
	Boys will be boys no matter how different they might be.

	 

	 

	Wannabe singer and band front man Erik Von Nordgren hates snarky brit Asher Berkley with a passion. From the moment he turns up at practice with his twin sister Daisy, who is one of the band the two have hated each other.

	Through a series of ‘tit for tat’ incidents they annoy, frustrate and exasperated each other. The diehard goth with purple eyes and the hard core rocker with dreams of the big time have nothing in common and no need to cross paths. Except to wind each other up.

	Until the day that Erik throws Asher in the school pool, when everything begins to change. Erik is so far in closet he’s in Narnia and Asher has a dark past and trust issues that stand in the way of any relationship, let alone one with the brash American who hurts him every time they try to get together.

	A relationship doomed from the start, or so you’d think.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The April weather was perfect. A beautiful Saturday afternoon, with white clouds streaked across a pale-blue sky, washed clean by the spring showers of the night before. Erik Von Nordgren paused to take a deep breath, fresh with ozone, before heading toward his parents’ three-car garage. Since the weather had improved, his band had been consigned to the garage on the basis that now they wouldn’t freeze there was no reason for his parents to suffer the falling plaster in the basement when the band could be as loud as they wanted outside.

	Erik was proud of his home. The house itself was two stories high and freshly sided. The quiet cul-de-sac made it the ideal location for their practice. That was one thing about living in the St. Louis ‘burbs. There were plenty of spots with woods in the back where only the random squirrel could bother them.

	Having joined his bandmates, Erik took to the stage and spoke into the microphone the time-honored phrase, “Testing, one, two, three.” He proudly surveyed the room, grinned at the small crowd of groupies, and then glanced over his shoulder at his bandmates.

	The Von was an awesome band, even if he did say so himself. Joey, a good-looking if a bit nerdy boy of seventeen—half a year younger than Erik—stood ready on the bass, Erik’s best friend, Billy, sat back behind the drums, and Joey’s new girlfriend, Daisy, was hot as hell as she teased some sic riffs from a rather battered lead guitar. Their hook? They were trying to revive grunge.

	After taking in his ragtag troupe from the makeshift stage, Erik surveyed the room and checked his reflection in the mirror that hung at the opposite end of the garage. He shuffled his feet, his new combat boots squeaking slightly as he broke them in. As he shifted his tall, muscular body, his ratty black jeans—two sizes too big for his six-foot-three frame—slipped low on his narrow hips. His chain wallet belt added a hindrance when the thick, heavy chain pelted his leg. He cracked his knuckles and flipped his unwashed, messy blond hair over the short sleeves of his tattered red plaid shirt. He puffed air into his hands to exorcise the nerves he’d never admit to having.

	Erik cleared his throat and gazed over the spectators—what he called their groupies. Possibly crowd was a bit of a euphemism, but hey, they had to start somewhere, and the fans were dedicated. Some Billy had introduced to him, like his friend Vince, who gave new meaning to bland. Then there was another kid, Sheri, who emulated Daisy’s style of vintage glam. But there was a new face in the crowd tonight, one that made him grimace. It was Asher or Ashen—or was it Dasher or Dancer? Whatever his name was, Erik didn’t care, he just knew this UK emo was gonna be trouble.

	He’d only met the freak once, when he’d dropped Daisy off for practice. Unbelievably, he was her brother—twin, no less. They couldn’t have been more different. He wasn’t even sure what the guy was doing hanging in the garage with them, unless he was trying to be a decent brother to Daisy. It didn’t matter—there was music to be played, and at least they had some spectators.

	Erik grabbed the microphone. Joey finished his intro, and Billy chimed in with a cymbal crash. Daisy didn’t miss a beat, and Erik began to sing. His voice was low, raspy, and resembled more of a groan than a melody, but the crowd loved it. After the first verse ended, he shot a look over his shoulder at Billy’s wild red hair bouncing in time with the rhythm as he struck the bass drum. Joey was gritting his teeth like he always did when he was deep in concentration, his fingers plucking the strings of the bass guitar. That kid was so slight Erik wondered sometimes how he could even support the weight of the guitar, but he managed. He’d known Billy most of his life, but Joey and Daisy were new. Daisy was different from the rest of them. She was a striking beauty, soft in her appearance. She decorated her large dark-blue eyes with bright makeup augmenting her doll-like features, and tied her long blonde hair into a half-braid, half-ponytail combination. Her outfits reflected her perky attitude and were usually very colorful. She was a shining star in the dark garage. If Erik ever hoped to have a sister, he’d want her to be like Daisy.

