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Paul Traver is barely awake when his phone rings, assaulting his senses with the glaringly cheerful pop song of his mom's custom ringtone. He sits up against his headboard with a groan.

A glance at the screen confirms that it's still unreasonably early for phone calls. Not even seven o'clock yet. He wasn't up especially late last night—he turned in earlier than the rest of his friends, walking home from the party well before midnight, despite the fact that Tyler Sullivan was making eyes at him across the living room—but he's still exhausted.

Paul wanted very badly to go home with Tyler. He still regrets allowing better sense to prevail last night. But for all the recursive chaos that is Paul's social circle—where sometimes it seems like everyone has dated or hooked up with everyone else at least once, amid a messy collection of queer university students—he knows when to avoid pushing his luck. Tyler's ex was at that party, and Paul slept with her two days ago. He needs to let the dust settle before it's a good idea to follow his heart, or any other part of his anatomy, into Tyler Sullivan's bed.

The phone is still ringing in his hand, and he huffs an exasperated sigh even as he swipes his thumb across the screen to accept the call. If he doesn't answer now, he might spend all day trying to call his parents back without getting through. Their schedules are unpredictable at the best of times, even when they're in the same time zone as him, which Paul isn't entirely confident of today.

Instead of just his mom's face filling the screen, it's both his parents smiling at him, leaning close together so that they both fit mostly into the frame.

"Good morning, love," Natasha Traver says, her smile somehow radiant despite being small and self-contained. His mom has never been overly expressive, but an understated demeanor never makes her seem cold. "I hope we didn't wake you."

"Of course not," Paul lies, stifling a yawn. A second later, he stifles a grimace too, when he catches a glimpse of himself in the corner of the video call. His assertion is belied by the wild mess of his hair. The loose halo of his curls does not look artfully tousled; it looks mussed and sleepy, an unmistakable case of bedhead, and he wonders why he bothered to lie.

By contrast, his parents look as classy and collected as always. Fitting, for a couple who spend their lives bouncing between corporate obligations and nonprofit boards, traveling the world on a whim and being generally rich and impressive. Elliot Traver is all strong features and canny gray eyes, his own darker curls trimmed short enough that they never rebel the way Paul's hair does, his strong jawline smoothly shaved and his mouth quirked in amusement. Natasha's straight hair, the same mousey brown as Paul's, is pulled tightly back in a style that should make her look severe—but just leaves her ethereal, with her narrow nose and perfect eyebrows, her full face of makeup so subtle that only the unlikely perfection of her features makes it clear she's wearing any makeup at all.

Paul knows he inherited his good looks from his parents—his gangly frame and narrow shoulders from his mom, his long nose and sharp jawline from his dad—but some days he feels like he doesn't resemble either one of them. They're so much more put-together than he is. It's not a competition, obviously, but damn.

"How was your last final exam?" Elliot asks, crowding a little closer to the screen—they must be calling him from a computer or a tablet rather than a phone—and peering at Paul with sincere interest for the answer.

"Haven't taken it yet. I've got two more exams this week before my semester's done." And then, because he's just tired enough to be blunt, and because his parents rarely call him just to say hello—too wrapped up in each other and their busy, profitable lives—Paul asks, "Did you need something specific?"

His mom huffs an exasperated sound, but she doesn't look offended.

"We wanted to keep you in the loop," his dad says, in a tone that carries just a hint of apology. "Our departure date has moved up two weeks. We're flying out on Thursday."

Paul's eyebrows rise. "Seriously?" No wonder they were asking about his finals. If they're leaving on their trip this week and he's not finished with his obligations on campus, he won't be able to see them before they go. That sucks. He likes spending time with his parents, and he's barely gotten to do so at all during his first year of college. Oh, they've shown up for the important things. Holidays. Birthdays. Even helping him move into the apartment he now shares with his best friend, off campus, because the freshman dorms were intolerable. But he hasn't seen them in person since spring break. He was genuinely looking forward to having an entire week with dibs on their time and attention.

"I'm sorry, love," Natasha says. "The date of the gala was moved forward. We had to change our travel arrangements to arrive in time."

