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      Rowen Garret is a sex god, a sex machine, a carousel of carnal fun that the coeds at Leland University have been known to hop on regularly, both in and out of football season. I’ve known this simple fact for years, and now the entire free world is in on this non-secret. His body is far leaner and meaner than I remember it. You could sit down and have dinner on those biceps of his. And forget about eating on those rock-hard, heavily sculpted abs—they’re the only thing you’ll be hungry for once you’re within biting range.

      “You’re staring—scratch that. You’re outright drooling,” Vi trills as she dances with her fruity-colored cocktail in an effort to divert my attention. The two of us have actually managed to herd ourselves to the Underground Tavern—the unofficial-slash-official—university bar situated just a mere hop and sorority skip from campus. Neither Vi nor I are actually interested in the Greek system, seeing that it might require more human interaction than either of us cares to offer. We prefer to stay safely tucked away in our dorm at Canterbury Hall. But tonight, the Leland Cougars brought home their first football victory—correction, Rowen Garret single-handedly commandeered the win—nevertheless, it’s led to the mandatory celebration at our own alcohol-soaked watering hole, and Vi and I have decided to venture out of our dorm to join in on the alcohol-laden fun.

      Vi—Violet Hathaway—is the first person whom I both met and liked once I arrived at Leland University. I’m not a people person by nature. No offense to the entire human race, but I’m more of a connoisseur of fictional characters than I am interested in those of the flesh and blood variety. I’d choose fiction over reality any day, and most days I do.

      “I’m not staring,” I’m swift to inform my bubbly, redheaded roommate. Vi is a walking testament to her Irish gene pool with that pale skin, eyes the color of a four-leaf clover, and all the other Irish, redheaded charm she exudes. We have that whole Irish thing in common, sans the fact my hair is several shades darker, and I’m far less excitable about life than she is in general. “And for sure I’m not drooling. I’m admiring. There’s a difference.”

      I glance down at my equally tutti-frutti drink and swirl its contents in my hands. The drinks are both virgins, as are the girls nursing them. And trust me, Vi and I have no problem with either. She let me know she came close to giving up her V-card last summer just prior to a breakup from hell, and for her sake, I’m glad she didn’t go through with it.

      But tonight isn’t about breakups or tossing all caution and our aforementioned V-cards to the wind. Tonight is about making a small effort to unify with the rest of the Cougar family over our first football victory.

      Along with our first game, it’s our first time at the Underground Tavern. It’s nice, in a cozy, dungeon-like frat house way—or at least the way I envision a frat house—with its dark paneling and almost garish display of school colors in the required cardinal and gold. There’s a house band on a tiny stage near the back, and a bunch of girls have kicked off their heels to swing their hips and fist pump to the rhythm. Much to my relief, the bar also serves food, so that takes all future pressure off hiding the fact I don’t actually imbibe or have the propensity to swing my hips while mildly threatening the house band with physical violence. Not that those fist pumping girls look as if they’re threatening anyone with anything but a good time. It’s just that with my resting bitch face and all around nonconformist attitude, I might look like a one-woman terror threat.

      A waitress breezes by with a heaping plate of nachos that looks as if it has everything mouthwatering under the sun piled on, and it makes my stomach wish I had something in it other than sugar and ice. The waitresses have been hauling out a steady stream of nacho heaven all night, assuring me that I’ll spend many a night for the next four years sitting right here enjoying both cheesy goodness and a cheesy cover band.

      My eyes snag on Rowen and his fresh out of the shower, school-issued polo wearing perfection, and my insides squeeze tight. I’ve seen Rowen around campus, and each and every time my body gives off some biological response, assuring me of the fact it’s still very much interested.

      “Simply admiring?” Vi hitches her thumb at him, and I all but swat her before I block her view of the hero of the night.

      “Let’s not give him any more attention than he deserves. Besides, I know him.” I swallow hard at the admission. It’s been so long since he was removed from the official friends and family list and relegated as nothing more than a mere acquaintance—a turn of events that I would have never believed if someone would have told me all those years ago—but I doubt I really know him anymore at all.

      Those emeralds she calls eyes nearly shoot right through me. “You know him?”

      “Yes, but don’t get excited. I don’t know him in the carnal sense.” I’d tell her to get her head out of the gutter, but, with Rowen, the gutter is the next logical step. Just as I’m about to fill her in on this seeming miracle, Ember pops up and knocks her hips into ours, baptizing both of our sweaters with our matching tutti-frutti drinks. Lucky for us, we opted to wear our matching L.U. sweatshirts in the obligatory shade of cardinal, so it’s not much of an issue.

      “How are my witches and bitches?” Ember—September Sparks—is just as lively as her quasi-curious name suggests. Vi has let me know in the past that if I think Ember is a character, wait until I meet her mother. And since parent day is coming soon to a campus near you, I can attest I’ll be the first in line to meet and greet her. Ember has proven to be ceaseless entertainment these last two weeks. Fall semester is just getting underway, and with Ember and Vi around, it feels as if I’ve been at Leland all my life. Everything about them, about Leland, is familiar, comfortable like a pair of well-worn shoes.

      Ember is also doing time in Canterbury Hall, in the dorm room next to ours to be exact. She doesn’t really care for her persona non-grata roommate, so we’ve sort of adopted Ember as our own. She’s cute and impossibly petite, with a headful of long caramel-colored curls and bright blue eyes that are rimmed with lime green. She’s one of those effortless beauties that makes both men and women alike straighten in her presence.

      Vi hikes her brows, amused. “Sophie, here, was just going to fill me in on her one-night stand with Randy Rowen.”

      “That’s disgusting.” I’m quick to frown at the idea, but my thighs tremble at the prospect. “He’s like a brother to me.” Now that’s a lie. “Actually, he was my brother’s best friend. They sort of drifted apart.” Sort of drifted apart? More like blew apart with the subtlety of a nuclear missile. I take a sip of my drink and try not to avert my eyes at the brevity I just allotted their lifelong tumultuous relationship. “Rowen and my brother, Braden, were pretty tight for years, right up until Rowen broke his girlfriend’s ruby red heart. Soon thereafter, Becca, the ruby red girlfriend in question, ended up with my brother.”

      I try to shrug it off as if we had long since mended from the trauma, but, the truth is, that laceration is still split wide open and bleeding. I guess some wounds never really heal.

      “That sort of killed their budding bromance,” I continue. “Rowen hasn’t come around in years. Becca is still there, though. She and my brother are sort of a fixture now.” Becca is okay, but it’s been three years, and we’re not really all that much closer than we started when she and my brother first got together. I always imagined that once Braden was finally snapped off the market, his new girlfriend would become the sister I never had—shopping, braiding each other’s hair, I wanted the whole nine girly yards, so I sort of feel gypped in that respect. Those are the very things I once had with Mindy, Rowen’s little sister. She was my best friend right up until we fell into that fissure our brothers created. We chose sides, and they weren’t with each other.

      The breakup happened three years ago, and it still feels like a fresh trauma. That violent lamps-knocked-to-the-floor-windows-shattering fistfight Rowen and Braden had bounces through my mind, and I bounce it right back out. I hurt just as much as Braden did during that terrible time in our lives. He lost Rowen, and I lost Mindy. Braden and I are three years apart, and Rowen and Mindy are exactly that. I always felt our families fit neatly together. Our parents all got along great, too. Our mothers would buy Mindy and me matching Christmas sweaters each year and the four of us would go caroling through our snowy neighborhood. I miss those happy days. I miss my mother’s twinkling smile.

      Braden and I lost our mom to cancer when I was fourteen and he was eighteen. Rowen was the first to hug me after the funeral. I’ll never forget the words he whispered into my ear, I promise you’ll never be alone. I’ll make sure of it. And then a few years and a rotten breakup later, he was gone. That simple promise evaporated right along with him. That’s when I realized people don’t really mean what they say, especially not in times of tragedy. It’s just word vomit to get them out of an uncomfortable situation. If my life were a book, the words Rowen whispered would have meant something. They would have resonated like some sort of anthem and been the cornerstone of some ridiculous happily ever after.

      Instead, Rowen is the star quarterback of the Leland Cougars and the self-appointed one-night stand king in all of Moon Ridge—all of Colorado, for that matter. His mattress moves have been vetted by just about everyone with ovaries, west of the continental divide. Which is probably why the blonde, breasty masses are encircling him at the moment as if some naughty nightly ritual is about to take place. It most likely is.

      “So?” Vi nods over to the swelling crowd of estrogen overtaking Leland’s crowned carnal king. “Why don’t we head over and you can introduce us?” She bites down over her strawberry-stained lip as a strangled purr emits from her. Even though Violet went through a horrible breakup last summer, she claims she’s over it and ready to hunt and trap with the best of us. Only I’m not particularly in either hunting or trapping mode these days, so she’ll have to set her traps solo.

      My eyes flit toward that tribal circle quickly forming around Leland’s prized quarterback as the girls start in on some sexual chant I’m loath to decipher. I’ve had a mean crush on Rowen Garret for as long as I can remember. Just being in the same room with him makes my body heat spike, my cheeks catch fire as if I’ve just tripped and fallen into the hottest part of my own sexual sun.

      The thought of introducing my new friends to a boy I hardly know anymore is the last sober thing on the planet I’m willing to do.

      “No,” I flatline, turning my back to the baller in question. He’s good at sacking them by the dozens. I’ll give him that. “No way, no how. He’s practically a stranger to me now. Besides, I’m horrified at the thought of how many girls he’s twirled over his man parts over the last few years. He’s a walking venereal disease. Trust me, none of us are vaccinated enough to be in a ten-foot radius of him or that harem of hussies that follows him around.”

      “Speaking of man parts.” Ember twitches her blonde head toward the epicenter of what I’m sure is panning out to be a whole new strain of viral herpes. “Kendra Pierson let me in on a not-so little tidbit during the game. Turns out, Rowen Garret’s boy toy actually has a rather crude and rude moniker all of its own.”

      My heat index hits critical mass at the mere mention of Rowen Garret’s boy toy. Way back when, Rowen was a nice guy, one of the best, and I would have bet good money that I would never be embroiled in such a rude and crude conversation regarding my friend’s manhood just a few years down the road. But then my mother died and the world turned itself inside out, and now it seems the rabbit hole I’ve fallen into is a never-ending carnal cluster of surprises—Rowen’s need to impale an entire bevy of girls with his flesh-covered sword being the biggest of them. No pun intended.

      “Well? I can hardly stand the heat—I mean suspense.”

      Ember twitches those sparkly pink lips. “The Colossus.”

      Vi shakes her head. “As in the roller coaster?”

      “Yes.” Ember glances back at our amusement park hero. “Word on the heavily trafficked walk of shame is that his woody is one wild ride that takes you to heights only someone of his—colossal size—for lack of a better word, can take you.”

      There have been times in my life that I have felt as if I were about to simultaneously pass out and vomit, and this is most certainly one of them. As much as I hate the idea in theory—Rowen Garret owns my heart. He has since that first day my sleepy six-year-old eyes landed on him. There are some people you need a lifetime to love and others you give your heart to at a glance, and Rowen fell into the latter category for me.

      I do a quick sweep of the vicinity in the event Braden and Becca may have accidently stumbled into this chaos. Not that they would. For the most part, Braden and Rowen have entertained a well-choreographed ballet of avoiding one another these last few years—so much so that my brother, the football aficionado, once player for the Cougars himself, hasn’t been to a game in years. Correction, he and Becca attend every game of our crosstown rivals, the Bixby Bears. As much as my brother can’t stand the sight of Rowen, he wasn’t actually going to give up his love of screaming his vocal cords into paralysis from the cheap seats.

      “The Colossus, huh?” I’m stunned into submission, and that’s something that doesn’t happen too often. I’ve ridden the Colossus a time or two—the old wooden roller coaster, not the new and improved Garret version. All of that bobbing, the side to side swaying, the whiplash twists and turns, that final gravity defying loop…

      I glance over to Rowen, and my panties melt on cue. “Sounds like a harrowing ride if you ask me.”

      Vi waves me off with the flick of her wrist. “I’m sure he’d manscape for an old friend.” She gives a cheesy wink from over the rim of her glass.

      “I said harrowing not hairy, and eww by the way. I’ll pass. I’m not one for cheap thrills. Speaking of which. There’s something else I’m glad we passed on.” I nod to the oversized, bright orange sign pinned to the wall that we’re all but holding up. The scare tactic All slots are nearly full! is printed thickly over the words Be a part of social relations history in the making and sign up now for a chance at LOVE! The Social Experiment wants and needs you today!  “Just the way they capitalized the L word lets you know they’re mocking it.”

      The Social Experiment is all anyone on campus has talked about since move-in day, a month before the semester ever began. Dexter Houston, a questionably esteemed member of the psychology department, is heading up what I’m guessing will pan out to be Leland’s first and last public foray into hostile dating waters. They’re in the process of recruiting guinea pigs, then penning them in with one another until they undeniably find true lust. The only thing they’ll most likely find is an incurable form of gonorrhea.

      You can’t go ten feet on campus without hearing Dexter’s name whispered like some demonic chant. He’s cast some sort of delusional hex upon the entire student body, and the media is picking up on our misfortune.

      Vi clicks her tongue at the desperate orange sign just begging for another fool to splatter their heart over the dotted line in hopes of landing their very own rejection. I’ve read the fine print. The entire nightmare will be filmed and aired on some no-name YouTube channel in hopes to make Dexter Houston a billionaire off the backs of unsuspecting coeds—and I do mean backs. How the university can okay this titillating travesty has me rethinking my Cougar pride.

      Vi leans in and lands an arm over both Ember and me. “They’ve asked that we come in tomorrow at three to get our assignments.” Vi shrugs while Ember and I try to decode the word vomit that just gurgled from her. “The people at TSE.” She nods. “That’s what the minions that actually man the fort at the Social Experiment call themselves—TSE. I signed the three of us up just before the game.”

      “What?” Ember and I balk in unison, only my balk is more of a cackle because there is no way in hell I’ll be front and center, ready and willing, to see what the TSE dating gods have in store for me. Rumor has it, every chess club on campus, every frat house gamer, and every beer pong champion alike have signed up for a chance at free hickeys. No thank you. I’d rather have a beer bong enema than be forced to speed date the entire campus geek squad. Not that I have anything against a single member of the aforementioned groups—it’s just that my level of perfection has been slightly skewed by a boy who has traded in his good name for something akin to a ride at an amusement park.

      “I’m not kidding,” Vi insists. “They offered a fifty percent off one item in the student store for every two friends you referred. And seeing that you two were the only two friends I have, you fit the bill.”

      A waitress breezes by with a heaping plate of everything under the sun nachos, and Ember grunts as if she’s about to upchuck a plate of everything under the sun herself.

      Em forces a smile. “What, pray tell, did you purchase with the blood money, Violet?”

      “That cute little floral cardinal and gold paisley scarf I’ve had my eye on. It reduced the price from fifty-nine ninety-nine to a flat thirty bucks—a totally doable price. And I’ve already decided we can share it. You’re welcome.”

      “You’re kidding.” I’m still laughing, but truthfully, this entire conversation has gone from hilarity to horror. “There’s no way I’m hocking my heart so a bunch of faceless people in white robes can document their findings. It’s ridiculous. No one finds love under normal circumstances, let alone herded in groups like a bunch of laboratory sexed-up rats. You of all people should know that.” Okay, that was a low blow, but after being sold out for a paisley scarf—that I’m only half-convinced she’ll be willing to part with on the rare occasion, it felt rather justified.

      “You’re right.” Vi’s eyes glitter with moisture, and now I feel like a grade A ass. She gives a few steady blinks. “If anyone has learned that love is nothing but a joke, it’s me, but that’s sort of why I did it.” She ducks a little. “I thought maybe I should get back out there. And if anything, this will force me to do just that.”

      “God—yes.” I’m quick to wrap an arm around her. It’s clear poor Vi is just trying to get over that monster that stomped all over her heart. I don’t have all the details that went into the breakup, but I’ve known Vi just long enough to surmise she’s the kindest, nicest girl on the planet, and anyone who hurts her has to be an egotistical asshole. All I know for sure is that his name is Lane Cooper, and that’s only because she’s used his proper name once. Every other time she’s referenced him as Lame, which is totally fitting. In my opinion, if you ever come across someone whose name rhymes with something that can be construed as ridiculously idiotic, I’d take it as a red flag and run the hell away.

      I clear my throat and offer a solemn nod to Violet. “We’re in total support of you doing something so creative to get back out there. We’ll be your biggest cheerleaders. We’ll even help you plan outfits and be your glam squad on game day.” There. Violet has two built-in cheerleaders, ready and willing to support her from the safety of the sidelines. What more could she ask for?

      Ember spikes a well-manicured finger in the air. “Coffee is on me after your first experiment.”

      The only clue that Dexter and his small army of clinicians have offered is that the experiments won’t be conventional, and they won’t be the same for everybody. Not only is your mystery date the equivalent of playing testosterone Russian roulette, but what you might be doing with them—to them, is just as much in the perverted air. Which derives a big fat no thank you from me. I’m plenty happy curling up with a good—read dirty—romance novel on what’s panning out to be a typical Friday night.

      Vi shakes her head so fast her earrings ring like chimes. “I can’t do it alone. That’s why I need the two of you. There’s no way I would ever do something so scary, so out there and off-putting all by my lonesome.” She hooks her arm through mine and her other through Ember’s until we form a shorthand version of a chorus line. “You’re my new best friends. You’re all I’ve got at this overpriced, oversized university. Besides, by the time we graduate, we’ll practically be sisters. And what do sisters do best? They stick together!” She ends her quasi-cheer with a kick, and I’m quick to groan at her pep rally tactics.

      Ember coos as if Vi just produced a puppy dressed in a suit—there actually was a puppy stuffed into a makeshift tuxedo as a part of Alpha Nu’s recruitment strategy in the quad this afternoon, and swear to God, it was the cutest damn thing I have ever laid eyes on, but I digress.

      “No,” I cut Ember off before she coos her way into submission and lands us both in hot sexual waters tomorrow afternoon.

      “Yes.” Ember knocks my knee out with a gentle nudge from her own, and I’m forced to do a quick curtsey. “We will gladly help our friend in need. Besides, she’s already spent the fifty percent off coupon. You wouldn’t want the student store employees to come after her with a Cougar emblazoned baseball bat, would you?” Ember’s navy lashes blink like rabid birds. “What’s one little date going to hurt if it means helping a friend out?”

      “Yeah, Soph.” Vi gives my arm a sharp tug and pulls me in close until I’m getting high off the toxic scent of her sugary perfume. “What’s one little dating experiment going to hurt? Who knows? One of us might actually find true love.”

      “True love!” Ember is quick to toast the oxymoron before knocking back the rest of her drink. And I’m starting to feel like a moron myself because I can’t seem to fight the urge to resist the madness.

      “True love.” I glance across the room at that crowd of coeds surrounding Rowen Garret and his colossal manhood. The sea of sorority girls parts just enough, and his eyes magically latch onto mine. My body catches fire as every muscle in me paralyzes with fear, and just like that, the carnal crowd closes in on him again, but his searing gaze is still set my way. Something about that soulful glance has incinerated me right down to the marrow. This tiny physical cue is the most communication we’ve shared in years. And for the life of me, I cannot guess what he’s trying to say. Does he even recognize me anymore?

      “Well?” Vi hops up and down, inadvertently breaking my trance, and I’m thankful for it.

      Something in me burns all right—with anger this time. Who does Rowen think he is looking at me that way? Acting like the carnal class clown? Giving his attention to every girl on campus while gifting my brother and me the middle finger by way of his silence—granted, Braden would gift him the middle finger for trying to break his silence, but still.

      “Oh, why the hell not,” I blurt in frustration while both Vi and Ember squeal and gyrate their hips to the music blaring over the speakers.

      “Tomorrow is a new beginning, girls!” Vi pulls us toward the dance floor.

      “To new beginnings!” Ember shouts and laughs as if she doesn’t have a care in the world, and she doesn’t. And for the first time, I’m feeling that way, too.

      “To new beginnings!” I shout just as I spot Rowen leaving with a blonde prospect for the night. And just like that, my enthusiasm fades as quick as it came. Something tells me it’s going to take more than some laboratory experimentation to get over Rowen Garret.

      I accidentally gifted my heart to him all those years ago, and I have no idea how to get it back.

      [image: ]

      The entry to the psychology department is crowded with eager bodies. You would think they were giving away keys to an entire slew of brand new SUVs instead of a chance to humiliate yourself on what amounts to worldwide television.

      Violet, Ember, and I stand in a line that only seems to grow longer as the minutes tick by before miraculously—and suspiciously, just at the moment I was about to hop out of this hotbed of insanity—we end up face to face with a rather bedraggled looking staffer whose name tag reads Missy. Her glasses are poetically crooked, and her hair looks as if it’s doing its best impersonation of withstanding an electrocution.

      “Names?” she barks with the tenacity of a drill sergeant, and I shoot Vi a look that suggests there’s still time to duck and cover, but Vi simply leans over and gives her all the first-name-surname details the girl seems so hungry for.

      Missy scans the paperbound database before her. And what the hell is that crap anyway? Isn’t the whole idea of the Social Experiment supposed to be quasi-avant guard and edgy? Why isn’t this valuable data nestled somewhere on a Google spreadsheet the way God intended rather than a phone book thick manifesto that looks straight out of the dot matrix printing era?

      My right foot begins on a manic tapping spree that I’m hoping will morph into an involuntary sprint leading me very far, far away from this throwback from The Dating Game. If Braden had an inkling of what I was signing up for, my overprotective, over analytical brother would steer me to another, far more nefarious part of the psychology department to have my head examined.

