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Chapter 1
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NICK ROMEO DREW HIS jacket close around him. Through the trees, the light of the full moon cast strange shadows on the open lawn of the quad. Nick liked the feel of mystery lurking in the darkness, but also the comfort of the familiar campus—as if something good was about to happen. 

"Man, are you sure about this?" Lamar Mercury, his roommate, shoved his hands into his pockets. The February night was unseasonably warm but still chilly. "This frat isn't known for being gay friendly."

"Ross needs to see me outside the classroom. He thinks I'm all business. I want to show him I know how to have a good time."

"What makes you think Ross will even be there?" 

"He's a pledge," Nick said. "He's required to be there."

"All this trouble for a guy you barely know. A month from now you'll forget all about him, just like you did Jesse last semester, and Paul before him. You've got a short attention span when it comes to hot twinks."

Lamar had a point. Nick had been at North Carolina Coastal College less than two years and had crushed on maybe a dozen guys. Not hookups—Nick didn't do those—but guys he fell for like a lovesick idiot, only to discover they were shallow, arrogant, or just plain dicks. 

He needed to be more discerning, but he'd grown up in a big Italian family where people were friendly and open. He didn't know how to play games when it came to dating. He figured one day he'd find a guy who appreciated him for who he was. 

Slowing to a stop as they approached the frat house, they hovered in the shadows. "If Tyler sees me," Lamar said, "you know he'll kick my ass out." 

Lamar had been locked in some kind of feud with Tyler Capelle for as long as Nick had known him. Something had happened between them their freshman year, before Nick started at Coastal. Even though this wasn't a private party, Tyler was now vice president of the Alpha Zeta Rho fraternity, and he didn't need a reason to kick them out. 

Lamar blew on his hands and rubbed them together. He was a big guy with broad shoulders and thick arms. It wasn't as if anyone was going to get physical with him—still, Nick knew he was uncomfortable.

Maybe this was a stupid idea after all. But he'd been trying for weeks to get Ross's attention, and this seemed like it might be his last chance. A guy that hot wouldn't stay single for long. 

"If we walk through the front door," Lamar said, "someone is sure to recognize us."

"Let's go in through the basement, where the bar is. The smokers hang out by the door there. We'll be less conspicuous." Nick shook his head. "What did you do to Tyler, that we need covert ops just to get into a frat party?"

"It's complicated. And why do you assume that I'm the one who did something to him?"

"Because I don't see you getting up in his face every time you run across him on campus. He's the one who's holding a grudge."

"It was mainly a misunderstanding. You'd think he'd be over it by now. The guy's got a temper and a long memory."

"Is he a racist? A homophobe?"

"Naw, nothing like that. Tyler's a good guy. But like I said, we had a misunderstanding."

They wound behind the three-story brick building to the cement patio where a small group hung out. As Nick and Lamar approached, a blonde in a pink hoodie stepped outside and into the haze. One of the smokers—dressed in a T-shirt and leather jacket, with spiked hair and a scruffy beard—grabbed her arm.

"Hey, baby, where you goin'?" he slurred. 

She pulled away her arm. "I'm not your baby." 

He stepped into her path. "I thought we were gonna dance." She tried to go around him, but he moved in front of her again, smirking. "Guess we're dancin' now." 

Nick shook his head and stepped up to the guy. "Dude, let her pass." 

The guy looked at him with glassy eyes and gave him the once over. He said to the woman, "I'm just playin'. You know that, don't you, baby."

"You're drunk, and you're an asshole," she said. 

Nick looked over at the sound of footsteps. A couple holding hands exited the building, and the blonde walked away with them. The drunk guy went back to his friends. 

Lamar clamped his hand on Nick's shoulder. "Straight guys," he said under his breath, shaking his head. Nick grinned. 

They continued into the bar, heads high like they had a right to be there—which they did, since the party was open to all students on campus.

Nick's eyes scanned the crowded basement for a sign of Ross. He'd be hard to see, because he was only five-eight or five-nine. Navigating his way through the crush of people, Nick saw a guy from behind who resembled Ross and headed in that direction. When he got close enough to see that it wasn't Ross, he started to turn, but some drunk frat boy waved his arms and pushed him right into the guy. The poor guy lost his balance, and Nick grabbed his arm to steady him.

A sweet face looked up at him with eyes like a summer sky. Golden-brown hair, chiseled cheekbones, soft pink lips begging to be kissed. Nick drew a breath and realized he was staring. He held onto the guy a minute, unable to force himself to let go. But the guy didn't shrink from his touch as expected. They gazed at each other through a couple of breaths, and Nick slowly lowered his hand.

"Sorry," was all he could say. "My bad."