The guilt on Elliot's face turns more visible and he says, "Of course, nothing is set in stone. If you feel strongly about—"

"No," Paul cuts him off before he can offer to skip the gala and stay home for another two weeks as planned, just to spend time with Paul. For one thing, Paul hates feeling like a burden. The notion of his parents upending their plans on his account stings almost as much as the fact that they moved up their departure date in the first place. For another thing, while the charity gala they plan on attending isn't the sole purpose of their trip, it's still a big fucking deal. To be invited, to attend, to be seen attending... It's exactly the kind of international event on which Natasha and Elliot Traver have built their public personas, and Paul knows what it would cost them to skip out at the last minute.

"You sure?" Elliot presses, not entirely disingenuously, but with a definite edge of hopefulness.

"I'll be fine," Paul insists, which is true. He's well-accustomed to the fact that, while his parents adore him and will move heaven and earth to make sure he knows it, when it comes to the logistics of business and publicity... Paul will always come second to those things, now that he's old enough to live his own life and take care of himself. He still leans on their money, both for the ways in which it makes his life easier, and because it makes his parents happy to know they can still help in a tangible way. But he is also nineteen and perfectly capable of managing his own life. He doesn't need his parents rearranging their summer to accommodate him just because he's disappointed.

"Maybe next year you can travel with us," Natasha offers brightly, in a tone of complete sincerity that will have no bearing on the reality of the situation when the time comes.

"Sure." Paul makes himself smile past his skepticism. "Sounds fun. I mean, depending on where you go. Is it too early to put in a vote for Greece?" Too much to hope they'll visit Japan twice in two years, even if he entertains the pretense that they might actually bring him along on one of their lengthy sojourns.

Elliot's eyes crinkle at the corners, an expression that shouldn't be visible in the small phone screen, and yet his humor shines through. "We'll take the suggestion under advisement."
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Paul concedes defeat only after a full half-hour of failing to fall back asleep.

He isn't surprised to find his roommate already awake once he coaxes himself out of his room. Beni Zannoni is an aggressively cheerful morning person, and he's exuding that familiar energy all through the small common area that does double duty as kitchen and living room.

Paul reminds himself that it isn't Beni's fault he finds the cheerfulness aggravating. Still, it takes conscious effort not to glower as he collects a glass of orange juice from the fridge.

Beni gives no sign of noticing Paul's foul mood, though it's distinctly possible he's just being polite. Trusting Paul to tell him if something is wrong, knowing full well that if there's anything Paul doesn't want to talk about, even torture won't drag it out of him. Either way, there's no interruption of Beni's radiant smile, or his easy slouch where he leans against the kitchen counter. His massive stature and muscular shoulders seem to fill the space despite his easy repose. He's got his dark hair drawn back with an elastic hair tie, and his jawline bears a dark shadow of stubble that makes it obvious he hasn't bothered shaving this morning. He looks ready to tackle the day and wrestle it to the ground without breaking a sweat.

By contrast, Paul is going to require coffee to even consider coping with today. But that will mean hopping down to the shop next door, since there's no space in their tiny kitchen for a coffee maker. For now, he settles for juice and tries not to resent his friend's ability to be so goddamn chipper before eight a.m.

"You heading home after exams?" Beni accompanies this question with a toss of a foam basketball—the plastic hoop broke even before they moved out of the dorms—and Paul barely intercepts before it lands in his drink. "Or are you going with Sam to visit her parents?"

"Oh." Paul blinks, and immediately forgets to chastise Beni for nearly upending his juice. "Sam broke up with me."

Beni's eyes widen, not with surprise but with affront. "For fuck's sake, Paul. When?" Exasperation burnishes every syllable, a tone so familiar that it effortlessly calls Paul out for once again failing to keep his best friend in the loop about important life updates.

"About a week ago." Paul offers a sheepish smile, an expression Beni answers by rolling his eyes.

At least Beni doesn't ask if Paul is okay. Of course Paul is okay; he's always okay eventually, and he bounced back from this breakup faster than most. He was sad for about an hour, then asked Sam if she wanted to go see a movie with a bigger group of their friends—only about half of whom Paul has slept with so far—and he's been perfectly fine since.