      “Sophie Meyers?” Missy slides her thick-framed glasses up the ridge of her slightly crooked nose.

      “It’s Meyer,” I say as politely as possible without sounding like an ass. I’m not sure why I bother to correct anyone. In all honesty, my relatives probably should have tacked on an S to the end of our name once they crossed Ellis Island all those Irish immigration decades ago.

      “Congratulations!” She bats her magnified Colorado blue-sky eyes up at me along with a hesitant smile. “You’ve been bumped into group A. There was a dropout at the last minute. So if you don’t mind, you can step through those doors where you’ll be briefed on the nature of your experiment before our lawyers meet with you.” She wrinkles her nose as if the mention of professional legal eagles isn’t really something to get my pretty little head worked up over. And really? It’s probably not. I mean, it’s not as if I’ll be frisked and taken in for questioning. It’s probably a cakewalk—literally. How suggestive is this Dexter dude really allowed to get on the university’s watch, anyway? It’s not like the Dean is going to allow some porn flick to piece together, involving seventy percent of the student body no less. Yes, The Cougar Report, our resident fish wrapper, actually suggests this raw data is true. Seventy percent of my peers think one mass swipe right is a very good idea.

      “Actually”—I pull Vi over and place her front and center so that Missy here can feast her crooked little opticals in the right direction—“you can give my slot to my newly minted best friend. I’ll take whatever spot you were about to give her.”

      “Nice move,” Em whispers from behind, and I give a slight nod, rather proud of how quickly I was able to think on my desperate-to-run-like-hell feet.

      “No can do.” Missy drops the manufactured smile from her face, and in its place is the mask of fear. “Professor Houston—I’m sorry, he’s not a professor. I’m not to say that.” She takes a moment to scold herself, and by proxy scares the hell out of the three of us. “Mr. Dexter Houston is adamant that his placements are purposely directed. I can no more move your placement than I can move this building. What’s designated on this paperwork for you is written in stone. It’s destiny.”

      My mouth falls open at her odd level of devotion to this love guru who has one very public breakup on his résumé as his only means of recommendation for this circus he’s commandeering.

      “Yes, you can,” I assure her. “I was bumped into group A, and I can just as easily be bumped right out of it, Missy.” I couldn’t help but tag it with her name. It’s not my fault that when given the right inflection it could be misconstrued as a putdown. “It’s not written in stone. It’s not even written in binary coding. It’s written in pencil, the least reliable source of inputting information next to sand. I’m betting I can wipe my finger over that number sitting beside my name—and presto—you’d be forced to put me at the bottom of that list.”

      Vi stomps down on my foot so hard with that cobbler’s hoof she insists on donning, aka wooden Swedish clog, and I bite down over my lip to keep from yodeling out in pain.

      “Don’t ruin this for me, Soph.” She blinks those impossible puppy dog eyes up at me with the waterworks already going, and I’m beginning to think she has an internal faucet attached. I swear on all that is holy, I’ve never before seen a person cry on cue like Vi. It’s some sort of black magic they taught her at that pricey boarding school she was reared at.

      “Fine.” I force a tight smile, stepping into the limelight once again, and Missy couldn’t be happier. Even her hair seems to be standing up a little straighter with pride at the fact she’s wrangled yet another sucker into the Dexter Houston dating ride from hell. “You got me.”

      “Group A meets right through those doors,” Missy sings with excitement and most likely relief.

      “Great. We’ll head right over as soon as my friends get punched in.” Let’s hope for Vi’s sake I won’t be tempted to do a little punching myself after this miserable day is over.

      “No can do!” Missy sings, two for two with the catchphrase. I’m beginning to think everything that comes from her mouth is canned straight from the Dexter Houston script she’s been threatened to read from. “You’ll have to go it alone.”

      Great.

      Vi gets second round, and Ember gets the third, groups B and C respectively.

      “I’m getting the feeling The Social Experiment gods believe strongly in the divide and conquer technique.” I scowl at the dark mouth of the building I’m questionably destined to walk through.

      “Sorry.” Vi makes a face, and for a moment, I’m tempted to give her my name badge. Why couldn’t she be Sophie Meyers with an S? Technically, I’m not Sophie Meyers. That one extra consonant could cost their purposefully directed, paper and pencil destiny-bound registry one serious misstep. The only thing I’m destined for is one crap ride.

      Vi’s shoulders sag as her watery lime-colored eyes blink back tears once again, and she’s got me.

      “Don’t be sorry.” I adjust the collar under her sweater. Vi is the only girl I know who actually understands how to pull off layers as effortlessly as a department store mannequin. “I’m thrilled to do it.” And, at the moment, Vi is the only girl I know who I would voluntarily lie to just to maintain peace within our friendship—but just this once because I completely detest a liar. “I’ll meet you guys back at Canterbury with all the dirty little details. Go on, get some coffee and send some good luck vibes my way. This is all about finding true love, right?”

      The two of them offer up frenetic nods, and we hug it out before I march straight into that dark, unknowable hole that might as well be the bowels of that four-letter word I’ve yet to see, LOVE. I take a deep breath as I follow a sign that reads The Social Experiment with a thick arrow pointing to a room that emanates an unreasonable amount of light.

      Don’t go to the light, my heart screams.

      But my body never seems to listen.

      [image: ]

      I was totally wrong about that whole cakewalk thing. I am very much frisked and taken in for questioning. They do a complete purse and body pat down, searching for what I’m assuming is the mace I might inevitably need when paired up with the sex-deprived frat boy who crawled out from under his Xbox. (I may be sex-deprived myself, but that’s beside the point.) Nevertheless, the quasi-physical assault was nothing compared to the machine gun questioning that spanned a painful twenty minutes by a panel of five pimple-faced peers who—swear to God, if I catch on campus, I will cut a look that will be far more lethal than any contraband I might have tried to sneak by their TSA-worthy search squad. Ask me to rate my morals on a sliding scale one more time and see if I don’t turn my bracelet into brass knuckles. I’m here on scholarship. It’s no coincidence I survived thirteen years of the Moon Ridge public school system. Not that the Moon Ridge public school system would invoke a sense of dread in anyone in their right mind, but still. I can smell a trust fund baby a mile away, and I’m looking at five of them.

      Shortly thereafter, I’m sent to hair and makeup, where I’m treated to a blow out and all of Sephora’s finest offerings. I almost don’t recognize myself once the glam squad fairies work their magic on me. I run through legal and sign the next six weeks of my life away. Apparently, one hot mess of a date does not an experiment make, so six painful weeks it is. I’d make a run for it, but they’ve already dusted my face with enough sparkling highlighter to make sure I have that Chernobyl glow you can quickly spot in a crowd. There’s no blending in or turning back now. Finally, I’m escorted into a room decorated with reclaimed wood, black glossy floors, and dozens of cameras all zeroed in on yours truly. Nothing awkward at all.

      A smiling young man with a clean-shaven head speeds my way wearing a sweater vest and torn Levi’s. “My name is Seth Bradshaw. I’ll be your sensory guide for the entirety of your journey.” I heard spirit guide, and now I’m questioning whether or not I’ve signed up for an out-of-body experiment that I’m pretty sure is totally against my religion. If that’s not basis enough to turn and run like hell, what is? In fact, weren’t the last words my mother spoke to me—don’t trust a man in a sweater vest?

      Okay, kidding. Bad joke at that, but at the moment, I’m sweating right down to the soles of my feet.

      “Your assignment is simple,” he continues. “I’ll lead you to the room in the back. The lights will be out. You’ll be in complete darkness.”

      “Darkness? As in zero light? As in Edison-the-asshole’s-great-electrical-heist-of-1879-will-not-be-permitted kind of a darkness?”

      His brows twitch with confusion. “Yes. Pitch-black.” He pauses a moment in the event I decide to throw another historical curveball his way. I don’t usually go around memorizing hard dates, but they just so happened to cover that tidbit in American history the other day. “A bell will go off, and the partition between you and your suitor will be removed. You’re in a small space, so you’ll be within touching distance. This will last for thirty seconds.”

      “Back the train up.” I hold up my hand, and he ducks as if he’s already dodged a fist to the face more than once today, and I’m betting he has. “Touching? Let me get this straight. I’m in for a round of Seven Minutes in Heaven, only I don’t have any clue as to whom I’ve paired me with?”

      “Bingo. The objective is to kiss—if you wish.” That rubber band smile snaps back on his face. “Follow me. You’ll be a natural. Would you like a breath mint?”

      “No thanks.” God, what did I eat for lunch? A burrito? An egg sandwich? I can’t think straight to save my halitosis-riddled life. “On second thought, yes.” Although I’m pretty sure I won’t be smooching with anyone in the next few weeks, let alone minutes. The legal team made it clear that all kissing, loving, touching, squeezing is strictly voluntary—and strictly the point—but at any time either my suitor or I say the word no all bets are off. The TSE team will monitor our every move, assuring me that I should feel safe no matter what situation I’m put in.

      Seth hands me a mint that probably has its own rating on the Scoville heat index, and I painfully chomp it down, turning my entire digestive tract into a peppermint fun factory should my suitor’s tongue decide to dive for stomach acids.

      “And then what happens?” I ask, hardly keeping up with him as he leads me toward a door that reads talent only beyond this point.

      God, I’m not the talent, am I? I don’t have any talent to speak of, unless you count the fact I can pick up loose change off the floor with my toes, and that’s strictly quarters only.

      “And then”—Seth pats my shoulders down as if ironing out the wrinkles on my sweater—“we turn on the lights for ten seconds so you can assess one another.”

      “After that?” I’m almost afraid to ask.

      “The lights go back out, and you have a thirty-second window to continue doing whatever it is you were doing.”

      “Kissing.” Or in my case ducking—decking sounds more like a possibility. Although, for Vi’s sake, I might be up for a quick peck. Just the thought of kissing a total stranger in the dark has each nerve in my body screaming with alarm—and as much as I don’t want to admit it, a little titillated with excitement at the very same time.

      Seth grunts as he shoots a disproving look to the door. “Believe me, people have been getting a lot more mileage off of different body parts in there this afternoon.”

      “Oh.” I take a half-step back. “You’ve disinfected, I’m assuming.” I’m going to kill Vi. I’ll use that paisley cardinal and gold scarf she’s purchased with my virginal blood to do it with.

      A red light blinks on overhead.

      “He’s in.” Seth moves me to the door.

      “He’s in?” Every cell in my body hits its panic-riddled zenith as I’m shoved into the dark pit of the cool, dark room that slightly smells of a pine-scented scrub down.

      “And you’re in, too,” Seth sings. “One rule. You don’t say a single word.”

      Just like that, the door closes, and I’m swallowed by a thick blackness I have never known before. A horrible fear grips me, and just as I’m about to scream and pound my way out of this university-issued tomb, I hear the slide of the partition pulling away and a pair of warm hands pats over my arms. Without hesitating, I glide my palms over a sturdy chest, higher still until I reach what I’m guessing is three-day old scruff—something I find sexy as hell, and I’m instantly aroused. Stupid, stupid hormones.

      He takes a step in and cups my cheeks, and I can feel the heat of his body as he edges in closer still. His lips touch over the side of my face, gliding down until they hit pay dirt and our mouths brush over one another, bumping against one another softly.

      My nameless, faceless suitor smells nice, spritzed with just the right amount of what my senses tell me is very expensive cologne. The scent of fresh peppermint emanates from his breath, and for a moment, I’m thanking God I opted for the mint from hell.

      His lips move over mine slowly at first, then hard and lingering until my mouth falls open and I let this nameless, faceless, minty, expensive cologne wielding boy into my world. His tongue brushes over mine, and a pulse of electricity rides along each bedraggled nerve in my body. My fingers press into his steely arms as my mouth drinks down the heady, earthshattering movements his lips deliver to mine. My God this boy can turn water into wine with this blessed mouth of his. The ferocity picks up and soon he’s delivering something darker, deeper than the simple peck we started off with. These are deliberate kisses—I want to bed you kisses, let me take you home with me and I’ll show you what else I can do with my mouth kisses. His mouth moves greedily over mine and I can’t help but moan with approval—with wanting. This stranger has me captivated, desperate for one more moment locked at the lips.

      I’ve kissed a boy or two. But this? It’s as if I’ve never lived, let alone touched my lips to another human being. My heart rages against my chest as if begging the moment to go on forever. Wave after wave of adrenaline fills me until I’m about to die a thousand sweet deaths by way of this soft electrocution.

      The lights blink on and we both back away, calm at first, then with the sting of panic.

      Shit!

      That kiss wasn’t gifted to me by some errant frat boy who crawled out from under his Xbox. That kiss was gifted to me by none other than Leland University’s very own star quarterback, Rowen Garret.

      It’s Rowen.

      I’ve just kissed Rowen.

      Rowen Garret just had his tongue in my mouth, and I’ve lived to tell about it.

      He stares back at me with those serious deep gray eyes, that gorgeous dark glossy hair I haven’t seen this close up in eons, looking every bit the sex god he purports to be. Dear God, Rowen is cuttingly handsome to the bone, and I’ve just committed the single physical act I’ve dreamed about with him for the last twelve years.

      And just like that, the lights go out again.
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      Sophie Meyer.

      Of all the girls on campus—most of which I have already taken a bite out of, how could it be Sophie?

      Damn, she’s beautiful. The second the lights blinked on, I felt a rattling right down to my bones. And now that the lights are off, I have a decision to make.

      My heart does its best to kick right out of my chest. My ears thump with their own psychotic rhythm. And as much as I want to fight it, the clock is ticking away. I have seconds to decide what to do next.

      My muscles twitch in her direction. Without putting too much thought into it, my hands float up to her cheeks and I cup them, drawing her near to me one more time. I land my lips over hers, soft as a whisper—an I’ve missed you, an apology all at once. If she didn’t taste so good the first time. If she wasn’t so damn beautiful. If she wasn’t on my mind since the day I saw her a few weeks back, then again last night—

      Her arms swivel around my waist as she pulls me in, her fingers digging into my flesh. Those petal soft lips press against mine as her tongue spears me with an intensity only matched by my own. Sophie and I go at it as if it were our last few seconds on Earth, as if the walls were about to crumble around us and Braden himself were about to appear.

      I kick her big brother out of my mind. This isn’t about him, or what’s become of him. This is a moment I’m having with Sophie, the girl who was staring me down last night like she wanted to knife my balls off. But if I’m honest, all I really wanted to do with Sophie last night was this. I had a girl set to go for the night, and as soon as we walked out of that bar, I let her go. I couldn’t get Sophie out of my head, and now here she is, her tongue twisted up with mine like a pretzel. Her sweet, hot mouth melts into me as a hearty groan works up from my throat. My entire body fills with heat just knowing that I’m holding her like this.

      Holy hell. None of this is real. I’m betting that once the lights go on again, I’ll get a better look at the poor girl, and she won’t be anywhere near Sophie’s level of beauty. I just saw what I wanted to see. This is all just a step away from a fantasy to begin with.

      And just like that, the lights pop on like a slap.

      My heart stops. Those are still Sophie’s wild eyes pinned to mine. Our chests pound in sync as if we just ran a miracle mile.

      That face, that mouth, those golden eyes filled with hatred and a mixture of something I can’t quit identify—it’s all too real.

      “Shit,” I pant, soft as a whisper, as I take her in. I can’t do this, so I do the only thing I can—turn and speed out the door.

      Petra, the timid brunette assigned to keep charge over me while I foul up my life in this social debacle, ushers me into the same over-lit room where this nightmare began.

      “How did it go? Did you like her? Would you want to do that again?” Her bright speckled eyes ignite as if she somehow swallowed the light around us. I’ve seen Petra around campus. She let me know she’s a junior, loves drama, but opted for psych. Petra is a girl I wouldn’t usually have a lot in common with, and yet, here we are, locked eye to eye in a strangulating gaze.

      “It went. Yes, I liked her, but—” I rake my fingers through my hair just trying to keep up with the thoughts racing through me. “I don’t think I can do it again.”

      “No worries.” Her eyes flit to the opened door with a look that suggests she is very damn worried. “You have an entire week to think on it.”

      “So, that’s it? I’m free to go? You’re not going to sit us in a room and make us wrangle this out?”

      “Heavens no. You’ll wrangle it out with the panel. Just a few quick questions before you go.” A high-pitched laugh escapes her. “Of course, we’ll meet again next week. Same bat station. Same bat channel.”

      “Same girl?”

      “Same girl.” She gives a friendly wink as if doing her best to settle me down. It’s not working. “And if you both show up and complete the next task, then we move on to the next level.”

      “What’s the next task?”

      “I’m not allowed to say.”

      “Say it,” I bark it out meaner than I intended, and she hugs the laptop in her arms a little bit tighter.

      “Okay,” she whispers, looking suspiciously past her shoulder. “Second verse might be same as the first. But it’s a little more involved.”

      “How involved?”

      “We up the time to ten minutes.” She shrugs it off as if it were no big deal.

      Ten minutes. For a moment, I envision Sophie and me right back in that room doing just that for ten solid, savory minutes, and my boxers twitch with an indelible ache.

      Crap.

      “I’ll see you around,” I say, speeding out the nearest exit.

      “Wait! What about the panel?” Her voice is already small in the distance. “Does that mean you’ll be back?”

      Will I? Won’t I? I have no freaking clue. Screw the panel. Right now, all I want to do is shake the coach for talking the entire damn football team into participating. No, it wasn’t mandatory, but he has a way of persuading us to do just about anything. It turns out Dexter Houston is the coach’s great-nephew, or great-niece, some crap like that. And now his familial bullshit has led directly to mine.

      But I’m not dealing with the coach or anyone else at the moment. Right now, I’m headed back to my dorm, taking a shower, and calling it a day. There aren’t enough hours, enough beers, or cups of coffee for me to wrap my head around the mindfuck that just occurred.

      “Rowen!” a tiny female voice calls from behind, and I keep on walking. Crap. Is that Sophie? Would she even want to speak with me after that trauma we both just partook in? “Ro!”

      And just like that, I recognize that familiar bark as my sweet baby sister—most likely the only person in the world I’d turn around for at this point.

      Sophie and that heated kiss sear through my mind, and I try my best to blink her away.

      “Min,” I say as she launches into a running tackle. “Whoa. What are you doing up here?” Mindy is a freshman at Bixby, another private university about fifteen miles away tucked between the chocolate boulders on the outskirts of Moon Ridge. Our parents were thrilled to have both their alma maters represented in their children. Leland and Bixby are rivals, so it’s nice to have a house that is equally divided.

      “Just thought I’d surprise my big bro.” She gives a cheesy wink but keeps right on laughing. Mindy and I share our mother’s eyes, dark gray and far too intense, same wavy black hair. It seems each time I see Mindy lately I could just as easily be looking at our mother. Mom is an attorney, thus Min’s foray into prelaw. Dad is a sports coach at Moon Ridge Junior College, thus my greed for all things football. I’m prelaw as well, and I like to tease my little sis that I’m the best of both worlds. It’s safe to say these two apples didn’t roll too far from the Garret family tree.

      “It’s not really a good time.” I have never blown off my sister. Never once have I turned away her company, but I’m rattled, caught off guard. The last time I felt this way was the day I lost Becca. I blink hard at the thought. I’ve seen the two of them holding hands around campus—Braden and Becca. At this point, I couldn’t care less about how it went down between her and me, but it’s what Braden did that I can’t seem to get past.

      Mindy’s mouth falls open, and I can see the disappointment bomb go off in her. “Not a good time? But I’m lonely at Bixby.” She wrinkles her nose, and my heart sinks. “How about I buy you a cup of coffee? Just one.” She holds up a single finger, doing her best to plead while biting back a victorious smile. Mindy knows I can’t deny her a single thing.

      “You bet.” I’m quick to wrap my arm around my sister’s shoulder and lead her over to Coffeeology. “But I’m the one who’s buying.”

      Mindy bubbles with a short-lived laugh. “Have it your way, hotshot quarterback, but we both know this is on the university dime.” That’s not quite true. Yes, I’ve got a full ride, and that alone had my parents singing hallelujah for an entire month solid, but the coffee comes out of my own pocket.

      “I’m all yours, Mindy,” I say, holding open the door to the campus coffee hotspot. I don’t tread in here often, but when I do, I can’t help but get bowled over by the heavenly roasted beans. Damn, it smells good. Coffeeology is decked out in the requisite school colors along with a series of oversized black and white prints of Colorado’s glorious mountains. That’s one thing I’ve been craving as of late, hitting some trails before winter comes and carpet bombs everything white.

      “Thank God it’s warm in here.” Mindy rubs her hands together and chatters on and on about being a fall girl. We put our orders in, black and bitter for me, like my heart, and a pumpkin spiced delight for her before picking up our drinks and finding a seat near the pot-bellied stove in the back.

      “I’m a sucker for a fire.” Mindy scoots in close. Those luminescent eyes of hers settle over mine. “Speaking of fires, try to douse the one in your pants, would you? Your reputation has wafted over to Bixby. Do you know how disgusting it is to hear girls gossiping about taking a ride on the freaking Colossus? You keep this up, and I’m going to demand that you delouse, deflea, and de-venerealize yourself before our next visit.”

      “Deflea and de-venerealize aren’t words found in the English language. You should consider transferring to Leland before Bixby turns your brain to mush,” I tease.

      “I’m pretty sure deflea is a word, but nonetheless I am thinking about transferring.” She shrinks in her seat a notch.

