighted looks and the whispers that really weren’t. 
 But then Ashley and Raven waved again. Just singing. The show—being here, performing together, working out all the details of their numbers, rooting for one another—the whole experience was way more than just singing to the members of Embellish. And—he was kind of awed and kind of proud to acknowledge—it wasn’t just singing to Lucas, not anymore. That had been his big epiphany on stage. That scary/wonderful rush of the spotlight and the applause being all for him—that was the feeling Cody lived for. It wasn’t just anything for Cody, it was Cody’s life, and Perfect Harmony wasn’t just a stupid show for the rest of the group. 
 And he’d belittled it. Held himself apart from it. Held fast to the notions of right and wrong he’d always known. Sure he’d helped them, but hadn’t really stopped to think about what it might mean if the music was everything. And in that moment when the crowd had roared, when he had been the music, when it had flowed through him and out of him, he’d gotten it. He’d wanted that moment to last forever. 
 And afterward he’d finally understood exactly how badly he’d screwed up with Cody. 
 He looked over at the group. The rest of the auditorium had started to filter out, but the four of them still stood there, waiting on him. His group. But his parents . . . He huffed. He should really give them a minute. Send them back to their hotel gently. Maybe he could— 
 But then, right as he waffled, Cody beckoned. It was a subtle come-on gesture, a simple flick of his wrist, maybe not even intentional, but it went straight to Lucas’s heart, made his neck feel all hot. He couldn’t walk away. Not now. 
 “I’m sorry. I’ve got to get back to my group.” 
 His mother’s face fell and his father pushed his glasses back on. He drew himself up to his full height, which meant now both of his parents were looking down at Lucas. A whole family of blond amazons and Lucas was the shortest at five foot ten. 
 “I’m disappointed in you, son. Shutting us out like this.” His dad slowly led his mother away. Lucas watched them go, his throat feeling like it was shut with a twist tie, emotion threatening to bubble loose with each strangled breath. 
 Lucas had spent twenty-one years running away from disappointment. He’d figured he’d started out as one—the surprise that had interrupted his mom’s return to academia, and then he’d been the gay kid instead of the model citizen like John and the twins. And he’d been so . . . grateful for their support, working doubly hard not to disappoint. 
 And for what? For this moment, when he sang better than he ever had. When he freaking won, and he was still a disappointment. He’d tried his whole life to live up to their expectations. He wasn’t a star athlete like John or a valedictorian like Rebecca or an art prodigy like Sarah, but he’d tried to live up to their values. 
 And he knew it wasn’t just about the performance. It was about not answering his phone, not giving them any details about the show or Embellish. Not giving them a chance to voice their objections. That was what was really at stake—he hadn’t given his parents a chance to weigh in like they always did. 

Dang it! He was too old for this. Too old to feel guilty for choosing something other than the life they’d laid out for him. If his parents knew how close Embellish was to being eliminated, they’d probably be relieved. They’d start making plans for how they could gloss this over when he got back to Austerity. And . . . he just couldn’t go there. Because he wasn’t sorry. Not for joining Embellish. Not for Cody. 
 And he hadn’t missed the way both his parents had frowned a little deeper when their gazes had landed on Cody. After going most of last week without the makeup, Cody had laid the eyeliner on extrathick and paired it with a grungy gray T-shirt for a tortured Goth vibe. He looked like the embodiment of all Lucas’s dad’s cautionary tales—and like Lucas’s perfect guy. 
 They’d never understand. For several long moments, he watched them walk away, his skin finally registering the chilly air of the theater, his soul colder still. But then he wasn’t alone because the group surrounded him. One of the girls draped his robe over his shoulders. They both hugged him, and Jeff slapped him on the back. Cody hung back, his eyes wary. They’d all heard what his folks had said to him—it was clear from the way Jeff was too cheery and the girls were overly nice. 
 “You okay?” Ashley asked. 
 “You need to talk?” Raven added. 
 “I’m fine.” Oh, no, he did not need to talk. Not now, maybe not ever. No way could he unpack all the emotions racing through him. What he needed was Cody, but he still kept his distance. 
 His brain roared like the crowd at a Justin Bieber concert—all frantic screams, drowning out music, drowning out logic, drowning out rules and should and must. Everything tunneled down to truth—he was here. He was in Embellish. He was gay. And none of that was going away. 
 He moved so that he was right in front of Cody, so that Cody had to freaking notice him. Say something. Do something. Make the throb in my head go away. But Cody didn’t do anything, just kept staring at him. The freezing air seemed to crackle, the hairs on the back of Lucas’s neck and arms standing up. 
 “I think maybe we should see you guys back at the hotel.” Ashley led Raven and a sputtering Jeff away, but Lucas barely registered their absence. 
 Finally, Cody gripped Lucas’s shoulders roughly, like he didn’t quite remember how to hug. But it was more than enough. Something slid into place, like he could finally take a breath. Like Cody held the antidote to the adrenaline and anger making Lucas all jumpy. Something in him quieted, held as still as Cody’s grip on his shoulders. 
 “You did good,” Cody whispered in his ear. Warmth spread over Lucas’s chest—Cody’s praise made the win more real. The gravelly tone to Cody’s voice reminded Lucas of sex and went straight to his dick. Suddenly, he knew exactly what he wanted to do. 
 “I don’t want to talk,” he said. 
 “Okay.” Cody started to move away, but Lucas grabbed his arm. 
 “I mean, I really don’t want to talk.” The roar in his head was back, driving him past logic and headlong into want. Taking Cody’s hand, he led him toward the backstage area. The little restroom where Cody had fixed his hair was unlocked, and he pushed Cody into the room and locked the door. 






 Chapter Eighteen 

“I don’t want to talk,” Lucas said a third time, breathing hard, need Ibuzzing through him. 
 “Okay.” Cody’s tone was more teasing this time, his expression more quizzical. Like he was along for whatever craziness had taken over Lucas’s brain. Cody smiled at him for the first time in days, a slow grin, like he had Lucas all figured out. 
 That was ending right the heck now. Lucas was tired of predictable. Tired of people thinking they knew him, knew what he wanted and how he should act and what he should do— 

And isn’t that exactly how you were treating Cody? He didn’t want to think about that. Couldn’t think about it. He was this freaking close to a cartoon scream, to shouting the whole place down around them, to unleashing all this frustration. 
 He pushed Cody against the door, kissing him. He wasn’t good at this like Cody—he knew his hands were too rough and he mashed their mouths together before finding an angle that worked. Pushing up onto his toes, he sucked on Cody’s lower lip. For once, Cody didn’t immediately take control, instead letting Lucas explore. 
 Letting Lucas discover that Cody liked it when he sucked on his tongue and really liked it when he ground against him. Discover that he tasted like soda, surprise, and a deeper reminder that there was a real person in there. Discover that he smelled like the citrusy shaving stuff he used, except by his ear, where he smelled like skin and memories. He flicked his tongue around Cody’s earring, loving how it made Cody gasp. 
 “What . . .” Cody started to speak, but Lucas silenced him with another kiss. He couldn’t slow down to think. His Hulk brain was running the show, powered by anger and confusion and a whole lot of must-have-nows. A decade’s worth of stuff he’d repressed all bubbled to the surface, making demands and making his dick throb in his shorts. 
 The roaring in his head all crystallized into one overriding want. Hands shaking, he got Cody’s belt undone. Cody’s dick pulsed hard in his hand. He pushed Cody harder against the door, holding his hips as he sank to his knees in front of him. 
 “Whoa—” Cody groaned as Lucas took him in hand again. Lucas circled the head of Cody’s dick with his thumb. Air hissed out from Cody’s pursed lips. “Whoa. You don’t have to . . .” 
 “I want to.” That was it. Choice. The idea hit him like a defibrillator burst—spreading out from his chest in hot, sure waves that tore past the indecision and stagnation of the last week. The roar in his head crackled, then calmed, sanity returning like oxygen to his starved Hulk brain. He didn’t have to, but he was choosing to. And maybe that was what was missing from his life—choice. He hadn’t chosen to be gay. Hadn’t chosen to come out to the world. Hadn’t chosen where he’d go to college—free tuition from two professor parents made that a nondiscussion. Hadn’t chosen to come here. Hadn’t chosen to stay. But this? He was choosing this, and the freedom made his nerves jangle. 
 He leaned in, circling the plump head of Cody’s cock with his tongue. It tasted like skin, but earthier, salty around the slit, which pumped out a pearly bead of pre-cum when he swiped over it again. 
 “Don’t. Want. You. Guilty. Gawwwd.” Whatever nobility Cody had been going for faded on a long groan. Lucas loved the concern almost as much as he loved that he could break it. Opening his mouth wider, he tried taking the head in. He’d sucked on his own finger before while jerking off, trying to imagine what it would be like. Fingers didn’t hold a candle to the heavy weight sliding past his tongue, pumping out more salty slick. He slid back, then went too far down on his second try and had to pull back, gagging. 
 “Just use your hand.” Cody’s head was tipped back, his eyes closed, the muscles in his neck stretched tight. Nothing in any porn had ever looked so hot—like he had a pirate king at his mercy. 
 Lucas gave it another try, this time taking a bit more. He wanted this. Wanted every fantasy he’d ever had about begging to do this—hell. Even his fantasies were all twisted up around anger and shame and lack of choices. For once, he was going to take all that anger and shove aside shame and just. Choose. Even if it meant dealing with an uncooperative gag reflex and burning eyes, he was going to do this. 
 He might be doing this to Cody, but it was also the single most selfish moment in his life. He didn’t care if Cody would be happy with a hand job. Didn’t care if Lucas’s lack of coordination frustrated him. Cody could wait while he figured this out. Lucas took a breath, backing off enough to play around the head with his tongue. That was nice. Probably wasn’t going to get Cody off anytime soon, but he liked the feel of the thick vein on the underside of Cody’s cock, the way he could feel it pulse against his tongue. Liked the tight, slightly rough spot under the head, and how it made Cody gasp and clench his hair. 

Oh yeah. He moaned his approval. Cody’s grip tightened, tugging at Lucas’s hair. 
 “More.” 

Oh. My. Fuck. Why hadn’t he ever thought about being on this end of sexy pleading? Cody asking him for more, pulling him forward by the hair, making little needy noises when Lucas swept his tongue up and down the length of his shaft. Electricity gathered at the base of his spine, lighting him up like the main drag at the Iowa State Fair, temptation and possibility beckoning in equal measure. 
 His own dick strained against his fly. Jesus. It was entirely possible he could come like this—licking Cody’s dick, catching more drips of pre-cum with each pass, feeling the crackly brush of Cody’s clipped hair when he licked around the base. Yeah. It was all good. 
 Feeling more confident, he took the tip in his mouth again—not so far this time. He sucked on it like he had Cody’s tongue. That worked. Cody cursed and grabbed his hair tighter. Wrapping his hand around the shaft, he started a shallow bob. He tried to use his free hand to undo the button fly on his boxers but ended up eliciting the wrong kind of moan from Cody as his teeth grazed Cody’s shaft. 
 “Sorry.” Hand shaking, he got the button on the boxers undone and his cock out. Geez Louise, just the brush of cool air was almost enough to tip him over. 
 “It’s okay.” Cody’s voice was tight. Strained. “Yeah. Jerk it for me.” 
 Going back to licking rather than sucking, Lucas wrapped a hand around his dick. 
 “Better not come before me.” Cody’s words were harsh grunts that, as always, went straight to Lucas’s dick. But for the first time, it felt like he was really choosing to play along, like he could turn the tables if he wanted, or he could choose to wallow in how amazing it felt to give in to Cody’s orders. 
 Running his tongue around the head, Lucas worked his hand up and down Cody’s shaft, trying to match his own pace. 
 “Fuck. So close.” 
 Yeah. He wanted that. Wanted to see it. Wanted to taste it. The tile floor bit into his knees and his jaw protested the new activity, but he wasn’t moving. He tried to push deeper again, get a little more of the shaft. Coordinating his hands and mouth wasn’t quite as hard as singing and dancing at the same time, but he still managed to make himself cough and Cody curse. 
 “Here, baby.” Cody stroked a thumb down Lucas’s cheek, getting him to tilt his head. “Let me show you. Like this.” 

Yes. Show me. Something shifted, and Cody seemed to get that Lucas wasn’t giving up on this, which meant Lucas could choose to hand some control back. Equal. Lucas felt on level ground for the first time. 
 Everything got easier with Cody mumbling praise and keeping Lucas’s head at an angle that let him make quick, shallow thrusts of his hips. Abandoning jerking himself, Lucas shifted his hands around so he gripped Cody’s hips, the rough denim and spiky belt dragging on his palms with each thrust. His own dick rubbed against the silk of the boxer shorts, and his brain did freaky things with the dual sensations, making it feel like his dick was rubbing against Cody. 
 “That’s so good.” Cody’s words sounded like they’d been pushed through a locked jaw. As Cody sped up, going deeper, Lucas tensed up. 
 “Sssh.” Cody stroked his hair. “Not. Gonna. Hurt.” 
 Lucas sucked harder, not caring anymore, spit running down his chin. He trusted Cody not to choke him. Even though Cody’s eyes were screwed shut, Lucas could still read Cody’s demands. It was a bit like jazz—he could read Cody’s cues in the sharpness of his breath, the tension of his grip, the twist of his mouth, and then adjust his actions until time slowed down, their breath coming in equal measures, bodies playing off each other. As his body moved in concert with Cody’s, Lucas’s dick slid back and forth against his shorts, the cold kiss of air from the vent almost painful on his tight skin. He could feel how close Cody was because of how close he was. 
 “Want to . . . Oh fuck.” Cody’s voice broke, echoing in the small room. “Close. So close. Can finish . . . in your hand.” 
 “No.” Lucas protested, although it came out as an angry moan around Cody’s dick. He backed up enough to get a word out. “Want it. Please. Let me swallow you.” 
 “You. Ask. So. Sweet.” Cody’s eyes opened, a challenge there and something more. Something softer. “Show me you want it.” 
 Lucas moaned, redoubling his efforts as Cody’s thrusts intensified. A game. He got it now—what Cody had been trying to say about kink. It felt different now—something he wanted instead of something he had to have in order to do things with Cody. 
 “Fuuuu . . .” Cody’s voice trailed off as the first spurt hit the back of Lucas’s throat, salty with a hint of soap. The flavor made his dick throb. So. Close. Even the brush of his hand could have tipped him over, but he focused everything on Cody, licking and swallowing until Cody gently pushed him away. 
 “Too much. God.” Cody’s whole body shuddered and he sank onto the floor. 

I did that. Lucas couldn’t help it. His dick was hard as concrete, like one of those pylons in the hotel’s parking garage. Jizz exploded from the tip the instant he touched his shaft, spurting in sync with Cody’s gasps. He cupped his hand around his cockhead, trying to contain the mess, but it leaked around his fingers. His vision swam. Holy crap. He’d never come that hard, even when rubbing off with Cody. Holy, holy crap.