It occurs to him occasionally that not everyone would perceive this pattern as normal, or even particularly healthy, but... Well. Paul's heart has always operated with its own strange currents.

Considering his tendency to bounce from one super intense relationship to the next, his heart would've been broken irretrievably by now if he weren't capable of going all-in and then finding his way back from the edge of heartbreak.

When Paul doesn't elaborate further on his breakup, Beni mutters a resigned, "Dude," and thumps across the tiny room to reclaim the ball Paul still holds in one hand.

"I meant to tell you!" Paul protests. The weight of his best friend's expression makes him worry that maybe he's actually fucked up this time. "I just... got caught up in exams. You know how the end of the semester gets." This he says as though either of them has a wealth of experience with university semesters, even though their freshman year isn't technically complete yet, and in some ways it feels like they've barely started college at all.

He hopes Beni accepts his honest explanation, but he still feels like a jerk for forgetting an important update just because he got busy. Getting dumped should matter. It does matter. It just didn't make a lasting enough impression to counterbalance the things Paul is more immediately stressed out over. He can't think of a single ex who isn't still a friend. Some of those heartbreaks were awful and intense in the moment, but Paul is far too stubborn to let them keep him down for long.

Even Beni. His best friend, next-door-neighbor since they were both fifteen, all-around sturdy foundation of Paul's otherwise ever-changing social circle—and also Paul's first boyfriend, once upon a time. At a span of four entire months, his relationship with Beni remains the longest duration Paul has ever managed to date someone. Thank god Beni was the one to end things. Paul would have ruined everything if the decision had been in his hands, and then where would he be? Definitely not sharing an off-campus apartment with the best friend who feels more like a brother than an ex these days. And that loss would have been a tragedy of epic proportions.

He needs Beni in his life. They make a good team.

"Fuckin' asshole," Beni mutters, but he sets one of his startlingly large hands on Paul's head and ruffles the mess of curls. It's a fond gesture. It means all is forgiven, and Paul doesn't even protest the extra chaos Beni just added to his already uncooperative hair. He's too busy feeling relieved.

"Well?" Beni sits in one of the mismatched chairs beside their kitchen table, his muscular frame looking comedically large compared to the tiny piece of furniture. "We driving home together, or what?"

"My folks are flying out for Japan on Thursday." Paul opens the freezer and pokes around in search of waffles, trying not to feel sad all over again about the fact that he won't see his parents until halfway through July at the earliest—and that's assuming they come home when their itinerary ends, instead of adding some other destination at the last minute. Hell, he's glad his parents have money to travel and enjoy each other's company. It's cute that they're still so over-the-top in love after so many years.

He wonders what that might be like.

"So?" Beni throws the ball at the back of Paul's head and it bounces to the floor.

Paul huffs a wry laugh and closes the freezer—no sign of the waffles he was hoping for—then lets his gaze drift across the wall, where a tiny rainbow spreads and distorts from the prism hanging in the window. "So the house is huge, and I hate being in it alone. I'd rather stay here."

His parents' home is a ridiculous mansion, out of all proportion to the rest of the neighborhood's more reasonable houses. Paul can't stand how empty it always feels, even when his parents are home, even when they have extended family over for multi-week visits. There's nothing wrong with the place, but it's never really felt like home. Paul refuses to spend half the summer drowning in all that unused space now that he's finally got a place of his own.

This apartment will feel lonely too, with Beni gone until the end of August. But it's not like he won't drive in for a visit if Paul needs him—it's only three hours' distance—and Paul has other friends close by. Plenty of people he could invite over for a noisy game night, or maybe for something more casual and private and just-for-two.

"Or," Beni says, as though he is about to make a painfully obvious point, "you could stay with me and Dad. We've got a guest room, and plenty of space, and you could always escape to your parents' house if you get sick of us."

Paul laughs, touched by the suggestion but unable to ignore the absurdity of it. "Beni, we can't just spring a weeks-long houseguest on your dad with no warning."

"He won't mind," Beni insists, with persuasive sincerity. "Hell, he'd probably appreciate the extra distraction since... Y'know. Since."