      “What? You just got there.” It’s been two weeks. She mentioned not getting along with her roommate, but that’s just about every person on campus freshman year. “You’ll settle in. Don’t think that your roommate has to be your best friend. Go out and meet some new people. Give it some time.”

      “Wow, you’re really campaigning hard for me to stay put.” Her cheeks brighten with color, and suddenly I feel like shit for not employing a little more sympathy. “But you’re right. I just can’t seem to get my groove, though.” She glances over her shoulder and does a quick double take. I look up to see what’s caught her attention, fully expecting to find Boomer—my roommate for the past four years. Mindy hasn’t exactly kept her infatuation with the walking hulk a secret. Boomer is a great guy, but he knows damn well that my sister is off-limits.

      I try to make out the sea of faces milling around, and then like a slap in the face I see her.

      Sophie stares right back at me, and the two of us do our best imitation of a deer in the headlights.

      Crap. Can’t breathe. Can’t think. I sure as hell don’t know how to get out of this uncomfortable situation. And just as quick as it came, the moment passes.

      Sophie’s friends shuttle her off to a table near the front, and she takes a seat with her back to us. I’m not sure if I’m thankful for that small mercy or not.

      “A Meyer sighting in the wild.” Mindy turns around and makes a face. Mindy and Sophie were good friends. The best of friends for years. In fact, I haven’t seen Mindy get that close to another person ever since. In a way, we both lost a hell of a lot when my life blew to pieces unexpectedly. “I bet you get a lot of that—the Meyer sightings.”

      “Not really.” Not until last night—and for sure not until this afternoon. The memory of Sophie’s mouth melting over me swims through my mind, and this time I’m not so quick to boot it out.

      “Don’t judge me”—Mindy leans in hard, her brows knit with something just this side of heartbreak—“but I sort of miss her. And believe me, I still think she’s just as big an A-hole as that brother of hers for what he did to you.”

      A groan works up my throat in lieu of words. “I’m pretty sure she only knows what he fed her.” And what he fed her was a bunch of bullshit. Braden was a good guy until he wasn’t. At least that’s my version of the story. At this point, we all staunchly stand by our truths, and unfortunately, Sophie is caught in Braden’s twisted reality. “It’s her brother that’s the A-hole. I wouldn’t paint her with that brush.”

      “Are you kidding? If you knew the things she said, you wouldn’t be so quick to count her out of the equation.”

      After Braden and I imploded, Sophie and Mindy had an implosion of their own, each choosing to stubbornly stand by their brother’s side—neither really aware of the facts. I never filled Mindy in on every last detail, just the bare bones. But the bare bones were still pretty damning. And I’m positive Braden painted himself as some savior to his sister. He’s too caught up in his own delusions to recognize the truth.

      Mindy glances back before taking a careful sip of her coffee. “You know it wouldn’t have killed her to say hello. If I had seen her at Bixby, on my scholastic turf, I would have at least offered a wave and a smile. Not a big smile, but just enough to let her know that I’m not interested in holding onto a grudge. That’s how you know they’re still wrapped up in it emotionally—they’re still as freshly pissed as they were the day it happened.” Her brows do the wave as she taps her bright blue nails over the table. “What exactly happened again, anyway?”

      “Nothing important. How are classes?” I’ll do anything to change the subject. And right about now, I’d do anything to take Mindy and bolt out of this place. No matter how hard I try to concentrate on my sweet baby sister, every cell in my body seems to gravitate toward Sophie. Probably some psychological aftereffect of what just happened. It wasn’t an hour ago that my tongue was leashed around hers.

      Mindy scoots her seat over, effectively blocking my view of the back of Sophie’s head. “I couldn’t care less about classes. And by the way, you were staring.”

      Crap. I shift in my seat and down half my coffee. It tastes like a thousand cigarette butts were seeped in boiling water, and now I’m wishing I went for the mocha cup of sugar the barista was trying to upsell. Sophie tasted minty. So damn sweet.

      “Earth to Rowen.” Mindy waves her hand over my face. “So, do you ever have any run-ins with Braden and Becca?” She rubs her arms in an effort to keep warm as if readying for a cozy fireside chat.

      Braden and Becca. I try to blink them out of my mind, but it’s as if this afternoon were determined to dig up the cemetery of my past and haunt me with all the bitter details.

      “Nope. So far, so good.” That’s not entirely true. There were a few close calls. I had Becca in a business law class, and I dropped out before she knew I was in it. Took it the very next semester, drama free, just the way I like it. “Look, Min, we need to change the subject or this headache I’m nursing will blow out the side of my skull. And as comfortably numb as that might make things for me, I’d much rather be sitting here, living and breathing, talking about you. So tell me anything about Bixby.”

      A moment of stunned silence floats by while Mindy tips her head, analyzing my words. Mindy is smart as a whip. I’ve never been able to put anything past her, not that there have been a lot of attempts, but on the rare occasion, Mindy is the one person who seems able to see right through my bullshit.

      “Bixby is boring without you,” she says it low, dejected. “But since you’ve offered your sage advice, I’ll take it. A few of the girls have invited me to hang out. I’ll take them up on the offer. And a few of the boys have, too.” Her eyes twitch out the window. “You wouldn’t mind if Boomer was one of them, would you?”

      A harrowing, deep, full-bellied laugh explodes from me, and Sophie turns around. Our eyes hook onto one another for a fleeting second, stopping my laughter right in its obnoxious tracks, and she turns back around with a jerk. “I’d stick to the girls for now.” I frown over at my sister. “It’s your freshman year. Trust me, there will be plenty of time for boys—like when you’re thirty.” That’s been my standby answer for years, but the closer we crawl to thirty, forty sounds like a much better option.

      We chat for the next half hour, with Mindy doing the heavy lifting in the conversation, and me nodding and prodding myself to say just about anything to convince her that I’m listening. And as much as I might want to, my attention is torn. The entire right side of the room radiates a nuclear level of heat from where Sophie is seated. And just as I’m about to lose my gaze in that dark Cherry Coke-colored hair of hers, she and her friends stretch to life and casually stroll right out the door.

      Mindy glances over her shoulder to see what has my attention. “And there she goes. I guess she’s novel to you, seeing that she’s a freshman. Don’t let her spook you, though. If you can handle her brother and Becca Carmichael of all people, dodging Sophie Meyer will be a cakewalk.” She stands and offers me a quick hug before pulling the keys from her purse. “I’d better go, too. Text me sometime so I won’t feel like such a loner. And you can bet I’ll be rooting from the stands come Friday.”

      “Good. I’ll look for your smiling face.” Mindy sits with our parents near the fifty-yard line, and I always offer a thumbs-up in their direction before heading onto the field.

      We make our way out, and I do a quick sweep of the vicinity—nothing but maples and aspens with leaves in a rainbow of citrus-colored hues. I don’t see a trace of Sophie or her girlfriends, and I’m relieved, but that kiss still has me gripped by the balls.

      “Drive safe, okay?” I offer another quick hug to my sister. “Text me when you get there, so I know you got home.”

      “Will do, Dad.” She gives my cheek a hard pinch. “Stay away from those Meyers. I don’t like the funk they put you in.” There’s a level of concern in her dove gray eyes that I’ve never seen before, and I force a tight smile.

      “Don’t you ever worry about me. I’m fine. I don’t think about them, and neither should you.”

      Mindy struggles to turn her head, but her eyes are still pinned to mine. “I do think about them, though. I think about how wrong it was what happened to you.” She shakes her head, blinking back tears. “Stay away from Soph, Rowen.”

      “Excuse me?” I’m so thrown off by the warning I can’t help but wonder if I heard her right.

      “Stay away from Sophie Meyer.” Her eyes enlarge, serious as stone. “I saw the look on your face. Yes, she’s gorgeous. Who cares? She’s off-limits.” She glances down a moment, looking as if she’s about to vomit. “And for shit’s sake, stop shaking your junk at whatever slutty coed will have you. You were a one-woman man up until that whole Becca fiasco. Make it happen again. At first I got it. You were hurt. You wanted to prove to the two of them, and yourself, that you didn’t need her, but that time has long since come and gone. If you really want to get under their skin, and heal yourself at the very same time, you’ll find a sweet girl and get happy again.” Mindy takes a deep breath and composes herself after the mini tirade. “Now—kill ’em at next week’s game.” She gives my cheek a light slap and stalks off in the other direction.

      What the hell was that about? What the hell has this entire day been about?

      I head for Holt Hall, stunned by the events of the afternoon—Sophie and that kiss still burning a hole through my brain, my heart. I cared a lot about Sophie when Braden and I were friends. She was another little sister to me at the time. But I wasn’t feeling too brotherly when I saw her last night, and I sure didn’t have one ounce of familial affection for her this afternoon. Nope. Sophie is all grown up, as gorgeous as can be.

      Stay away from Sophie Meyer, my sister’s words pulsate through my mind like a demonic heartbeat. It would have been easy if not for this afternoon—if not for what Dexter Houston’s delusion dream team has in store for the two of us in exactly one week from today. But I won’t be back for that second kiss. There’s no way in hell I’m volunteering for that.

      There’s enough adrenaline coursing through my veins to power a 747 as I speed to my dorm.

      I won’t be in that room next week waiting to land my lips over hers. Sophie shouldn’t be there either. But I can feel the tug at my ego hoping that she will—hoping against all logic and reasoning that I will, too. I would never have even dreamed of kissing Sophie—maybe for a split second last night, but at that point I was already nurturing a hard-on.

      Nope. Sophie Meyer’s kiss is definitely off my list of things to do next weekend.

      At least I’m hoping it is.
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      The week skips by like the bleating of lamb to the sexual slaughter. Rowen Garret and that kiss—those kisses—he doled out have been playing on a loop in my mind ever since that destiny based debacle. It’s clear that destiny has lost her mind. There is no way any fate in the universe would have paired the two of us together considering our rocky pasts.

      In each of my classes today, there’s been a light buzz regarding the Social Experiment, as their first-round guinea pigs share their twisted tales to anyone and everyone who will listen. Things I’ve learned: one, my experiment was simply a run-of-the-mill exercise that almost everyone who got into my lusty group experienced. It’s refreshing to know that the tongue-twisting dilemma I was faced with also plagued a multitude of my perverted peers. And by the looks of it, the equally perverted geek gods over at the TSE will be commandeering our lives into the ground for the next five frisky weeks in a row. Two: there will be far more than spit swapping taking place if the perverted people at the TSE have their way.

      Yeah, right. If Leland University wants to be known for its coital collegiate charm, then be my gullible guest. But I’m guessing that both faculty and alumni alike will revolt long before that ever happens. It’s certainly not happening with yours truly. I plan on keeping both my cherry and my hymen intact long after I’ve vacated Dexter Houston’s experimental stomping grounds.

      Rowen and that heated kiss sear through my mind, and I’m quick to shoo them away.

      In fact, the deadliest, most damning rumor I’ve heard thus far regarding this satirical social experiment was in line at the food court this afternoon—all footage from the previous weekend is currently undergoing heavy edits. Soon, the questionable geniuses over at the TSE will whittle together an entire reel of cinematic cringe-worthy moments that I will die a slow and tragic death if my brother ever gets wind or sight of. Which brings me to the mission set before me. Barge the hell into Dexter Houston’s office and demand my dignity back. There’s no way I’ll let them earn one YouTube tainted dollar while riding on my digitally altered coattails. I’ll barricade the door shut with my body if I have to and segue straight into hostage negotiation mode. Although, something tells me negotiations will grow rapidly hostile should he review footage of those heated kisses Rowen and I shared. I’m no fool. Everyone knows heat like that equals ratings, and if Rowen and I brought anything to the hot and heavy table, it was heat and plenty of it. Yes, Braden will suffer a major cardiac malfunction if he channel surfs his way to my steamy lip-lock.

      I can just imagine Braden and Becca cozied up in their apartment, settling for a nice night in, perusing their selections for the evening, and stumbling upon yours truly sucking face with the affirmed enemy of the state. Rowen has not only been persona non-grata for the last few years, he’s been relegated to the speak no evil category of existence. I honestly don’t remember the last time my brother or I dared to whisper his name in fear of calling him to us like some demon incantation. Nope. If Braden sees physical evidence of me locking lips with his adversary, he might not make it to kill either Rowen or me. Just the sight of the travesty is enough to stop my brother’s heart cold. And a dead brother is something I can’t afford, considering I’m already down one nuclear family member. And to make things worse—I not only Frenched his archenemy, I went in with my tongue a waggin’, ready and willing for round two. I should have run like hell when I had the chance. That would have been a colossal blow to his ego—penile pun intended.

      Classes for the day are all thankfully through. I’ve already told Vi and Ember that I’d meet them at the Underground for a quick dinner. I have an essay to write and six comments to make on the student boards before I call it quits on another day. It seems like this entire week has been an awful climb to the inevitable weekend. There’s another home game tomorrow night, then the day after I’m to report for duty in Dexter’s naughty lab. All week I’ve feared catching a simple glimpse of the university’s star quarterback. What would I do? What would he do? Would he make a beeline for me and my ultra-friendly lips? Or does he want to run because he’s suddenly far more repulsed by me than he ever thought possible?

      I try my best to shake all ruminating thoughts of that colossal douchebag out of my mind. Instead, I take in the crisp autumn air, scented with the pines, admire the serene gray skies, the aspen trees rioting in colors ranging from Cougar cardinal to golden yellow. It’s a rainbow of all of fall’s greatest offerings. Last year, while I was still filling out my college applications, it was this moment right here I was waiting for. There is nothing like fall in Moon Ridge. I had long since romanticized what my freshman year would be like, and in every heart-shaped scenario it was always fall playing its apple red harmony in the background. Ironically, Rowen Garret may have starred in one or twelve of those little schoolgirl fantasies, but that’s neither here nor there. I had no clue that my secret superpower was turning nonsensical daydreams into a harsh reality. If I had that little tidbit way back when, I’d be selling off my Internet start-up to investors in Silicon Valley for a cool eight billion right about now.

      Instead, I’m only steps away from ground zero, the psychology department that houses that coward that has this entire campus in a sexual tizzy.

      “Sophie!”

      My foot hits the first marble step that leads to the building, and I freeze.

      “Sophie.” Braden pops up and snags my backpack from me. We share the same dark hair and hazel eyes, but Braden has some indiscernible features of my mother’s buried in his face, and it both charms and alarms me each time I see him. The backpack thing is a spine-breaking habit that he initiates each time he sees me on campus. Usually I’d snatch it right back and lecture him on treating me like a six-year-old, but I’m ironically tongue-tied at the moment. “Where you off to? You got a class this late?” He winces toward the Gothic looking hall with its thirty-foot arches and limestone walls covered with those offensive orange posters falsely advertising that a love connection could be yours today! It’s pretty clear no marketing majors utilized their gray matter in the making of the Social Experiment’s ad campaign.

      “No, actually, I was just about to meet some friends for an early dinner at the Underground.” I jerk my head oddly toward the building. “Just running in to use the bathroom.” Lying to my brother? I swore on my dead mother’s grave that I wouldn’t be one of those girls who ran around behind her brother’s back. In fact, I scoffed at the idea, even went as far as to roll my eyes at the lunacy. What would I ever have to hide from Braden? My big bro and I are close, and I intend on keeping it that way. In fact, when Mindy jumped the BFF ship, Braden stepped right into her place—sort of. Mindy and I were far closer, but Braden does his best to fill in the gap. Admittedly, there are a handful of hygienic-based topics one does not ever wish to broach with her own brother.

      “Good.” Those serious eyes of his narrow over mine accusingly. “For a second there, I thought you were diving in to get your name on that ridiculous list.” He shakes his head at a gaggle of girls who just meandered from the mouth of the building as if judging their questionable ethics. And according to their short little skirts, their tight-fitting sweaters, and tall furry boots, they’ve dressed to impress someone. That someone is most likely Dexter Houston himself. His minions are still setting out their nets, trying to trap as many unsuspecting tight-sweater-wearing coeds as possible.

      “Who me? Never!” Lie number two spills like oil. “I can’t imagine being desperate enough to give away your license to find someone on your own and rely on a hard drive to lead you to true love.” I honk out an obnoxious ha! “More like true herpes. I heard opening day was nothing more than a mass sweep to first base. Disgusting if you ask me.” I shove my finger down my throat and mock gag. “Don’t people around here have better things to do than consensually gift one another communicable diseases?” Shit, shit, shit! I’m laying it on too thick. I can practically see his bullshit radar going up.  I try to navigate us the hell away from that infernal hot spot, but Braden steps in front of me.

      “I thought you had to use the restroom?” He’s back to squinting at me, only this time he looks unsure of what to make of me. In this case, confusion is a good thing. Mostly. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

      “In there?” I gawk back at the building as if it were a house of horrors. “In hindsight, I’d best hightail it back to my dorm. I’m a sitter, not a squatter. And God only knows what they’re cooking in those petri dishes they call toilets.” So not a lie.

      “Geez.” Braden thankfully laughs off my madness. “I’m glad I caught you. It’s Becca’s birthday this Saturday, and I wanted to invite you to dinner.”

      “Dinner? Like in the evening?” As in after my mandated playdate with Rowen Garret’s mouth? Not that I have any intention on showing up to that oral meet and greet. Rounds one and two have offered plenty of fodder to supply my fantasies for years to come. And believe you me, I will be coming for years.

      I openly cringe at the idea that rather raunchy thought just crossed my mind as I stared my own brother down to his face. As much as I’m loath to admit it, Rowen still reigns supreme when I’m left to wander freely my filthy imagination.

      “Yes, like evening,” he teases while giving my hair a quick tousle. “I thought we’d head over to Pinewood Steakhouse around five. Her parents and brother will be there—Tanner Carmichael.” Braden shoots me with his fingers while twisting his hips in an odd little dance. “Come on.” He taps me over the arm. “Dad said he’d try to stop by. It’ll be fun.”

      Just the mention of Tanner Carmichael has me shuddering. First and foremost, Tanner is no selling point. But I don’t bother letting my brother in on this little awkward tidbit. Tanner is nice for the most part, but there’s just something unsettling about the way Braden and Becca have been trying to set us up as of late. I realize it’s his sister’s birthday party, but in the back of my mind a warning light is going off, alerting me to the fact this birthday bonanza might just play into their grand scheme of pushing the two of us together. And the fact that Dad will “try to make it” can easily be explained away by the fact Stan and Clarissa Carmichael—aka the duo genetically responsible for my newfound Tanner Carmichael aversion, are obnoxious to a fault. It’s no wonder my poor father tries to duck and roll every chance he gets. Ever since my mother’s passing, he hasn’t had much of a social life, and when he does, it often involves his dog and a beer.

      “I’m sure it will be loads of fun.” I don’t bother curbing the sarcasm around my big bro. “Will Granny Panties be there?” About six months ago, Clarissa challenged my father to test drive one of her newly single friends. Who the hell sells someone on a date with the words test drive?  You test drive cars, not people. And ever since my father copped to the potential dating test drives—which he’s successfully avoided—I’ve envisioned this newly single woman in the form of reliable yet cringe-worthy cotton underwear, thus the moniker Granny Panties was born.

      “No.” He folds his arms across his chest and rains his disappointment over me the way only big brothers can do. “Be nice. And be nice to Tanner.” His lip twitches in that weird way that it’s prone to do when he’s keeping vital precious info from me.

      “Why do I have to be nice to Tanner? Honest to God, Tanner doesn’t need me to fill his plus one slot. He’s on the Bixby football team. He’s a baller. Everyone knows all you need to score a touchdown in the bedroom these days is a team-issued jersey.” Tanner isn’t exactly the sole reason Braden and Becca defect from their soon-to-be alma mater to watch our crosstown rivals play, but he’s their first excuse. The real reason is that neither Braden nor Becca wants to cheer as Rowen dominates the field time and time again. Braden despises his old best friend. And Becca? Well, she took a ride on that Colossus when it was still giving solo expeditions, so there’s that. Becca was Rowen’s plus one for as far back as I can remember.

      Braden clicks his tongue in disgust. “Can you like buy a filter for that thing? The last thing I want to discus with you is a touchdown in the bedroom.” He wipes his face down with his hand as if that act alone could make my carnal mind disappear. “Look, Tanner might have been asking about you lately. Be warned. There might be a very real invite for coffee lurking around the corner.” He shrugs it off. “Again, be nice.” He walks backward on his way off campus and nearly eats it in a planter box. “Dinner Saturday night!”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” I will find a way to miss it.

      As soon as Braden is out of sight, I hightail it back to the psychology department, but the double door entry to the official TSE headquarters is sealed shut with a bright orange sign that reads Looking for LOVE? Be here, starting at 8:00 a.m.!

      Perfect. Just as destiny would have it, I’ve missed my chance to excise myself from those edit reels and to tell Dexter Houston where he can shove them.

      Crap. But deep down, I’m well aware that the only thing I’m really missing is my dignity.

      That lava hot kiss comes back to haunt me, and, truthfully, I’d gladly trade what’s left of my faux honor for one last venture in Rowen Garret’s mouth.
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      The Underground Tavern is teeming with girls in short, tight everything, far too much lip-gloss, and too little cleavage coverage for me to feel comfortable. But, that being said, the nachos are begging me not to judge their inevitable yumminess upon the company they keep, so here I am. As soon as I stepped inside, I spotted Vi and Ember at a table near the back, which is perfect because I begged them to find somewhere quasi-clandestine in the event I spotted Leland University’s favorite roller coaster god stroll in with a hussy on his—

      A hard body knocks into mine, and I jump back in time as he spills his beer between us. We glance up at the same time, and our shocked expressions turn to horror.