  


 Jesus fucking Christ. Lucas had killed him. Dying. Dead. 
 They’d find him passed out here in this dank, windowless bathroom with a stupid smile on his face. He’d been blown plenty before. By lots of guys with lots more practice than Lucas, but something about Lucas’s earnest insistence had cut him deeper, opened him up more than any deep-throat theatrics. Lucas on his knees for him, hand on his fat dick, face all open and eager. Hells yeah that was making his top-ten highlight reel. 
 He wasn’t entirely sure what had triggered this—one moment Lucas had seemed broken by his parents and then the next second he was up in his space like he had toppy syrup in his coffee. Then Lucas was on his knees and . . . oh holy fuck. His body convulsed with another aftershock. He couldn’t keep the whimper back. He seriously couldn’t feel his legs. 
 He breathed deep, trying to slow his heart. Which was silly because it didn’t seem to be in his body anymore—instead it felt like it was ripped out, laying on the floor, waiting for Lucas to trample it again. 
 “Give me a sec,” he said again, trying to get enough spit to swallow. 
 “You don’t . . .” Lucas bit his lip, falling back against the wall. He had his dick in his fist. Spunk oozed between his fingers. 
 “Did I say you could do that?” Cody couldn’t manage to sound anything other than amused. Even so, Lucas still blushed and took his hand off his dick. Cute. Reaching over, he grabbed Lucas’s hand and brought it to his mouth. Salty. Slightly sour. All Lucas. His dick gave a halfhearted jump. Wouldn’t take much to get him up for round two. Damn. Just that little hint had his throat aching to get Lucas’s dick in it. 
 He licked Lucas’s hand clean, then leaned in to kiss him but thought twice and wiped his mouth off instead. 
 “It’s okay.” Lucas closed the distance between them with a slow, leisurely kiss. 
 “First taste of cum didn’t turn you straight?” Cody joked as he broke away, needing something, anything, to ratchet his churning brain back to sanity. 
 “Wasn’t first time I’ve tried it.” Lucas turned red as he fixed his clothes. 
 “Oh? How’d you—” Understanding hit. The idea of Lucas tasting his own spunk was enough to make his dick twitch again. “You dirty thing. You’ve been holding out on me. I’m gonna need a demo later.” 
 Lucas turned redder, his face closer to purple now. “I . . .” he trailed off, looking away. 
 Cody’s chest got tight as he remembered why Lucas had dragged him in here. It was only too easy to fall back into sex and teasing and acting like there would be a later. When really this wasn’t so much about them as it was about how shitty the irritable Norse gods Lucas called mom and dad had treated him. Cody had been so close to walking over and pulling Lucas away from them. But while he was all for Lucas using sex as stress relief, he had no idea where this left the two of them. And no, he was not going to be the one to ask. 
 “We should probably head back. Find you your clothes.” 
 “Oh, crap.” Lucas looked down, like he’d only now realized he was sitting on the cold tile floor in boxers and a wadded-up robe. His face fell, the sad and distant look returning. Oh, hell. Way to throw some lemon juice on the wounds his parents left.

 “How ’bout I go and grab your things from wardrobe?” Cody’s hands opened and closed. He needed something to do stat. Some way to make Lucas feel better about the two douche canoes who’d raised him. 
 “I don’t want my things.” Lucas looked down at his bare legs. 
 “That’s cool. It’s an awesome look on you.” Taking a chance, he leaned in, kissed Lucas’s bare shoulder, and ran a hand down his chest. God, I missed you.

 “My phone is in my pants. If I get my pants, I’ll see how many dozen missed calls I have and . . .” He trailed off, waving his hand. “You guys all heard, right?” 
 “Yeah.” Cody wasn’t going to lie to him. He’d done enough lying—to both of them—already this week. 
 “I did good, right?” Lucas asked in a small voice, and Cody knew they weren’t talking about the sex. 
 “Sang better than I’ve ever heard you. Looked good, too.” Complimenting people always gave Cody hives, never felt natural at all, but he knew Lucas needed to hear it. “Your tone was spot-on—like you just, I don’t know, embraced your range.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas still sounded far away. 
 “Here.” He retrieved his backpack from the corner where it had landed. He fished out the T-shirt he’d stashed there. It was a bit loose on him, which meant it’d look like a clubbing shirt on Lucas. 
 He tossed it to Lucas and, after examining it with narrowed eyes, Lucas put it on. It stretched tight over Lucas’s pecs and arms, and Cody wanted Lucas to wear nothing but that shirt ever again. 
 “Hmm.” He dug out a pair of running shorts. They were pretty loose with a drawstring. “These might work.” 
 “I look like the Hulk.” Lucas studied himself in the mirror and laughed. “Like Hulk in midchange.” 
 “Yeah.” Cody swallowed hard. 
 “I lied,” Lucas said with surprising finality. 
 “About?” Cody prompted, pretty sure he didn’t want to be following this conversation. 
 “Everything.” Lucas did a sigh worthy of Ashley’s theatrics. “I thought we were so different. I lied to myself, telling myself that I wasn’t like you at all.” His tone wasn’t insulting, merely quizzical. 
 “Because that would be a bad thing?” 
 “But we’re the same. You and me, I mean. You’re just honest about not belonging. Not wanting to belong. But me? I don’t even belong in my own freaking family, but I keep right on lying to myself. If I get better grades next term. If I get my friends to fill out surveys for my mom. If I get the college a chance to be on TV. But I’ll never belong—I’m still not as good as the rest of them. Whole freaking college, too—” 
 “Hey, now.” Cody cut him off with a rough hug, pulling him in close. Lucas was having a sixteen-course pity party and Cody had no clue how to offset that. “They’re idiots.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas’s voice was muffled against Cody’s shoulder. “But I still love them. Is that so wrong?” 
 Was it wrong to want a heat wave in January? Even five years after leaving Iowa, Cody still didn’t have a good answer for Lucas’s question. All he knew was how to bury unwelcome emotion and keep moving forward. But this was Lucas, who might as well be a walking emoticon for all he could suppress his feelings. Lucas loved. His town. His school. His parents. Bacon. 
 “I’m pretty sure they still love you.” Both Lucas’s parents looked like escapees from an organic cheese commercial. When Lucas’s mom hadn’t been doing the whole horror-movie recoil thing, she’d been looking at Lucas with surprising warmth. Yeah his parents were pissed, but Cody doubted they’d ever give up on Lucas. Badger him to death, yes. Walk away, no. 
 “I’m disappointing them. Over and over right now.” Lucas’s tone was pure desperation and Cody’s heart was breaking for him. “But I’m not sure I want to stop.” 
 “Then don’t.” 
  


 Deciding not to care about what his parents thought was far easier said than done. There was also this strange not-broken-but-not-fixed place he was in with Cody. 
 Cody had shepherded him back to their room, hovering while Lucas got changed, watching him like Lucas might disappear. He supposed that was as close as Cody would get to saying that he wanted Lucas using the room for more than storage. 
 They schlepped to afternoon rehearsal, Lucas spacing out for most of it, letting Ashley have free rein with choreography changes and watching Raven jockey for some lines. Cody seemed equally out of it, giving Raven a verse without any complaints. Good. Maybe he’s off balance too. Maybe there’s still hope for us . . .

 Dawn stuck her head in the room around five o’clock. Her ponytail drooped and her shirt was untucked. He guessed it had been a long day for everyone. 
 “Hey, Lucas?” she asked. “You left your phone over in wardrobe. Here. Catch!” 
 “Um. Thanks.” He caught the phone right before it hit his groin. 
 “Awful cute of your parents to come to rehearsal.” She was hanging on the doorframe, like she might leave any second, but not leaving anywhere near quickly enough. “We’ll have to get them on camera on Saturday. I love when we have family in the audience.” 
 “Yeah.” He couldn’t tell whether she’d missed the drama with his folks or she’d caught every word and was salivating to get it on air. In reality TV land, every fight was a potential ratings boost. 
 “Oh, and Lucas? You killed it this afternoon. Michelin was raving about you afterward.” 
 Michelin Moses raving about him? Wow. He’d had Speed Kills’ Flat Line album on his playlist for years—a guilty pleasure because the alternative band wasn’t exactly Mount Monticello–approved listening. But Michelin had one of the best baritone voices since Johnny Cash. Lucas was the only Embellish member excited that Michelin was releasing a country album. 
 Maybe it was okay that his parents had hated the performance. Michelin-freaking-Moses had loved it. Cody and the rest of the group had appreciated it. However, he felt the full weight of parental disapproval as soon as he looked at his phone. Sixteen missed text messages and four voice mails. 

Don’t look. Don’t look. Don’t look. But he could only hold off so long. After Dawn left and the girls started practicing the cup game they were using in the song, he scrolled to the bottom of the message list. 
 

I know this afternoon went badly. But how about we still do dinner with your group? Try again?

 
 Oh man. His gut did handsprings around the idea of seeing his parents again. It was totally their MO not to want to leave the argument hanging. They had a rule about never going to sleep angry, and he knew his mom would be a mess and his dad would only get angrier if he kept them waiting. And maybe they really did want a redo. 
 “Hey, guys,” he interrupted Ashley and Jeff’s discussion about whether to hang it up for the night. “I know it’s probably the last thing you want to do, but my folks say they’re sorry and they’d still like to do dinner.” He winced at his apologetic tone. Whatever confidence he’d felt earlier in the day seemed to have dried up. 
 “Oh, Lucas.” Ashley came over and ruffled his hair. “I love you, sweetie. I really do. But that’s a train wreck waiting to happen.” 
 “You know they don’t mean it.” Cody leaned back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. 
 “Maybe not.” Lucas couldn’t explain why he thought he should at least make the effort. 
 “I’ll go,” Raven said. 
 “I’ll pa—” Jeff started to say, but Raven cut him off with a loud cough. “I guess I’m in.” 
 “Thank you.” He nodded at the two of them, ignoring Cody and Ashley’s side of the room. “I’m going to go call them. If anyone else wants to come, you can meet me in the lobby in an hour.” 






 Chapter Nineteen 

“Damn. You look almost—” 
 “You say straight and I’m going to deck you.” Cody swiveled on Jeff, deliberately crowding him into the corner of the elevator. 
 “Lot of swagger for a guy who came to beg my last clean shirt.” Jeff made a clucking sound, not backing down. 
 Cody had considered grabbing something from Lucas’s part of the closet as most of his stuff was still in their shared room. But that had seemed pathetic at best and kind of creepy at worst. Everything in his stack of clothing was either too dirty—both literally and figuratively—or too casual. Last time he’d tried to dress conservative was more than five years before. He’d worn a shirt and tie for graduation, thinking that might soften his grandmother up. And it had. Right up until she’d asked if he was ready to repent for his gay sins. 
 Instead, he’d caught the next bus to LA. And worn his own damn clothes and been his own person right up until Lucas invaded his life. Now, here he was in a long-sleeved shirt of Jeff ’s that was too loose in the body but not quite long enough in the arms. He felt damn near naked walking around without his heavy belt, but Jeff didn’t have a spare, and wearing one of his own heavily studded look-at-me numbers would have defeated the point of borrowing a plain shirt. The pants were his—left over from the back-to-school-week costumes. Somehow they’d never made it back to the wardrobe people. Oops. 
 “And your face . . .” Jeff tilted his head like a bad TV detective looking for clues. “It’s so shiny.” 
 “You think I won’t hit you?” Cody lifted an eyebrow. He did look all squeaky clean. No makeup. No jewelry. No styled hair. Reflexively¸ he touched his limp hair—he’d combed it flat with only the minimum of product. He looked all of fifteen and ready for the math league. Or hell, slap his band uniform back on him. He could march up and down the field and fit right in. 
 “I think you’re going to an awful lot of trouble, considering you seem to have your agent on speed dial this week and can’t wait until we’re eliminated.” Jeff got right back in Cody’s face. This time Cody’s hand fisted for real. He wouldn’t mind hitting something, and Jeff’s stomach looked like a convenient target. 
 “Hey, now.” Cody flexed his fingers, trying to remember all the reasons why getting into it with Jeff would be a bad idea. 
 “Keep on talking.” Jeff rolled his eyes as the elevator dinged for the lobby. 
 The elevator door slid open, and Cody fell behind Jeff, taking a second to take a deep breath and look longingly at the elevator’s buttons. He could hit his floor and abandon this— 
 “Cody?” Damn. Lucas had caught sight of them. His head tilted, as if trying to decide if it was Cody or his doppelgänger. Let me know when you make your mind up.

 “I figured what the heck. Free food.” He shrugged. His insides rattled around like the jewelry in his pocket. Reflexively, he touched a bare ear—felt weird, like missing a tooth or shaving too close, and made him feel even more raw and exposed. 
 Jeff snorted. “Hell of a lot of trouble you went through for a free burger.” 
 Cody sent him a look that let him know exactly where he’d like to bury his fist. He doubted he’d even taste the food. Not that he expected much. He figured Lucas’s parents would be just like his grandmother’s boyfriend, choosing a place based on whether they offered free pie with a heaping portion of laughably bland food. 
 “Whatever.” He touched the back of his neck. Gawd. Stop it. Forget the clothing. Looking like he had one of those twitching disorders might be the bigger worry. This was the stupidest idea he’d ever had. 
 “I’m going to go find Raven,” Jeff said. 
 “What are you doing?” Lucas kept looking over Cody like he was a freaking Where’s Waldo? book. None of his usual awkward Labrador loping, Lucas strode purposefully to the elevator and hit the Up button. 
 “We’ll be back,” Lucas called to Jeff before hauling Cody into the elevator with him. 
 “The fuck?” Cody asked as Lucas hit the button for their floor. “You don’t want me to come, you can say it—” 
 “Of course I want you.” Lucas stole a page from Cody’s playbook and crowded him into the corner. Dude had all sorts of toppy intensity today that Cody found strangely appealing. He tried not to think about the last time he’d been alone in an elevator with Lucas. Or what Lucas had started a few hours ago. 
 “Then what the heck are you doing?” 
 “Undoing whatever you’re doing.” Lucas stepped back, gesturing at Cody’s clothes. “This isn’t you.” 

No, it’s you. I did it for you.

 “You got a problem?” Cody’s voice came out far too defensive, but he couldn’t rein in his frustration. He couldn’t even manage this without screwing up. 
 “I . . . appreciate the effort.” Lucas’s face squinched up, like he was thinking too hard about how to be tactful. 
 Cody kept silent. Fuck effort. He stuck his hand in his pocket, rolling his earrings around. Lucas didn’t really get what Cody had done—what he was offering. Hell, he didn’t even know what he was doing himself. He followed Lucas into their room. 
 “Fix yourself back to normal.” Lucas put his hands on Cody’s shoulders, steering him toward the closet. 
 “You want me to change clothes?” Cody looked back at him. Lucas might have been cute when he got all toppy, but the last thing Cody wanted was to play dress up. “Now? Don’t you want to be getting to the restaurant?” 
 “I want you back to you.” Lucas gave him a weird, almost tentative grin. “You don’t have to change for me. Or them.” 
 “I think maybe you have a Goth kink.” He desperately scrambled for some lightness, something to break the emotions threatening to overwhelm him. 
 “I think I have a you kink.” Lucas smiled. “But yeah, feel free to go nuts with the eyeliner and the hair gel.” 
 “How about I kiss you instead?” The wave of emotion pulled at him, tugging him under. He needed Lucas to cling to. Needed to hold him. Needed to reassure himself that Lucas was back, that he hadn’t lost him. Needed to claim Lucas with his tongue and teeth and fingers digging hard into Lucas’s hair. 
 And thank the fuck, Lucas seemed to need the same thing, his fingers wrapping around Cody’s belt loops, pulling him closer, his mouth welcoming him. Home. It was right here, in Lucas’s breath and his scent. 
  