	When the harmony finished its bar, Erik glanced up to find the pale kid in the back staring him down like the grim reaper. What the hell is that guy’s problem? It’s like the gaze of death over there. Whatever. He shut his eyes and forced the image out of his mind—music was all that mattered. As the lyrics slowly left his throat, another sound interrupted his flow. He spun, assuming the god-awful shriek had come from one of the instruments.

	“Dude. What the fuck?”

	Joey and Billy both shook their heads, as baffled as he was, but Daisy seemed near tears. She shuffled her feet, making her vintage violet and green dress shift with her.

	“Dammit.”

	Erik touched her arm. “What is it, Daisy?”

	She pointed to the pale kid and made a fist at him. “It’s my brother. He’s playing with your toys.”

	She gave Asher a look like no other, one he hoped never to see aimed at him for any reason. But his ire was up. He stared the irritating teen down. Asher met his gaze and once again pressed the button on the angle grinder he held. It let out that same, high-pitched whine as he pushed it against the wall of the garage.

	“Dude! What the fuck is wrong with you? Get your paws off my dad’s stuff!” He leapt off the stage and barreled through the crowd, knocking people out of the way to get to the crazy Brit. As soon as he could, he ripped the plug out of the wall, and the machine ground to a halt. “You fuck! Making a noise like that while I’m singing? That’s just so fucked up, man. And for fuck’s sake, you’ve damaged the wall! Course, you snobby Brits think you’re just too damn good to sit here and listen to us angsty Americans, aren’t ya.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Sorry, Daisy, I didn’t mean you.” Shaking his head, he growled. “What the hell are you even doin’ here?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	From the moment Asher had set foot inside the garage, he’d been bored. He’d had no idea why he’d allowed Daisy to talk him into driving her to her stupid band practice in the first place. If he’d liked the music it wouldn’t have been so bad, but the band was totally useless. The music was boring, the performance amateurish, and the members—apart from Daisy, of course, who shone as usual—were losers.

	He’d recognized them all from school. Joey wasn’t so bad, but Billy and that jerk Erik were everything he despised about the States—big, brash, and rude. Typical Americans. He hated everything about the country and the people who inhabited it. Most of all, he hated the fact he was being forced to live in it. As soon as he left school, got a job, and saved up enough money he’d be out of here. They wouldn’t see his arse for dust.

	It wasn’t as if he’d be any great loss to his family—well, maybe to Daisy, but she’d be all right. She was the favorite, the one they were proud of, the golden girl. He was just an embarrassment, and that suited him fine. Nobody really wanted to be approved of by their parents anyway, did they? After the way they’d treated him, they deserved everything he threw at them.

	His deepest regret—and one of the biggest reasons he hated America so much—was that he’d had to leave behind his one pathetic attempt at a real relationship. Oh well, Luke deserved better anyway.

	At the thought of Luke, Asher’s eyes had prickled, and he’d had to fight the urge to rub at them. They were weird enough without resembling a raccoon’s. He’d always wished they’d been blue like his twin’s. Nobody ever called Daisy names. The universe hated him. Must have, to make him a gay freak with purple eyes. Luke had called them beautiful, but Luke had left him. Fortunately, most people assumed he wore contacts. That suited him, too.

	He’d been so bored! His mind traveled dangerous roads when he was bored. Roads that led to Luke, to his parents’ rejection, to a myriad of sneering faces and pointing fingers driving nails into his heart as they chanted freak, freak, freak.

	He’d glared. Not at anyone in particular, but the whole bloody world that tried to oppress him, to label him, to break him. Unfortunately, his glower had caught the glance of the lead singer, a great mountain of a man with grungy clothes and a bad attitude. He was German, or Swedish or Dutch or something. What did they call him? Jon? Lon? Bon Bon? Ha. Yeah. Bon Bon. Except he was no bon bon. In fact, he seemed mean. Ah well, Asher was used to that, too.