      Rowen and I stop shy of any I’m sorries we might have otherwise doled out, or the polite excuse me we would have afforded a total stranger. Instead, we linger like that a few shell-shocked seconds too long. After all these years, here I’ve bumped into Rowen Garret twice in one week. Those pale gray eyes sit wide as dinner plates. That dark, thick hair makes my fingers ache to run right through it—don’t get me started on those full, soft lips. And just like that, he gives a partial nod and ducks on out of the bar as if nothing ever happened. As if his mouth hadn’t been fused to mine for several erotic minutes just less than seven days ago. As if he never knew me at all.

      Stunned, I head back to where Vi and Ember sit with matching grimaces.

      Vi swallows hard. “I’d ask how your day went, but I think I just observed the shit-fest for myself.”

      Em slides her ice water my way. “That was brutal. No lube, just bend over so I can humiliate you one more time. You’d think he would have penned your tonsils a thank you note by now. Asshole.”

      I toast her with the glass of ice water, seeing that I’m actually at a loss for words for once—and in desperate need of a cool down as I chug it back as if there were an entire choir of frat boys chanting me on.

      The waitress comes by, and we put in our orders—a trio of nachos. It’s not that we’re averse to sharing a plate as much as it is we’re honest enough to each pony up for our very own feast. That’s one of the things I like best about Vi and Ember—they’re foodies, like me.

      “So, what’s your next move?” Vi flips a loose strand of hair behind her ear, revealing the gold chandelier earrings I’ve been dying to borrow. I’m thinking they’ll look particularly good on Saturday while I stare at the wall wondering why the hell I didn’t triple dog dare myself to shove another part of Rowen’s body into one of my free orifices.

      A quick heat spikes through me. “I’m contacting Dexter’s rat lab in the morning and canceling all future appearances. I refuse to star in their slut shaming show. Besides, it occurred to me I might actually kill my brother if I let this farce go on. But judging by the way Ro-the-Man-Ho just slighted me at the door, it doesn’t look like he was up for another round of kiss and tell.” I make a face, and I can feel my cheeks flame with embarrassment. Just the thought of such a harsh rejection makes me want to run all the way back to Canterbury Hall and burrow under the covers. I’m usually not one to cry into my pillow. I’m more the throat punch, claw their eyes out type of girl, but in this case a soggy pillow might just be the only resolution. Besides, the entire Cougar cheer squad might come after me if I inadvertently, on purpose take down their star player.

      The nachos show up in record time, only to affirm the fact my appetite took off right along with Rowen.

      “I heard”—Vi’s eyes enlarge as she stares down her dinner—“that if you’re a no-show, they’re required to inform your matchup that you’re no longer interested.”

      “Why’s that?” I’m only vaguely interested at this point.

      “Something to do with legal.” She looks to Em for assistance, seeing that she’s prelaw. Not that prelaw actually means anything. Everyone knows that prelaw is nothing more than a state of mind.

      “It’s a cease and desist.” Ember nods as if she has this on good authority.

      “I guess it makes sense.” My wheels are turning, and, for once, I happen to like the direction they’re headed in. “That way both parties are fully aware there’s no longer a reason to pursue one another.” This is something I can work with. “I’m pretty sure Rowen won’t be showing up to the kissing booth this weekend.” I can’t even bring a faux smile to my face for that one. Sure, he’s an asshole, but that doesn’t mean I want him to outright reject me. “I’ll show up.”

      Both Vi and Ember choke on their cheesy next bite.

      “Relax.” I slide Em’s water back her way. “He won’t be there, so all tonsil hockey awkwardness will fully be off the table.”

      “Then why go?” Vi’s eyes glitter with tears on behalf of my impending humiliation.

      “Because someone from Dexter’s evil lab will report this little tidbit back to my favorite jockstrap. And if he has a beating heart in that dark cave of a chest, he’ll feel like a turd. That will be my parting sucker punch. He probably doesn’t think I’ll show either.”

      “I see.” Ember nods into my impending lunacy. “He’ll be eating a shit sandwich once he realizes he was the ass in the equation. And if he does have an ounce of humanity, he’ll hate himself for standing you up.”

      “One can only hope.” For a moment, I envision him kicking over furniture once he realizes the devastation he might have caused. Once upon a time, Rowen had a heart of gold and wouldn’t dream of tormenting a single soul. He was the type of guy that went out of his way to make sure the shy kid at school had someone to talk to. No matter what your social standing, it was safe to say that Rowen Garret had your back. That is, until he dumped his girlfriend and gave your entire family the finger. “Anyway, as much as I want to be the one doling out the rejection, I think doling out the guilt trip is just as sublime.”

      “Oh my God!” Vi gasps and practically ducks behind me.

      “Relax, it’s not you I’m rejecting.” I scoot back, trying to assess how badly I’ve emotionally damaged my new friend.

      “Not that.” Her fingers squeeze my arm at Mach 5. “We need to leave asap.” She digs some cash out of her purse and tosses it onto the table as if it were confetti.

      “What’s the matter?” Ember does a quick glance at the establishment and comes up empty. “Is this about Sophie refusing to take a ride on the Colossus?”

      “Would you shush?” Now it’s me shooting a suspicious glance around as we scamper toward the exit.

      Vi yanks both Em and me past the wall in the foyer and gives a careful one-eyed look back into the bar. “That’s him.”

      “That’s who?” I look in the general direction at a trio of guys, each with a dark cap of hair and various L.U. sweatshirts on. It’s amazing how much school spirit abounds, and we’re just getting out the gate in the school year. I don’t ever remember being so gung-ho about wearing any apparel emblazoned with my high school mascot—the big horny looking pirate—but now that I’m at Leland, I suddenly have Cougar fever right along with the rest of the student body.

      “Lame,” she whispers so low it’s hardly audible, but both Ember and I gasp.

      “What?” I squawk so loud she swats me over the arm. “What’s he doing here? I bet he’s scoured the entire campus looking for you.”

      “He goes here.” It comes out depleted.

      “You didn’t say he was at Leland!” I’m panicked for her. For one, I predict many more run-ins with Lame. And two, he goes to Leland! Vi made it sound as if he were on an entirely different planet.

      “Which one is he?” I whisper. All three of the boys who have bellied up to the bar are handsome in their own way—the first a little too frat boy for my liking, the second a sad looking case with the perennial look of brooding painted on his face, and the third a beefed-up, angry looking dude guaranteed to belch as he passes you in the hall.

      “The one in the middle.”

      “Ah, the brooding lovelorn lad.” I pause a moment to take in his inherent godlike looks. “If it makes you feel better, he seems about as miserable as you are.”

      Ember gives the back of my leg a kick. Sometimes a little too much truth among friends calls for a remedial level of violence.

      “Good.” Vi huffs a dull laugh. “If he’s half as miserable as I am, then I’m more than satisfied with the outcome of our demise.”

      “At least you’re in a healthy frame of mind about the shithole you’re in,” I say as Em kicks me again, and the three of us head out into the waiting arms of the icy cold world. We head back into the general direction of Leland, walking slower and less enthused than when we first started out.

      “You know”—I wrap an arm around Vi and Ember as we cross the street—“I never came to Leland expecting to find true love, but I was sort of hoping to find a few good friends, and I think I’ve already done that. I just want you guys to know that this semester couldn’t be off to a better start.”

      Vi and Ember share a quick glance before sputtering into one of those repressed choo-choo train laughs that progressively grows in its obnoxiousness.

      “What’s so funny?” I do a quick roll call of all the liquids we imbibed at the bar, and not one of them was of the obnoxious laughter inducing variety, which can only mean one thing—the obnoxious choo-choo train laughter is aimed directly at me.

      “You’re funny.” Vi smirks as if I’m in on the joke. “Come on, admit that you enjoyed the hell out of that kiss with Restless Rowen and his colossal tongue. You and I both know that little saliva swap added the pep to your freshman semester step.”

      “Yeah right, more like the sorrow to my tomorrow.” I avert my gaze at the cheesy one-liners I’ve been reduced to. “As soon as Saturday comes and goes, I plan on forgetting that kiss ever happened. In fact, I suggest the two of you forget it happened as well. God forbid my brother gets wind of it.”

      Ember titters as if it were the best news. “A dirty little secret just among the three of us? It looks as if the fall semester is off to a great start.”

      Vi gives a nervous glance of her own over her shoulder. “It’s a great start all right.”

      We pass Coffeeology, and my gaze lingers on those wide lit windows just looking for a sign of the boy who seared my lips, my memory with a kiss that try as I might, I will never forget. And then I see him. Rowen’s back is to me as he leans over his sandwich and takes an angry bite.

      “A great start,” I echo with as much trepidation as my new friend.

      It’s a lousy start. But the wild beating of my heart says otherwise.
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      Friday night at the game, the three of us sit together in the middle of the student section, cheering for the home team as if we had money on the line. And as much as I don’t want to admit it, my heart gives a few deadly wallops once Rowen’s picture appears on that big screen hovering over the stadium. That heavenly thick, dark hair of his that my fingers had the pleasure of running through makes my lips beg to twitch into a smile. It was far softer than I imagined, cool and slick, still damp from the shower. Rowen’s skin held the scent of fresh evergreens and exotic—erotic spices. But that scruff on his cheeks. That tender spot between my thighs quivers just thinking about the stubble that grazed my skin for oh so many luscious seconds.

      After the game—a win, a loss, honestly, at this point it’s one in the same, I couldn’t focus—I head straight back to my dorm. Em and Vi went out for a bite, and no matter how much they pleaded, I opted for a steamy read, alone in bed. The last thing in the world I want to witness tonight is Rowen pointing his penile divining rod at some bimbo as he leads her off into the sexual sunset. It was bad enough witnessing the coital ritual take place last week—prior to enduring our own tongue trauma together the following day. God, that kiss alone has probably exposed me to all kinds of dicey diseases. I’ll have to get inoculated no thanks to Vi and my willingness to get her back into the dating scene.

      By the time Saturday rolls around, I’m a nervous wreck. It takes hours for me to shower, dress, and try to make myself look halfway decent for my impending, quasi-orchestrated rejection.

      Vi and Ember walk me all the way to the psychology department as far as the stern looking sign that reads Group A contestants only will allow.

      “Contestants.” I scoff at the term. “And what, pray tell, am I aiming to win other than a shot of antibiotic resistant herpes and the promise of a broken heart?”

      Ember straightens the velvet choker around my neck. “Nobody is allowed to break your heart, and if they do—I’ll break them.” Her purple lips—MAC Heroine, a color I adore and plan to swap, borrow, and steal as soon as I get my sanity back—break out into a giant disconcerting grin, and as much as I appreciate a good verbal threat, I can’t seem to smile back. God knows there’s nothing as precious as a friend who freely threatens physical violence to those that hurt you. In my case, she might be forced to make good on her word. Whether I like it or not, Rowen has already painfully twisted my heart.

      The three of us engage in an awkward group hug just as my sensei, Seth, meets me. He’s quick to whisk me back to hair and makeup, talking a mile a minute about how great I was last time as if he were the one I was gifting an oral massage to with my tongue. Emily, the makeup fairy, takes over and I’m prodded, plucked, and swatted over and over again with camera friendly powder. But at the end of my rather aerobic transformation, my skin looks flawless, and interestingly enough, I hardly recognize this magazine ready version of myself staring back from the mirror. I would give anything to put Emily in my pocket and take her home with me. There is something comforting and luxurious about having someone else sweep the bushy tail of a makeup brush over your features for minutes on end. Soon after my metamorphosis from drab to fab, Seth picks me back up and leads me to the room with the ominous door that reads talent only, and every cell in my body tingles to life at the sight of it.

      Seth offers me a seat on a nearby stool, but I shake my head. He’s already filled me in on the fact that today’s endeavor consists of another tongue lashing—ten luscious lashing minutes, not that it’s in the cards for the two of us. But my God if it were… My mouth salivates just thinking about the oral possibilities.

      Seth leans in with his face scrunched up in outward scrutiny as if he’s tracking a flea across my face. “Today’s experiment should go well. Ten minutes, no lights.”

      “And then what?” My heart thumps just envisioning what it might be like if Rowen did show. Ten minutes of free-falling into Rowen Garret’s mouth. Ten minutes of his hard body pressed to mine—that pretentious, heady cologne taking over my senses. The sweet spot at the base of my thighs bucks just thinking about it.

      Seth’s brows rise in amusement. “And then you take a simple quiz and you’re free to leave. No light show this time, hon. It’s solely a sensory exercise. When the bell rings, you’re to leave immediately.”

      “How very Pavlov of you. Just up and run like a common street thug?”

      Seth offers a forced grin. “You’re a riot, you know that? But I guess you have to have a good sense of humor to get you through something like this.”

      “Something like this? You’re not judging me, are you?” I’m not sure if I should be offended or alarmed. Hell, forget Seth. I should be judging me!

      “Heavens no.” He clears his throat and his face, his entire shiny bald head lights up a shade of pomegranate. “Let’s discus next week. Should the two of you decide to go on with the experiment, we’ll start the one-on-one dates. The TSE will choose the first venue.” A devilish dimple goes off in his chin, and I begin to worry. Should I trust a man with a dimpled chin? What if it’s a winking dimpled chin? Crap. My mother left no such instructions. What I wouldn’t give to have one more one-on-one with my mother. “Don’t worry. It will be somewhere very, very public.” He puts an unusual emphasis on it as if I should expect to star in a Broadway musical with Rowen after the coffin-like closet they locked the two of us in. It only makes sense. “A park or a café.”

      The thought of Rowen and me being anywhere near a public establishment makes me cringe with regret.

      “Everything okay?” Seth pulls out his nifty little box of mints from hell, and I scoop up a handful and chomp them down as if I had been sucking on an onion all night.

      “I’m more than okay.” My voice shakes, calling me out on the lie, and I nearly choke in the effort. Damn mints. “So just to clarify. If he doesn’t show up, he’s still notified that I did, right?” I don’t want to have any misgivings about Rowen and me heading on a one-on-one date next week. This ends tonight, in less than two minutes to be exact. T minus one hundred twenty seconds to my ego’s demise. A part of me wishes he’d show up with bells on. That the thought of us not continuing might actually incite in him an unnatural level of devastation.

      “Oh, yes. The TSE is adamant about making a clean break. Both parties sign a clause of termination.”

      “Clause of termination?” God, it sounds so serious. He’s standing me up, not divorcing me. In hindsight, maybe I shouldn’t have come. Who the hell cares if he feels bad? If we both stood each other up, it would be amicable. But no. In typical me fashion, I go for the jugular whenever possible. Usually a cutthroat move like this would usher a dark smile to my lips, but a part of me feels silly grasping for an outlet of revenge. Revenge. That’s what this is really about. I want Rowen to hurt as much as I did when he walked out of our lives without so much as a middle finger. A part of me would do anything to have him hurt a fraction of the amount that I did. I suppose in the grand scheme of what went down, I was the low man on the totem pole. Certainly he broke Becca’s heart—although, the way she was instantly jumping my brother’s bones in the living room you wouldn’t really know it. And for sure Braden was hurting. Rowen was his best friend. I miss the crap out of Mindy, so I know that Braden must have missed Rowen no matter how savage their blowup was.

      “Don’t worry.” Seth snaps shut his tiny tin of minty terror. “The termination notice is just a formality.”

      The little red light goes on, and Seth escorts me over and opens the dark hole of regret I’m about to entomb myself in.

      “He’s already in.” Seth gives a quick wink. “The partition will lift momentarily.” And with that, he gives a firm shove and seals me in the dark closet.

      “He’s in?” I hiss, and a loud and annoying buzzer goes off.

      “No speaking in the control room,” a nebulous voice reprimands from above.

      Control room? Aren’t you in the control room, I’m tempted to shout but don’t, because holy hell, Rowen is just one luscious kiss away.

      The partition glides up with a quiet whoosh, and instantly the scent of his cologne envelops me.

      A pair of sturdy hands pats my waist carefully, making their way up my arms before giving a quick squeeze of assurance once they hit my shoulders.

      My heart belts out a few last-minute wallops before it undoubtedly expires. A rush of dizziness hits me, and I can feel the floor sway beneath me. Passing out is not only a possibility at this point—it’s a promise.

      I latch onto his arms, hard and round as tree trunks, and work my way up until my fingers sink into that luscious silky hair of his. It’s so thick and slick I could be happy doing this for ten minutes straight, but instead, I opt for the practical and pull his head gently toward mine. But this time, I’m not gunning for his lips—it’s his ear I’m interested in. My mouth skirts over the soft scruff on his cheeks, and my entire body quivers uncontrollably. Dear God, if I thought last week’s adventure in the dark could have easily killed me, this week’s advent into groping has me orgasmic before we hit go. Not that we’re going to hit go. In fact, I’m putting a stop to this right this minute.

      My breathing picks up so fast I can’t catch my breath. I bury my mouth next to his ear, breathing heavily like some pervert, and, instead of rejecting him, I’m giving him the impression I’m about to lose control just from his simple touch. I might, but that’s beside the point.

      “What are you doing here?” I whisper so low I pray the gods of the social debacle didn’t catch on. No buzzer goes off, so there’s that. That tiny bit of rebellious vindication is all I need to feel empowered once again.

      Rowen leans in and sets his lips to my temple. “What are you doing here?”

      The buzzer goes off like a shrill alarm in the middle of a comfortable dream, only too bad for me because I can’t reach over and bang the shit out of that Baby Ben.

      I swallow hard, too afraid to say anything. Was Rowen hoping that I would ditch him so that I could eat a shit sandwich come morning? Or does he really want to be here? I’m thoroughly confused.

      The darkness thickens around me. His warm body presses tight to mine. His warm breath sears over my cheek, and my panting hits an all-time high. Here I am, alone in the dark with Rowen, hyperventilating myself into an anxiety attack over the fact he didn’t screw me over and leave me to my own self-righteous misery.

      Then it happens. Rowen brushes his lips over my cheek as if testing the waters, and my heart thuds so loud I’m positive he felt it straight down to his marrow. I’m pretty sure those bimbos he beds nightly don’t have a nuclear detonation going off in their chests from his simple touch. I’d probably be the first girl to keel over if we ever played mattress tag. Death by the prospect of Rowen’s penis. Probably not the worst way to go.

      His mouth drags over my cheek, slowly, carefully until he hits my lips, and he backs away as if he just kissed a live coal.

      My entire body turns into one pulsating heartbeat filling in the silence with its enormous pounding. My palms flatten over his chest, completely convinced that at any second he’ll do an about-face and bolt, but he doesn’t. Instead, Rowen wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me in tight. Those fingers of his depress into my back, and I die ten tiny deaths at his commanding touch. His chest hammers over mine just as wild and anxious as my own, and I can’t help but bite down on a smile. A heavy sigh expels from him as his minty breath rains lightly over me. Oddly, it feels safe like this with Rowen, as if somehow we had stopped all of the madness, and having him near me—perhaps not this near, but nevertheless, it feels as natural as breathing.

      He leans in, and his nose bumps over mine for a moment before his lips tread lower and hit pay dirt right over my own. Home. Rowen’s lips found the forever home I’d love to give them. His soft tongue breaks in like a thief, and I open up and welcome it with my own. I pull him close by the back of the neck with a fury and launch an assault over his mouth that rivals anything that happened in this room last week. Rowen probes my mouth as if he were looking for a lost treasure, something he demands to have back in his possession and will stop at nothing to find.

      A part of me wants to believe that I am that treasure—that I’m the object of desire Rowen Garret will stop at nothing to get back, but I can rest assured my little schoolgirl crush is a one-way road. This, right here, is simply Rowen being Rowen. This is who he is now. The kissing colossus. The player. The boy every girl beds as a graduation requirement, and this dark, cloistered, heated kiss is simply my moment in the limelight.

      His hand slowly massages my back as his kisses soften to something sensual, something elegant, and dare I say sweet. Rowen kisses with an exuberant vigor. This isn’t some frat boy pecking, some wild, controlling, you’re-going-to-laid lashing just to hustle me to the nearest mattress. Not that I would be familiar with either of those tactics. But I do know this. Rowen’s determined, careful kiss has the underpinnings of yearning, of an indelible wanting that neither of us seems to be able to fulfill. It will take a lifetime to quell this sweet ache. I want it to.

      His grip on me intensifies as he pulls me closer than I thought possible, and my leg hikes over his muscular frame. In one clean swoop, Rowen picks me up by the thighs until I’m sitting on his hips, over that growing hardness just under my bottom, my legs entwined behind his back. His strong arms hold me steady as we continue to probe into one another’s mouths, and silently, invisibly, into one another’s lives.

      I’ve missed Rowen. And selfishly I’ve wanted this. Too bad that for him I’m just another girl in the dark, ready and willing to give him whatever it is he wants.

      It’s hard not to.

      I don’t think I could stop.

      A bell goes off overhead, and the doors slip open letting in a sliver of light at either end of the room.

      Rowen loosens his grip, and I slide down his body like a luge. His face is shadowed, but I can see the lines of his comely features, those ultra downy lips of his that he’s graced me with for the last ten minutes.

      The bell sounds once again. “Please leave the control room,” that nebulous voice hums from above.

      But our eyes lock, and it seems impossible to move.

      Rowen’s gray eyes look crystal clear as they glow in this dim light. They’re saying something to me, pleading with me, and I can’t quite grip what they’re trying to tell me. And just like that, Braden and Becca pop to mind—that dinner party at the Pinewood Steakhouse—the hurt that Rowen put all of us through. I land my hands over his chest, and as much as my head demands I shove him into tomorrow, my palms fan out over his muscular build in the shape of a heart instead. Rowen still has mine hostage.

      And after I poured all of my best kisses into him, I think he knows it.