 Lucas kissed Cody like they had all the time in the world. Finally, something made sense. When Lucas had seen Cody in the lobby, looking profoundly uncomfortable in a shirt that fit him all wrong and none of his usual . . . decoration, Lucas hadn’t known what to think. 
 Lucas had grown so used to Cody’s look of punk jewelry and spiked hair and look-at-me clothes that seeing him stripped of his style felt a bit like looking at a shaved cat—like Cody was missing an essential part of his nature. 
 “I don’t want you changing your style for me,” he said, pulling back slightly. “You didn’t have to change clothes to get food. And what do you care what my parents think of you?” His breath caught, waiting. Hoping. Didn’t really matter what Cody thought of his parents—he wanted Cody to care about him. About them. About what they’d had. 
 “Don’t want to make things worse for you.” Cody addressed the carpet. “Week’s been shitty enough. Might as well book the same flight back as your folks. I couldn’t . . . my plan failed. And turns out people want us gone, but I couldn’t make it better . . .” He trailed off, his voice little more than a whisper. 
 “You didn’t . . . ?” Lucas had wanted to ask all week, but he’d kept talking himself out of it. Whether Cody had blown Dane wasn’t really the point—Cody’s messed-up priorities were. But now his heart tripped over itself with fresh hope—like a glimmer of sunshine amid the storm that had wrecked everything. 
 Cody shook his head. “I . . . froze. Couldn’t do it.” 
 “Because of me?” Hope rose in Lucas’s throat, tickling the roof of his mouth and making him swallow hard. 
 “Because of me.” Cody’s voice was hard, and he still hadn’t met Lucas’s eyes. “And yeah, us . . . not that it matters anymore.” 
 “It could matter,” Lucas said, conviction flooding his chest. “I’ve missed you.” He had missed him even when they were right next to each other in practice. Even when asleep, his hands had cast around like they were searching for Cody’s warmth. 
 “Yeah?” Cody’s eyes were bright as he finally met Lucas’s gaze. 
 “And you’re wrong. You’re enough. More than enough. Exactly how you are.” It was what he should have said when they fought, but now he wanted to find a way to show Cody. 
 “I . . . don’t know. I’m not the right guy for you. And even if you don’t think so, we’re gonna be eliminated this week. Not sure—” 
 “How about we do a great job no matter what?” Lucas didn’t want to think about elimination right now, not when he could see what he really wanted right in front of him. No matter if they won or lost, he wanted Cody however he could get him. 
 “We’re gonna look like idiots,” Cody grumbled, but he didn’t let go of Lucas’s hand. 
 “Yup.” Lucas couldn’t help grinning. “We are. The M&Ms once had to perform wearing mouse ears and giant bow ties. It’s what a cappella does. The audience will love it even if the judges hate it. And if we’re going to lose, let’s do it together.” Together. The word swelled inside his chest, pushing out oxygen and replacing it with hope. 
 “Together.” Cody licked his lips, like he was testing out the concept. “Means that much to you?” 
 “Yeah,” Lucas whispered. When he met Cody’s eyes, he understood that they were talking about more than the show. “You’re wrong—you are the right guy for me.” 
 “You sure about that?” Cody fiddled with his pants pockets. 
 “Yeah.” He smiled. Cody looked away, but not before Lucas saw the beginnings of a smile forming on Cody’s lips. “And you can start by sticking your earrings back in.” 
 “Yeah?” That got a real smile out of Cody, one that Lucas felt straight to his toes. “Well, because you asked so nice . . .” With his cocky attitude restored, Cody made quick work of putting on one of his studded belts, slipping into his combat boots, and tugging his hair into its usual purposeful dishevelment. 
 Lucas liked this Cody a lot better than sad panda Cody. The unsure, awkward Cody had been mainly Lucas’s own doing, but as much as he liked Cody back to normal, he also loved the little glimpse into Cody’s true feelings. Cody might not ever say the words, but Lucas knew he cared. 
 After all, this was the Cody who wouldn’t remove his earrings for national TV, who didn’t compromise his look for record producers, who wore eyeliner simply because it would freak some people out. Cody liked freaking people out. And he’d gone and put all that away for Lucas. The gesture was more than a little humbling. 
 “Ready?” Cody asked as he stuck his black plastic earrings back in. 
 “Now I am,” he lied. Ready for Cody? Absolutely. Ready for his parents? Not so much. 
  


 Not surprisingly, his parents had opted for a budget chain hotel out in the burbs and had suggested a nearby restaurant. Raven and Jeff had spent the first half of the drive teasing Lucas and Cody about the delay in leaving. 
 “So, how are we playing this?” Raven asked as they began to navigate the twisted maze of interstates necessary to get out to Glendale. “Are we keeping you and Cody on the down-low?” 
 Much as Lucas liked her we statement, he hated the question. 
 “No.” 
 “Yes,” Cody said at the exact same time. “Wait. No? Seriously?” 
 “Seriously,” Lucas said, with far more conviction than he felt. He’d wrestled with this most of the afternoon. “I don’t want to keep us a secret. Lying would only make things worse.” 
 He should have figured that out a few weeks ago. But coward that he was, he hadn’t been ready to stop hiding behind the shadow of his parents’ expectations and rules. They were already pissed about the show and disappointed in him. Keeping Cody a secret wouldn’t accomplish anything except drive Cody away—and that was the last thing Lucas wanted. 
 “Word,” Raven said, winking at him in the rearview mirror. 
 “Gee. I can’t wait for dinner,” Jeff said, a resigned sarcasm to his tone. He slumped back in the passenger seat. “Your parents are going to go ape shit. And the rest of us get to spend the evening in dysfunction land.” 
 “Dysfunction?” Lucas startled, his back muscles drawing up. He’d never once thought of his family that way. Dysfunction was for other families. The ones that fought loudly or banished people or drank too much or made terrible parenting choices. 
 “Every family is dysfunctional,” Jeff said. “We just get to watch yours in action. Goodie.” 
 “Be quiet,” Raven said to him. 
 Lucas frowned at the unfamiliar landscape outside the window. Could Jeff be right? Maybe there was a quiet dysfunction in the way his family handled conflict. And his parents were way more judgmental and intolerant than he’d wanted to admit. He exhaled hard, his breath rushing past all the stuff he was trying to process. 
 “You don’t have to tell them,” Cody whispered, taking Lucas’s hand. They were crammed into the Beamer’s tiny backseat, their legs rubbing together. “They’re already mad enough.” 
 “Yeah, I do,” Lucas whispered back, squeezing his hand. “I meant what I said. I want to be together. Really together. And I can’t do that if I’m worried about how they’ll react.” 
 “All right.” Cody didn’t sound convinced. 
 “And maybe it will go better than you guys think.” 
 “Not,” the other three said in unison. 
 They met up with his parents outside the restaurant. Thousands of restaurants in LA, but his parents were never the type to try local places. True to form, they seemed a bit stiffer than usual outside of their comfort zone. His mom offered tight smiles to each of the band members. Lucas could still see a lecture waiting to happen in his dad’s eyes—carefully suppressed, but there nonetheless. 
 “You guys ready?” Lucas’s dad put his arm around his mom, leading the way to the big double doors. His dad managed the sort of fake heartiness he usually reserved for orientation week. “I hear they have a new pie.” 
 Jeff and Raven followed, leaving Cody and Lucas to trail behind. Lucas’s dad launched into his usual spiel about how no pie was as good as the ones Lucas’s mom made. 
 Beside him, Cody snorted. 
 “What?” Lucas asked. 
 “Nothing.” Cody chewed his lips around a grin. “Just a bet I had with myself. About pie.” 
 “You planning on getting some?” 
 “You have to ask?” The look he gave Lucas was hot and dirty. Lucas knew he shouldn’t respond in kind, especially with his parents fifteen feet away, but he couldn’t keep from grinning like a fool. 
  


 Cody was certain Lucas had fooled himself into thinking that things couldn’t get any worse with his parents. Cody, on the other hand, knew firsthand that mildly disapproving giving way to openly condescending still left room for actively opposing and outright rejection. 
 Waiting to see what Lucas would say and when made dinner a tense dance. Jeff and Raven had quickly claimed the far end of the table, leaving Cody and Lucas across from Lucas’s parents. Cody had studied his menu like a best-seller—clinging to a reason not to meet Lucas’s dad’s shrewd gaze. Lucas was shredding napkins, something Cody hadn’t seen him do in weeks. He noticed Jeff and Raven eating faster than usual—probably so they could bail quickly. He wished he had that option. Instead, the awkwardness kept dragging out. 
 “So it’s good that Trevor got to stay, too,” Lucas’s dad said to him. “Thought he’d come along for dinner?” 
 “Busy with his group,” Lucas said flatly, picking at a fry. 
 “Oh, dear.” Lucas’s mother frowned. “Is he having trouble here, too? I worried you two would struggle, but I figured you’d at least have each other.” 
 Cody couldn’t help coughing into his salad at that. 
 “He’s fine. We don’t hang much right now because things are kind of nuts.” 
 “We’d hoped that this summer—” 
 “He’s crazy about you.” Lucas’s mother jumped into Lake Shitty with both feet. But for the first time all evening, Cody agreed with the woman. Trevor did have a giant crush on Lucas, and Lucas was too freaking blind to see it. The puppy crush combined with Trevor’s judgy stares made Cody’s jaw hurt. 
 “And he’s a good kid,” Lucas’s dad added, heavy emphasis on good. They had asked all the usual questions while waiting for the food to come—where Raven, Jeff, and Cody were from, what they’d majored in, what parts they sang. Cody hadn’t missed the knowing glances the parents had traded when he’d admitted having no college. 
 Good kid or not, Trevor wasn’t getting Lucas. Cody didn’t bother trying to hide his glare. 
 “Ah. Yeah. I’m kind of seeing someone here.” Tension was oozing off Lucas now, his forehead getting sweaty. Cody knocked ankles with him, trying to remind him that he wasn’t alone. 
 “Oh?” The pair of them sounded like concerned owls. They turned their hawkish gaze on Cody. 
 “I’m with Cody.” Lucas sounded way more certain than Cody would have predicted. Lucas had a way of making even his opinions sound like questions when he was nervous, but he met his parents’ stares without flinching. 
 “With?” Lucas’s dad removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You mean like dating?” 
 Cody was pretty sure that in all the articles good ol’ Dick had published on gays, what to say when your son brought home a slightly Goth punk hadn’t come up. The man seemed to be in some serious denial, floundering around for the PC way of asking Lucas what the hell he was up to. 
 Jeff snort-laughed hard enough to spew soda. “Sorry. Sorry.” He grabbed for napkins. “It’s just they room together. I’m not sure how you can date someone you’re already living with.” 
 “You room together?” Lucas’s mom’s eyebrows touched her perfect blond bangs. Her circa 1985 bob didn’t move even as she shook her head. “No, that can’t be.” 
 “I’m shutting up now.” Jeff took the remaining two bites of his burger. 
 “The show made them room together.” Raven made everything a thousand times worse trying to smooth over her idiot boyfriend’s verbal diarrhea. 
 “They made you?” Lucas’s father raised his voice before lowering it again. “What kind of show is this?” 
 “The one I’m on.” Lucas sighed heavily. “The show might have made me switch rooms, but everything else was my own . . . idea.” 
 “Oh, Lucas.” His mom looked near tears. 
 “Lucas. Can you show me where the restrooms are? Now.” Dick No Wood stood up, looming over Lucas using a voice Cody bet made freshmen cower under their desks. Unfortunately for Dick, Cody didn’t cower. Cody straightened his shoulders and met him stare for judgmental stare. 
 “Um. Okay.” Lucas glanced around the restaurant like he was trying to decide whether private lecture beat public confrontation. 
 Before Cody could stop him, his dad pulled Lucas away like he was some eight-year-old throwing a tantrum over ice cream in the restaurant. Oh, hells no. Cody didn’t care how much Lucas loved his dad—he didn’t get to treat him that way. Cody pushed away from the table. 
 “This really isn’t your business,” Lucas’s mom said, trying to grab for Cody’s hand. 
 “The hell it’s not.” 






 Chapter Twenty 

Lucas’s dad led him over to the video game alcove. In another lifetime, a roll of quarters would magically appear from his dad’s pocket and they’d play the driving simulator game until their food came. But those days seemed centuries ago, like they’d happened to someone else. 
 “This show has wreaked havoc on your values.” His dad raked a hand through his faded blond hair. “First the stunt this morning, then this room swap thing, and now you take up with that kid.” 
 “It’s not the show’s fault, Dad. And Cody’s not a kid. Neither am I.” 
 His dad ignored this, taking a deep breath before launching into more professor speak. “After all the time we spent discussing relationships—” 
 “You mean all the time you spent writing about relationships,” Lucas said. “You’ve kind of used me as an example, but I’m not sure I want to be an example anymore.” 
 “What? Of course you want to be an example. You signed the school honor code. I dedicated the book to you.” His dad’s face turned a mottled shade of red. 
 That stung. He knew his parents hadn’t been required to take up LGBT rights with the same fervor as they had cheering for John’s baseball team or attending Rebecca’s and Sarah’s club meetings. They could have given him the cold shoulder back when he came out. Made him an outcast. But they hadn’t done that and he was grateful. 
 But he was also done being controlled by gratitude. Yes, it was pretty awesome how they’d championed him and worked to get LGBT kids accepted at Mount Monticello. But their acceptance had come with a whole host of obligations and expectations, and Lucas was no longer sure he wanted to meet them, if he ever had. 
 “I appreciate it. I really do, but I sort of need space to be my own person, too.” Behind his dad, a pinball game blinked, its manic-looking clown face a sick parody of joy. 
 His dad shook his head. “We can’t support that.” 
 “Are you seriously forbidding him?” Cody appeared at Lucas’s elbow, putting an arm around him. He supposed he should be pissed at the meddling, but Lucas had never been more grateful to see him. It was freaking lonely standing here, watching the closeness he’d once had with his dad unravel and being powerless to stop it. 
 Well, that wasn’t quite true. He could stop it, but he didn’t want to. He wanted Cody more than he wanted his parents’ approval. Having to choose between the two had nausea creeping up his neck, hamburger threatening to reappear, but he already knew which he’d choose. 
 Cody didn’t look so certain, though, looking down on Lucas with a shaky smile, like he half-expected Lucas to throw him off. 
 “This isn’t your concern.” His dad used his faculty-meetings-are-closed-to-students voice, but Cody wasn’t intimidated. 
 “Of course it is. You want to bully my boyfriend, you get to deal with me.” Cody layered a lot of extra swagger into his speech and gestures. He already had Lucas’s dad’s number, playing up the things about himself they were most likely to object to—tilting his neck so his tattoos danced, cocking a hip so his spiked belt caught the light. 
 “Deal with you?” His dad gave Cody a withering stare—one that he used to use when Lucas had interrupted some discussion between the adults. Shaking his head, he turned back to Lucas. “This isn’t about your friend. This is about your choices, and your mother and I are worried for you.” 
 “And what if I choose Cody?” 
 His dad gave a long-suffering sigh. “I’m not sure you’re thinking straight. All this Hollywood stuff is probably clouding your brain. We need to talk about your future.” 
 “My future is singing. And Cody.” Certainty flowed through Lucas’s veins, bolstering his courage. The rush he’d felt performing today had been something he wanted to experience again and again. And the rush he got being with Cody? Well, he wasn’t about to give that up either. “He’s talented and funny and smart. This isn’t some phase. I . . . I love him.” 
 Ideally, he would have managed to say the words to Cody alone first. Preferably when they were all blissed out from making love, when he could be more certain that Cody wasn’t about to bolt. 
 “Love?” His dad made a scoffing noise. “This is just your hormones talking.” 
 “You mean sex?” Cody supplied, looking downright devious. 
 “Exactly. See, Lucas? This isn’t what you want. It’s not what we want for you.” 
 “But it is what I want. And you’re not going to change my mind.” A hollow pit opened in his stomach as he realized there was no changing his parents either. The firmness of his dad’s face said it all. They weren’t going to approve of this. There weren’t going to be any how-can-we-support-you? talks, and there sure as hell wasn’t going to be any pie. Heck, he might not be welcome at his parents’ table again. Not without giving up the one thing he wanted most. 
 “How about we talk—” 
 Lucas held up a hand. “I’m done talking.” With his free hand, he grabbed for Cody. Blindly, he headed for the exit, pushing through the double glass doors before collapsing on a bench. 
 He scrubbed hard at his face, refusing to cry. But the tears came anyway, stinging his eyes as he tried to rub them away. He didn’t want to be some baby about this. So what if his parents hated his boyfriend? So what if they were mad at Lucas? He shouldn’t care so much. But he did and he hurt, a physical ache all the way down to his toes. 
 “I want to go home,” he said, his voice thick. He needed out of this place and out of his own head. 
 “To Iowa?” Cody’s forehead wrinkled. 
 “No. To us.” And then he really did cry, right there in the parking lot, groups of high schoolers and large families giving them wide berth. And thank God Cody wasn’t the type to care, because he wrapped his arms around Lucas and held him tight. 
  