"That's okay." The guy brushed his fingers through the hair over his ear, a nervous gesture so endearing that Nick felt a flutter in his heart.

"I'm Nick," he had the presence of mind to say.

"Julian."

"I haven't seen you around before." Wow, could I have come up with a lamer line than that?

"I'm a freshman. My brother is a member here."

"Are you pledging?"

"No, fraternity life isn't for me."

For some reason, that made Nick happy. He hadn't joined a frat himself, and it pleased him to know that Julian wasn't planning to, either.

"Would you like to dance?" Nick asked. The next moment, he realized what a dumb question that was. He was assuming Julian was gay, because he was definitely getting that vibe from him. But that wasn't the kind of mistake he wanted to make, not when Tyler already had it out for him and Lamar.

Julian licked his lips. That gesture shot a rush of blood straight to Nick's cock.

"I'm not sure..." Julian brushed the back of his hand against Nick's arm. "I'm not sure my brother would be happy seeing me dancing with a guy here."

"How about a beer, then?"

"Um...I'm not twenty-one yet. But a Coke would be good."

Nick led him to the bar, his hand at the small Julian's back. Lamar was there chatting up the bartender, who looked like a straight boy to Nick. But Lamar's gaydar was better, so Nick didn't question it.

"Two Cokes," Nick ordered.

"Coming right up, honey," the bartender said, his voice a teasing drawl. He was tall and slim with dark hair and—oh—sparkly eyeshadow.

They'd gotten a few sips into their Cokes when a hand grabbed Nick's shoulder roughly. "What do you think you're doing?" Tyler's voice. Nick recognized it even before he turned to see the guy's face. "Stay away from my brother, Romeo."

He pronounced it RO-meo, which was wrong, and Tyler knew it. "It's Ro-MAY-oh," Nick reminded him, as his heart sank. Julian is Tyler's brother. Shit. 

Before Nick could say another word, Ty had whisked Julian away, stopping only long enough to say a few words to some frat brothers who looked in Nick and Lamar's direction. Nick watched helplessly a moment before Lamar put a hand on his shoulder and they headed back out into the February night. 

***
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JULIAN GLARED AT TYLER, struggling to shut down the fury building in his chest. He paced the floor of his brother's room, where Ty had dragged him to get him away from Nick. It only took about six steps to cover the floor. The room was a single, small and sparse, yet comfortable—and neat enough that Ty could have moved in yesterday. Just like his room at home had always been. 

Julian spoke in a low tone, voice calm but hard as steel. "That guy wasn't bothering me." 

"He's bad news."

"Why? He seemed nice."

"You don't know what kind of weird stuff he and his so-called roommate are into."

Julian's eyes widened. "You mean, like, drugs?"

"I don't want you getting involved with them. You're just a kid—they'll take advantage of you."

Julian wrinkled his brow and pursed his lips. "I'm almost nineteen."

"College isn't like high school. In high school, guys are happy just to get laid. Those two are into some serious shit."

Julian stared, trying to make sense of his brother's words. "You mean sex stuff?"

Tyler pulled the chair away from the desk with a harsh scraping sound. He sat down facing the backrest, resting his folded arms on the worn wood. "Mom and Dad told me to look out for you, and that's what I'm doing. You're too trusting. Those guys will use up a kid like you." 

Julian leaned back against the closed door. Why was Tyler being cryptic? 

Ty was a good brother, and Julian trusted him. Sensible and cautious, Ty had been keeping Julian out of trouble his whole life. Even though he wouldn't elaborate, Ty must have a good reason for worrying about Julian getting involved with Nick. 

He would take Ty's advice, for now. But he wanted to know more about Nick Romeo. 

***
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NICK SAT ON THE EDGE of his bed, holding his head in his hands. His temples throbbed. All he wanted was to lie back down on the mattress and pull the covers over his head.

"That's what you get for playing quarters with the Iota A's," Lamar said.

"Who knew those girls could drink like that?"

"Drowning your sorrows is no way to live, son." Lamar shuffled some notes on his desk and closed his textbook. "Come on, we need to get to the cafeteria before it closes for breakfast."

"We can always pick up something at the student union later."

"Yeah, but that costs extra. Unlike you, Mr. Moneybags, I can't afford to turn down a cafeteria meal included in my board."

Nick downed two Advil with a Mountain Dew from the mini fridge, then shuffled his way into the hall bathroom for a quick shower. He let the hot water flow over his neck, hoping to loosen the tight muscles. But that didn't help his hangover.

On the way to the caf, he wore sunglasses to guard against the bright morning sun. His eyes scanned the continual flow of students in and out of the building, watching for Julian. 

He got some oatmeal and fruit, comfort food to settle his stomach and nourish his body after the way he'd abused it the night before. He added a twenty-four-ounce cup of coffee, hoping the caffeine would break the vise gripping his head.