      I dart out of the room, ignore Seth, skip the quiz, and bolt straight for Canterbury Hall instead. I need a long hot shower and maybe a nap if I plan on facing my brother in the next two hours. Braden would kill me if he knew what just took place. He would kill Rowen, too, but let’s face it, he’s been looking forward to committing that homicide for the last three years.

      But I will never tell.

      Rowen and I have a secret.

      A soulfully delicious, achingly sweet secret that I will cherish forever.
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      That kiss.

      It’s all I can think about as I get ready for dinner. The coach invited a few of us out to the Pinewood Steakhouse to meet with a handful of prospective recruits. It’s an on-going process, trying to get the best of the best to join the Cougar family. I’ve been to a few of these. Most of the guys eventually climb onboard, and if they don’t, I still get a nice meal out of it.

      Boomer and I head out together. I drive while he talks nonstop about the thirty-two-ounce porterhouse steak he’s about to sink his teeth into. Boomer is pretty fit for a two hundred eighty-pound slab of granite. He’s all muscle and rage. On a good day, the cables on the sides of his neck bulge for no reason. And when he’s pissed, you can climb onto one and zip line down. He’s kept his hair shorn close to his head for as long as I’ve known him, and as much as I’d like to attribute that to style, I think it’s because what hair he has left happens to be Cheeto orange. I don’t have a problem with it, but Boomer mentioned it was the cause of many a fistfight in his younger years and partly the reason he’s such a madhouse of muscle today.

      The Pinewood Steakhouse sits on the edge of Moon Ridge just this side of Bixby in an old reclaimed barn that has been transformed into a modern five-star eatery. We pull into the parking lot, and I quickly opt out of valet.

      Boomer groans as I drive us down in the acre deep lot. “Dude, you’re so cheap even your truck squeaks.”

      “The only thing I make squeak is the mattress.”

      We share a quick laugh as we hop out and head for the restaurant. It’s true that I’ve made my fair share of mattresses sing, but it’s not near as much as popular opinion might have you believe. I’m not sure how or why the rumor mill grinds away on my dick’s behalf, but I never wanted this. Mindy is right. Once upon a time, I was a one-woman man, and that woman was Becca. But Braden stepped in and things went to shit. I may have panic fucked a few too many coeds in the aftermath, but that good time has long since slowed down. For a while, I was nursing my aching heart. And then after that, I was just trying to fill a vacuum that I didn’t know existed. By the time I figured it out, I had circled around each of the sororities twice.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I fish it out to find a text from my sister.

      What’s up?

      I can’t help but give a crooked smile. I love that Mindy wants anything at all to do with me now she’s been let loose on a college campus. At the Pinewood Steakhouse. Football stuff.

      She buzzes right back. You mind if I swing by? I love steak!

      I’ve invited Mindy a few times before, but I’m slow to do it this time. I scowl over at my roommate. It’s a full house tonight. Maybe next time.

      What?! Are you shutting me out? Is this because of Boomer? Is he there?

      “Shit,” I mutter as we walk through the door.

      “Who’s that?” Boomer leans over as I flash my phone his way, and he lets out a dark laugh. “Dude, tell her I said hello.”

      Boomer knows all about Mindy’s little crush. She’s made no bones about hiding it, and I’ve made no bones about objecting to it. Next to Braden, Boomer has been like a brother to me. Braden and I grew up together for the most part, so he feels like family in that way. Boomer, however, has been stinking up our shared dorm for the last four years, separate bedrooms or else it would have been a deal killer, but just one bathroom. And I know that after he ingests that thirty-two-ounce bovine disaster tonight, he’ll be fouling it up that much more.

      How about coffee tomorrow? Or better yet, dinner. I’ll talk to you soon.

      Boomer and I spot Coach in the back, and we head on over past the crowds congesting the oversized restaurant on this bustling Saturday night. But I’m not all that hungry. I’m not at all into meeting with a bunch of high school kids, trying to convince them that my school is the best. What I really want more than anything is to dive into my bed, alone, while I try to figure out what the hell to do about Sophie.

      All week I’ve had that girl on my brain. I couldn’t get that kiss out of my head. I thought for sure she wouldn’t show up tonight. I thought if I showed, at least it would have been reported back to her. There’s no way I would ever want Sophie to think I was rejecting her. But she showed up. And she kissed me. My boxers heat ten degrees just thinking about it. Damn. Sophie Meyer is hot, and those kisses she was doling out have set more than my dick on fire. What happened in that little black box tonight felt intimate, it felt holy, special on another level. If it were any other girl on the planet, it would have been simply me scamming off her for the hell of it. But it was the one girl who I would never want to use or abuse in any single way. Not that I’m a user or an abuser, but my lips have gained some mileage in the last three years.

      Boomer leads us down the final corridor to the rear, and I stop cold.

      Shit.

      There she is in all of her beautiful glory. Holy hell. I give a few quick blinks of disbelief as if I’ve harnessed the power to conjure her.

      “Sophie?” I mutter under my breath as our eyes lock. It takes a minute for me to take in the scene. She’s seated at a table with a bevy of familiar faces, all of them a blast from the past. Braden spots me, and soon they’re both glaring at me. Crap. I spot Becca and her parents, all three with their backs to me, thankfully. And Tanner, Bec’s little brother, who I once saw as a little brother myself, is busy trying to steal Sophie’s attention. He always did have a slight crush on her.

      Boomer knocks his elbow into me. “Dude, you’re staring.”

      “Right.” Shit. I follow him over to where the coach is seated just a few measly tables away from ground zero, and suddenly I feel the urge to bolt.

      Coach Peters does a quick round of introductions, but I haven’t committed a single recruit’s name to memory. Instead, I steal a few glances back at Meyer central and catch Sophie casually trying to do the same. My gut cinches as our eyes lock for a moment. She is a stunner. But that mouth. The things she did to me with those kisses. I don’t know if it was the element of surprise, that dark as hell room, or the fact that Sophie is all grown up, but something had me going a thousand times harder and hotter than anything or anyone has before. Becca laughs at something Braden tells her—that high-pitched, I’ve sucked down a helium balloon cackle that I used to find adorable until I finally admitted to myself that it grated on me like rusted razors. And then it hits me. It’s September twentieth, Becca’s birthday. I almost feel like an ass for putting it out of my mind—almost. So that’s what they’re doing. Braden and Becca are painting the town with steak and family before they head back to their shared apartment and he fucks the brains out of my former girlfriend. My blood boils for a brief minute, but for some reason when I picture the two of them unhappily grunting away, it doesn’t enrage me like it once had the power to do.

      Boomer leans in. “Dude, you want to switch seats?”

      “No.” I haven’t said a word about who I’m spending time with at that experimental nightmare. Not that Sophie is a nightmare. She’s a great girl. She’s just not the one for me. If Dexter Houston thinks he’s going to get some happily ever after love connection out of the two of us, he’s sorely mistaken. In fact, that software he’s using to pair up his matches has severely malfunctioned. If the rest of the experiment is running just as smoothly, then I give it another week before it completely implodes.

      “Do us both a favor.” He slides a menu over to me before shaking his open. “Don’t stare at your ex. Especially not when she’s with that dude that fucked you over. The coach really wants the kid on the left. This is a no drama kind of a night. Got it?”

      Coach Peters nods over to me. “Tell Ryan here about all the hot chicks at Leland.” He offers a wink and crude chuckle to the kid. “Some things are better left said player to player.” Coach Peters is cool. He’s been like a second father to me, and I’d do just about anything for that man. Case in point, lock myself in a dark room once a week with Sophie Meyer while mapping out the landscape of her mouth. “Well, son?” Coach leans in, displaying his salt and pepper hair—the salt is winning. He’s grown a double chin since we’ve met and a beer belly that holds his playbook nicely. But on this night, he’s trying to extract a female centric playbook from me, and I’m not quite sure what to say—so I say what’s really on my mind.

      “The girls are scorching.” I nod in agreement to the coach’s sentiment. “But if I were you, I’d keep your dick in your boxers.”

      All three of the freckle-faced kids dotting the vicinity drop their jaws. Even my teammates take a moment to glance up from their menus.

      “Take your time,” I say it like I mean it—and I do. “There are a lot of girls out there that will only want you because of your jersey. Be choosy. You don’t need all the girls. You just need the right girl.”

      Dan and Tim Locke, a set of twins that have managed to get on the team, defying both the odds and the coach’s better judgment, share a quick laugh. Normally, I’d be affronted but, at the moment, they’re breaking up the stunted silence I seem to have initiated in everybody else.

      The waitress comes by to takes our orders, and I’m thanking God to get this harrowing ordeal moving along.

      Boomer leans in. “Tell me you’re not buying the bull you just slung across the table.” It’s not surprising that he wants clarification. He’s told me in no uncertain terms that I’m somewhat of a hero to him when it comes to my bedroom antics. Boomer gets his fair share of girls, perhaps even more than me, but his PR department isn’t doing half as great a job in advertising the fact. I think that’s where the ego blow comes from on his part. He’s a running back. And unfortunately, in most girls’ eyes, running backs simply don’t have the charm that a quarterback has attached to him. Honestly, I think that’s the only thing giving me a thigh up in the panty department.

      “I’m not buying it.” My stomach sours as if maybe I am. I thought I believed in love and all of its trappings. My parents have a great marriage. And I want something that special for my sister one day—once she’s settled into her fifties. But for me—I glance over to where Becca nibbles on Braden’s ear, and surprisingly I don’t growl, which is my usual go-to response at the flesh feast. But it still sours my perspective in regards to love—that cheap commodity Dexter Houston is trying to sell to the student body like a bag of rotting fish.

      Sophie catches my eye again with that long dark hair my fingers were knitted to just a few short hours ago, those lips that I made my own. Tanner has scooted in so close to her, he’s practically sitting on her lap. But you can tell by her body language she’s not that into him. I almost feel sorry for the dude. Almost.

      Sophie glances my way and catches me staring and quickly looks away. It takes less than three seconds for her to devote her full attention to Tan the Man while he soaks in every phony minute of it.

      “So, who’s the chick?” Boomer whispers as everyone at the table erupts in their own microcosm of conversation. “Because, dude, she is fucking hot.”

      “That’s Sophie—Braden’s little sister. She’s just a kid.” I take a long swig of my water to cool myself off. That kid elicited a heat wave in me, melting me straight down to the marrow. If Boomer knew, he’d flip a switch. And he’s right. She really is that hot. “She’s off-limits, though.” My cheek flinches because that entire statement just flew out of left field. “She used to be Mindy’s best friend.” There. A swell of relief fills me at the justification. “If Mindy finds out your trying to bed her ex-BFF, you’ll have her chasing you down with a hatchet.” And that, right there, is a true story.

      Boomer belts out a dark and twisted laugh. “I’m no fool. I don’t do little sisters, and I don’t make little sisters pissed enough to want to put my balls on the chopping block,” he grunts while keeping his gaze focused solely on Sophie. “Too bad, though. She’s got a face. And that body…”

      And that body indeed.

      Our first course comes out just in time to save Boomer’s little red neck. But I’ve never been too hot on salads. The only thing that has me hot and bothered in this entire cavernous room is little Sophie Meyer, only she’s not so little anymore. I glance over, thankful that Mr. Carmichael has moved over a notch, thus brilliantly blocking Braden and his obnoxious face from view. I swear if I weren’t driving tonight, I would empty this place of hard liquor just to have half an excuse to go over and bash his face into a glass table. That might sound violent, but what he did to my family and me felt far worse.

      Without meaning to, I sneak a few stealth glances over as Tanner continuously dive-bombs his arm over Sophie’s shoulder in order to cop a feel. Okay, so he’s probably not trying to cop a feel, not with his mother sitting across from him anyway. But still, what the hell does he need to touch her for? And why isn’t Braden doing anything to stop it? But try as he might want to find a home for his arm over her shoulders, Sophie keeps letting it slide right back off. Nope. Tanner Carmichael isn’t getting laid tonight. At least not by Sophie Meyer, and I can practically feel my dick cheering the shutout.

      Sophie glances my way and lingers a moment. Crap. She sees me watching her like some kind of disgruntled ex when I couldn’t care less what octopus she’s planted herself next to tonight. I could, but Braden is there filling those big brother shoes the way he’s supposed to. Only he’s not doing a damn thing about the fact Tanner keeps trying to get to second base, right there at the table. It only affirms the fact the dude is an idiot.

      After a few seconds into Tanner’s latest molestation, Sophie excuses herself before disappearing down the hall.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say to no one in particular as I get up and head for the restroom myself. My heart picks up pace with every step as I make my way into the darkened corridor. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing here—what the hell I’m expected to find, but what I do find is Sophie standing just south of the ladies’ room staring at her phone, proving the point that she didn’t need to get some bladder relief. The only thing she wanted relief from was Tanner himself.

      Here it is—just her and me, alone, the way I wanted. Is that what I wanted? My head swims with the possibilities.

      “Hey.” I swallow hard. Outside of those words we whispered to one another in the TSE hotbox, this is the first conversation I’ve initiated with her in years. It feels both criminal and a long time coming. My heat index spikes to nuclear, and I break out into a soaking sweat all at once.

      Sophie looks up, stunned, and pulls her phone to her chest, darkening the vicinity that much more. It’s okay. We’re used to seeing one another in far darker places than this by now.

      “Oh”—she cranes her neck past me for a moment—“hey.” Her watery green eyes settle on mine, and I marvel at how they almost look backlit. Sophie’s glowing eyes were the first thing I noticed about her all those years ago, soulful and beautiful even at a young age.

      “Why are you letting that guy crawl all over you?” It comes out full of rage, outright angry, and far more animated than I ever meant for it. God, what the hell has gotten into me? I of all people know that Tanner Carmichael is no real threat. Not that I’m even remotely in a position to feel threatened by anyone that Sophie might be into.

      “Ha!” Her entire face lights up with the mocking laugh. That’s another thing I miss about Soph—her bite to the bone humor. “The same could be said about you.” Her eyes enlarge with her own level of rage, and now both of our chests are beating in and out as if we’ve just outrun a heavily armed militia. That’s what the TSE is starting to feel like—some renegade life force that’s trying to suck us in.

      I step in close, effectively pinning her to the wall. We’re so close I can feel the heat emanating off her body, that perfumed hair of hers drives me wild with its hint of vanilla just the way it did a few short hours ago. Normally, I wouldn’t stand this close to Sophie, but after the well-orchestrated event we just went through, that led to a far more chaotic carnal aftermath, it feels natural, necessary.

      Her eyes hood dangerously low, and my arousal level hits an all-time high. “Why did you show up tonight?” She swallows down that lump in her throat. “There—not here.”

      “I know what you meant.” Our hands accidentally brush up against one another, and I pull back as if she had the ability to scald me. She does. I just can’t figure out why. I held both of her hands, with our fingers interlaced, back in that dark room. “Because I didn’t think you’d show.”

      “Wow.” Her eyes widen, pouring out that beacon of bright green light. “Sorry I disappointed you. You were free to leave once you knew I was there. But you stayed.” Her voice shrinks as if she were merely thinking that last line out loud.

      “Leaving wouldn’t have been the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      “Gentlemanly?” Her chest bucks with a laugh, and I can’t help but note how much older she looks, how serious and sexy as hell she’s grown to be. “And you? Leland’s own one and only wooden roller coaster—the Colossus? What do you know about being a gentleman?” I wince when she says that horrible nickname. “Please.” Sophie’s entire face fills with disgust, but it’s the hurt in her eyes that stops me cold. She slaps her hands against my chest as she bursts past me. “Next time don’t do me any favors.”

      Shit. That went well. I take a breath before returning to the table and, holy hell, I find Mindy next to Boomer, practically seated on his lap.

      “Hey, man.” He holds up his hands as if there’s not a damn thing he can do.

      Mindy’s eyes grow wild as she carefully points behind her and mouths the words Oh my God!

      I give a quick nod because I’ve already been apprised of the lunacy of this evening. Oh my God is right, and Mindy and her outright obsession with Boomer is only adding to the absurdity of it all.

      Dinner drones on with Coach asking the prospects everything that comes to his mind. I’m shocked to hell he hasn’t asked them why the sky is blue. Mindy peppers Boomer with questions of her own, each and every one of them edging dangerously close to a sexual nature, and I monitor closely just how he answers. He’s kind enough to humor her and smart enough to stay the hell away. But, in truth, my mind isn’t anywhere at this table. I also happen to be closely monitoring the happenings over at the Meyer end of the room.

      Eventually, the waitress brings out a cupcake and sets it in front of Becca, and the waitstaff sings a cheery version of “Happy Birthday” that involves far too much clapping and jubilation—the entire mockery looks like a fraud. But my mind isn’t on Becca either.

      Tanner boldly wraps an arm around Sophie’s shoulder and shockingly sticks the landing. He leans in and whispers something into her ear, and she immediately agrees with a nod. Probably asking her out on their first date and lucky me got to witness the blessed event.

      Mindy kicks me from under the table and shakes her head. “No ogling allowed.”

      “Got it.” I need to get out of this situation with Sophie so we can go right back to ignoring one another for the rest of our lives. My stomach sours at the asinine thought. I no more want to ignore Sophie for another minute than I want to drink a gallon of bleach.

      Coach picks up the tab, and I say an amicable good night to the prospects, wishing them well at whatever school they land in.

      Boomer and I head out with Mindy just as the Meyer-Carmichael clan call it a night. Mindy races ahead, and in trying to keep up with her I’m the first to open the door. Mindy and Boomer zoom out, and without warning Tanner ducks on by. The little shit didn’t even bother with hello. My chest pumps with a dry laugh. Sophie exits, head down, mumbling a thank you on her way out the door, and that sweet vanilla scent lingers as she passes me. I’m just about to let go of the handle when Braden barrels through. His hard gaze meets with mine for the first time in over a year. Those stony green eyes of his are filled with just as much rage and hate as ever, and as much as I want to feel the same, I’m done with that shit parade. Mrs. Carmichael struts by, adjusting her scarf, completely oblivious to the fact the boy her daughter dated for close to two years is holding the door open for her. Then there’s Mr. Carmichael.

      He pulls his coat taut over his back and leans into the night wind before doing a double take in my direction. “Son of a bitch!” His entire face lights up when he sees me. Stan Carmichael and I grew close over the months that I hung out in their living room like a regular piece of furniture. “Rowen Garret! How the hell have you been?”

      “Dad.” Becca pops up from behind, and like a boomerang my eyes flit toward the parking lot for Sophie. I’m not interested in having a conversation with Becca or her father. “Just go already, okay?”

      “But, Becs, it’s Rowen!” He slaps me hard over the arm with an ear-to-ear grin that I used to love invoking in him. “Take care of yourself, son. You’re doing fantastic on that field! You’re a real dominator!” He jogs on out to catch up with his wife, and it’s just Becca and me the way it was for so long. But I don’t miss it.

      I nod for her to step on out, so I can get the hell to my truck and out of this mindfuck I’ve stepped into.

      “Hey.” She bites down on her lower lip. Her hair is lighter with a hard, dark line at the root. Her eyes are overdrawn with kohl, and her perfume attacks me like a sensory takeover. Becca was never one for subtleties. “That was weird, huh?” She shrugs it off, but doesn’t set a foot out the door. Instead, Becca keeps those coffee brown eyes glued to mine, and she’s saying something with them. The way she licks her lips on a loop makes me feel like she’s taking this somewhere she shouldn’t be. “Braden’s getting the car.” She wrinkles her nose as if this were an offense—and in her valet parking world it just might be. “So, anyway, maybe we can catch up sometime? You know, grab a bite or something. I mean, it’s kind of odd that we both ended up here tonight—on my birthday of all nights.” She nods, waiting for me to say the words, but I’m not up for any head games. And that coffee klatch invite is just that, a head game. I should know. Becca is a master at them.

      “I think I’ll pass.”

      Another large party moves toward the exit, and I step away from the entry, allowing someone else the privilege of playing door monitor for the night.

      I make my way past the Carmichaels, past Tanner, and stride out from under the awning just as a body crashes into me—the perfect body.

      Here she is in my arms, bright eyes, beautiful blessed by God face, and those lips. My gut wrenches just looking at them.

      “Good night, Sophie.”

      Her lips twitch, no smile, but those eyes remain wide and telling. “Good night, Rowen.”

      I take off down the parking lot, and a familiar looking SUV comes up, blinding me with its headlights with Braden behind the wheel. He shoots a look my way, sharp enough to slit my throat.

      And deep down, I laugh.

      The joke is on you, Braden.

      It’s always been on you.
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      The week drones on with practice, classes, and more practice on a loop. The lab monkeys over at the Social Experiment sent an email, congratulating me on making it to the third week, and I shut the email and delete it before reading on. After that run-in with Sophie, I’m pretty sure neither of us should show up for whatever acrobatics they have planned next. My gut wrenches at the thought of shutting Sophie out. Not that she shouldn’t shut me out. I get it—family solidarity. Braden is her brother, and she should side with him even if he is in the wrong.