 As the door to the room banged shut, Cody wrapped his arms around Lucas, burying his face in his hair. He stroked up and down Lucas’s shoulders and back. Not hurrying. Not rushing into kissing and making out. Simply holding. It was a new sensation, almost as scary as Lucas saying he loved him, but like Lucas’s confession, it felt right. Perfect even. 
 Finally, Lucas softened, spinning in his arms so his head was pressed against Cody’s neck. From there it was easy to trade to soft, slow kisses. He wasn’t sure when it turned to something a bit more energetic, his head supplying a soundtrack of U2, blood pounding like a strong bass. He had Lucas backed against the closet door, his hands tangled in his hair. 
 He pulled back slightly. “You can have whatever you want tonight.” 
 “Whatever?” Lucas raised an eyebrow. 
 “Yeah.” There wasn’t anything Cody wouldn’t do for him. 
 “I want you to fuck me.” 

Except maybe that. His lungs no longer seemed adequate. 
 “Lucas.” He touched Lucas’s cheek. Cody’s heart hammered against his chest, so hard Lucas had to be able to hear it. Trying to disguise his shaking fingers, he stroked Lucas’s rough jaw. “You’ve waited so long for a reason. I’m totally cool with what we’ve been doing—” 
 “I’m not offering for you.” Lucas’s voice turned pissy and his eyes hardened. “I want to know what it’s like. Want it to be you.” 
 “Lucas. You should wait. Keep your pledge or whatever and . . .” Oh, fuck. His voice broke. “Wait for someone special.” 
 “I did.” Lucas’s voice went soft, but his hands were firm on Cody’s shoulders. “You are. I meant it when I said it earlier. I wanted to wait until I fell in love, and I did.” 
 “I . . .” 
 “It’s okay.” Lucas’s eyes were big and earnest. “You don’t have to say it back. Heck, you don’t have to feel it—” 
 Words still weren’t cooperating, so he did the only thing he could and kissed Lucas. Not the earlier gentle slide of lips but a raw, emotion-driven attack. His cheeks were wet, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t from Lucas. Trying to ignore it, he kept kissing him until his eyes stopped misbehaving. His cheeks turned sticky and clammy, but he still kissed Lucas. His brain played a soundtrack of every love song he’d ever sung, but the words stayed stuck in his throat. 
 “You want to make my favorite first-time fantasy come true?” Lucas looked a bit uncertain, like he expected Cody to call this off any second. 
 “Yeah.” Cody leaned down and kissed him again, soft and slow. He might have hordes of anxious elephants dancing around in his guts but he wasn’t stopping now. “I want it sweet for you.” 
 “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I don’t want . . . sweet. I don’t want some Hollywood first-time scene.” Lucas chewed on his lip again. “I want you. Pushing me. Making me beg. The dirty talk stuff. All that.” 
 “I can do that.” Cody swept his thumb back and forth over Lucas’s cheek. He felt small—like the task was too big for him. A few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about fucking Lucas. Hell, a few weeks ago, he’d thought Lucas was an idiot for still being a virgin. But now, with all the new emotion churning through him, burning his throat, it felt like skateboarding on a pitch-black night. Terrifying and compelling, and someone was guaranteed to get hurt. 
 Even with all that risk, he still nodded. I love you, he thought, wishing like hell he could get the words out. 
  


 “No romance, just raunchy deflowering?” Cody laughed, raising one eyebrow, considering. Lucas squirmed under the weight of his scrutiny. “I can’t do the whole candle-and-music thing for crap, but you want an extra helping of dirty? Yeah.” He nodded. “I can do that.” 
 Heck, he’d trade every pie his mom had ever made and his siblings for Cody to keep looking at him like this. Any family upheaval was worth getting to see Cody’s heart in his eyes. Standing up to his parents wasn’t just about Cody either—it was about him and defining who he wanted to be, grabbing the power to choose his own direction. Like blowing Cody in the restroom or making Cody change or telling his parents the truth or asking Cody for sex—each choice, each proclamation of his own wants made him stronger. In the past he’d let himself be defined by what he wasn’t or what he didn’t do. It was time to take action and go for the things he really wanted. Starting with Cody. 
 Cody, who looked far more nervous than bossy at the moment, eyes uncertain and hands clenched. Like when he’d blown Cody, that little hint of reservation was like a caffeine rush straight to Lucas’s dick—and his heart. Cody going all noble did strange things for Lucas—made him want to beat down Cody’s reservations until the normal Cody—his Cody—was back and mouthy and filled with dishonorable intent. He reached for Cody’s shirt. 
 “Nope.” Cody batted his hands away. Oh yeah. Cody was back on his game now. Blood rushed to Lucas’s groin, his cock rubbing against the khaki of Cody’s pants. “You wanna work for it? Want me all toppy and bossy?” 
 “Oh yeah.” Lucas’s eyes drifted shut. He’d spent hours imagining this—Cody holding his hands away, his body crowding him against any number of convenient surfaces, his voice a mocking tease. Yeah. He’d imagined the heck out of this. Reality was even better, Cody pulling off Lucas’s clothes, running his hands all over Lucas’s exposed skin. 
 “You don’t get to touch me yet.” Stripped bare, the air conditioning prickled Lucas’s skin while Cody rubbed up against him, still fully dressed down to his black boots. Deep heat worked its way down his spine, making him sink into the mattress. 
 “Yes.” The moan sounded as heavy as his limbs. 
 “Stay.” Cody winked at Lucas before climbing off the bed and grabbing some stuff from a bag on his side of the room. He tossed them on the bed—condoms, a bottle of lube, and . . . a dildo? 
 “Hey.” Lucas propped himself up on his elbows. “I meant real sex, not a toy.” He looked scornfully at Cody’s toy. It was narrow, with a curved tip and a flared base. It looked less like a dick and more like a futuristic joystick. 
 “Yeah?” Cody raised one eyebrow. “You’re gonna have to show me you’re ready. That you can handle it.” 
 “Uh-huh.” Lucas slumped back against the bed with a soft moan. Oh yeah. Cody could so work this vibe. 
 “You might not have noticed—” Cody climbed on the bed, straddling Lucas’s torso. “But my dick is a bit bigger than this.” He held up the toy. “You want my dick, you better show me you can take it.” 
 “Yeah.” God.

 “In fact . . .” Cody pinned Lucas’s arms with his knees. Damn. Wrestling was one of Mount Monticello’s big sports, and Cody could have given any of the varsity guys a run for their money. “Let’s make this more interesting—” 
 “You’ve got my attention,” Lucas croaked. 
 “Oh, but I want more.” Cody winked at him. Bastard. “How about you can’t come—not until I do. Last time I touched your ass, you blew in twenty seconds. Gonna have to do better than that or you won’t get fucked.” 
 “Yeah.” Lucas drifted toward the space where all he could focus on was the sound of Cody’s voice, where nothing else mattered. “I can.” 
 “Not sure I believe you.” Cody leaned down, biting Lucas’s ear. “You’re also going to have to relax enough to take it. You get too tense and it won’t work.” He sat up again and waggled the dildo in Lucas’s face. “You figure out how to obey. I’m going to have some fun.” 

“God.” Lucas was dying. Dead. Burned crisp. 
 Cody licked a line down Lucas’s neck, biting him on his chest. Cody wasn’t gentle, but Lucas got off on the attack—like Cody wanted to devour him. Mark him. Electricity zinged right to his dick. No way was he going to last. 
 “Wish we’d already had our wardrobe appointment for the week.” 
 “What?” Lucas tried to find a spare few brain cells. 
 “Need to know where I can bite you and not leave a visible mark.” Cody leered down at him, his eyes full of dirty intent. 
 “Screw costuming.” Lucas wanted Cody’s teeth far more than he cared about red marks. 
 “As you wish.” Cody’s voice was deliberately indifferent, a stark contrast to the hard bulge pressing against Lucas’s stomach. He sucked up a mark right above Lucas’s nipple, biting and sucking his way across to the other pec—low enough that the marks probably would be hidden, but just high enough to make Lucas feel filthy and free at the same time. 
 Cody slid down, licking his way down Lucas’s stomach. His shirt and pants dragged against Lucas’s bare skin, reminding him again of who had the power here. 
 “Take off your clothes,” he said. Much as he loved the bare versus fully clothed contrast, he wanted to feel Cody’s skin on his. 
 “Not yet.” Cody raised his head. “I kinda like it this way. You all naked and at my mercy.” 
 “You’re the one who would happily strip in a snowstorm.” 
 “Yup.” Cody lightly bit him, right above his belly button. “I know. That’s why it’s awesome.” 
 “Bastard.” 
 “Oh, I haven’t even gotten started yet.” 
 Cody licked and sucked his way all around Lucas’s patch of hair, never touching his dick with more than warm breath and accidental brushes of his hair. Lucas tossed his head against the pillow. More, more, more.

 Forget dead, he was already in hell. And he didn’t want to ever leave. Cody’s tongue teased over Lucas’s balls, little flicks of torture that made him grab the sheets. Slowly, Cody slid further down, his tongue still dancing over Lucas’s skin. He licked behind Lucas’s balls, and he nearly rocketed off the bed. His tongue reached further back, skirting Lucas’s rim. 
 “Oh, fuck.”

 “Mmm.” Cody’s voice was muffled against Lucas’s thigh. “Love how you go nuts from this.” Cody rewarded each of Lucas’s moans with more contact. His tongue danced around Lucas’s rim, swirling and licking, making him feel like a string of Black Cat firecrackers, ready to go off at the least spark. Dick drooling all over his stomach, his balls drew up tight. 
 Chuckling, Cody moved away and gave Lucas’s dick a pat that was more reprimand than caress. “Bet you could come just from that.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Which is why I’m not gonna do it this time.” Cody looked up at him, an evil feline grin on his face. He reached for the lube. “You’re just going to have to wait.” 
 Lucas moaned. Anticipation strummed through him. “Need it.” 
 “Nope.” Cody greased up his fingers, making a show of holding them up for Lucas to see. His ass clenched and his dick throbbed. “You come and all you’ll get is me jerking off on you.” 
 Lucas moaned. They’d played it that way once, and Cody shooting on his chest and face had gotten Lucas hard enough for round two. 
 “I could go again—” 
 “No negotiations.” Cody stroked his fingers under Lucas’s balls, gently circling his rim. “And remember the relaxing part.” He worked the tip of his index finger in and then back out again. Lucas arched up, trying to get more. He really didn’t care if it hurt a little because he knew how good it could get. Like hiking all morning, muscles burning, but knowing the view that lay ahead. 
 “Please.” 
 “Maybe.” Cody shrugged his shoulders. Lucas released the sheets long enough to grab Cody’s wrist. “Oh no you don’t.” Cody laughed and shifted, using his knees to pin Lucas’s hand again. “Don’t make me tie you up.” 
 Lucas’s moan was a needy, inhuman sound. Yes, please.

 “Oops. Forgot how much you like the idea of being tied up.” Cody raised his eyebrows, his face a stern mask. His fingers circled Lucas’s rim again. 
 Lucas could only gasp in reply. Cody worked his finger in deeper, managing to avoid Lucas’s gland, teasing him with almost-but-not-quite caresses. The burn and stretch intensified as Cody worked a second finger in, opening him with slow, deliberate thrusts. 
 “Fuck,” Lucas cried. Cody pressing and rubbing on his gland was almost better than a fist on his dick. “I want to come so bad. Please.” 
 “Not yet.” Cody withdrew his fingers and grabbed the toy. 
 Lucas’s abs clenched and sweat ran down his neck. He had fooled around with stuff before—watching porn had given him the idea of raiding the fridge and buying a hairbrush with an interesting handle. But none of his makeshift toys had a curve like Cody’s dildo. It was a bit wider than the stuff Lucas had tried, but not as wide as Cody’s dick. 
 “You want me to use a condom on it?” Cody picked up a condom with his free hand. “It’s clean, but some people prefer to use a rubber with toys. And you are the dude who gets all pink when we share the same glass.” He smiled down at Lucas, amusement, concern, and affection all right there, breaking through the toppy indifference thing he’d been working. Lucas’s heart stuttered. 
 “I’m good.” Lucas looked away, memorizing the lines on the bedside lamp. It was too much—not Cody’s fingers or the toy or even the idea of what they were about to do—but the emotion kept gaining force, a hurricane of feelings and sensations. He heard the snick of the lube bottle and felt Cody shift around again. His hands were free now, but Lucas didn’t rush to use them, instead waiting to see what Cody had planned. His patience was rewarded with Cody licking across his belly button, mimicking what he’d done to Lucas’s hole earlier. Shivering, goose bumps broke out on his arms. 
 Finally, finally, finally, he got Cody’s mouth on his dick, swallowing him to the root in a single smooth motion. Lucas wasn’t sure he’d ever master that trick. On the next bob of his mouth, Cody pressed the toy against Lucas’s rim. He didn’t push it in, instead just providing maddening pressure that Lucas rocked into, wanting more. 
 “Yeah.” Cody released Lucas’s dick. “You want it?” 