The sudden seriousness of Beni's voice makes Paul want to ask if his friend is okay, but he bites his tongue. Paul knows from repeated experience that Beni doesn't like talking about his parents' divorce. Just because the thing's been a long time coming—even Paul could tell tensions were running high in the Zannoni household—doesn't mean anyone was ready for it to actually happen. For Beni, an only child even closer to his parents than Paul is with his own, how could it be anything short of devastating?

Six months since the final papers were filed, and Paul wonders how often Beni is in touch with his mom. Helena Zannoni doesn't seem like the type to cut and run—no way she'd completely abandon her only kid—but between the new job, new continent, new time zone, new life... Paul hopes it's not insurmountably complicated.

And he wishes like hell Beni would talk to him about it.

"Don't look at me like that," Beni grouses, collecting the tiny basketball from the floor near his foot and bouncing it off Paul's forehead. "Just say you'll come."

There doesn't seem much point arguing against something Paul actively wants to agree to, and he's willing to trust Beni's judgment where Carlo Zannoni is concerned. If Beni is convinced his dad won't mind company, then Paul will happily take him up on the offer. He can always ask Beni for a ride back to their apartment if he starts to feel like he's overstaying his welcome.

So Paul makes himself smile, setting aside any unwelcome worries. "Of course I'll stay with you."

Beni's wide, beaming grin is all the confirmation Paul needs that he's made the right choice.
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Chapter 2
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When Carlo hears the barely discernible rumble of a car pulling into his driveway, he's in the middle of second-guessing every choice that brought him to this moment.

No, he silently amends. Not every choice. Just the ones that led him to take on the monumental task of redoing his home office into the bookshelf-packed library he's always wanted. It's a noble purpose. A dream he's intended to pursue for years, maybe even decades at this point. But it's also a project he should have considered more carefully before hauling every single box of books out of storage.

The empty bookshelves—sturdy and tall and crafted from gorgeous mahogany—look beautiful along the walls, and Carlo feels an especial pang of pride at the fact that he had a direct hand in their construction. Oh, most of the credit goes to the more talented friend who walked him through the woodworking process, and then took over any steps where Carlo got in over his head. But still, the shelves are the one part of this endeavor that are actually finished, and Carlo loves them.

They reach nearly to the ceiling, their sleek contours making the little library feel cozy instead of claustrophobic, even though Carlo has crowded them right up to the edges of every window frame. There is just enough space left over for his desk at the center of the room, and the pair of wingback chairs bookending a freestanding lamp at the other. A cheerful and inviting layout for a space that Carlo has always intended as a restorative refuge.

But everything else is chaos. Decades of books, some of which have been tucked away in boxes since before Beni was born, sit in total disarray across the floor. Open boxes, loose hardcovers, jumbled mountains of paperbacks—all tumbled together in the warm patchwork of afternoon sunlight slanting through tall windows.

Carlo loves every single one of these books. Stories, poetry, songbooks. Fantasy epics and historical tomes. Cozy mysteries and classics. Books written by friends and family. So much life is contained in the written word, and Carlo will finally have every title he wants at his fingertips.

Just as soon as he figures out how to organize this train wreck of a project.

Fuck. He should've made some sort of plan before he started hauling and emptying boxes. He definitely should have anticipated that building the massive bookshelves would be the easy part of the job.

Downstairs, the front door slams, just as Carlo lifts an especially heavy box from the top of a precarious pile—the cardboard of the box beneath it dented from the extra weight, clearly not properly packed—and he holds the unwieldy burden in his arms with the ridiculous thought, How can paper weigh this much?

"Dad?" Beni's voice carries up the stairs from the foyer. "You home?"

"Office!" Carlo calls back, casting his eyes across the room in search of somewhere to set down his armload. It's an unreasonably heavy box, bigger than he should've used for packing books in the first place. And there doesn't seem to be a single open surface wide enough to hold it.

Hallway, then. He's angling for the door just as his son bursts through, a familiar ball of energy that makes Carlo smile in spite of the strain.

"Oh." Beni steps aside. "Hugs after you put that down."