      I finish up classes for the day and start back to my dorm to drop off my books before heading for the gym, but as much as I want to focus on free weights, my mind keeps trekking back to Sophie. Yes, those kisses were spectacular, but that hurt look in her eyes that night at the steakhouse—I’ve never felt more like an ass in my life. When I told her that I didn’t think she’d show—that I was just there doing the gentlemanly thing—her features crumbled. I should have known better. No girl—not even Sophie with our checkered history—wants to feel rejected. And that’s what I did. Hell, this crap that’s happened between Braden and me should have always stayed there, between the two of us. I should have fought hard not to let it affect Min and Sophie’s relationship. Nor should it have affected my relationship with Soph either. We were friends, buddies—hell, sometimes we got along better than Braden and me. Half the time when I went over to the Meyer house, it was to hang out with Soph. After they lost their mom, I wanted to be there for them—be whatever they needed me to be just to take the pain away. And that’s when Sophie and I got close. Not creepy close. We weren’t sneaking off and making out in the closet. I was still with Becca, but unlike with Becca, hanging out with Sophie was easy. We had fun. She dished it out, but she could take it, too. And whenever she wanted to raze Braden, I was always Team Soph. Those were good times. I should have never let them end—never landed us in this dark place with our lips conjoined only to toss a rejection in her face that I never intended.

      “Rowen Garret!” an out of breath female voice shouts from behind, and I cringe. I might have Sophie on the brain, but right now I’d like to take some time off from this fucking spree that’s spanned the last three years. I just need to focus on the game—make things right with Soph—end my senior year with some dignity and maybe apply for grad school on the East Coast. Disappearing from Moon Ridge sounds like a good thing, and I would have done it years ago if it wasn’t for Mindy.

      “Rowen! It’s me, Petra!” A panting brunette bustles up beside me with her hair in a wild bun, strands escaping every which way, tortoise shell glasses sitting crooked on her nose, and a crazed look in her eye as if she’s been searching high and low for me, and she might have been. It takes five seconds for me to place her as the chick from the TSE. She’s my personal lab monkey, ready to lock me in another cage with Sophie. No thanks. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You didn’t respond to the email I sent.” Her cheeks pique with color, and I slow down before I induce a cardiac episode in the girl. She nods over to the campus coffee shop. “You mind if we step inside?”

      “Sure.” Why not. This way I can make an official clean break with Dexter and his minions.

      We head into Coffeeology, the most ridiculous name for a coffee shop if you ask me. But as soon as the scent of roasted beans hits me, suddenly everything about this place seems genius. We place our orders, and I pick up the tab. A part of me feels obligated to pay for a girl. Call me old-fashioned, but I want to do it. I’m all for equal rights, for women to crash through every glass ceiling that’s ever existed, but my heart wants nothing more than to pick up the tab no matter how big or small. Contrary to what the world and Sophie Meyer believe, deep down I am most certainly a gentleman at heart. That’s how my mom raised me, and that’s how I intend to be until my dying breath.

      We get our drinks and take seats out front. A part of me has my Sophie antenna up. As much as I can’t stop thinking about her, I keep waiting for her to pop up next to me with that big beautiful smile of hers that hasn’t graced me in years. It’s a big school though, lots of people, which have buffered me from Braden and Becca nicely, and for that alone I’m thankful.

      “So, what’s new?” I ask as I toss my backpack onto the ground. It’s cold out, but fall likes to turn into winter around here real quick, and before you know it, there will be a blanket of snow on the ground for the next seven months.

      “Your next experiment is tomorrow.” She slides her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

      “Wednesday?”

      She nods while sipping her coffee and ends up spilling it down the front of her shirt. “Crap.” She’s quick to mop it up with a napkin. “We’re progressing to twice a week now. A cable network has picked up the show. It’s pretty exciting.”

      “The show?” I’m well aware of the fact that parts of this experimental dating project were scheduled to air somewhere, but the thought of those kisses I shared with Sophie debuting on some cable network ties my stomach in knots.

      “The first few episodes will be just a quick compilation.” She flicks her hand through the air as if assuring me of some nonsensical fact. “Dexter is hoping to key in on a few select couples—the ones with the most obvious chemistry. It’s all a ratings game.”

      “Did I just hear my name?” a deep voice booms from above.

      We glance up to find a tall sturdy man in a suit with wavy blond hair, dark soulless eyes, and I scowl.

      “What’s up, my man?” I give Dexter Houston five and nod for him to take a seat. I’ve met Dexter on more than a few occasions. The coach’s favorite relative also happens to be a decent Cougars fan.

      He falls into the seat between us, and Petra’s face bleaches white as if Jesus himself just showed up to the party.

      “It’s not just a ratings game. I promise you that.” He glances to Petra and winks before she bothers taking her next breath.

      Petra pushes her glasses up the ridge of her nose once again in an effort to compose herself. “I was about to fill him on the deal you inked.”

      “But she doesn’t have to.” I put the poor girl out of her misery. It’s clear she’s a nervous wreck around this guy, and I get it. She likes her job. She probably wants to keep it. “Petra is great,” I assure Dexter, much to her relief. “But I’m thinking of bowing out.”

      His brows hike with what looks to be mild alarm. “You sure about that? The dates are doubling up from here on out. The sky’s the limit on where things might lead. What’s wrong? You’re not digging the girl we’ve paired you with?” He squints over at me as if he were doubtful of this before I ever opened my mouth.

      “It’s not that.”

      Petra hits the air brakes with her hands, stopping me from saying another word. “It’s an outdoor date. No more lock-offs in the dark, I promise. And no more physical requirements either. If you want to kiss, hug it out, or hold her hand—it’s entirely up to you.”

      Dexter nods. “The first phase was a forced chemical reaction. You’ve been intimate so to speak with a total stranger. And if you liked it—the next phase is letting your mind catch up with your hormones. You did like the girl, right?”

      “Yes, I like her.” Letting my mind catch up with my hormones? A part of me wants to laugh. I’ve known Sophie forever. That little catch-up session happened in a nanosecond the minute the lights went on the very first time. “Outdoor date?” For a second, I can’t believe the words as they sail from my lips. I’m not actually entertaining this, am I? But it might be just what I need to prove to Sophie that I’m not an ass. Who knows, maybe this silly experiment might be the catalyst to restoring something we lost all those years ago? Maybe Mindy and Soph can repair what they lost, too. “Where’s this outdoor date taking place?”

      Petra’s eyes bulge with delight as if I’ve just made her whole year. “So, you’ll do it?”

      Dexter swallows a dark laugh. “Of course, he’ll do it. He’s interested, and it’s not some outdoor event that has him begging for more.” He gives a sly wink.

      Petra bounces in her seat as if she were the one going on the date. “You’ll be rappelling down Windy Peak. Of course, if you want, we can change it. We have hundreds of options, but we thought that might be a great way for the two of you to get to know one another.”

      A dangerous way. Not that there’s anything too dangerous about rappelling down Windy Peak. I’ve always wanted to do it. Hell, if it were just me, I’d be all in.

      “Will she be there?”

      Petra and Dexter exchange a quick glance before she clears her throat. “There’s always the off chance someone won’t show, but”—she refers to her phone—“according to her sensory guide, she’s undecided.”

      Undecided. I can’t help but frown. “I’ll do it. But if she doesn’t show, I’m still rappelling down that cliff.” I may as well cross an item off my bucket list while I’m at it.

      Petra livens up with a schoolgirl giggle as she collects her things. “You bet! I’ll email you the details and see you tomorrow!” She jumps up, nearly knocking the table over with her, and I pick up my drink before I end up dousing my balls with hot coffee.

      “Sorry!” She jumps backward and trips, nearly landing on her nose. “I’m a bit of a klutz! See you soon!”

      I growl as she shrinks out of sight. “Dude, what are you doing with this mess?”

      I know for a fact Dex had his balls handed to him by Scarlett Stafford, a country gone pop singer who makes more in five minutes in interest than most people will ever see in a lifetime. She’s beautiful as hell, but notorious for dating men, then busting their balls in her next hit single. And that’s exactly what happened to poor Dexter here. I believe the song that’s encapsulated their relationship is entitled, “You Weren’t Worth a Horse’s Ass”.

      “It’s not a mess.” He grimaces a moment as if it might be.

      “It will be,” I assure him as I take a quick sip. “Do me a favor. When you air this disaster, keep my girl and me out of it.”

      “My girl?” That cheesy grin of his comes back wide and proud. “It has a nice ring to it.” He scowls at me a moment. “And, yeah, sure. If it keeps you around, I’ll make sure you end up on the cutting room floor.” He slaps me five and stands to leave. “You think this girl has a chance to steal your heart?” He needles me with a discriminatory stare as if he had harnessed the power to crawl into my skull and check out the inner workings.

      “Nope—not like that. At most I’d like for us to be friends.” I leave it there before I say too much.

      “Just friends, huh?” His affect flattens out. Gone is the shit-eating grin. That haughty look in his eyes rounds out as if I’ve put the fear of the friendship god in him. “You’ll think different soon enough.”

      I bark out a laugh and raise my cup as if toasting him. “Dude, relax. It’s not like your life depends on this.”

      “It kind of does.” His hardened gaze wanders past me before he takes off without so much as a goodbye.

      Dexter might have a lot riding on his social experiment as a whole, but he doesn’t have anything riding on Sophie and me.

      Sophie and me. My girl. I frown at the woods just past campus. Tomorrow afternoon, I’ll be rappelling down Windy Peak either with Sophie or all alone. I’m sort of hoping for the former. Maybe Soph and I can start all over again even if her brother and I can’t.

      Something warms in me at the idea. I’d love to have Sophie in my life again as a friend. But my gut churns as if calling me out on the lie. If Sophie and I end up as just friends, then I can forget all about experiencing any more of those heated kisses. I’ve had my fair share of face sucking exchanges, and nothing has ever come close to that electrifying experience. Something about it was sweet, sensual, startlingly hot as fuck. Just knowing that it will never happen again has me mourning the loss of something Sophie and I never had. And we never will have.

      Nope, come tomorrow, if Sophie bothers to show up, I’ll do my best to renew our friendship. That’s all I want with Soph.

      But my insides grind as if maybe it’s not.
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      “What kind of shenanigans do you think they’ll have for us at Windy Peak?” I ask Vi and Ember as we stuff our faces with sweet potato fries at the Underground.

      Vi shudders as if reliving her own shenanigans at the aforementioned windy retreat. “Windy Peak is just a step away from the Wild Rose Trail.” Her crimson hair frames her petite facial features and sets her eyes off like twin green lanterns. Honestly, if I were as drop-dead gorgeous as Vi, I’d run around taking selfies all day long. She’s got every guy in the bar craning his neck to get a better look at her. Ember is her blonde Barbie counterpart. I wonder what Rowen would have done if he were paired up with either of them. I wonder if my heart could have taken it. Just the thought makes the pit of my stomach boil like a cauldron. I guess in that respect I’d rather it be me, but in truth, Rowen has spiked his man parts into so many of Leland’s beautiful female offerings, that at this point if it had been Vi or Ember, they would have been just another notch in his busy belt. A heated anger spikes through me at the thought of Rowen turning his crotch into a weapon to impale the masses with. Who the hell does he think he is? Other than the star quarterback with the face of a god that is. And what the hell did he do with my childhood friend? For sure he’s not the Rowen I used to know. And I really do miss the Rowen I used to know.

      Ember points her fry at Vi. “What about the Wild Rose Trail?” Ember grew up down south, so she’s not as familiar with the landscape in our neck of the raunchy woods.

      “It leads to Paradise Falls.” Violet nods as if Em should somehow surmise the rest.

      I groan at the thought. “Its waters are laden with semen, and there are enough lace panties washing up on shore they could rival the inventory of any Victoria’s Secret.”

      Ember pretends to gag. “So, you’re saying that’s the new hotspot to take my next date?”

      “Very funny.” I wash my fries down with a Coke and smile. “It’s too cold to skinny-dip this time of year.” For a moment, I envision Rowen stripping off his shirt, those rippling abs, those beefy arms, those wing-like lats. I’ve paid careful attention to Rowen’s body on the field. He’s built like an oak, sure and strong. And I’ve had the pleasure of running my hands over those marble-like muscles that line his chest and back. Even over his cotton T-shirt, they felt intoxicatingly hard as granite.

      “Earth to Sophie.” Vi runs her hand over my face. “Where the hell did you just go?”

      Ember grunts out a laugh. “She went skinny-dipping with Rowen.”

      “Would you shush?” I glance around for my brother, or God forbid Rowen himself. “I’m not thinking about him.” I hate lying to people. I can practically feel my nose shoot through the room and grow a branch off the tip. “Okay, so I may have been skinny-dipping with him, but he only got as far as taking off his shirt. Believe me, it’s a sight to behold.” I stare into nothing with a catatonic gaze. “Anyway, I may not even go. I told my sensory guide, Seth, that there was a good chance I wouldn’t show.” And then, he swiftly reminded me that it would be the end of the line with both Rowen and the social experiment, and for some reason that news has sat in my stomach like a boulder.

      “You should totally go.” Vi’s eyes get wild and squirrely before she shovels in another bite of potato-fried goodness.

      “She’s right,” Em chimes in. “It’s not like they’re locking you up in some dark closet—again,” she muses. “This is open air—a public establishment. What harm could it do? Besides, you mentioned you knew each other. You can catch up on old times. He’s not bad on the eyes, Soph. I can think of a thousand worse ways to pass the afternoon.”

      Vi nods in this lunacy. “Do you know how many girls would kill to be in your Windy Peak shoes?”

      “And if he doesn’t show…” I don’t have the energy to finish the thought.

      Vi smirks. “If he doesn’t show up, forget about him. He’s a dime a dozen.” She wags a fry out at the crowd of bodies pressing their way in through the door. “There are plenty of other Cougars in the wild.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I’m about to be eaten alive?” I scowl out at the Underground’s male offerings, and both Ember and Vi break out into a laugh.

      Em dabs the corner of her eye with her pinkie. “Only if you’re lucky, hon. Only if you’re really lucky. I had a date with a guy from the basketball team, and the first thing he said to me was he’s not into oral—says he’s done his research and he’s not interested in having his tongue hacked off later in life.”

      “Eww.” I toss a fry and peg her forehead. “I’m eating!”

      “That’s because you’re better than he is.” She tosses the fry right back and it lands unceremoniously in the puddle of ketchup on my plate.

      Vi reaches over and snaps it up for herself. “If a guy told me he wasn’t up for the breakfast of champions, I’d tell him to take a flying leap off Windy Peak.” Her eyes brighten my way. “Hey, maybe that’s why you’re headed there? Those freaks at the TSE want some oral on tape or they’ll send you both over the edge.”

      “You’re both perverts.” I spend the next five minutes straight envisioning Rowen and me back in that dark closet, steaming the tiny cloistered room up with our bodies as his tongue lashes over every last square inch of me. “Okay, so I might be a pervert, too.”

      Vi’s lips part, revealing a mouth full of fries. “You are so into him!”

      “So what? It’s not like it’s ever going to amount to anything.”

      Ember pulls my drink over to herself as if threatening to take a sip. “Then you’ll have to go to Windy Peak. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “I fall off a cliff?” For a second, I envision myself taking a swan dive off that jagged peak and Rowen down at the bottom catching me like those footballs he chases down the field.

      “You fall in love,” Vi counters.

      “Oh, hon”—Ember takes my straw and baptizes me with a face full of Coke—“she’s already there.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      But my face burns bright like maybe I am.
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      Windy Peak is a mere fifteen-minute drive from campus, pushed up against the rocky crags of the Chocolate Mountains on the north facing windy side, thus it’s blustery moniker. It sits at the foot of Laurel Lake where Mom and Dad used to take Braden and me fishing when we were still eager to explore all that nature has to offer with the folks in tow. After we buried Mom, Dad saw fit to bury himself in his work, and those fun times at the lake were all but lost.

      I follow Seth’s direction to the bottom where I find my personal sensei himself as he waves and instructs me to hop into his truck for the rest of the journey. Seth drives us slowly up the mountain, and I can’t help but feel slightly kidnapped at the moment. Just as I’m about to text Vi for help, we hit the lookout where we find an RV with what looks like a production crew bustling about. We park and Seth delivers me to Emily, the girl who did my makeup both times before I was shuttled off to a dark room and forced to kiss the boy of my dreams. Wow, when I paint it that way, you’d think I stepped into a fantasy rather than the pile of greasy dog shit I’m forcing myself to believe it is. But Rowen broke my heart all those years ago when he broke Becca’s heart and that of my brother. Why he dumped her and vanished from our lives I will never understand.

      Makeup consists of a quick coat of powder and some lip-gloss—and hair nothing more than having my tresses pulled into a low ponytail before having a hardhat smashed over the top of my head.

      Once I’m dusted and primped to Emily’s satisfaction, Seth pops up again. “You look great!” His face brightens as what’s left of the sun turns his shiny bald head into a spotlight. “Let’s get you to the guide and go over safety instructions.”

      “Safety?” My stomach bottoms out, because although the details on why I’m standing on one of the highest peaks in Moon Ridge are still a little fuzzy, the implication is becoming clear.

      “You’ll be fully harnessed. We have a team of first responders ready to roll at the bottom of the cliff should anything go awry. Dexter might even show before we finish up. It’ll be a great afternoon.”

      “If I survive.” Fully harnessed? An entire team of first responders? I should be bolting back to the safety of my Honda, Gertrude, whom I have affectionately named after a turtle Mindy and Rowen once had. Hey, if the conversation ever stalls, I guess there’s always Gertrude to get us back on track. Who knew my made-on-a-Friday lemon would come in handy while I’m fully immersed in hostile dating territory?

      Seth gathers me up like a mother hen with her chick, leading me into the trailer for safety instructions, and my stomach drops because there are lots of ropes and chains, a harness or two, but there’s no sign of Rowen. An older gentleman with a crap ton of pulleys slung across his shoulders looms over a laptop near the kitchenette.

      I glance to Seth. “So, he didn’t show?”

      “He’s here.” Seth pulls out his trusty mints and rattles the box at me, but I’m quick to decline. Just the thought of tossing myself down the side of this mountain has my bowels ready to produce a volcanic blowout. The last thing I need is to turn my mouth into an icy cavern.

      “He’s already gone through training.” Seth rattles the box once more and gives me that look that suggests a mint might be mandatory with the mean halitosis I’m wielding, but I know for a fact my breath is more than fine. Besides, I’d hate to give Rowen the wrong impression by blasting him with my minty freshness. The last time we both partook, we had a peppermint playdate with our tongues. “We want the first time the two of you come face to face in an open-air environment to be as natural as possible. We don’t want things like hair and makeup, or even training to get in the way of a genuine first response.”

      I make a face as the older gentleman dressed like a construction worker heads into his safety spiel. Too bad I can’t seem to retain any of the information he’s jettisoning my way. All I can think about is the fact Rowen Garret showed up again, most likely to prove to his ego he’s the gentleman he’s convinced himself he is. And I’ve shown up because I’m far too stubborn to let him play the hero in this Greek tragedy, and it will be a tragedy, because after watching a brief video on people hopping their way down the face of a mountain, I still have no clue on how to arrive back on solid ground, alive with all my limbs intact.

      Seth walks me to the edge of the cliff where I spot Rowen with his back turned to me. A woman has her hand up his shirt adjusting his mic, and I only know that because Seth just stuck a mini speaker down my décolleté and adjusted my own mic pack. I hate to destroy Dexter Houston’s Hollywood fantasy, but little does anyone at the TSE realize they’ve paired together two sworn enemies. Okay, so that might be a little dramatic, but I can’t help it. The icy wind blows into my face and makes my allergies pop up on cue. My eyes water and swell as if I’ve been crying for a year, and I can already predict I’ll have two muddy rivers of mascara running down my cheeks by the time I do a face-plant on the jagged rocks waiting below.

      Seth gives me a little nudge those last few feet and shouts, “And we’re live in three, two, one—action!”

      Shit!

      Rowen turns around, his body framed against the pale autumn sky, his dark hair, those piercing eyes cutting right through me, but it’s his heartwarming smile that disarms me.

      “Hello, Sophie.” His lips expand, exposing those twin rows of perfect, straight, sparkling white teeth. I have always admired Rowen and Mindy’s ode to orthodontia, only now it has my adrenaline racing, my heart palpitating to unsafe levels. Swear to God, Rowen Garret’s smile has the capability to kill, and right about now, it looks as if my body is volunteering to be the first victim of that killer smile. A tiny row of lines dig in around his eyes as he looks right at me with those pencil gray lenses, and my soul disintegrates at the sight of him.

      And just like that, the butterflies I thought had absconded once my hatred for him infiltrated my heart are right back filtering through my stomach like a coven of angry bats.

      “Hey, Row.” I keep it casual as the older gentleman, who tried very hard to arm me with the knowledge I would need to save my life, helps me sit near the edge of the cliff. It takes one glance at the jagged earth waiting to sink its razor-sharp teeth into my flesh for me to snap back to reality. “Oh no, no, no.” The ground appears to rise and fall as I wobble back and forth like I might pass out. Dear God. A part of me wants to hop right over the edge and get my impending doom over with.

      “Whoa.” Rowen lands his arm around my shoulders and scoots in close. That heady thick cologne of his soothes my senses, and just the feel of his strong muscles draped over me like a steel coat helps get my breathing back under control. “I’ve got you.” His warm voice rumbles through me. He leans in and presses his mouth close to my ear. “I won’t let you fall, Soph. I promise.”

      Those words. I lean back to get a better look at the boy who once whispered a similar phrase to me after my mother died and then broke his promise. His gaze latches onto mine, and something electric jumps between us. My stomach pinches tight in a white-hot knot just being so close to Rowen, our features fully exposed to the light. But regardless of broken promises, his words bring me an undo level of comfort. And then, just as quick as that comfort came, the violent ninety miles per hour wind that threatens to push me off this ledge takes it away. I have done a lot of foolish things in my life, but sitting on the edge of a cliff, ready to rappel to my death, has to take the deadly cake. This isn’t going to end well. Not very many things do in my life.

      I glance down quickly and wince, staving off the urge to army crawl all the way back to my car.