“Yes.” Lucas arched up, trying to take more of it. 
 “Hmmm. Maybe not.” Cody pulled the toy back completely. “I’m afraid you’re going to shoot as soon as it touches your gland.” 

“Please.”

 Cody twirled the toy against Lucas’s ass. 
 He moaned in frustration. 
 “Promise not to come?” Cody hovered over him, his lips millimeters away. Lucas leaned up, trying to catch a kiss. He could grab him, but that wasn’t the point. Feeling like Cody dangled a prize just out of reach made all his senses heighten—his muscles tensed, his mind focused in on only getting what Cody denied him. 
 “Yeah.” 
 Cody pressed the toy in at the same moment he claimed Lucas’s mouth, his tongue going deep. Relentless.


There. Just a flitter, but the toy grazed his gland, made sparks shoot up his spine. 
 “Hold still.” Cody asked for the one thing Lucas wasn’t sure he could give. He nodded anyway. “I mean it.” 
 Cody broke away, leaving the toy inserted, his face challenging Lucas to defy him. Lucas snaked a hand down— 
 “Better not.” Cody stripped off his shirt. “You want me naked?” 
 “Please.” 
 Cody unbuttoned his jeans, pausing to glare at Lucas’s rocking hips. “No cheating. I didn’t say you could fuck yourself.” 
 “Mmmph.” Lucas bit his lip, trying to keep his whine in. 
 Cody shucked his pants and blue underwear in a single smooth motion. His dick was harder than Lucas had seen it before, the tip all slick and damp. Yeah, Cody was in to this. A lot. He loomed over Lucas again, his dick resting on Lucas’s belly. Lucas’s hips bucked up. 
 “You that eager to get off? Wanna do it this way? Me rubbing off on you, you fucking the toy?” He reached back and pressed the toy deeper. 
 Lucas couldn’t keep the whine back now. The stretch was more intense, especially with Cody holding the toy still. 

“Fuck.”

 “Toy or my dick?” Cody managed to sound like he really didn’t have a preference. 
 Reaching up, Lucas pulled Cody’s head down, pouring all his need and want into his kiss. Cody broke the kiss, sliding the toy in and out in a slow, lazy fuck that had Lucas cursing him. 
 “You. Now.” 
 “Hmmm. Not sure you’re really ready.” Even as he scolded Lucas, Cody reached for the condoms again. 
 “Yes. Please. Want it.” 
 “It’s going to hurt,” Cody warned him as he rolled the condom on. “You sure you want that?” 
 “Don’t care.” He cared about everything else—the smell of sex filling the air, Cody’s sweat-damp skin against his, the rapid intake of Cody’s breath that belied his indifferent tone, his own throbbing dick. He hoped Cody was equally worked up because no way was he lasting, even if it did hurt. 
 Cody rearranged them, dragging Lucas’s legs further apart. He pressed forward. 
 It pinched. Way more than Cody’s finger or the toys. Lucas’s body battled his mind—balls tight, dick ready to go, but ass not quite cooperating. 
 “This is the relax part.” Cody’s voice was softer now, his touch gentler on Lucas’s thigh. “Trust me.” 
 “Trying.” Lucas’s voice came out all strained. 
 “Here.” Cody brought Lucas’s hand down, putting it on Cody’s dick. “Do it like I’m the toy—take more when you’re ready.” His eyes were full of warm concern. It was too much again. Too intense. 

I love you. Lucas’s eyes burned. He didn’t need Cody to say the words yet—it was all over his face and the way he looked down at Lucas. Eyes shining, face all soft, not disguising his affection, Cody was more naked than Lucas had ever seen him—it felt like he was seeing all of Cody for the first time, like Cody was finally sharing everything with him. Maybe Cody wasn’t the virgin, but he was giving Lucas something rare and privileged nonetheless. 
 “No.” He couldn’t handle the shift to being in charge right now. He hadn’t wanted sweetness or romance—wasn’t sure what to do with all these emotions. Love you. He wanted to chant it until he came. “Make me beg again.” 
 “As you wish.” Cody moved away, taking all that overwhelming tenderness with him, rolling Lucas onto his side. “This might work better.” 
 “Yeah.” Not being able to see Cody’s face helped. Lucas rocked backward as Cody pressed inside a little. It still burned, but not quite as bad. Lucas took a deep breath then exhaled, reminding himself how good it could get. “More.” 






 Chapter Twenty-One 

“Not yet.” Cody held still, using his cockhead to stretch the tight ring of muscles. Holy fucking cow. The sounds Lucas made were out of this world. “Please.” Lucas’s voice held equal measure discomfort and need. 
 Slowly, Cody eased forward, using his hand on Lucas’s hip to encourage him to push back when he was ready. 
 “Yeah. More.” Lucas’s whole body quivered against Cody. He waited for the shiver to pass before going deeper. 
 Cody started a slow fuck, mimicking what he’d done with the toy, letting Lucas feel the stretch at the top of each stroke, but not too long. He’d used a crapton of lube, so everything was nice and slick but still tight as hell. 
 Balls tightening, he angled his hips to finally give Lucas more pressure on his gland. 
 “Fuck. Yes.” Lucas grabbed Cody’s hand. Oh, fuck. Cody’s throat clenched tighter than Lucas’s grip. 
 Finding out about Lucas’s sensitive prostate gave him all sorts of dirty ideas, especially knowing how much Lucas liked to work for his orgasms. He adjusted his angle, going shallow, then deep without warning. But Cody was rapidly reaching the end of his ability to tease. Keeping up the rhythm, he put his hand right above Lucas’s dick, almost but not quite touching. 
 “Yes. Please.” 
 “Not sure. You gonna come as soon as I touch you?” 
 “Yes. Got to come. Please.” 
 “Wrong answer.” Cody moved his hand away. 
 “No, you’ve got to let me.” Lucas tried to move his own hand down, but Cody batted it away. “Please. Need to come so bad.” If Lucas was hurting, it sure didn’t show in his thrown-back head and bucking hips. Cody kissed his temple, catching some of Lucas’s sweat-soaked curls. 
 “I think you can wait.” He kept his assault on Lucas’s gland, trying to hit it with each stroke. 
 “No. Wanna come so bad.” Lucas’s voice was all whine now. 
 “Think you can hold out for a few strokes?” He moved his hand back to Lucas’s dick. “How about ten? Ten pulls on your dick?” 
 “Yes. Whatever.” 
 Cody snorted. He doubted Lucas could make it to three, but he wrapped his hand around Lucas’s pulsing shaft anyway. Hell, he wasn’t sure he could last ten strokes. He pulled Lucas tighter against him, breathing out the count against his ear. 
 “One.” He bit Lucas’s earlobe. 
 “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Gonna come.” 
 “Better not.” Cody moved his hand slowly up a second time. He sped up his thrusts, going harder now, reading Lucas’s cues. Lucas was pushing back hard against Cody, his hand reaching back to grab Cody’s thigh. 
 “Oh, God. It’s right there.” Lucas’s voice was as frantic as his movements. 
 “Not. Yet.” 

Three. Four. Five. Lucas blew on a loud scream. Not even a shout—an all-out yell. Yes. The satisfaction at finally completely unraveling Lucas carried Cody forward into his own orgasm. His vision blurred and his ears rang as he came. He thrust a few more times, still tugging on Lucas’s dick, milking the last spurts. 
 Trying to be careful, he pulled away and flopped onto his back. Holy fucking Christ. He’d wanted it to be perfect for Lucas but hadn’t really stopped to think what that would mean for himself. Wrecked. He felt dismantled and put together all wrong. His whole body was covered in sweat—he’d never, ever worked so hard for a fuck, gone so far inside the other person’s head. By the end, he’d felt their breathing synchronize. Hell, he’d felt their cells align that moment when Lucas grabbed his hand—he’d claimed something of Cody’s that he wasn’t ever going to recover. 
 One of the reasons he seldom bottomed was that he didn’t like how exposed and vulnerable he felt afterward. But hell, he could have climbed the Hollywood sign with his bare hands and not felt as scraped raw as he did right now. 
 “I win.” He nudged Lucas, clinging to the last of his bravado. 
 “Nah.” Lucas sounded half-asleep. He made a floppy hand gesture. “Simultaneous. Tie.” 
 “Hah.” Cody bumped legs with him. “Not hardly. You’re going to owe me.” He struggled to sound light. His chest ached. If Lucas had hated it, if he had regrets, if he never wanted to do it again . . . If, if, if, if sped through him like a bad trip, all dark colors and darker thoughts. 
 “Counting on it.” Lucas lifted his head, then collapsed back on the pillows. “Feel free to get creative. Just . . . maybe wait till I’m awake.” 

Phew. The invisible noose around Cody’s neck loosened, freeing him to enjoy the fucked-out feeling. Lucas didn’t sound traumatized. 
 “I love you.” The words came out on a huff of relief, and yeah, it was probably bad that it took sex to loosen his vocal cords. But Lucas’s smile made the struggle to get the words out worth it. 
 “I know.” Lucas sighed happily. “Gonna sleep now.” 
 Tomorrow loomed, elimination and parents and a zillion other potential dramas. Cody wished he could wrap Lucas up in the blankets, keep him here forever, away from everything that threatened to break this perfect moment. 
  


 In the movies, this would be the scene where they smashed the competition, brought the audience to their feet, and won over the judges. After all, Lucas’s awesome job getting them the pimp slot and all their coming together in practice should be worth something. But, unfortunately, Cody had to inhabit planet Reality, where two out of three wasn’t bad. 
 They’d staged the number like it was a party of random people. Raven looked like a Lord of the Rings extra in a flowy red thing with pointy sleeves, and Jeff had a red frat T-shirt on. Ashley had embraced the wardrobe freedom, looking like a life-size Bratz doll, with heavy eye makeup and a poofy black miniskirt with a red strapless top. Cody had talked the wardrobe people into red leather pants and a shirt with “Party” spelled out in rhinestones. He’d added his own combat boots and punk belt. 
 And Lucas? Well, Lucas had done a last-minute costume change, much to Cody’s surprise. He’d taken forever in the wardrobe trailer, browsing the racks until he came up with a red superhero T-shirt and bright red glitter Converse shoes with music notes on them. He’d added his own jeans and a Mount Monticello cardigan. He looked like . . . himself. A probably gay, maybe just style-challenged, comic-loving, muscle-bound music geek. And Cody loved him all the more for it. 
 Ashley started the song all by herself in her strong, clear soprano. Next, Raven joined in the party. Cody contributed some vocal effects using flugelhorn noises to sound like clinking cups, then Jeff and Lucas came crashing in, laying down a hard bass line for the refrain. Finally, he joined Ashley in singing, not overwhelming the arrangement, only joining in. There wasn’t a lead so much as a conversation with different voices stepping up. Lucas and Jeff called it old school, but it was different than anything Cody had attempted. 
 They’d each had a cup and their beverage of choice as a prop: Ashley with diet soda, Raven with pricey bottled water, him and Jeff with label-removed beer, and Lucas with milk. The milk had cracked the audience up. It was corny and silly and more fun than any vocal brilliance he could have offered. The audience ate it up, roaring with laughter and giving them their first standing ovation of the contest. 
 But the judges? Not so much. 
 “That was . . . different.” Melanie Mercury’s mouth wrinkled, like she’d had a sip of something bitter. 
 “Not a lot of actual singing.” The British judge acted like the song choice was entirely theirs. “I’m not sure that was a cappella so much as a college drinking game.” 
 “It was a party, though.” The R&B guy tilted back in his chair, offering more faint praise. “Maybe it wasn’t your best moment vocally, but it made me feel good inside.” 
 “I didn’t see enough unity.” Miss Country to the Core finally got her two cents in. She and Michelin were in big gold chairs marked “Guest.” “Too much . . . diversity can take away from the vocals. And I didn’t see the connection to the genre.” 

Oh, come on. Really?

 “I dug it.” Michelin Moses leaned forward to reach his mic. “It was different. Fun. I got what you guys were going for.” He gave the other judges the eye roll Cody had been dying to do. 
 “We’ll just have to see how the rest of the groups top your party in a cup!” Melanie tittered as they exited the stage. Well, wasn’t that a perfect foreshadowing for elimination. He bet the producers had written that line for her before Embellish had even taken the stage. 
 Lucas waited until they were waiting in the wings for the elimination announcement before pulling him aside. 
 “I . . . uh.” He was turning all sorts of red. 
 “Yeah?” Ordinarily, Cody would have been eager to exploit Lucas’s discomfort, but his patience was all used up on waiting for the results. And there wasn’t really any convenient spot to drag him to for the kind of distraction they could both use. 
 “I wanted to say . . . I meant what I said last night. I want us to be together. No matter what.” 

Oh, Lucas. Cody could tell from the redness around Lucas’s eyes that he’d been hoping for a better reaction from the judges. No matter what he’d said, Lucas had held out hope they’d be saved. Hell, Lucas was probably still holding out hope. 
 Much as Cody wanted a future together, he still wasn’t sure it would be fair to Lucas. But he couldn’t tell him that right then, so instead he settled for wrapping an arm around him, drawing him close. 
 Lucas rested his head against Cody’s chest. “I want us free to make our way—our own rules. I want us together. Like forever.” 

Me too. Cody was trying to figure out how to voice the words with his heart revving like a drag racer. But he didn’t get a chance to reply as one of the production assistants signaled it was time to take their marks for the elimination announcement. 
  


 Lucas supposed the elimination announcement wasn’t much of a shocker. However, right up until the final announcement, he’d prayed for a different outcome. He’d wanted to prove Cody—and everyone else—wrong. No matter what the judges said, they’d sounded terrific. And he wanted a chance to let America decide. But mainly, he’d wanted it for Cody—he wanted to make Cody’s dreams come true. 
 And okay, selfishly, he wanted a way to give Cody his dreams that didn’t tear their relationship apart. 
 But the judges clearly didn’t agree. In the final moments of the elimination announcement, the choice was down to Embellish, Trevor’s group, and Divas Unite, who had an uncharacteristically bad night, butchering their Reba McEntire song and ruining their placement as front-runners. 
 “And the last group safe is . . .” 