	The Viking had started glaring back, and he’d sensed tension building. He’d had to find a way of breaking his boredom, and fast. His focus settled on a shelf full of tools. There was quite an array. Picking one up at random, he’d turned it on. It whined. He held it against the wall, and the whine had intensified in a very satisfying manner, although he hadn’t expected it to be so loud. That hadn’t impressed the Viking at all.

	Shit. The singer was actually coming over. Asher glanced around, making sure the exit was clear if he needed it. Not that he was afraid of the man. Ten years of martial arts lessons and having to fight his way out of dozens of nasty situations ensured he was a match for pretty much anyone one-on-one, but he didn’t really want to make a scene, to embarrass Daisy. She was probably the only person in the whole damn world who didn’t hate him and who he didn’t hate. Ah well.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Dude! What the fuck’s wrong with you? You’re interrupting our song!” Erik pointed behind him to the band members, all of whom had angry faces.

	Daisy pursed her lips and shook her head at her brother.

	Erik was not a happy camper and wasn’t going to let this sourpuss put the damper on their act. “You gonna answer me or what, man?”

	Asher held the grinder against the wall and made it whine again. It was beginning to make a groove. Asher shrugged, and Erik badly wanted to wipe the smug, insolent smile off his face.

	“Maybe if the band was better I wouldn’t be so bored.”

	A blond brow went up as Erik crossed his arms tightly across his chest and harrumphed. “You sayin’ something about my band? The one your own sister is in?” He gritted his teeth and inched closer. “Maybe if you can’t appreciate our music you should get your ass outta here, Dasher. Or is it Ghoulboy?” Erik laughed at his own wit but was disappointed when it didn’t seem to shake this guy one iota.

	“Just because my sister wants to hang around with a bunch of losers, doesn’t mean they’re any good, only that she has really bad taste.”

	Erik’s temper rose, his blood nearly to the boiling point. “Who the hell are you callin’ a loser, you... you... emo! You gothic, whiny weirdo... freak!”

	Asher glanced around slowly and then their eyes locked again. “I didn’t hear anyone whine. But I did hear something squeak. Was it you, little mouse? If I closed my eyes I could have imagined I heard a creaky old gate up there on the stage, swinging in the breeze.”

	Rage coursed through Erik’s veins—his Viking heritage coming to the fore. He balled his hands into fists and fairly snorted, like a bull ready to gore the matador.

	Fortunately, Daisy intervened. “Asher! Stop it right now or you’ll be sorry.”

	“Dudes! Chill the fuck out,” Billy commanded from behind his drum set. Even Joey was pissed. “Take a pill, Nordgren. Damn.” He put his arm around Daisy.

	“Not as sorry as this sorry-looking excuse for a singer,” Asher drawled, lounging against the wall. Erik’s fingers itched. “More like a fifty-year-old karaoke warbler after a packet of Woodbines.”

	“That’s it, you asshole. You’re goin’ down.” Erik threw his full weight behind a punch that would’ve halted a freight train. But something stopped him dead. He paused, shocked and amazed. Somehow this waif managed to halt him at full throttle. Not an easy feat.

	Erik’s lips hung open, his eyes wide when he saw his fist in Asher’s much smaller hand. His attention was caught and held by a surprisingly calm glare. Funny, he’d never noticed Asher had such weird eyes. Words escaped him as he fell into the scintillating beauty of the teen’s violet gaze. They were beautiful, haunting... and pained.

	Erik paused, his breath taken hostage by the moment. A strangled cry escaped him when, in another blindingly unexpected turnaround, Asher kissed him. He wanted to pull away at first, especially since they had an audience, yet he didn’t. Some part of him wanted to stay. Asher’s lips were so soft, not even the chill of his lip ring could take away from the searing heat of the kiss.

	Erik’s demeanor softened, and he uncurled his fist in Asher’s hand. Other parts of his anatomy stood up and took notice, too. He prayed nobody in the band saw that. Especially... well. No. No one was allowed to see.

	All too soon the kiss ended, and Asher broke contact with a loud smacking sound. Erik stood in silence, his mind whirling while he retreated. His mouth opened and closed as he fought for words, but before he could utter any of them, Asher’s cool hand patted the side of his face in an almost patronizing manner, and with a cheeky wink he turned. Walking away, he called over his shoulder to his sister.

	“I’m off, Dais. Can’t stand the boredom. Give me a ring when you’re ready to be picked up. Try not to die of excitement in my absence.”