He and Lamar found a table just in time for him to spot Julian leaving the caf with another guy at his side. Boyfriend? No, Julian hadn't had a boyfriend with him the night before. Probably his roommate.

Nick wished he could run after Julian but he couldn't abandon Lamar—even if he wouldn't have minded abandoning his breakfast. No rush, anyway. The student directory had told him where Julian lived. He'd find him before the day was out.

And he wouldn't let Tyler get in his way.

***
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"HON, I'M TELLIN' YOU, the role is yours if you want it." Danny Perez slicked pink gloss over his lips. His Mesoamerican features contrasted with his high-pitched voice and thick Southern drawl. 

Julian looked over at his roommate and shook his head. "I'm not sure why I even let you talk me into joining that Shakespeare troupe. And why no women?"

"Because we like to do it the old-fashioned way."

"You mean the sexist way?"

"All the guys are gay, so they'd rather be kissing boys, anyway." Danny watched his reflection in the mirror as he combed his fingers through his thick, dark waves. He turned and looked at Julian. "And tell me, who would make a prettier Juliet than you?"

"Is that a compliment?"

"Of course it is. Don’t tell me you feel insecure about your masculinity. I've seen your six-pack. Any red-blooded homosexual male would want to suck cocktail olives out of your belly button. The way you walk down the hallway to the showers with just a towel around your waist, you should be arrested for lewd behavior." He turned to look at his reflection again and fiddled with the cosmetics on top of the dresser. "Tell me, do you think false eyelashes would be too much?"

"I thought you had to study today."

"I do, but you never know who you might run into at the library. The love of my life could be waiting there for me."

Julian smiled at his friend's melodrama. "If he's the love of your life, you don't want to be stuck wearing false lashes every time you see him."

"Oh, you have a point. Maybe just a little eyeliner."

Julian walked to the window and looked out. The dormitory and the two frat houses on either side formed a triangle. A spacious lawn stretched between them. Pink okame cherry trees were just coming into bloom.

He startled when he spotted a man who looked like Nick. Heat rushed over his skin. Then, his stomach drooped when he realized it was someone else. 

Nick was more handsome than any man he'd seen in real life. Movie star jaw, dark hair and eyes. The way he'd looked at Julian, it was clear that he was gay, and interested. 

He turned over Ty's words in his mind. He hated to go against his brother, but Ty tended to be a bit harsh and judgmental. Besides, he hadn't even said what the problem was with Nick. Julian wasn't going to give up so easily, not without a reason. He'd be cautious, but he wanted to get to know Nick better. 

Opening the window, he let the breeze flow over him. It was ridiculously warm, but that was winter in the South. One day the temperatures teased you with the promise of spring, the next the deep freeze was back with jolting ferocity. He wanted to make the most of the seventy-degree weather while it lasted. Maybe he'd take his laptop outside to work. 

His eyes scanned the lawn, and he sighed. 

"Still thinkin' about the hottie from last night?" Danny asked. 

"I suppose. Why does he have to be roommates with Lamar Mercury, the one guy on campus that Ty can't stand?" 

"So you two can be star-crossed lovers. It's terribly romantic."

"Don't star-crossed lovers usually die in the end?"

"We all die in the end. The question is, what do you do with the time between the rise of the curtain and the fall? Make the most of it, hon. Go find your Italian." Picking up his backpack, Danny headed out wearing a crooked smile. 

***
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NICK CROSSED THE LITTLE-used road that separated the quad from a line of academic buildings and the student housing beyond. He rounded the corner of Cooper Hall, the economics and business headquarters where most of his classes were held, and stepped into the shade of a sprawling old oak. He stopped short. 

Framed between the bare branches, he could see Julian at the window of his dorm. Jeans hugged his slender waist, and a white tank showed his muscled forearms. He looked dazzling in the sunlight. 

Nick's skin tingled at the sight of him. The guy looked so vulnerable, it undid something inside Nick. Like he wanted to make sure no one could ever harm him. 

He suddenly got why Tyler was protective. Julian looked innocent and fresh-faced, like he'd just shown up straight off the farm. Every gay, single man in a thirty-mile radius would want a piece of him, and that went double for the creeps. 

Was Julian out of Nick's league? To be honest, a guy as beautiful as Julian was out of everyone's league. But he'd shown an interest at the party, so maybe Nick had a chance. 

And he was going to take it. 

Tension coiled in his stomach. He stepped out of the shadows and approached the dorm. Their eyes met, and a huge smile broke out over Julian's face. 

Nick's chest grew light. Was that smile really for him? Damn, he'd better take a minute to gather his wits, because all the blood had fled his brain for destinations further south. 
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