If not us, please Trevor. Trevor needed this, too. No matter how frustrated Lucas was with him, he didn’t want his friend to fail. 
 “Divas Unite! You are safe!” 
 The girls screeched and hugged their way offstage, while the host said a bunch of meaningless nice things about them and the house music played a mournful tune. Looking back over his shoulder as they exited the stage for the last time, Lucas drank in the bright lights, the roar of the audience, the PAs rushing around. A few weeks ago, this had felt like an alien planet, but now the theater felt as familiar as his campus, leaving as crushing as last night’s argument with his parents. 
 He reached for Cody’s hand, but Cody shook him off, his face seemingly unable to choose between rage and sadness. Lucas couldn’t look at the rest of the group, keeping his eyes on the floor. He heard a loud sniffle and knew at least one of the girls was crying. He couldn’t see that or he might start in himself. Keeping numb was the best response. The PAs were grabbing different people to chat with the camera crew for reaction shots. 
 Lucas sidestepped Dawn as she grabbed Ashley but found himself in a sea of people heading backstage. Maybe that’s how it’s meant to be—all of us going our own way. Lucas’s stomach felt like he’d pitched it down into the orchestra pit, his mood even lower. People kept shoving and pushing and making it impossible to see. 
 Backstage was even more nuts than usual, people swarming everywhere, and by the time he managed to look up, the rest of the group was nowhere in sight and he was surrounded by weepy, huggy girls who kept patting one another on the back. The Divas Unite members were acting like they were the ones who were being sent home. 

Ugh. He stepped back, his hip slamming into a folding table. 

“Ouch.”

 “You okay?” Trevor appeared at his side, concern creasing his forehead. 
 “Yeah. No. Heck, I don’t know.” Lucas ran a hand through his hair. “You?” 
 “I’m not sure.” Sighing, Trevor leaned against the table. “Thought I might feel relieved. That it would be simpler to be sent home. Away from all this.” 
 “And is it?” 
 Trevor shrugged, his narrow shoulders touching the strawberry blond hair around his collar. His usual close crop had grown out a bit in LA, giving him a bit of a softer look. Right now, though, he mainly looked defeated. 
 “Guess we’ll just have to see when we get back. One thing’s for sure—M&Ms aren’t going to be throwing us a welcome-back party. We’re out of the group, probably.” 
 “Yeah.” Funny how a month ago, that sort of news would have sliced him open. But now it barely felt like a scratch. Reaching out, Lucas put a hand on Trevor’s shoulder. “You’re too good of a singer for them anyway. You’ll find a new group or choir—” 
 “I guess. But I’m not looking forward to it. Don’t want to get on a plane tomorrow.” 

Tomorrow. The word crashed into Lucas. He wasn’t ready to leave either. And tomorrow? No way. 
 “I’m not going.” 
 “Huh.” Trevor’s exhalation ruffled the hair falling across his forehead. “Kinda figured that might be the case.” 
 “That why you’ve been avoiding me all week?” 
 “Maybe.” Trevor swallowed hard. His eyes looked like he wanted to say something more, but he only gave another shrug. “I’m sorry.” 
 “I’m sorry, too.” Lucas wasn’t exactly sure for what, but it seemed the right thing to say. He was sorry for how the show had strained their friendship. And maybe he hadn’t been the best friend to Trevor the past few weeks either. “Listen, I’d better go find my group, but maybe we can talk later? Figure out the school stuff?” 
 “Yeah.” Trevor nodded. “I’d better go find my group. Start saying bye and stuff.” 

Not ready for good-bye. Moving away from the table, Lucas started scanning for Cody and the others. The backstage area was still clogged with people. In fact, it seemed even more crowded, as various production people and friends and hangers-on had migrated to the space. 
 “Lucas?” His dad’s booming voice cut through the crowd. 
 “Dad?” Lucas closed his eyes, like maybe that would make his dad disappear, but he opened them and his dad was still there, still in front of him, still wearing his we-need-to-talk face. 
 His dad pulled him out of the crowd, guiding them over to one of the long cement block walls. Darn. Now it was even harder to try to spot the others. 
 “You came?” Lucas asked. 
 He’d looked around before the show, but he hadn’t seen his parents. The lights had been too bright while they were taping to see much of the audience. His phone had been silent all day. No texts. No voice mails. No e-mails even. He’d kind of been expecting a big, long here-is-where-you-went-wrong e-mail. His dad had been known to send e-mails that included footnotes, but nope, Lucas’s in-box had been empty. 
 He’d tried telling himself that he didn’t care if they showed up, and that it would be better if they skipped. But seeing his dad right in front of him, he knew he’d been lying to himself. It did matter that they’d come. The collar of his shirt felt too tight and he had to swallow hard. 
 “We came all this way to see you, after all.” His dad reached out to put a hand on his shoulder, but something in Lucas’s expression must have stopped him and his hand fell back to his side. 
 “And?” 
 “You were wearing more clothes tonight.” His dad coughed awkwardly. “Judges didn’t go your way, though.” 
 “Did you come to gloat?” Lucas had to chew his lip to keep disappointment from bubbling out. He needed Cody and the rest of the group. Not his parents. 
 “What? No. Of course not.” His dad raked his hand through his thinning blond hair. “I wanted to find you before the show, but we got lost. Stupid GPS. We wanted to wish you good luck.” 
 “Seriously?” Lucas blinked, not sure if his dad meant it sarcastically. 
 “Seriously. Look, we still have reservations—justifiably so—about this show. But you’re still our son.” 
 Lucas snorted at the justifiably. Typical Dad. “And the rest?” 
 “The rest?” His dad looked puzzled. “Oh, you mean that boy.” 
 “Yeah. And he’s not ‘that boy.’ He’s a man. And he’s my boyfriend. If you’re hoping that because we’re off the show, I’m done with him, you’re going to be disappointed.” 
 He could tell from his dad’s face that this was exactly what his parents had been hoping. And Lucas had this cloud of dread gathering steam in his middle, afraid they were right, afraid he and Cody couldn’t weather the loss. Cody hadn’t sounded anywhere near as certain as Lucas when they’d talked about staying together. Maybe he wouldn’t even want to. 
 But he couldn’t talk about those fears with his dad. 
 “All right.” His dad rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We’re still not in favor of your involvement. He’s not at all what we’d imagined and he doesn’t seem . . . stable.” 
 Lucas took that as dad-speak for He looks like he’d cheat on you. 
 “He’s not what I imagined either. But I love him.” Lucas firmed up his spine, owning it a bit more. “And I know he’s not like the rest of my friends. And he’s not religious. Like at all.” 
 “Have you talked to him—” 
 “It’s not something he’s going to change on.” 
 “But he wants you to change?” His dad frowned. 
 “Not at all.” Lucas was pretty sure his face matched his red shirt by now. “He . . . respects my opinions. I mean, obviously he’s not down with every single thing you’ve written. . . .” 
 “Obviously,” his father said, his voice drier than toast. “Look. Your mother and I love you. A lot. You being with someone we don’t approve of isn’t going to change that.” 
 Part of Lucas wanted to beg them to approve and demand their support, but a bigger part—the tougher part—took a deep breath. He wasn’t a little kid. They loved him. He loved them. They didn’t have to see eye to eye on this. 
 “I don’t want a lot of lectures on how he’s not right—” 
 “Lucas. You say he makes you happy and that he respects your beliefs. Your mother lectured me on how we need to work on trying to respect your choice.” 
 Lucas took that to mean that he had years of quiet disapproval to look forward to. 
 “And I don’t want you to write any articles about this.” Lucas tried to sound as firm as his dad did when handing out deadlines. “I don’t want to be an example in your how-to-deal-with-a-wayward-kid series. I need . . .” He drifted off, not sure exactly what he needed other than breathing room. 
 “Space. You want space. I get it. Well, more like your mom figured it out and told me and now I think I get it.” His dad smiled wryly. “You’re a man now. Maybe we didn’t quite see that before. And you want to be your own man. It’s a natural phase—” 
 “Dad.” Lucas cut him off before he could launch into a lecture on the phases of independence. “I love you, but I really need to find my group.” 
 “Go.” His dad looked a little sad as he shooed Lucas off, so Lucas hugged him tighter one more time before wading back into the swarm of people. 
  


 Cody had played with faulty mellophone and trumpet valves. He’d had his voice break in midsong. He’d tripped up guitar chords and fumbled piano keys. He’d been booed. He’d played to rooms with three people, two of whom were passed out drunk. But those failures were his—he’d owned them and pushed on. And most of the time they’d been his own stupid fault. 
 This felt different—this shared disappointment wasn’t something he knew how to process. He’d gone off to be by himself, but somehow he’d ended up off in one of the wings, fenced in by hay bales. Raven sat on Jeff’s lap, all red faced and puffy. Ashley collapsed next to them with a brokenhearted sigh. 
 Cody had to wrap his arms around himself. His insides felt cold and frozen, while his face felt sweaty and feverish. Everyone was looking at him with big sad faces, like he might know how to fix it. Or like maybe he’d caused it. And maybe he had. He’d been the odd one out since the show’s auditions—the punk rock kid who’d never sung a cappella before. Even back in high school, he’d been a terrible choir member—he’d used show choir to hone his skills, but he honestly hadn’t cared about the rest of the group. They were the same fuckers who gave him hell in the halls and whispered rumors about him. 
 “What do we do now?” Raven’s eyes were huge and her eyeliner had started to run as tears trickled down her cheeks. 
 Cody shrugged. How had he become the leader here? Because you stood up and made it all about you from day one. Because you had the loudest voice. Because you had the most to lose—and the most responsibility.

 “We sounded good,” he whispered, because his fucking voice wasn’t cooperating again. “Really good.” 
 “Yeah, we did.” Shoving aside prop pieces, Lucas joined them. He wrapped his arms around Cody, gently pushing aside Cody’s own arms. Breath warm in Cody’s ear, he dropped his voice. “I love you.” 
 “I’m sorry,” he said to the group. He needed more words. Better words. Bigger words. Give him a guitar and an hour and he could write a song about the pain in his chest, but right now stupid words were failing him. 
 “It’s okay.” Lucas rubbed his back, a slow, swirling touch that thawed his frozen heart and sent blood pumping back to his brain. “Wasn’t your fault.” 
 “Saw you over with your dad,” he said to Lucas. “He come to take you home?” He tried to say it as a joke, but some of the terror whipping around his guts leached out, making his voice thin. 
 “He apologized. Sort of.” Lucas’s vague gesture was a clue that his dad’s apology likely didn’t include asking forgiveness for their rude opinions about Cody. “Doesn’t matter what they think. I’m not going anywhere. I meant what I said. I want to be with you. Show or no show. Parents’ approval or not.” 
 Oh, hell. That had done it. Now he was crying, big nasty tears that burned through his stage makeup. 
 “So what will we do now?” Raven looked close to tears again. “Where will you guys go?” 

Hell if I know. “I go wherever Lucas goes.” That was the real answer, the only one that mattered. “And . . .” He looked at their faces, so open and expectant, and he knew they needed something more from him. He needed something more from him. 
 “Look. You guys are right. Before the show I was convinced that I was better off alone. And I made it all about me and my career. And I wasn’t really about the group.” He looked over his shoulder at Lucas, who smiled encouragingly. “But I was wrong. I’m not better off alone. I don’t really have the answers, but I want to keep singing with you guys.” 
 The curtain rustled behind them, and their heads swiveled in unison. 
 “I think I may be able to help with that.” Michelin Moses stepped out of the heavy burgundy curtain and extended a hand to each of them. He was taller than any of them, filling the narrow alcove with his larger-than-life persona, and his voice—even when he was being low-key and conversational—carried a quality that screamed I am a superstar, behold my awesomeness. Cody wanted that trick. Badly. 
 “Been looking for you guys—I wanted to catch you before you left. It’s not the same as winning the show, but I have something that might be of interest. My new tour’s starting soon, and I’d love to have Embellish as an opening act. It’s not a record deal, but it would keep you together through the spring at least.” 
 “Yes. Please.” Ashley raised her hand like she was flagging a taxi to take her to the promised land of a steady gig. Might not be a record deal, but opening for a big name like Michelin could open doors down the road. 
 “We’d be interested.” Raven’s eyes danced. “Assuming Cody and Lucas are?” 
 “We’re in.” Given Lucas’s wide-open mouth and dazed look, Cody didn’t need to ask him. He didn’t need to win. He didn’t need to call his agent. He had a chance to stay together with the group, a chance to make things work with Lucas, and a chance to sing. 







Epilogue


Six months later

  



“Remind me to compliment Michelin on his taste in hotels.” Cody pushed Lucas’s bare shoulders against the pink tapestry of the high-backed chair. The whole room was done in pinks and browns and screamed money. One thing he could say about this gig was that Michelin didn’t skimp on food and lodging. 
 “You know, when you said you’d reward me, I didn’t quite mean—” 
 “Yeah, you did.” He bit Lucas’s bare shoulder. “I was thinking about this the whole time we were setting up. Please tell me you hit Submit on the paper.” 
 He’d gone to help with the soundcheck and setup for the show while Lucas had stayed behind to work. Lucas was doing his final few classes through independent study and online courses, and Cody wanted to do everything he could to make sure he graduated. Lucas had given up a lot to do the tour with Michelin—and to be with Cody. Thus, Cody had made it his mission to make sure Lucas got enough homework time. 
 And it turned out that as much as Cody had sucked in school, he was a rock star at devising reward charts. With very inventive reward stickers. 
 “I finished the paper.” Lucas grinned up at him. “All done. Now I never have to write another paper with MLA citations ever again.” 
 “So that’s it?” Cody asked. “You get to graduate?” 
 “Yep. I’ll get to walk with everyone else.” Lucas wiggled around, testing Cody’s bonds. Whatever folk pop Lucas had been listening to while he studied was still piping through his laptop’s speakers, the earnest female lead giving a nice ironic soundtrack for the scene Cody had in mind. 
 “Of course that means dragging your butt back to Iowa to watch me.” Lucas watched him carefully. “My parents will be happy to see you again.” 