	Erik watched him go, stupefied and still frozen to the spot. He suddenly became aware of the unnatural silence around him. Reality crashed back and crushed him under a wave of panic. What the hell had he done? A warm hand landed on his shoulder, and he looked down into Daisy’s face.

	“Sorry, Erik. He can be such a prick. You know he didn’t mean it, right? I promise you.”

	“Are you all right?” Billy asked. His tone was genuine concern and one he didn’t want to deal with right now.

	Their eyes met briefly. They had a history of their own beyond friendship. Like the times they’d smoked joints in his room. Not only had their demeanors relaxed, so had their inhibitions. They’d evaporated, in fact, to where they had not only kissed, but had given each other their first time, and a few more times beyond that.

	Erik’s mind flooded with images of those days when they’d lived for their sleepovers—how buzzed they’d been, how good they felt, how right Billy felt in his mouth and his arms... It had started to go beyond just the physical, to something he couldn’t handle. There was a ton of baggage there that he didn’t want to think about anymore. Then this fucker kissed him... shit. He shuddered and forced his mind back to the present. That was his and Billy’s secret only. No one on earth needed to know he was gay. Like fucking hell they’d find out now.

	“No. I’m not all right. Shit!” He glared at Daisy, daring her to have an excuse for her twin’s infuriating behavior. He stood back from the group. “Whatever. He’s just a prick trying to make a fool of me. Fine. Two can play that game.”

	“Dude, it was just a kiss. It didn’t mean nothing, did it? I mean...” Joey fell silent. He seemed very unsure of what to say. His long, lanky arm slung around Daisy and held her close.

	Her gaze never left Erik.

	Erik squirmed, fighting for words, but nothing came to mind. He was too angry, and worse, he was too afraid. Fear of being outed right there and at school made his pulse race. He knew without a doubt that his parents would not be okay with it. The tale of cousin Dagny and his friend being ostracized from the family jumped to mind. A million scenarios of being tarred and feathered or simply beaten to crap and ridiculed for being a faggot at school swirled through his mind like a tornado.

	He finally shook his head, shrugged, and fought meeting Billy’s beautiful green eyes again. He couldn’t take the onslaught of memories and emotions at the moment. In his deep, gruff voice he growled under his breath. “He’ll pay for it, trust me. He won’t make a fool of The Von.” Erik shot a look outside the garage to where Asher’s car had just been parked, and pressed his lips together tight. After exhaling sharply, he gathered the group again. “Let’s just get back to work. We’ve got songs to practice.”

	“Right, man. You’re the boss.” Billy clapped his best friend’s shoulder.

	The touch almost burned, and Erik twisted away violently.

	“Get off me, Billy. Go beat your damn drums.”

	Guilt wracked him the second he saw Billy’s shocked but pained expression.

	The teen blinked and scowled back at him. “Whatever.” He hopped back up on stage with one huge step and fell silent.

	It was quiet in the garage. The groupies, still hanging around with gaping mouths, had not said a word this entire time. Erik shot them a sheepish grin, realizing he’d been ignoring them. It was time to rally them back alive.

	“You guys ready to rock out with us? Call us boring, will he? Ha! We’ll show ’em.”

	With renewed enthusiasm, they all put their instruments back in order and started the song over, this time to cheers and applause.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	After everyone else had gone, Billy and Erik were in the garage alone. They’d packed up their gear and paused to examine the damage on the garage wall.

	“That’s nothing. Just say it fell during a surge or something,” Billy suggested.

	“Yeah, I guess.” Erik snorted. “That kid is gonna get me in so much trouble.”

	An awkward silence fell between them.

	Erik scowled at his friend. “Did you tell him anything?” His tone was accusatory.

	“About what? I’m sworn to silence if you recall, you asshole,” Billy snapped back.

	“Fuck, well, maybe he just wanted to make an ass of me.”

	Billy shook his head. “That ain’t too hard.” He ducked a swat. Erik loved to take a swipe at him. “I dunno, but I swear on my life I didn’t say a thing to anyone. Not even my parents. You think I’d rat you out? Hell no! I’d rat myself out first.”

	Erik relaxed and offered Billy a smile. “I know. Thanks, buddy.”

	After a long pause, he took a quick breath. “Erik?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Um... Did yo... “ Billy’s nerve seemed to wane.

	“Did I what?” Erik prompted when he paused.