      “What the hell am I doing?” My chest bucks as I struggle to catch my breath once again. “I didn’t realize I was afraid of heights until this very moment.” I wipe tears from the corner of my eye. “God—that’s how stupid I am.”

      “There’s not a stupid bone in your body, Sophie. I’m here for you. Everything will turn out all right.” Rowen tightens his grip over me as he lands a kiss to the top of my head, and I startle. Our eyes lock once again, and for a second, I’m hopeful Rowen and I will eschew rappelling for something far more heart stopping—those kisses I’ve come to look forward to. But deep down, I know that friendly graze he just offered up was more of a pity kiss, a don’t-freak-the-hell-out-and-land-us-both-in-the-ER kiss, a protective older brother kiss, and that last reality is the most depressing of them all.

      The crew spurs on our guide, and a team of eight men help both Rowen and me dangle over the edge.

      THE EDGE! My hands knot into a death grip over the flimsy cable that’s keeping me from meeting my maker. My entire body shakes like a dog staring down a free trip over the rainbow bridge. And honest to God, if I see my mother appear with open arms, I will find a way to eviscerate Dexter Houston and every single one of his minions before I go to the proverbial light.

      Shit, shit, shit! I am going to KILL Vi. And then I’ll probably kill Ember, too, for the simple fact she was a far more willing party in this social nightmare than I ever was. And how is it possible that the two of them are most likely snug in their matching Leland jerseys while I’m staring at the pulsating ground, dangling off Windy Peak with nothing more than Silly String securing me to this blue spinning rock? I bet they’re stuffing their faces full of fries at the Underground while engaging in a heated debate over the health benefits of orgasms. Lucky bitches.

      The kind, elderly guide assures us he’ll be rappelling right along with us just a mere fifteen feet to our left in the event of an emergency.

      Fifteen feet? Swear to God, if he were within kicking range, his balls would be in peril. Fifteen fucking feet! How the hell is that kind of a buffer going to help when I’m busy sailing to my death with my limbs helplessly flailing like a cat trying to claw its way out of a tub?

      Rowen wraps a strong arm around my waist, warming me from head to toe with the gesture, and I don’t hesitate snuggling into him, my legs wrapping around his like a vine. “I’m here, Soph. We can take our time.” He buries his lips over the top of my head and warms me with his hot breath. And in the motherfucker of all ironies, this, right here, is heaven. Why did I need to end up participating in some cliff-dangling, death-defying stunt just to find paradise with the boy of my dreams? It doesn’t seem fair. How my entire life is panning out to be a hellish nightmare is beyond me.

      Rowen pulls back, and our gaze snaps together as if we were magnetized. With Rowen around, there is no earth, no sky, no cliff to see. He is all-encompassing, the only thing with value that my eyes demand to feast on.

      “I got you.” His fingers dig into my waist just enough to make me buck. “We’ll go slow. It won’t hurt, I promise.”

      A smile twitches on my lips, and I can’t help it. “You realize how dirty that sounds, right? Is that the script you stick to before you take the penis plunge?”

      “What?” He pulls back as if I’ve just offered up a fresh slap, and our bodies sway in the breeze.

      “Oh God!” I wail as I do my best to tuck my entire existence into Rowen Garret’s enormous chest.

      “You’re okay.” His warm breath sears over my neck, and as nice as it feels, I still wish to God I could crawl right out of my skin and back to safety. “It’s okay, Soph. I got you. We’re going to do this, together. Remember when we used to do things together?”

      “Ha!” I laugh right in his chest. Okay, so it would have had much more punch if I had laughed in his face, but it’s taking me a moment to lift my head to his. I manage to contort myself enough to look him in those beautiful eyes once again, and he unleashes that lethal smile as his arms pull me in closer than I ever thought possible. Rowen is thick and strong, and his warm body wrapped around mine like a shield feels as if everything is right—despite the fact we’re suspended midair over one of the highest peaks in Moon Ridge. “We did do a lot of things together. Like me beating you at board games.” I can’t help but give a snide grin. Beating Rowen at board games used to be the highlight of my Friday nights.

      “Hey—you only beat me because you cheated.” Those irresistible dimples of his go off, and something deep down in my solar plexus both sears with heat and relaxes.

      I laugh through tears, doing my best to elbow him for the dig. “I only cheated because I was trying to facilitate the game along. You were grateful, and you know it.”

      The wind picks up, and a horrific wounded animal-like groan escapes me. Oh God. So not sexy. Kill me.

      Rowen lands his warm palm over the back of my head, gently forcing me to look at him. “On three we rappel.” He nods as if it were more of a command than an idea. “Let go just like they told you. I’ll be right here.”

      “No!” my voice shrills as I secure my death grip over him. “You said you wouldn’t let go.” I burrow into him more than either of us thought possible, establishing the fact I’m not hopping away so we can bounce down the face of this granite slab like a couple of granola crunching idiots. “I’m not leaving you, Rowen. You’re going to have to be the one to get us down, because if you don’t, the Cougars will have to find another quarterback to bounce the cheerleaders on his lap come Friday.”

      “Geez.” Rowen lets out a groan—most likely because it’s true, but that expression on his face lets me know he’s slightly affronted. “Three.” And just like that, we fall ten feet to our next stop on this invisible elevator from hell with Rowen testing out the durability of the safety harness and me testing out the durability of my vocal cords. “We did it.” Rowen gives a hesitant laugh as if this news shocked even him. “We’re okay, Soph.” He’s still firmly wrapped around me, holding onto his own rope that hangs just inches from mine. The wind picks up again, threatening to end our good time and our lives. The ropes whip around the two of us and twist while doing a little dance in the breeze.

      “God—we’re going to tangle our lines and free-fall to our death!” I shout so loud my voice comes back to me as an echo. “Deep down, I always felt that we belonged together—but the afterlife wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

      Rowen pulls back and examines me with that mischievous schoolboy smile. “You really think that?” He rubs his sexy facial scruff over my cheek, and I die a little on the inside. My eyes close while enjoying the surprising hell out of this quasi-sexual moment.

      “Do I think what?” I glance down, and shockingly the ground looks ten times farther than it did when we were perched on the top of this Matterhorn. Clearly I am not very good at the art of thinking. Had I thought this fiasco through, I would be laughing off the stupidity of it all while enjoying a latte back on campus.

      “You think we should be together?” His finger caresses the underbelly of my chin, and our eyes snap into position like a couple of Legos.

      A breath hitches in my throat, and suddenly this very surreal moment grows all too serious. God, did I just confess that? What the hell is wrong with me? First, I take up cliff diving as my new favorite pastime, and then I confess to my one and only childhood crush that we should be meshed together for the rest of our albeit short lives? I don’t really feel that way, do I?

      My mouth opens, and a series of choking sounds emit. “Sorry.” My lips quiver as if tears were on the horizon. “I didn’t mean that.” I bury my face in his neck like some sort of kneejerk reaction and take in his woodsy scent, the feel of his warm skin. “You’re wearing the same cologne.” It comes out weak as I gaze up at his diamond colored eyes. It’s funny how midair suspension can debilitate that filter in your brain that prevents you from sounding like an ass twenty-four seven.

      “I know.” He winces and his dimples dig in, making my ovaries implode on command. Damn Rowen Garret for looking so hot while dangling in thin air. “I’m a creature of habit. You smell good, too.” He tucks his face near my ear and gives an audible sniff. “Roses.”

      “Thank you.” I back up to take in the full dimple effect he’s got going on. “It’s actually my deodorant protecting you from the body odor I’m expending profusely, but it’s nice to know it hasn’t cut out on me yet.”

      A dull laugh rumbles through him as he holds me close. His fingers press in just slightly, and it sends that sweet spot between my thighs quivering for him. Vi and Em might be discussing orgasms, but I’m having one at fifteen hundred feet.

      Rowen touches his nose to mine a moment, and my heart nearly jumps out to greet him. “Remember that time we took Braden’s deodorant and dipped it in white pepper?”

      “Yeah”—a quick laugh bucks through me as the icy wind licks my tear-slicked face—“that was weird. By the way, I’m the one that voted for dog shit.”

      “That’s because you’re twisted.” His heavy breathing warms my neck, and as close to death as we might be, I couldn’t feel giddier, more alive than ever before. Sadly, it’s a testament to my own ridiculousness that I can feel as giddy as a teen while dangling hundreds of feet from safety. His lips pull taut, but there’s something somber layered in his eyes.

      “Do you still have Cake?” The question blurts from me before I can fully process it. But judging by that look in his eyes, I was terrified he was about to take us someplace dark and scary that only the past can provide.

      Cake is the German Shepherd I practically grew up with while visiting the Garret household. Mindy was given the honor of naming the family pet since it was technically delivered on her birthday and since cake was basically the best thing in her world at that point in her short life, she decided on German Chocolate Cake as his yummy formal name—Cake for short. Of course, her eager-to-please parents let her get away with it. In all honesty, I think Cake was my first true love right up until my crush for Rowen came into full bloom.

      “Yes.” His teeth flash like a camera. “Cake is still very much ticking. He’s slower now. He stopped chasing the girls and spends more time chasing his tail and taking long afternoon naps.” That smile of his expands. His fingers dig deep into my ribs, and my body swims with greed for more.

      “And you picked up the slack,” I say as a gust of wind presses the two of us into the ice-cold granite. Rowen shields me with his goliath frame, and for a brief rather pornographic moment, I envision the two of us naked with him in this exact same position.

      His chest rumbles over mine, sending a ripple of electrical jolts all the way down to my toes. “I guess you could say that. How about you? You break any hearts yet?”

      “Not as fast as you’re breaking open the condoms.” God, again? What the hell am I doing having a conversation with Rowen about how often he dips his wick? “Never mind that. I just want to get back to planet Earth where I can run straight to Leland and hide under my sheets for the next sixty years.”

      “They’ll kick you out of the dorm in about five.” His thumping laughter echoes through my ribcage as his feet steady against the rock ready to take us down another level. “On three.” I can feel the words strum through me as he breathes them warm in my hair.

      “Three!” we both shout in unison and laugh as we coast down like a couple of lead-lined balloons. Shockingly, the ground looks as if it’s getting closer, not farther this time, and I’m thankful for small illusions.

      “You want to do it again?” he pants the words heavily into my ear, and my entire body quivers with orgasmic delight. Hell, I’m probably the only person who has experienced the most coveted bodily function while filled with terror at the very same time.

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      We share a quick laugh before the wind picks up and we lose footing from the cliff side only to swing like a pendulum for five hellish seconds.

      “You’re safe,” he pants with an undercurrent of uncertainty as if I’m not. His finger lifts my chin until I’m forced to look up at him. And there they are—Rowen’s eyes. In eighth grade, I wrote a love poem to them entitled “Earl Grey”. I had to read it out loud. Everyone thought I had a morbid and slightly sexual fascination with an English breakfast tea, but it was code for Rowen Garret’s eyes.

      I grab ahold of his hand and move it from my face. “Why are you doing that?” I’m suddenly irritated by his need to control me, make me look into his eyes like he’s about to sexually hypnotize me. He did that years ago. He doesn’t have to try.

      “I want to see you.” His lips pull back as he quickly wipes the steady stream of tears from my eyes. “I don’t want you to be afraid, Soph. I don’t want you to cry.”

      “Yeah?” I’m almost amused by this. “You should have seen me when you took off like a thief in the night three years ago. I cried buckets. Too bad you weren’t around to wipe my tears back then. But that was the point, wasn’t it? Make us suffer?”

      His eyes widen, but his features harden like flint as if my words had the power to infuriate him. “I’m sorry. But I promise, I didn’t take off like a thief.”

      “You were a thief.” My voice shakes with anger without meaning to. For God’s sake, it’s ancient history at this point. And I seriously doubt I would even bother bringing it up if we weren’t suspended from both the earth and reality all at once. “I don’t want to talk about this. They’re probably going to air this, you know.”

      He shakes his head just enough. “I spoke to Dexter. I asked him to cut us.”

      And just like that, the wound in my heart tears a little deeper. A childish part of me wanted to show the world that I could be with someone like Rowen Garret.

      Rowen rubs his thumb over my cheek, soft and warm. His gaze locks onto mine. I’ve never realized how intimidating it is to look someone in the eye this close. He’s bearing into me, pouring out his soul with this wordless endeavor.

      “I’m sorry, Sophie. I wish I could take back the hurt and pain I caused all those years ago.”

      “But you don’t think it was your fault.” I’m not sure why I felt the need to toss in a barb. It’s obvious he’s trying to apologize. He even threw in an I’m sorry. What more do I want from the guy—other than his body, heart, and soul?

      Rowen bears into me with that determined gaze. It’s telling me something, shouting into the depths of my being. I can feel the frustration exuding off him and don’t have any clue what to do with it.

      “I know it wasn’t my fault, Soph.” He closes his eyes a moment. “On three.”

      Rowen and I bounce down another flight of terror, this time with a little less conviction that this nightmare is going to land me with a breathing tube and an electric wheelchair.

      “Only one more drop.” Rowen rests his chin on my shoulder, his heavy panting feels like an old friend at this point. “You ready to take this baby home?”

      Actually, I’m not. All of a sudden I want nothing else but to hang midair forever with Rowen’s arms around my waist, his legs straddling mine because this will most likely be the last time we enjoy this tangle of limbs unless I can somehow trick him into a game of Twister like in the good old days. I used to live for the moment when Rowen collapsed on top of me. I’d laugh right along with him, but, deep down, I couldn’t wait to get to my room and whip out my diary so I could document the fact Rowen Garret jumped my bones. Yeah, I was being literal. So what? Right now, I literally want to hang here forever.

      I turn to face him once again, his enormous body blocking the sky just enough for me to believe we were already on solid ground.

      I sniff back the snot trying to make its way to lips. So awesome. Melted mascara, runny nose, tomato red eyes—and don’t get me started on the ponytail that went sideways and quickly morphed into a bird’s nest. I’m so glad Rowen gets to see my impression of a crack whore.

      “Hey—remember that time you, Mindy, and I all drove down to Rail Road Plaza because we wanted to get froyo?”

      His face flinches because it was also the day he crashed his father’s brand new BMW and we never had a bite of frozen yogurt. We were all fine. It was a fender bender—only instead of the fender getting bent, the rear crunched up like an accordion. It wasn’t Rowen’s fault, though.

      “How can I forget? And believe me, I’ve tried.”

      “I have one last midair confession to make.” God, stop. Don’t do this, Sophie, I plead with myself. You are going to regret this for the rest of your unnatural life. You’ll wake up in the morning and hate yourself so much that you’ll drive right back and rappel sans the proper gear and helmet. That’s how badly opening this wound is going to hurt. “I wasn’t really hungry for froyo that day.” I swallow hard as he takes me in, his expression as sober as my own. “Min and I were luring you out of your bat cave because I was going to ask you to prom.” The air vacates my lungs, and I’m stunned into paralysis by the words that just flew from my lips.

      Rowen’s eyes widen a notch, but he doesn’t move, doesn’t breathe.

      “But then you forgot to go when the light turned green and the idiot in the Mercedes behind you forgot to look up from his phone. You know the rest.”

      Rowen tilts his eyes ever so slightly, his eyes still stuck on mine. “And the next day…”

      He wants me to finish it, and so I do. We both know the horrible end to this heartbreaking tale. “The next day you left us, and I never saw you again. You might as well have shouted I hate you as you ran out the door that night.”

      His eyes close as his chest depresses with defeat. “I don’t hate you, Sophie. I could never hate you.”

      “But you hate Braden, and, by sibling proxy, that might as well be me.” I spin around and press my feet into solid stone. “On three.”

      We sail down one last time, hitting the ground with an echoing thump, and the crew comes out to free us. Bodies pull and tug at our limbs until we’re separated by at least ten feet, and it feels as if everything we’ve just experienced, all those damning words we exchanged were simply just a dream.

      Seth comes out to speak with me as I’m untangled from my puppet strings, and I can’t help but note that Rowen’s sensory guide, Petra, is busy whispering into his ear as well.

      “You did fantastic up there! Do you have Saturday night free?” Seth beams like a proud parent, and for a second, I think he’s asking me out. “The two of you have chemistry that’s off the charts. Why didn’t you tell us you knew one another?”

      “You heard all that?”

      “You’re wired to the hilt, kid. Everyone heard all that. It was wonderful. Dexter came out and said you were dynamite.”

      “We’re dynamite, all right.” Little does Seth or Dexter realize how close to imploding we really are. It did feel good to have it out with Rowen, though, if only in tiny little sound bites just seconds before each descent.

      “I’ll send you the details Friday afternoon.”

      “What’s with all the secrecy? I’d much prefer a syllabus so I can pick and choose my poison. If there are any more aerial gymnastics involved, you can forget it. I think you’ve just aggravated a cardiac condition I’ve had since childhood.”

      “Really?” He looks horrified.

      “No, not really, but imagine the lawsuit you’d have on your hands.”

      He belts out a laugh. “Try as you might, you can’t sue us. That contract you signed was ironclad.”

      “Good to know. Anything else you’d like to laugh in my face about before I fall to the ground and make out with Mother Earth?”

      He frowns as he frees me from the wires strapped to my body like a bomb. “You didn’t”—he hesitates a moment—“you know, kiss. We thought it was imminent the way you two went at it. Why the holdout?”

      “Holdout? I’m no holdout.” I glance back at Rowen who’s busy stripping himself of his own mic. “I don’t know. I think Ro and I are just sort of destined to be friends.” An hour ago I wouldn’t have said that with confidence, but something about that jaunt through hell solidified the fact I’d probably wave to him if I saw him on campus and not just with a select finger.

      “Friends?” Seth balks at the idea. “You left the friend zone right along with that puddle of drool we had to mop up that first day you made out with him. Trust me, no one else kissed like that, Sophie.”

      “That’s because you loaded us up with that roofie laced breath mint,” I say as he hands me my purse and laughs.

      “Look for my email. I think you’ll like what we have planned for Saturday.”

      “Let me guess. Diving into a pool filled with leeches? Better yet, tandem enemas? The couple that sprays together, stays together. Now there’s a visual that might actually garner some ratings.”

      His face lights up with a grimace. “You have a sick sense of humor. That’s why you’re my favorite subject.” He gives a quick wink before stepping in. “Oh, and hey, you and what’s his face should probably limit public interaction for a bit. The team wants to make sure to catch all the sparks you two are setting off. Don’t go diving underneath the sheets just yet. Save the hot stuff for the camera, would you?”

      “Right.” I avert my eyes, but deep down, my dirty little mind is diving over Rowen’s naked body, heating up the sheets like a disco inferno with all our hip grinding night moves. “I’ll catch you later.” I can’t believe I’m even entertaining placing my life in the hands of these psychotics handpicked by Dexter Houston. No wonder Scarlett Stafford dumped him. The dude is batshit. There’s no way I should show up this Saturday. And if Rowen covets his burgeoning football career, neither should he. One wrong move this afternoon and he would have gone from hero quarterback to uncelebrated water boy who rides the short bus. Dexter Houston is the mad hatter, and I think it’s time we all crawled out of the rabbit hole while we still have our heads attached.

      I make my way to my old beat-up Honda with its crooked bumper and dimpled doors, and I’ve never been so glad to see Gertrude. Yes, she’s an old and ugly turd mobile, but she’s my old and ugly turd mobile.

      The brand new shiny white truck next to me burps to life as I spot Rowen heading over with his dark hair slicked back, those sirens he calls eyes pinning me down without even trying. God, less than ten minutes ago those enormous arms of his were wrapped around my whole body. I can still smell his cologne in my hair.

      “Where you off to?” He folds his arms over the back of his truck and leans my way, looking like the epitome of every song ever sang by a country girl.

      “Back to Canterbury. I plan on stitching myself inside my sheets so I don’t ever pull another dumb stunt like that.”

      He belts out a quick laugh, and his dimples dig in, framing his happy face with a lewd level of sexiness that should be outlawed in all fifty dimple-loving states. “No, you’re not. You’re coming to dinner with me.”

      I don’t say yes or no. I just follow Rowen’s car out past Laurel Lake, over the covered bridge that leads into town. He hits the drive-through at Hot and Big Burgers, and I file in behind him placing my own order. When I come to the window, the cashier lets me know the truck in front paid for my order. I can’t help but smile. I can’t help but feel special as I follow Rowen to wherever it is he’s leading me.

      I’m having dinner with Rowen Garret without another soul around. Seth asked me to save the hot stuff for the camera. As if. As if there will be any hot stuff.

      Rowen drives us deep into the woods, away from civilization, away from reality, from Braden and Becca, and Dexter and his team of mad scientists.

      Rowen and I are going to be all alone in the woods.

      Whatever will we do?
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      There have been two times in my life where I was truly afraid for my neck. The first time was when I was twelve and fell out of a tree, landing me with a compound break to my arm. There are some things in life you were never meant to see, and your bones sticking out of your flesh is one of them. I passed out twice on the way to the hospital—my mother just once. The second time was when I hauled my ass over the side of Windy Peak less than an hour ago. At first thought, rappelling sounded like a damn good time. But when push came to shove off that cliff, my heart was creeping up my throat. As hard as I tried not to, I kept picturing Sophie and me piled over one another at the bottom of that cliff, bones protruding from flesh and all. As soon as I wrapped my arms around her, I knew I wasn’t letting go. I would have given my life ten times over to make sure Sophie landed on solid ground in one piece.

      A dull smile comes to my lips as I glance in the rearview mirror and spot her tailing me in that beat-up Honda she’s had forever. I remember the day she got it—Gertrude. She drove Mindy everywhere that year, took that monkey off my back until our worlds turned upside down.