Happy was seriously pushing it—he was pretty sure Lucas’s family merely tolerated him because they overflowed with love for Lucas. But his mom did make good pies, and his father’s fake happiness got a little less false each time they met, so he supposed that was something. 
 “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Cody stripped off his own shirt, giving Lucas a good show. “You’ll have to e-mail me the date, though—Michelin has this thing to talk to us about.” 
 “Oh?” Lucas leaned forward, but the ties wouldn’t let him, so his head whiplashed back. 
 Laughing, Cody pushed the chair, Lucas and all, closer to the wall so Lucas wouldn’t accidentally tip over. 
 “I’m not sure.” Cody unzipped his pants. “You really want to hear about that right now?” He wiggled his hips as he scooted his pants off. 
 “Is it more gigs for us?” 
 “What?” Cody kicked off his briefs. “It hasn’t even been a year and you’re already so immune to me naked that you’d rather talk about work?” He sighed dramatically as he straddled Lucas’s lap. “Fine. I’ll be like those strippers who dispense stock tips during a lap dance.” 
 “They have those?” 
 “See.” He ground down against Lucas’s lap, doing a dirty bump and grind in time to the music. “Not. Even. Paying. Attention.” 
 “Am too.” Lucas’s head fell back, exposing his scruffy jaw. 
 Biting and nipping at the tender skin, Cody said, “You’re going to want to skip shaving tomorrow.” 
 “We’re playing Madison Square Garden.” Lucas laughed between every other word. “And you’re making me perform with a hickey?” 
 “Just one?” Cody grinned down at him. “You set the bar so low. And technically, Michelin and the rest of the Humanity for One concert headliners are performing. We get to warm up the crowd, before the cameras start rolling.” 
 “Complaints.” Lucas shrugged, the motion making his bound arms ride up the back of the chair. “Whatever. We’re still playing Madison Freaking Square Garden.” 
 “Yeah, well, next time I want to be a headliner.” He leaned in and kissed Lucas slowly. It had been a while since they’d had a chance to hang like this. They’d performed a show in DC and done another in Philly yesterday. While the tour bus was a huge improvement over his van, it offered nothing in the way of privacy. Best they could manage was cuddling with Lucas turning pinker than a Katy Perry wig. 
 Pressing bare skin together, making out slowly in time to the music, getting to indulge Lucas’s kink, nothing to do until tomorrow—ahhh. Pure luxury. The music switched to something with a decent bass, and Cody felt the song’s emotion flow through him, into Lucas. They fell into that shared space where the song became something more because they both heard it, because they used its rhythm to pass energy back and forth, building like the refrain of the song. 
 Lucas pushed up against him, his cock dragging across Cody’s abs. 
 “I could come like this.” Lucas’s voice had turned soft and dreamy, his eyes staying shut. 
 “Nope.” Cody scrambled off Lucas’s lap. “I’ve got plans for you, Mr. All Done With School.” He’d positioned the chair so that it faced the bed—a big, fluffy king-size with lots of white pillows. He’d had a particular fantasy in his head for a few weeks now, and he wasn’t letting Lucas distract him into missing his chance to make it a reality. 
 Grabbing the condoms and lube from his bag, he climbed onto the bed. Lucas’s moan of protest went straight to his dick. 
 “I’m sorry. Did you want something?” He held up the bottle. “Since you’re all occupied over there, I think I’ll just make my own good time right here.” 
 “Come. Back.” Lucas thumped the chair. 
 “Nope.” Cody stuck out his tongue at him. “Not till I’m good and ready.” 
 “Please.” 
 “Don’t make me gag you.” They both knew he wouldn’t—a huge part of the fun was Lucas begging and him refusing. Instead, he jacked his cock, nice and slow, leaning back on the pillows so Lucas had a nice view. He drew his legs up, putting his ass on display, too. 
 “Oh . . .” Lucas made a low sound of approval. With time to kill while Lucas studied, Cody had dreamed up the perfect viewing angle for this little scenario—and had done porn-star worthy manscaping. Might as well fully commit to the scene. Providing Lucas with a steady supply of live porn was addictive. 
 He grabbed the lube, greasing up his fingers, then waggling them at Lucas. “Too bad you can’t give me a hand.” 
 “You’re evil.” 
 “Yep.” Keeping his legs wide, he snaked a hand down under his thigh, running a finger around his rim. Lucas had gotten bolder recently and tried fingering him during a blow job. They’d also fooled around with his dildo a few times, so he had a feeling Lucas would be down with what he had planned. 
 Not bothering with a slow build, he went straight to two fingers, breathing hard during the tight stretch, then relaxing into it. 
 “Holy . . .” Lucas’s eyes were wide. “I could come just from watching you do that. For reals.” 
 “Better. Not.” 
 In response, Lucas’s eyes snapped shut. Cody had to laugh, which felt downright weird with fingers inside. 
 “Open them. Now.” He tried to sound stern, but it came out more breathy. He used his forearm to get his thigh up higher, letting him get deep enough to twist his fingers. 
 “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Lucas’s voice was tight, and the rest of him looked equally strained. His stomach contracted, his cock curling up against his belly, his thighs clenching hard on the chair. 
 “Wanna watch me get off this way?” He withdrew his fingers to get a bit more lube. It had been a while, and he wanted everything nice and slick. 
 “Yes. Please.” Lucas wiggled his butt in the chair, making his dick shake against the line of hair on his stomach. He wasn’t kidding about being able to come—his dick was leaking a steady stream of pre-cum across his stomach. 
 “Or . . .” Cody went back to fucking himself, using his free hand on his dick to help himself along. 
 “Or?” Face all sweaty and pink, Lucas’s throat muscles worked hard, giving Cody more ideas. 
 Wiping his finger on a towel, he crawled back into Lucas’s lap, straddling him so that his knees rested on the slick fabric. Rising up, he arranged himself so his dick brushed Lucas’s mouth. 
 “Oh, yes. That.” Tilting his head, Lucas licked the head of Cody’s dick. The awkward position didn’t really allow for any depth, but each swipe of Lucas’s tongue sent shockwaves up Cody’s spine. “Let me move to the bed. Or my knees. Want to do it right.” 
 “Bossy.” Cody laughed. “But I’ve got you right where I want you.” 
 “Yeah?” Lucas’s breath was warm against Cody’s groin. 
 “Yeah.” Grabbing the condom and lube from the bed, he slicked up Lucas’s dick before climbing back on. 
 “Oh.” Lucas’s eyes were glassy and unfocused. “You want to . . .” 
 “Oh yeah.” 
 Lucas’s expression was shock and neediness and want and nerves all bundled together. Cody had been willing to bottom for a while, but Lucas was so . . . enthusiastic about getting fucked that who topped who wasn’t a subject that came up often. With the grind of touring, blow jobs and bed were all they had the energy for a lot of nights. But right now? Oh yeah. He wanted to get fucked. 
 “Love the idea of doing it this way.” He straddled Lucas again, rubbing up against his dick but not sinking down. “But maybe I should change my mind . . . you’re being awfully whiny.” 
 “No. Please.” 
 “Wanna beg for it?” He pressed on Lucas’s shoulders, letting their slick dicks slide against each other. “Man, I am really looking forward to being in the same city more than forty-eight hours, so I can get tested.” 
 “I said I’d be okay without . . .” He shut Lucas up with a kiss before he could tempt him into skipping it. He’d gotten tested back in LA, but he wanted to do things right and get the six-month test before going raw. His dick pulsed at the thought. 
 A year ago, he never would have suspected he’d be in a place where he was damn eager to commit to monogamy—and not only for the fucking raw part. But for him, it was all about Lucas. And being exclusive simply felt right. He couldn’t tell Lucas yet, but he’d been thinking more and more about a future with rings in it—Lucas deserved that, and maybe, just maybe, he did, too. 
 “I love you,” he said as he broke the kiss. The words came easier these days. Of course it didn’t hurt that Lucas said it all the time, that he could see it in Lucas’s eyes on stage and in the mornings and even when they disagreed about stupid stuff. 
 “Me too.” Lucas’s eyes closed, and his voice was thick. “Want to fuck you.” 
 “You ask so pretty.” He kept up the steady grind against him. 
 “Please. Want to come.” 
 “Mmm.” Cody rose up on his knees. “You don’t get to come before me.” 
 “Want to watch you get off. Please.” 
 “That’s better.” He sank down slowly. He’d never been fucked in this position before, and it was exquisite, every inch of sensation coupled with a surge of power. In the past, he’d felt small and vulnerable, and that had warred with the pleasure of getting done. He liked toys and fingers, but giving it up required more trust. With Lucas, though, he had that trust. It was scary as hell and still a little new, but he knew Lucas wasn’t going anywhere. He wouldn’t ever have to be cold and alone again. 
 “Oh. My. Gawwwd.”Lucas’sheadfellback, and Cody licked his way down the cords of his neck. “Free my hand so I can jack you?” 
 “No way.” He laughed. “You get to wait. And watch.” 
 Unlike Lucas, he couldn’t come from only fucking, even though the pressure against his gland created a deep, good ache that spread out in heavy waves—almost like coming, but not quite. Making Lucas wait, he rode that sensation until Lucas’s moans were a steady stream of begging. 
 “Please. I’m right there.” Lucas bobbed his head in a valiant effort to try to get Cody’s dick in his mouth. The angle wasn’t quite there, but Cody had to give him props for effort and creativity. “Wanna come inside you. Please.” 
 “Not yet.” 
 “Do me.” Lucas’s biceps strained against the chair, his bound hands thumping the back of the seat. “Come on me. Please.” 
 Sweat trickled down Lucas’s face and his features were a hard grimace. Watching him try not to blow was the hottest thing on the planet, and Cody memorized the look for later. 
 “Wish I had a picture of you just like this.” 
 “Ah. Fuck.” Lucas thrust his hips up, meeting Cody’s downward motion. 
 Unable to resist any longer, he worked a hand between them, stroking himself closer. 
 “Yeah.” Lucas rocked with him. “Can feel it when you . . . fuck.” 
 “Almost. Wait.” Cody’s voice cracked. “Right . . . there.” He sped up his rocking, the come building up until it hurt. “Now. Oh, God, now.” 
 His ass clamped down on Lucas’s dick, and he felt him blow at the same time, his whole body shuddering. His own eyes shuttered and he rode out the last of the sensations. His fantasy had been hot and dirty, but like everything else, the reality with Lucas was twenty times better. 
  


 A lot later, after showering and collapsing on the big bed together, Cody returned to his news, poking Lucas’s chest until he roused himself. 
 “So about Michelin—” 
 “Is it something for after the tour?” Lucas couldn’t keep the hope from his voice. They didn’t talk about it much, but the last leg of the tour started after this benefit concert. The rest of the tour members were quietly making plans and the future lurked ominously, like a bill collector they’d shoved off, only to have to face the same what-dowe-do-now questions all over. 
 “Kind of. He’s going to be busy with a new show on one of the networks—they’re calling it Boy Band Breakout or something, where he tries to discover the next One Direction or Backstreet Boys with challenges and crap.” 
 “That’s either really cool or really terrible.” Lucas laughed. “Like, see how many fifteen-year-olds you can make scream this week?” 
 “Something like that. But he wants to help finance some professional YouTube videos for Embellish, try to help us grow our audience before we go out on tour on our own this summer.” 
 “Tour? On our own?” Lucas’s heart thumped against his ribs. 
 “Yeah. A small one. Low budget, smaller venues, but he thinks it’s the next step for us. One that could lead to bigger things later on.” 
 “Trying to make it on our own is scary, but I like it better than plan B.” 
 “Me too. The rest of the group is onboard. Let’s see how far we can go.” 
 Plan B was the idea they’d been tossing around for a while. Lucas could go to grad school in a larger music-scene town like Austin or LA or Seattle, while Cody worked as many gigs as he could. They wouldn’t be rich and Cody wouldn’t be famous—yet. But they’d be together, and that was enough to keep their dread at bay about what might happen at the end of the tour. Plan B seemed pretty damn fine when he compared it to his old life pre-Cody. Michelin’s proposal as Plan A was like the luscious frosting for a cake recipe that Cody and Lucas were having a blast creating. Still, Lucas hesitated a moment. Embracing the unpredictable life of a career musician was a huge leap. 
 “I think Michelin likes you,” Cody teased. “Come on. Say yes. Let’s take his help and keep this thing going.” 
 “Michelin likes my voice.” Rolling his eyes, Lucas tickled him lightly. “You keep saying you get a vibe about him, but I don’t see it.” 
 “Are you in or not?” Cody’s eyes were big and soft, full of emotion and tenderness for Lucas. 
 “I’m in.” Lucas smiled at him. He might never be brave enough to make this leap on his own, but grabbing Cody’s hand and seizing the future was a no-brainer. “No getting mad, though, when I screw up the choreography in the videos.” 
 “Never.” Leaning down, he kissed the top of Lucas’s head. “Doesn’t matter if you can’t dance. I love you anyway.” He stroked Lucas’s now smooth face. “I wouldn’t want any of this without you.” 
 It didn’t matter where the crazy road of this industry led them, they had each other now, and the future was brighter than any spotlight. 







Treble Maker Playlist 
 Music is a huge part of my writing process, and I thought it would be fun to share some of the songs that inspired me while writing and editing Treble Maker. Some I imagine Embellish or the M&Ms performing, while others seemed perfect for a particular part of Cody and Lucas’s journey. A huge shout-out to all the hundreds of college and amateur a cappella groups brave enough to put their videos on YouTube—thank you for sharing your music and gifts with the world. Whenever I’d get stuck on a particular section or heavy rewrite, I always seemed to find the perfect new group to glom on to and bust through my block. You can find my playlist by searching YouTube for Annabeth Albert Treblemaker playlist. 
  


 Enjoy! 
  


  


 “Still Haven’t Found”—U2, covered by Glee and The Sing Off

 This is quite possibly the perfect group ensemble number as it can support multiple leads beautifully. I also see this as Cody’s theme song for when the book opens. He’s searching and hungry and doesn’t quite know what for. 
  


 “Haven’t Met You Yet”—Michael Buble, covered by the Yale Whiffenpoofs 
 This is Lucas’s opening theme song because he doesn’t know how much he needs someone like Cody in his life until Cody lands right in the middle of all his careful plans. Earnest, timeless, and delivered by clean-cut young men in suits. The M&Ms would approve. 
  


 “Club Can’t Handle Me”—Flo Rida, covered by Dartmouth Aires 
 I drove my family insane listening to multiple versions of this song on repeat. But this song is Cody—all the swagger and attitude. “Something I Need”—One Republic and covered by Elon University’s Twisted Measure 
 When Cody works with Lucas on the choreography for the M&Ms’ first number, this is the One Republic song I imagine Lucas laying down the bass track for. The wistfulness of the cover symbolizes where they both are in their lives—they need each other, but they don’t know it yet. By the end of the book, the original of this song really embodies who they are to each other—each complements the other and provides a missing part of their lives. 
  


 “Someone I Used to Know”—Gotye, covered by Pentatonix 
 This is Embellish’s first song. To me, the “someone” Cody is singing about is actually himself—the self he used to be and the self he feels he has to be to survive in the music industry. It also speaks to the tension between Cody and Keith. 
  


 “Pour Some Sugar on Me”—Def Leppard, covered by University of Oregon’s On the Rocks 
 This is the ultimate all-male a cappella college guy performance. They don’t take themselves too seriously. They’re known for springing this number on unsuspecting gatherings flash-mob style. I could see some of the competitors on Perfect Harmony busting this song out. 
  


 “I Do Not Hook Up”—Kelly Clarkson 
 Lucas doesn’t hook up. Except maybe he does. And when he gives in, they both fall way deeper than either expected. 
  


 “Animal”–Neon Trees, covered by Dartmouth Aires 
 When Cody and Lucas are forced to share a room, this song becomes highly relevant to Cody’s mental state. 
  


 “Stay (Just a Little Bit Longer)”—Maurice Williams and the Zodiacs 
 The first song that Embellish performs with Lucas in the group. It also speaks to how tempted Lucas is by Cody at this point in the book. 
  


 “One Thing”—One Direction, covered by the Potsdam Pointercounts 
 No offense to the original, but the deliciously awkward a cappella covers circulating are so Lucas and so much fun. And Cody totally has the one thing that drives Lucas more than a bit crazy. 
  


 “If I Lose Myself ”—One Republic and cover by the Harvard-Radcliffe Veritones 
 Lucas going to the club with Cody is a huge turning point in his life, and the original of this song really reflects the new trust he’s placing in Cody. The cover takes the song in a different, more yearning direction, showcasing how much Lucas wants to stay in this new life. 
  


 “Latch”—Sam Smith, covered by Vanderbilt Melodores 
 Falling in love is the best and scariest feeling in the world, and neither Cody nor Lucas wants to admit that’s what they’re feeling, but they’re totally latching on to each other. 
  