	Billy struggled for words. He didn’t really want an answer for his question. “You wanted it to happen, didn’t you?”

	Those ice-blue eyes pierced right through him. “Say that again and I’ll shove you.”

	“Come on. I know the truth.” Billy lowered his voice to a whisper. “I know you like guys, and I saw him checking you out that whole time. He wants you and I could almost swear...”

	“That guy’s just an asinine Brit trying to make waves.”

	Billy brightened but he was worried. “We’re still friends, right? I don’t want him to try and muscle his way between us. I think you like that guy.”

	“Listen here, Billyboy.” Erik put his hands on his friend’s shoulders and gazed into his face. “Our friendship is rock solid. As for me liking that guy, you’re imagining things. Go home, Billy Carp.”

	The words didn’t seem to help because Billy’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Like I imagined things with us? I’m glad our friendship is solid, but I didn’t imagine what we did together. We slept together, more than once.” The tears overflowed and trickled down his pale face. “The way you reacted when he kissed you was real, Erik. Fuck, you nearly pulled Asher closer.”

	“Billy, I’m not gay.”

	“Like fuck you aren’t. As for us, it was real all along, and you’re as gay as I am. You just like to hide things. Deep. You like to bury anything real until it explodes, like we did in bed. Think about that one for a second, Mr. Von Closeted Nordgren.” He shoved two fingers into Erik’s chest then walked off.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	As soon as he walked into the gym the next day, Asher knew there was going to be trouble. He was there. Erik had never been a part of Asher’s gym class before. No fucking way. Gym class was his. It was the only time of the week Asher really relaxed in school, when he knew his place and was comfortable with it.

	After doing martial arts for the better part of ten years, Asher knew he was good and he’d quickly become the teacher’s fall guy, demonstrating the more difficult moves and throws. He’d even graduated to teaching the less able students, giving them one-on-one-guidance. He loved everything about Ninjitsu, from the hot, rubbery smell of the mats, to the cool, loose feel of the gi. Flowing through the complicated steps and moves, his body experienced true freedom. When he practiced Tai Chi at home he liked to do it naked, but that was hardly appropriate at school.

	He still couldn’t believe his luck that the school offered martial arts as part of the PE curriculum, and that the coach had been trained in the very one he was most familiar with. As far as he could tell, teachers of Ninjitsu were even rarer in America than in the UK.

	And now that bastard singer was going to spoil it all. Asher had no doubts at all that Erik was here to do just that. There was no way that tool had any interest in the subject. And he had to have chosen that place to sit. Asher always sat next to Sensei, and now that stupid loser had positioned himself so Asher had no choice but to drop down next to him. He glowered as he lowered himself gracefully to the edge of the mat. Erik smiled, and it wasn’t a nice smile.

	“Well, if it isn’t my biggest fan.” Erik’s sneer twisted his face. “You prick. Have a great time after you left our awesome practice that you missed?”

	“Not as much fun as I had before I left. You kiss pretty sweet for a straight guy.”

	Laughter surrounded them, and Erik gave him a deadly glare. “Erik, you got... what?” one of the other students asked.

	“Go for it, Erik!” another added.

	“Shut it, Paul, Manuel,” Erik warned them.

	Like he’s straight. He enjoyed that kiss and he knows I know it.

	Erik’s nostrils flared. “Kiss many straight guys, do you?” he snapped at Asher. “Maybe I should put out a warning.”

	More laughter surrounded them.

	Asher ground his teeth. Not that he hid his sexuality, but he didn’t want it drawn to everyone’s attention, especially not here. He was damned if he was going to have his haven spoiled. He glanced at Sensei, but he didn’t seem in any hurry to shut down the conversation. In fact, he seemed amused. “Don’t worry, the straight guys are safe. And there’s no need to put a lock and key on your arse, sweet cheeks. I never fuck losers, they’re just not worth the energy.”

	“You snobby, arrogant... piece of...” Erik growled as he took a fighting stance. “I’ll show you what’s worth the energy, you... freakin’ vampire! I’m surprised you can come out in the damn daylight.”

	“I can come anywhere I want.” Asher winked. “But it won’t be anywhere near you, don’t worry about that.”

	Any further conversation was cut off by Sensei’s dry comment. “When you ladies have finished, maybe we can get started. Asher, if you want to come up here, I’ll demonstrate a few basic moves for Erik.”