Carlo snorts and shoulders past his son, through the door, and nearly knocks Beni's shadow right down the stairs.

"Fuck," gasps Paul Traver, wobbling as he bumps into the box in Carlo's arms.

The collision isn't that forceful. In fact, Carlo would have sworn it didn't upset Paul's footing at all. But Paul's eyes widen, and a second later his stumble carries him the wrong direction. Toward the stairs. Carlo can see him reaching for the banister, but he's going to miss. It's all playing out in panicky slow motion—a startled freeze-frame in which, for a split second, Carlo is sure he's going to have to call Elliot Traver and tell him Paul broke his neck falling down the goddamn stairs.

The box falls forgotten from Carlo's grip, miraculously avoiding his toes as he lunges forward. He gets one hand in the front of Paul's shirt, the other around a wrist so skinny that Carlo's fingers engulf it completely. And then it's easy as anything to drag Paul forward, out of danger, his momentum and compact frame no match for Carlo's sturdier bulk.

It's a different sort of collision this time. Paul knocks into him with clumsy speed, as Carlo's excess strength crushes him close. Paul's free hand—the one Carlo isn't gripping hard enough to leave bruises—twists in Carlo's sleeve, clinging as he stares up into Carlo's face. They're normally much closer in height, but Paul is off-balance, leaning at an awkward angle. His eyes have dilated, his chest rising and falling with quick, shallow breaths. Paul's face is flushed, and Carlo wonders whether it's embarrassment or adrenaline.

As far as he's concerned, Paul's got nothing to be embarrassed about. Carlo is the one who nearly pushed him down the stairs.

And Carlo is definitely the one who should be letting go, now that the danger has passed.

"Or I guess we could do hugs now." The humor in Beni's voice is a transparent front, poorly concealing his concern over the near miss. A moment later, he adds a softer, "Everyone okay?"

Carlo's own face heats for no reason at all, as he lets go his protective grip and takes a step back. He throws a quick glance at Beni, still standing in the open door frame to the library-in-progress. Then he lets his gaze cut down to the floor, where the box he dropped has split open along the corners and spilled a mountain of dog-eared paperbacks across the carpet. A couple books have toppled down the stairs.

That's fine. He'd rather clean up and replace a few books than the alternative.

"I'm good," Paul says, though he sounds shaken—and he looks more than a little terrified when Carlo risks a glance his direction. His familiar riot of curls looks messier than usual, like this brief collision has upended him completely, and a bright flush reddens his sharp cheekbones and the bridge of his narrow nose. Even his skinny shoulders are hunched up almost to his ears with tension. A disconcerting stance, from a young man who is usually so comfortable in his own skin.

He's staring down at Carlo's scattered books like they're the most fascinating things he's ever seen. And maybe they are. Maybe he's considering how easily it could be him at the bottom of those stairs right now. His hand does a strange little flex at his side, and then he crouches to start picking up the closest paperbacks.

"Leave it," Carlo says, sounding more gruff than he intends. "I'll clean it up later. Just watch your step."
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Paul Traver has experienced his share of Oh no, he's hot moments.

It's not his fault he's prone to instantaneous and helpless crushes, or that every time it happens, his heart gets all caught up in the excitement. And hell, mostly the objects of his affection take pleased notice, and Paul gets to have a damn good time. He's not shy about asking for what he wants when the vibe is right.

He doesn't often find himself drawn to unobtainable people. And never once have his sights locked onto someone who's already taken—which could be luck—but Paul suspects otherwise. More likely it's some kind of instinctive survival strategy, protecting his soft and vulnerable edges. The rollercoaster of his infatuations would do far more damage if he caught feelings for married men, women with engagement rings, partners he meets among his classmates and peers. The thought of being involved with infidelity, even if he's not the one doing the cheating...

No. Absolutely not. The last thing he ever wants to do is hurt someone that way.

Plus, the fact that he gets to stay friends with most of his exes is a vital fact of Paul's social life—and it definitely would not happen if he started being careless with people's feelings.