 “Red Solo Cup”—Toby Keith, covered by Glee

 Country week tests the members of Embellish in many ways, but none more than in their assigned song. 
  


 “Read My Mind”—The Killers, covered by the Notre Dame Undertones 
 Cody’s changed and grown so much over the course of the book, but can Lucas see that? This song is a perfect fit for their fight. It’s really the theme song for Cody’s journey through the course of the book. 
  


 “Stay With Me”—Sam Smith and cover by Rozzi Crane, Scott Hoying, and Mitch Grassi 
 This song reflects the black moment where Cody and Lucas argue and all their fears come to the surface. The original is powerful and angry, but the cover is heartbreakingly raw—I see the contrast as the difference in how Cody and Lucas react to the fight. 
  


 “Super Lover”—Barry White 
 The Bass Off was my favorite scene to write, and I had to find the perfect song for the contest. 
 “All About That Bass”—Megan Trainor, covered by Home Free 
 After the Bass Off, Cody is all about his bass. And Cody loves Lucas exactly as he is, something that takes Lucas a bit to realize. 
  


 “You Belong With Me”—Taylor Swift, covered by the University of Rochester Yellow Jackets 
 I seriously wept the first time I saw this video. It’s a retelling of the song with two male leads, and it’s absolutely perfect. Despite being opposites, Cody and Lucas absolutely belong together. Further, I think all the members of the campus alliance group at Mount Monticello would love this one’s hopeful message, particularly Trevor (who gets his book next!). 
  


 “It is Well With My Soul”—Vanderbilt Melodores 
 Lucas goes through quite a journey with his faith, but at the end of the book, he’s defined what that means for him on a personal level, and he’s at peace after being deeply conflicted for so long. 
  


 “Dynamite”—Taio Cruz, covered by the University of Rochester Yellow Jackets 
 I see this song as a celebration of where Lucas is at the end of the book, fully embracing himself and the new journey he’s on. 
  


 “Dog Days Are Over”—Florence and the Machine, covered by Pentatonix 
 At the end of the book, Lucas and Cody have made it through some really hard moments to the reward of a lasting relationship. Their group Embellish is also running toward a future together—this song is about not giving up and going for exactly what you want in life. 






 If you liked Treble Maker, look for the next book in the Perfect Harmony series, Love Me Tenor, coming in spring 2016! Keep reading for a special sneak peek. 
  


 And don’t miss Annabeth’s Portland Heat series either, available now . . . 
  



In Portland, Oregon, the only thing hotter than the coffee shops, restaurants, and bakeries are the hardworking men who serve it up—hot, fresh, and ready to go—with no reservations . . .


Served Hot

  


  


 Robby is a self-employed barista with a busy coffee cart, a warm smile, and a major crush on one of his customers. David is a handsome finance director who works nearby, eats lunch by himself, and expects nothing but “the usual”—small vanilla latte—from the cute guy in the cart. But when David shows up for his first Portland Pride festival, Robby works up the nerve to take their slow-brewing relationship to the next level. David, however, is newly out and single, still grieving the loss of his longtime lover, and unsure if he’s ready to date again. Yet with every fresh latte, sweet exchange—and near hookup—David and Robby go from simmering to steaming to piping hot. The question is: Will someone get burned? 


Baked Fresh

  


  


 Vic Degrassi is a baker on the rise, and it’s all thanks to his rare ability to make—and keep—his New Year’s resolutions. Whether it’s losing weight, giving up smoking, or graduating from culinary school, Vic goes after what he wants—and gets it. This year? He wants Robin Dawson, the sweet-hearted hottie who volunteers with him at the local homeless shelter. When he learns that Robin is suddenly single after being unceremoniously dumped, Vic is more than happy to offer a shoulder to cry on—or at least a fresh-baked pastry to bite into. But it’s been a long time since Vic’s gone on a date, and he’s nervous about risking his friendship with Robin. So when their flirtation turns into a steamy night together, Vic and Robin have to figure out if they’re friends with benefits or lovers in the making, and if Robin is ready for something more than just a rebound. There’s only one way to find out: turn up the heat . . .



Delivered Fast

  


  


 Sure, Chris O’Neal has problems. His restaurant is still co-owned by his ex. His flannel-and-tattoos style is making him accidentally trendy. He can’t remember the last time he went out and had fun. But he’s not lonely, he’s driven. And the hot bakery delivery boy is not his problem, no matter how sweet his buns. Chris is old enough to know Lance Degrassi’s sculpted good looks and clever double entendres spell nothing but trouble. Lance is still in college—he should be hitting the clubs and the books, chasing guys his own age, not pursuing some gruff motorcycle-riding workaholic. Especially when he’ll be leaving for grad school in a few months. But Lance keeps hanging around, lending a hand, charming Chris to distraction. Maybe some steaming hot no-strings indulgence won’t hurt. Then again, maybe it will . . . 





Love Me Tenor

 Chapter One 

The heater was broken again. Trevor shifted around, trying to find a stray bit of warmth from the ancient radiator in his tiny dorm room. The pile of textbooks on the foot of his bed went skittering to the floor as he adjusted the phone to his ear. 
 “Come on. You’re perfect boy band material,” Dawn said, her voice all sparkle despite the bad cell phone connection. She was in L.A., home of sun and happy people and the best, most terrifying three months of Trevor’s life. 
 “A boy band? You want me to be in a boy band?” Here in Iowa, land of reality and final exams and thirty-seven days from homelessness, Trevor couldn’t match Dawn’s enthusiasm. His friend was a production assistant in L.A., working her way towards an assistant producer gig. Everything was awesome in her world, including the new show she’d landed on. 
 “Yeah. You’re exactly the kind of harmless cute that wins over audiences.” 
 “Harmless cute? You mean I look fifteen?” 
 “Ok. Hot in a non-threatening manner? That better?” Dawn sighed, and there was a sound of papers shuffling. “Look. I loved you on the a cappella show. And I’m sorry that didn’t pan out for you, but you’re photogenic and you’ve got a decent voice and I really have to fill these slots so we can make housing arrangements—” 
 “Hang on. Did you say housing?” Trevor looked at his gray cement block walls and college issued furniture that were only his for exactly thirty-seven more days. And then? Nothing. No job had miraculously appeared, and he had no savings for deposit on a place and no lead on a roommate situation. 
 “Yes. All the competing boy bands will be sharing a house together. That will be a big part of the show. Meals will be included too. I’ve got the perfect group to put you in. A bunch of other guys like you. It’ll be terrific. We’ll pay for you to fly to Vancouver next month.” 
 “Not L.A.?” 
 “Vancouver is cheaper for filming. I’ll get you paperwork for making sure you have a passport. So are you in?” 

No, I’m out. Out, out, out. Out had landed him in this predicament. He’d been stupid enough to come out to his family at spring break. Now he had no job waiting for him, no money, no hope of money, and no place to live after graduation. His dad’s harsh words still rung in his ears and his mother’s bleak face wasn’t something he’d forget anytime soon. 
 And yeah, he could sing, but the ability to harmonize was hardly a meal ticket. He’d put his a cappella days behind him and buckled down to school, but for what? A degree he was never going to use? A family he no longer had to impress? 
 “Trevor? You there? Can I count on you?” 
 “Yeah. I’m in.” What the hell. He could sing some teeny-bopper tunes while his life fell apart. At least he’d have a roof over his head. And Dawn said the other guys were like him. Probably fellow a cappella geeks. Yeah, this could work. He pulled his sweatshirt closer around him. Anything had to be better than this limbo land. 
  


 “You brought your luggage?” The receptionist looked at Trevor like he’d brought a snake to the movie studio offices instead of a rolling suitcase and a backpack. 
 “My flight was late. And then customs—” 
 “Fine.” She held up a hand, shimmery with the sort of nail art Trevor’s sisters weren’t allowed to have. “You can have a seat.” She motioned at a seating area with square leather and chrome chairs and a metallic-looking shag rug. 
 “Wait. Is my group here yet? Stand Out?” 
 “Let me check.” She glanced at a pink sheet on a clipboard. “No.” She made a shooing motion back in the direction of the waiting area. 
 “Thanks.” 
 The receptionist disappeared back down a hallway, teetering on shoes that put her a good six inches taller than Trevor. The building was kind of a letdown—the whole complex was a series of gigantic gray warehouses, but the inside of this one was like any other office building in America. Or Canada. He’d only been in Vancouver a couple of hours and kept forgetting he wasn’t in the States anymore. 
 His bag made a loud clickety-clack sound as he dragged it across tile floor to the seating area. But the only other person there didn’t even glance up. The guy was about Trevor’s age, maybe a bit younger. His eyes were half-closed, like waiting for producers to call his name was just so boring. He had that jock sprawl, maximizing every inch of the low chair. Trevor took a seat with a good view of the guy. Indifferent eye candy was his favorite kind. 
 He had this thing for straight guys, particularly jocks. Jocks were his personal kryptonite—they made his knees turn into magnets, headed straight for the floor. And the guy across from him was the deadly, heart stopping red kryptonite brand of jock. His build was perfect—not too tall, because Trevor was picky about that—but jacked like a Chevy with a lift kit. Hell, even the dude’s neck was cut. Jock’s foot moved back and forth in motion with the music pumping in his ears from pricey Beats headphones. 
 Since dude’s eyes were shut, Trevor felt free to continue his inventory of hotness. Baggy shorts. T-shirt for a wrestling team. Wrestling. Trevor had to shift around on the slick leather couch before continuing his appraisal. Cheap white socks, but black shoes that probably cost more than Trevor’s bike. Rich elitist jock? Yes please. 
 The outfit was notable because Trevor would have figured most guys coming to a TV studio would want to dress up a little. He had, but of course now his pressed khakis and dress shirt seemed horribly overdressed compared to jock boy and the receptionist wearing a cutoff denim skirt and a tank top that seemed to be made out of nothing more than knotted rope. 
 Maybe dude wasn’t here to be on TV. Or if he was, maybe he was here for a different show than the music reality show Trevor was on. He certainly didn’t look like the boy band type. Dude looked ready for an MMA fighter type show or maybe working as a stunt double. But if he wasn’t on Trevor’s show, that meant— 
 “You done checking me out or you need me to turn to the other side?” Jock’s eyes snapped open. They were a startling shade of hazel, almost amber. And at the moment, they were filled with undisguised irritation. 

Oh crap. Trevor gulped hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He dug out his phone, giving himself something to look down at. He’d been caught before and it almost never ended well. With any luck, Dawn would show up soon and he would never have to see jock boy again. 
 “Oh don’t be shy.” Jock boy had a killer whisper—husky with a hint of command to it. He said it with the air of someone who knew exactly how hot he was. And now he was going to make Trevor pay for noticing. 
 Trevor didn’t look up from his phone. In a different situation, he’d be more than happy to let this play out until he was on his knees in the restroom with jock boy berating him, but he’d sworn to turn over a new leaf. Plus there was always the risk that this dude wanted all the verbal abuse and none of the fun. No more gambling.

 “Yeah. That’s what I figured.” The other guy snorted. 
 “Trevor! You made it!” Dawn came barreling across the lobby, red hair streaming behind her. She was flanked by two nearly-identical blond giants—one wore a blue polo shirt and khaki pants, the other a brown polo and blue pants. Both had the same bored smirk on their faces. 
 “What are you doing with your luggage?” Dawn’s smile was replaced by a frown, like Trevor was some clueless kid making her day more difficult. “Why didn’t you give it to the receptionist? They’re sending all of the contestants’ stuff over to the house while we tape the intro segments.” 
 “Here. I’ll take it.” Blonde giant number one grabbed Trevor’s bags, tossing them like they were a set of hand weights. 
 “Jalen!” Dawn stepped around Trevor to hug jock boy, who stood up to greet her. “It’s about time. I was starting to freak!” 
 Just his luck. Dawn hung on Jalen-the-jock like they were old friends, tugging his headphones down to his neck and rubbing his closely cropped black hair. Oh geez. Jalen looked a bit young to be Dawn’s boy toy—she had to be in her late twenties. But no matter what Jalen was to Dawn, he was now a giant pain in the neck to Trevor. A sick feeling gathered in Trevor’s gut and his hands tightened. 
 “Did you meet Jalen already, Trevor?” she asked. 
 “No,” Trevor said carefully. 
 “We’re acquainted,” Jalen drawled at the same time. 
 “Um. Okay. So this is Carter. And over there is Carson.” 
 Twins. They had to be twins right? Trevor was already in too much shit for gaping and didn’t want to stare hard enough to figure it out. 
 “So, are we ready to become The Next Boy Band?” Carter spoke like some dude on an infomercial, each word carefully articulated for maximum impact. “I am so ready to win this thing.” 
 The riot in Trevor’s stomach grew worse. Win? With Jalen-the-jock? As in Trevor was now in the same group as jock boy? And the blonde giants? For the next six weeks? 
 “Yeah. Let’s do this.” Carson came back over. Like Carter, he had a macho, commanding voice, probably a baritone when he sang. Heck. Trevor really didn’t want to be the only tenor on a team of One Direction wannabes. 
 “Okay, Stand Out, let’s go film your intro.” Dawn motioned for them to follow her down the hall. 

Oh hell. He was really going to be on camera, in a boy band, right freaking now. 






 About the Author 

Annabeth Albert grew up sneaking romance novels under the bedcovers. Now, she devours all subgenres of romance out in the open—no flashlights required! When she’s not adding to her keeper shelf, she’s a multipublished Pacific Northwest romance writer. Emotionally complex, sexy, and funny stories are her favorites both to read and to write. Annabeth loves finding happy endings for a variety of pairings and is a passionate gay rights supporter. In between searching out dark heroes to redeem, she works a rewarding day job and wrangles two toddlers. 
  


 Annabeth can be found online at annabethalbert.com, 
 @annabethalbert on Twitter, and Facebook.com/annabethalbert. 






 To the extent that the image or images on the cover of this book depict a person or persons, such person or persons are merely models, and are not intended to portray any character or characters featured in the book. 
  


  


 LYRICAL PRESS BOOKS are published by 
  


 Kensington Publishing Corp. 
 119 West 40th Street 
 New York, NY 10018 
 Copyright © 2015 by Annabeth Albert 
 All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews. 
  


  


 Lyrical and the L logo are trademarks of Kensington Publishing Corp. 
  


 First Electronic Edition: August 2015 
 ISBN: 978-1-6018-3390-7 
  


 ISBN-13: 978-1-60183-391-4 ISBN-10: 1-60183-391-1 



Table of Contents
Books by Annabeth Albert
Title Page
Table of Contents
Dedication
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Part One: Premiere Week
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Part Two: Sixties Week
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Part Three: Chart Toppers Week
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Part Four: Country Week
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Epilogue
Treble Maker Playlist
Teaser chapter
About the Author
Copyright Page


cover.jpeg
PERFECT HARMONY

ANNADETH AlbErT





images/00009.jpg
ANNABETH

ALBERT






images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg
<

Baked
(3. FRESH (¢
| (& rortianp iar 643 )
/A ANNABETH )
B . ALBERT [






images/00012.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