	With one last glare at Erik, Asher got to his feet. One step found him flat on his face on the mat. Leaping to his feet, he rounded on Erik furiously. His face burned at the sniggers that went round, along with one or two suppressed snorts of laughter.

	“What the fuck was that for, you childish prick?”

	As Erik took a few high-fives from their classmates, he shot a sly look at Asher. “That’s for doing what you did last night and making an ass outta me. Now it’s your turn, Ghoulboy.” He rose from the mat, ready for a fight.

	Asher narrowed his eyes, but he bit his lip, aware of Sensei’s gaze on his back.

	“I said, if you two ladies have finished, it’s time to actually learn something. As you’re already on your feet, Mr. Nordgren, maybe you’d like to come up here and I can get Asher to show you the moves under my watchful eye. I’m not sure I can afford to leave you two together for five minutes. I will remind you...” He glared at Asher and Erik. “Whatever feud you’ve got going on out there stays at the door. I don’t want either of you to get the idea you can bring it in here. Any more funny business and you’re out of the class, Mr. Nordgren. Understand?”

	Erik nodded sullenly and faced off with Asher on the mat.

	After taking the two boys through some basic moves, Sensei left them with the strict instruction to do nothing but those exercises while he got the rest of the class up and working.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As soon as he was sure Sensei’s back was turned, Erik leered at his opponent. With a slight snarl, he kicked Asher hard in the side, making sure to use his full height and weight. After that small victory, he smiled and reached for Asher’s neck. Maybe it’d silence his quick wit. It’d be awesome to get the upper hand and show him who’s boss. “You’re gonna get it now, Ghoulboy. Nobody makes a fool of The Von.”

	Before his hands came anywhere near their intended target, he flew past the smirking Brit, who twisted to one side and grabbed his hand, making use of the momentum of his lunge. Before he knew it, Erik was face down on the mat with his arm behind his back and Asher’s foot between his shoulder blades. Another twist of his arm had him yelling in pain. It was excruciating.

	“What the hell’s going on here?” Sensei appeared at Asher’s shoulder, incensed.

	Asher immediately let go of Erik’s arm and allowed him to scramble heavily to his feet, rubbing his shoulder.

	“Nothing, Sensei,” Asher said in a sickeningly sweet tone. “Erik wanted a demonstration of how weight can be used against you in a lunge. I was only too happy to oblige.”

	“Is that true?” Sensei asked, turning his burning gaze on Erik. Erik nodded, tight-lipped. “Well, unfortunately for you, I happened to have been keeping an eye on you and I saw everything. If you’d been honest with me, I might have thought again, but you knew the score. You’re out of the class, Mr. Nordgren.”

	“But...”

	“Sensei, I can...”

	“Out of the class, Mr. Nordgren. It’s clear you’re not here to learn, and I won’t have petty revenge and point scoring on my mats. You know the way to the changing room. Asher, please show Luke and Jesse the posture for ichi-mongi. I want a word with you after class.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Any triumph Asher may have felt at the sight of Erik’s slouching off the mat, still rubbing his shoulder, was wiped away by the tone of Sensei’s voice. Asher went through the rest of the lesson praying he wasn’t going to be following Erik out of the class.

	When they were alone, Sensei gazed at Asher, his lips pursed. Asher flushed and became suddenly fascinated with his feet.

	“I thought better of you, Asher. I thought you were in tune with the true meaning of the martial arts and Ninjitsu, but it appears I was wrong. In bringing a quarrel to the mats and allowing your anger to get the better of you, you have dishonored me and yourself.”

	“I know, Sensei. I’m sorry, Sensei.”

	“You’re lucky I saw what happened or you would both have been out of the class. As it is I want to see you here for training every day after school for the next two weeks.”

	For a moment Asher’s stomach lurched. Two weeks? Then it lurched for a different reason. He was still in the class, and Erik wasn’t. His haven was preserved after all.

	His heart and feet were light as he headed for the changing rooms. The locker area was full of laughter and chatting as students changed out of their gis and into their clothes. No one so much as glanced at him, but he was damn sure that some of the laughter and the conversation had been at his expense. His cheeks burned. Maybe he’d managed to spoil it after all.

	“Nice move, Ash,” someone called.

	“Yeah, you showed the big jerk.”