All of these things are such fundamental parts of his psyche that Paul rarely gives them conscious thought. He's never felt any particular need to analyze why he's attracted to the people who catch his eye. His tastes are eclectic and flexible, and he prefers life that way. Usually.

Suddenly he is faced with an unprecedented conundrum: what the hell is he supposed to do with wanting someone so completely off-limits he can't even admit to the attraction? Because, Oh no, he's hot. And this is definitely not something Paul is supposed to notice about Carlo Zannoni. He's known the man for four years, and in all that time, Paul has never before experienced so much as a flicker of an inappropriate crush. The man has been charming, welcoming, kind. Paul has never thought of him as anything besides his best friend's dad.

Well... Maybe as his boyfriend's dad, for a few brief months. Which makes it exponentially worse as Paul tries, and fails, to squash this uncomfortable new awareness back down into the forbidden recesses of his brain.

But this new comprehension isn't going anywhere. Paul buries his face in his pillow, trying to completely disappear into the small, cozy guest room that is supposed to be his for however many weeks he stays with Beni and Carlo. It's hopeless, though. He can't disappear. He's too vividly aware of the stifling air around him, his own breathing, the uncomfortable heat spreading through his body. The harder Paul tries not to think about any of this, the more his rebellious mind lingers on the memory of Carlo striding through the office door, muscles taut with the effort of carrying a heavy box of books. The tight contours of Carlo's t-shirt only made Paul that much more aware of the broad shoulders beneath straining fabric, and god damn it, has Carlo always had that closely-trimmed beard? The rest of Carlo's hair, buzzed short, is a brown even darker than Paul's, but the beard is scattered through with silver, which only makes the man's hazel eyes more striking.

And since fucking when does Paul know Carlo Zannoni has hazel eyes?

Paul groans—then startles at a tentative staccato knock at his door—followed by Beni's voice, pitched uncharacteristically low. "Paul? Can I come in?"

Fuck, he's probably trying not to wake him if Paul is asleep, since a migraine is the pretext Paul used to escape to the privacy of the guest room in the middle of the afternoon. He isn't normally one to fib for the sake of polite excuses. He'd just as soon be honest with people, even if it occasionally means admitting he doesn't have the energy to socialize.

But today he lied through his teeth, because locking himself in the guest room under false pretenses seemed by far the lesser evil.

"Yeah," Paul answers belatedly, not bothering to haul himself up from the pillow. He doesn't think he can bear to look Beni in the eye while all these unhinged thoughts about Beni's dad are bouncing around in his brain.

He hears the faint creak of the hinges as the door swings inward, then heavy footsteps trying in vain to keep quiet as his best friend crosses the room. The mattress dips as Beni sits beside him, and Paul hears two soft clicks from the bedside table. He grudgingly peels his face partway out from the pillow and cracks an eye toward the sound. Guilt surges even brighter in his chest at the sight of a glass of water and a bottle of painkillers. Barely any light sneaks through the drawn curtains into the dim room, but what little there is catches in the water glass, glinting and refracting, casting a strange pattern of sunlight across the smooth surface of the little table.

"I know over-the-counter stuff's probably not going to help," Beni says apologetically, ruffling gentle fingers through Paul's hair, "but I figured it can't hurt to have the option. I can run to the pharmacy if you want something else."

"You're such a mother hen," Paul mumbles, burying his face fully in the pillow once more. And then, because Beni is being so sweet in his clumsy and overprotective way, "Thanks."

"Let me know if you need anything, okay? I'll be around."

"I will," Paul says, letting the words muffle into the pillow rather than raising his head to speak. He really can't look his earnest and worried best friend in the eye right now. God, what is wrong with him?

Relief rushes through him when Beni finally leaves. Paul waits an agonizing count of ten before standing up himself, crossing the narrow room and locking the door with a decisive click. No more well-meaning visitors. If Beni comes back—or if, god forbid, Carlo tries to check on him—Paul will pretend to be asleep.

His top priority is conquering this existential crisis and getting over himself, and while he's not entirely sure how to do that—this is his first time dealing with this particular flavor of crisis—he has a feeling several hours of solitude will be a vital first step.

Instead of directing him back to bed, his bare feet begin pacing the floor. His steps are
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