	And just like that his spirits were restored—until he reached his locker. He knew immediately that something was wrong. The lock had somehow been forced or picked, and the door hung open. It was empty, and his clothes were nowhere in sight.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“What’s the matter? Can’t find your clothes?” Erik lounged against the wall, a grin plastered on his face. “Oh no! Did someone break into your locker?” He snapped his fingers and shook his head. “What a damn shame. Guess you’ll have to walk around in that getup all day, Ghoulboy.”

	Asher’s face turned red as Erik high-fived a few of the other boys. Laughter surrounded them. Think you could get away with screwing with me? Gotcha, freak.

	“You tell ‘im, Erik. He won’t show you up again.”

	Erik got right up into Asher’s face, so close the boy’s breath was on his face. “You screw me over again and you’re really gonna pay. I should make you explain to my parents why I got kicked out of this class.” He waved a fist in Asher’s face but thought better about using it to hit him. He didn’t want Sensei walking in on anything. He was in enough trouble as it was.

	“Give it your best shot,” Asher said, his voice infuriatingly calm. “I’d be more than happy to drop you on your face anytime. As for my things, no doubt they’ll turn up, or you’ll have my parents wanting to know where all the jewelry they worked so hard to—not—buy me is gone. I’m sure the fact they forced me to work for them will mean a lot.” Asher smirked and walked out with his nose in the air.

	Erik shook his head and grumbled under his breath. Dirtbag. What a fucker.

	He did his best to shrug off the unpleasantness of what had happened, especially getting kicked out of class. That would not be fun to explain to dear ‘ol Mom and Dad. He had to think on this one for a moment. Maybe he could get reassigned to another class or shift his schedule, but he’d used up his powers of persuasion getting transferred into the class in the first place.

	Maybe he could make sure he’d never see that snarky Asher ever again. That’d be nice. Get rid of his problem child as it were. But then who’d he pick on for fun? He had to admit the guy held his attention and at least he was a good fighter. Showed him up well enough. Shit. Whatever. First things first. Guess I’ll go turn this stuff in. He walked over to his locker, and after undoing the combination lock, he retrieved Asher’s clothing and jewelry and stuffed all of it into his backpack.

	His cellphone tinged, and he glanced down to find a text from Billy.

	 

	Dude... ready for lunch?

	 

	He texted back.

	 

	Always.

	 

	The cafeteria was crowded, as usual. Billy waved him down, and Erik jogged over to the table, anxious to eat. Billy socked him in the arm as a hello.

	“Ouch, careful, man. That shoulder got shown up today,” Erik said.

	“Dude, I’m sorry.” He reached over to rub his friend’s injury. “Who could show you up?”

	Erik swerved away after a moment and lowered his voice. “That damn Asher kid. Caught me in some hold and got his knee right there. Hurt like hell.”

	“Are you all right?”

	“Chill out, I’m fine. Just sore. Inside and out. He’s gonna pay for that one.”

	“What’re you gonna do?”

	Erik munched on his sandwich and thought it over. “Well, I can’t do anything in that class anymore. I got thrown out.”

	“What?” Billy squawked.

	Erik rolled his eyes. “Are you deaf? I said I got thrown out. Sucky class anyway, and I hated being in there with him.” He laughed. “Got him back already, so score one for The Von.”

	“What’d you do?”

	“Check it out.” He slapped his overly stuffed backpack. Erik smiled. “Took his clothes.”

	“Dude! So he has to wear that weird outfit?” Billy snickered quietly. “Not that it’s much weirder than his usual.”

	“Don’t forget barefoot, too. All that crap barely fit in here. I’m gonna turn it in anonymously to the secretary later on. I need a bag or something.”

	Billy held up his plastic grocery sack. “Here, I carried my lunch in it, but everything was wrapped up. Use this.”

	Erik took the item and inspected it. “Thanks.”

	“Any time.”

	They sat silently for a moment as thoughts about last night inundated Erik’s mind. He regretted upsetting Billy again, but it seemed to be his special skill to piss off his favorite redhead. He didn’t regret sleeping with Billy, not at all, in fact. He felt safe knowing his best bud would never spill the beans.

	Truth be told, he had enjoyed the kiss from Asher, but he knew next to nothing about the freak, and he very highly doubted he had the same honorable characteristics as his best friend. Billy let him get away with murder. The thought of being outed at school terrified him and Billy—they had a secret pact between them, something they’d conjured after sleeping together. Neither wanted to be publicly outed. At least, Erik didn’t. Billy didn’t seem to want to hide anymore. Obviously, Asher didn’t suffer from the same problem. That was scary enough for Erik to steer clear as much as he could. He shoved the rest of his sandwich in his mouth and stood. He was antsy to get rid of Mr. Berkley from his life.

	“I’m gonna go return them.”

	Billy stood as well. “I can go with, say we found it at the same time. I’ll be your alibi.”

	Erik clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, buddy.”

	As they made their way to the office, a voice stopped them.

	“Hey! Erik, Billy!”

	They turned as one. Joey was running their way.

	“What’s up, dude?” Erik asked.

	“Not much. Hey, wanted to know if you guys are going to my party Saturday night?”

	“Absolutely.” Billy nodded.

	“Never miss a party.” Erik scowled as though such a thing should be obvious.

	“Not a chance. Is it at your place?” Billy asked.

	Joey nodded. “Yup. Bringing Daisy over and invited the fans from last night, too. Just wanted to make sure I had you two coming, since we’re the A-list.” He smirked.

	“Oh, yeah, we’re such celebrities.” Billy rolled his eyes.

	“Hell yeah, we are. We gotta run. See you later, Joey.”

	“Okay, later.”

	“We found these. I think they belong to someone named Asher.” Erik did his best to look helpful as he stood in the principal’s office with the bag of clothes, Billy by his side.

	The secretary peered into the bag at the student’s ID tags and clothing. “Yes, that’s him. We’ll make sure he gets this. Thank you for returning it.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“Yeah, losing stuff sucks.” Billy smiled at the secretary, who smiled back as she wrote them a hall pass.

	Erik and Billy walked out, and for the first time that day, Erik had a good feeling about what he’d done.

	“Thanks again, Billy.” He gave him a fist bump.

	“Any time, man. Gotta run.”

	“Later.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Three days after the events in the gym, Billy and Erik were alone in the locker room after school.

	“Man, this fighting with you and Asher has gotten too ridiculous,” Billy admonished. He just couldn’t get his head around Erik’s attitude. His closest friend was obsessed with getting the best of Asher at every opportunity. Pfft. So much for staying in the closet and being secretive. Talk about a damn double standard. The situation grated on him, and the deeper it ground him down, the more he wanted out. All the way out.

	Would you pull your fucking head out of your ass for two seconds, Nordgren? You keep lying to everyone and doing this stupid fight shit...

	Billy relished times like this, when he could be alone with his friend. Maybe, just maybe, he could figure out what to say to get Erik’s mind off Asher and back on him. He’d give anything to be Erik’s lover again, but only if he’d be open, as in, completely out and free. He sighed. If only he could say it out loud.

	“Hey,” Erik grumbled. “He started it by kissing me and calling us lame and especially pissing on my singing. Then doing what he did in class? Ugh. Kid works my last damn nerve.”

	Billy groaned and rolled his eyes. “Then why are we waiting for him? You gonna jump him in here? Maybe seal him up in a locker this time? Really?” He slammed his locker door shut and narrowed his eyes at his friend. “Get a grip, Erik. You’re taking this stuff way too far and it’s petty.” He huffed. He was all for a good prank, but this was getting to be a bit too much, even for him.

	“Oh, hell no, Fluffo. I told you, this isn’t over with him and me. He got me again by tripping me in the cafeteria today, remember? He gets me, I get him.”

	Fuck, that damn nickname. I’ll never get him to stop calling me that, will I?

	“It’s all just one big game to you, isn’t it?” Billy shook his head.

	Erik ruffled his friend’s hair. “It’s all a game, right? Besides, what would I do without a punching bag to play with?”

	“I thought I was your punching bag.” Billy brushed Erik’s hand, hoping he would pick up on his softer tone. Gazing up, he tried to capture a glance from those gorgeous blue eyes. Anything beyond just a glimpse was golden. He could still imagine being in Erik’s strong arms—and the kisses. Holy fuck did he ever long to kiss Erik again.

	Unfortunately, the memories were less real and more like dreams with every day that passed. Billy’s feelings for Erik were still there, but it was painfully clear that it was one-sided. They’d only shared a few nights together, but it was enough to make Billy
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