      Fox Woods is the place I would come to after all of that shit went down. This wild and wooly forest has a clearing in the pit of it where an entire grove of aspens show off their fall colors in bright oranges, rich golds, and flaming reds. It’s still my favorite place to visit in the fall. I’ve never brought a girl here before—never brought a single person.

      We park and Sophie bursts out of her car laughing, holding out her arms and spinning, doing the Wonder Woman thing with a bag from Hot and Big in her right hand.

      “All right.” I head on out. “Time to nourish your superpowers.” I collapse the tailgate on the back of the truck and help pull Sophie in. Her tiny hand grips mine for dear life, twice in one day.

      Sophie lands against me, and we do a little dance before I steady her. My hands accidentally slide up her soft sweater. It’s amazing that she looks exactly the way I remember, but those blowup doll lips, those glowing doe eyes make her hot as fuck.

      “Rules,” I say it as sweetly as possible, and she tips her head back, her chest bubbling with laughter. Back in the day whenever Mindy and Sophie entered my room, I would bark that word out with the ferocity of a drill sergeant. “We don’t talk about Fight Club.” Sophie rolls her eyes as I say it. “Clearly you’re unimpressed with my sarcastic superpowers. I’m not being sarcastic by the way.”

      “I’m super impressed. Please go on.” Her hands slide up and down my flannel before her eyes grow wild and she takes a step away. “Sorry.” Her voice grows small as she heads to the back of the truck bed, and I join her as we take a seat next to one another, thighs touching, her body warm against mine. There’s enough space to spread out, but I’m not fighting her on any space issues. The truth is, I like being close to Soph. Hell, I loved having her in my arms, my tongue buried in her mouth, but I’m not about to go there again.

      “No talking about siblings or family or exes,” I continue. “Does that cover all the toxic bases?”

      “I’m sort of a toxic base.” She pulls out a clear plastic box revealing an unappetizing salad with a fork inside the box. “And you’re sort of a toxic home plate complete with primordial ooze.” She pops the lid and douses her greens with a gallon of ranch dressing.

      “Touché. No talking about me. I like that.” A lot. In fact, I wish half the student body at Leland would invoke that rule.

      Sophie gives a devilish wink. “That’s one rule I won’t comply with.”

      I pull my burger out, extra cheese, extra onions, the works, and she sniffs at it and makes a face.

      “What’s with the bunny food?” I tap my hand over her bag, and it flattens. “Where’s your burger?”

      “I’m a vegetarian now.” She stabs at her food like she’s trying to kill it. “Except I eat fish and turkey and of course all crustaceans. So anytime you want to feed me sushi or a complete Thanksgiving meal, please feel free to do so.”

      Something warms in me at the thought of sharing more than one meal with Sophie.

      “So, we’re good?” I take an aggressive bite of my burger as if trying to play off the fact I wasn’t already riveted by her answer.

      “We’re good—so long as you stick with your stupid rules.” She gives a little wink, and my gut pinches. Sophie is gorgeous. There. I said it. The first step in working through any problem is identifying it. Not that Sophie’s stunning looks are a problem. The problem is, my tongue has found its way into her mouth quite recently, and it misses that warm minty place as if it were its home. Not to mention the fact my arms have made a quick habit of finding their way around her waist, and right about now they’re aching to hold her. No matter how much I try to fight it, she’s invoking a hard-on in me that is about to present a big obvious problem very damn soon.

      “My stupid rules are brilliant,” I’m quick to remind her. “Speaking of brilliant, welcome to Leland. You having fun?”

      “Yeah, it’s been great. I’ve actually made friends with people. In the event you don’t recall, I can’t stand most earthly inhabitants. I find the masses rude and pretentious.”

      “Speaking of rude and pretentious, how’s it going with the guys?” My stomach boils just asking the question. I’m protective over Soph just like I am with Mindy.

      “Great.” She butts her shoulder into mine, wrinkling her nose, looking cuter than hell. “There is this one guy, though. He’s kind of a stalker at this point. He trapped me in a dark room and shoved his tongue so far down my throat it nearly tore my hymen.”

      “Shit.” I bury my face in my hands a moment in lieu of a laugh.

      “And those octopus hands? Don’t get me started on the feel up this guy stages whenever he gets the chance. It’s okay, though. What with the molestation he pulls off, my boobs were starting to feel like orphans.”

      “I have not touched your boobs.” A dull laugh pumps from me because it pained me to say it. “Okay. Scratch the boy stuff.”

      “Eww!” She gives me a firm shove, nearly knocking the burger out of my hand, and I laugh so hard I nearly tip over. “I will not scratch your boy stuff. You’re so bossy. I’m sure the other girls are licking it up literally, but please refrain from all sexual euphemisms whenever I’m around.”

      “Okay, stop.” I squeeze my eyes shut just trying to get a grip. I forgot what a big sarcastic ball of fun Soph could be. It’s amazing how natural this feels, as if a single day didn’t tick by without her. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” My laughter dies down. “Let’s just drop it. So, what’s new with you? What did I miss?” My heart sinks because already it feels like I’ve missed so much. All the good times we could have shared was replaced with pain, at least on my part.

      “Let’s see.” She steals a fry, so I land the bag on her lap. “I bleed once a month now. That’s pretty big news. For sure you missed that.” I take the bag back, and she barks out a laugh. I’m well aware of the fact she bleeds, but only because I was around while she was doing it. When Sophie first got her period, her dad and Braden were so freaked out they deemed her a no-fly zone. But I had witnessed my mom deliver enough bowls of chocolate ice cream to Mindy’s room once a month, treating her with kid gloves as if she had the flu, so whenever Braden mentioned Soph was on the rag, I made a special trip to the grocery store and brought her a bowl of ice cream in bed. “My dad ponied up for me to have a mani/pedi twice a month. That’s his way of making sure I keep in touch with my feminine side.” My heart breaks. When her mother died, my mom tried to step in. Plus, Mindy was there for her. But once everything went to shit, that ended, too. All I could think of was the fact I left her with Becca the pariah. “I dyed my hair a notch darker. I’m sure you can tell it’s a whole half shade more dramatic than ever.” She rubs the top of her head over my nose.

      “It is stunning.” My heart wallops when I say that last word. Honestly, I can’t tell. Sophie has always had reddish dark hair that reminded me of Cherry Coke, but Sophie is stunning, and that’s probably as close as I’ll ever get to saying it to her face.

      She looks up, her lips playfully pursed as if she’s irritated. “I’m lying. And really? Stunning?” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag. “Oh, and by the way, I’m a liar now, too. So, what’s new with you? I heard you transformed your woody into an amusement park ride. Do you charge admission, or are you giving away rides for free?”

      A groan whips though me. “Yup. That’s right. Free. If you know anyone looking for a good time, just send her my way.” I rub my shoulder against hers playfully. “Oh, and by the way, I’m a liar now, too.”

      “Looks like we have something in common.”

      We turn to face one another at the same time, and our lips land a breath away.

      “I have an idea.” She swallows hard. “How about we take a break from all the lies and each spill a single truth?”

      A single truth. Sophie wants to get real, and a part of me does, too. And more than that, my arms are aching to find their way around her tiny body. After an hour of holding her, after every interaction we’ve had over the last three weeks that involved some intertwining of our bodies, my greedy balls say this isn’t nearly close enough. I want more of her. More than I ever should be able to attain.

      “What’s your truth?” I give her a gentle nudge. “You still snore like an eighty year-old-man when you sleep?”

      “I have never snored!” she practically screams, laughing. She’s back to lying. I used to tease her mercilessly about that symphony she’d conduct in her sleep. I could have left the nightly bagpipes off the table, but I wasn’t about to let the golden opportunity to drive her mad slip through my fingers. It seemed for a time, I lived to drive her insane. It was too much fun not to. “Okay”—she takes a deep breath—“my truth is that I was sure you would have said no the day I was about to ask you to prom.” Her eyes grow large, her face smooths out losing its smile, that sparkle in her dies down. “Is it true? Would you have said no to going to the prom with me?”

      My eyes close a moment, and I softly bang my head against the back of my truck. “That’s not a truth, Soph—that’s a sneaky way to ask a question.” And I love that about Sophie. She hasn’t changed one bit.

      “Okay, then answer my sneaky question.”

      “I don’t know, Soph.” I tip my head back and stare up at the lavender sky as afternoon gives way to evening. If I tell her the truth—I’ll have to tell myself the truth, and I don’t like to revisit anything to do with that point in my life.

      “It’s not rocket science. It’s a yes or no question.”

      “I would have said no.” My eyes stay trained on the sky as the stars pop into view one by one as if God himself were penciling them in.

      “No?” Her entire body jerks away from mine. “Really?” She gives a light swat over my chest. “You’re kidding, right? You were my best friend. Why would you have said no? Becca wouldn’t have cared.” Her voice grows shrill. “It was just a stupid dance. It’s not like I was going to trap you in a dark room and do my best to jump your bones.”

      “I mean, I would have said no.” A smile twitches on my lips because for the first time in years I can feel a confession bubbling to the surface, and it feels good, damn good. It’s time to get my truth out. I’m not sure what she’ll do with it, but, hey, she asked and I’m all in.

      “No?” Her features crumble as the air stills around us as if all of nature were waiting with bated breath for my response.

      “No.” I pump my shoulders as if it wasn’t a big deal.

      Sophie jumps up, sending her salad flying like some lettuce filled piñata. “You are so freaking lame, Rowen!” She lets out a cry of frustration as she hops to the ground, only to realize she left her purse behind.

      “You want this?” I dangle it in front of her, and just as she’s about to swipe it out of my hands, I lift it out of reach.

      “AAARGH!” she cries so loud an entire flock of birds flies from their perch. “I hate you, Rowen Garret! Now give me back my purse!” Her voice comes back as an echo, and I’m forced to listen to those horrible words twice.

      “You’re a liar, remember?” I try to hold back a laugh, but it rumbles from me anyway. “So that means you must love me.”

      Sophie lets out another scream of frustration before jumping to snatch up her bag, but I dip it in and out of reach just to hear her grunt and growl. Her finger snags on the tassels, and she yanks it back and bolts for her car.

      “Wait.” I hop down from my truck. “You can’t leave. I haven’t told my truth yet!” I hold my arms open wide, wishing to God she’d fill them. It hurts to see Sophie getting all worked up, feeling the weight of rejection without her knowing the full story. “I thought you said it was just a stupid dance?”

      She ducks into her car and pauses with her hand on the door. That devastated look on her face lets me know I’ve gone too far. “The only thing stupid around here is you! You’re a jerk!” She slams the door shut and speeds the hell out of the woods, leaving me to breathe her fumes. The dirt rising in her wake coats my face and clothes.

      “What about my truth, Soph?” I shout to the dust pluming my way.

      The truth is, no, I wouldn’t have said yes because she never would have asked me.

      I was going to ask her first.
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      Friday afternoon, just as I’m about to take off for the locker room, a gentle knock falls over my door. Too light to be Boomer, too polite to be Mindy.

      My adrenaline spikes and my body heats because a part of me wants it to be Sophie. But in truth, it could be any number of soft-footed girls willing to give a gentle knock to my door right before they give a hard yank to my dick. This is one of those moments I wish I had a peephole.

      “What’s up?” I say before swinging the door open and coming face to face with the only girl on the planet I never care to see. Becca Carmichael. “Shit.” I close my eyes a moment, but when I open them, she’s still staining my doorway. The nightmare is real. “What do you want?”

      “Hello to you, too.” She walks right past me, jutting her shoulder into mine as she makes her way into my bedroom. Her lips are an obnoxious shade of purple, and her eyelashes actually look as if they might escape her face and start crawling all over the room. Becca always has been a bit theatrical when it comes to the war paint. “So this is where the magic happens,” she purrs as she runs her finger over my mattress.

      “It is, and you’re polluting my fantasy world, so if you don’t mind, I’m late to the locker room. Game starts in an hour.”

      “That’s right.” Her eyes bug out as she struts on over. She’s dressed for success in the bedroom, low-cut top, high-cut skirt, heels to the ceiling. Becca is knocking on the wrong door if she’s looking to get her needs met. “It’s your big day. You’re the big man on campus.” Her hand glides over the boys as if she had any right, and I take a full step back.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? Get out, Becca. I don’t know what shit you’re on, but you don’t have a license to come in here and touch my balls like you own them.” I lead her out to the front and open the door for her. “Hop back on your broomstick and fly the hell out.”

      She charges at me, slamming the door shut with her hand. “I’m here to tell you something.” Her fangs peer out as her nostrils flare. Anger has never been a good look on her. Too bad, because it’s an emotion she runs to often. At least when I knew her it was.

      “You have five seconds.”

      “I thought it was nice to see you the other night.” Her brows knit as her anger quickly dissipates. “It reminded me of the good times we once shared.” Her lips quiver like she might cry. For fuck’s sake, don’t cry, Becca. “I thought maybe it was time I shared something with you. All those years ago—about a month before we broke it off, something bad happened, and I wasn’t ready to talk about it.” She clears her throat. Her gaze falls to the floor before she spikes those black eyes into mine. “We made a baby together, Rowen.” My body freezes solid. “I didn’t realize it until a week before I lost it. I bled for hours in my bathroom before my mother took me to the hospital and I had a D and C. I was almost four months.” She wipes an errant tear from her face. “Anyway, I just thought it was time you knew. We had a baby together, and I lost it. That’s all.” She blinks into me while her lips twitch to keep from losing it. Becca storms out of the room and slams the door like a gunshot.

      I stagger backward and take a seat on the couch.

      Holy shit. A baby? It can’t be. I’m the fucking condom king. I always have been, always will be. I glance over to my room and spot a box on the dresser. I’ve read its ridiculous warning before. I know anything can happen.

      I try to think back to those times when Becca was the only thing my bed knew. Did I ever forgo protection? The truth is, I can’t remember. Is any of this even true, or is this some low blow she’s dealt just to get into my head again. Becca is the queen of manipulation. I wouldn’t put it past her to try to lure me into her mindfuck for old times’ sake. But she’s with Braden now. Why would she want to screw that up?

      I take off for the locker room, get myself together, and hit the field. The crowd is pumped and screaming as I run out to the fifty and give a thumbs-up to my sister and parents already cheering me on. I head over to Boomer who’s working the student section into a frenzy, and the crowd pumps up ten times louder. As much as I want to get pumped myself, my head is still back in the room where Becca ripped my heart out. She knew I had a game. She knew the worst time to tell me that I had a child, that I lost a child was at that moment. It can’t be true, can it?

      My eyes snag on a beautiful girl, glowing hazel eyes, glossy hair the color of Cherry Coke—Sophie. She stops her celebratory howls as soon as our eyes connect, and then, as if a light switch goes off, she gives a cheery wave and blows me a kiss.

      And just like that, all the worries in the world drift right off my shoulders. I play my best all night long.

      I had to.

      Sophie is watching.
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      In short, the game was fab. Yes, Rowen stole the show. Yes, he had every single ovary in that stadium popping each time he took command of the field. There was something spectacular about seeing him on that big screen, his perfect face blown up to the size of a Cadillac. My heart thumped so loud both Vi and Ember thought I had strapped a bomb to my chest.

      Then in what is quickly growing to be an after game ritual, the three of us hop over to the Underground to whoop up our home turf victory with the rest of the Cougar family.

      No sooner do we get there than I spot Braden and Becca sitting near the bar.

      “Whoa.” I marvel at the two of them happily drinking beers, Becca with a goofy grin on her face, and my brother looking like he’s about to kill somebody. “I’ll be back. Something is wrong in the great state of Meyer-ville.” Not that Becca is a Meyer, but with the way things seem to be progressing between the two of them, some serious bling seems imminent at some point in the future. My mind drifts back to Rowen. I can’t imagine how weird for him it must have been to have the girl he was in love with, bedding on a regular basis, suddenly doing those same things with a boy who was more or less a brother to him. I’ve never been Becca’s biggest fan—most likely because we’ve never really clicked, but seeing them both here has me panicked. Everyone on campus knows the team is bound to show up at some point tonight. It’s practically a Cougar ritual.

      “What’s up, guys?” I give them both a quick hug. I can’t help but note that Becca looks particularly vampy this trashy evening with her hair and makeup looking as if she’s striving to be America’s next top Goth model. But that outfit? Showing off tits and ass isn’t her usual MO, and now I’m half-afraid she’s really here because she wants to steal Rowen Garret’s heart back. And looking like that? She may not get his heart, but she is guaranteed to get his attention. I just hope she doesn’t get his roller coaster going.

      “What’s up with you?” Braden pats the seat next to him. “You look good.” He frowns like it’s a bad thing. I may have done my hair and makeup as if I were in the final running for America’s Next Top Model myself—not that it were even a possibility, but a girl can dream. I did, however, forgo the tits and ass expo, partially due to the abrupt climate change that’s vexed our neck of the woods. It’s threatening to drop to the thirties out there, and if that storm hits, we could wake up to a winter wonderland come morning. Besides, I was sort of hoping it would be me that Rowen would notice. Sure, we left off on a sour note, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to drive him crazy with all the womanly wiles I have to offer. Those kisses weren’t exactly one-sided. He’s at least a little bit interested, right? But Becca’s perky blonde Barbie charm is quickly deflating my happy-go-lucky attitude, and I’m suddenly feeling the urge to head home and bury my nose in a book.

      “So”—I start off slow as if I’m speaking to a couple of idiots—“did you see that game?” I sock thin air with my mock enthusiasm. “Go Cougars! Another at home win!”

      Braden’s brows furrow before flattening into a line. I’ve always felt as if he morphed into the monster from Frankenstein when he does that, and considering he’s basically the male version of me, it doesn’t bode well for my own aesthetics.

      “Yes, we did see it.” Braden is slow with the confession.

      “You did?” I practically scream the words out in disbelief. Becca and Braden haven’t been to a Cougar football game since the incident happened. Are they even aware of the fact Rowen is still on the team? Hell, that he is the team?

      “Yes.” Becca scoffs before sucking the foam off her beer. I bet she’d like to suck the foam off someone else’s beer, too—Rowen’s. “It’s our senior year. It’s about time we do whatever we want on this campus. I’m tired of being bound by old ridiculous chains. We went to the game. Big deal.”

      “Did Bixby play?” God, if they missed Tanner’s game to watch Rowen perform, this just hit critical mass.

      “They had a bye.” Braden gives a nervous glance around. “So, this is what you do now? You hang out in bars with your friends?”

      “Yup, and you should see the douchebags I go home with.” I frown at him for even insinuating that I lacked better judgment. “They serve food here. You’ve dragged me here yourself on occasion.”

      “Not on a party night.” He sulks into his beer.

      “Why are you here on a party night?” I’m this close to calling Becca out on her cleavage bearing bullshit.

      Braden shakes his head as if he’s not even sure himself, and just as I’m about to make an excuse and bolt from this good time, a roar erupts as the football team makes their way in. The entire bar freezes. The house band stops mid-song.

      “Ladies and gentlemen”—the lead singer pants into his mic with the most adorable British accent, and tons of girls flock to his feet with a whimper—“can we take a moment to stand and offer Leland’s boys a quick round of applause? And a special shout-out to Rowen Garret for destroying the Pelicans’ defense!” The bar erupts into a riot of cheers, and I hop to my feet, along with the rest of my peers, clapping up a storm as they make their way in. Rowen spots me, and a wild rush pumps through my body. His smile expands that much wider, and his dimples dig in deep as he makes his way over.

      Oh shit. I shake my head ever so slightly. He’s high-fiving everyone in sight as he meanders this way, and that grin I’m wearing slides right off. If Braden sees me getting chummy with the enemy, it might remove me permanently from his gift list come Christmas. And seeing that my brother gives the best Target gift cards that money can buy, I quickly take a seat as Rowen comes over.

      He holds out a happy hand my way before snagging his gaze on Becca and Braden. Rowen does one of those cartoon-like double takes before playing it off and slapping a high five to the person behind me as he shuffles the hell away from the three of us.

      That was close.

      “And that’s why I don’t understand what you’re doing here.” I tip my head in my brother’s direction, but Braden doesn’t meet my gaze. Instead, he glares at the door as if willing himself to teleport there.

      “Anyway, Becca’s right.” Braden offers the nonsensical answer to ironically a question I didn’t ask. “It’s our senior year. This is our school. This is the last football season we’ll get at Leland as undergraduates.” He thumps his glass over the table as if to sound the beer gavel on his truths.

      “Nice. I think. Hey, maybe next time you guys can sit with me? I don’t think we’ve been to a football game together since you played.” It’s true. In his freshman year, Braden injured his shoulder, thus ending his playtime on his own field of dreams.

      Braden glances over to the crowd amassed around Rowen and his football-wielding cronies and scowls. “I don’t think so. I doubt we’ll hit many games anyway. The Bears only have two more byes this season.”

      Becca cuts a glance in the direction of her ex, and her lips part as her tongue does a swift revolution to wet them. And there it is. Affirmation. She wants him.

      I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment. God, I’m reading everything into nothing tonight. “Fine. But I’m still not sure why you tortured yourselves by coming to the Underground. He’s sort of a hero around here in the event you hadn’t noticed.”

      Braden’s eyes widen. I’ve broken the unspoken rule. Ever since all hell broke loose, we’ve basically pretended that Rowen never existed. But I can practically feel him here, his tongue roaming free in my mouth, his hands hot and heavy over my back. He exists, all right, and I’ve had the orgasms to prove it.

      Becca scoots back in her seat. “And on that note, I’m headed to the ladies’ room.”

      Braden and I watch as she shakes her hips all the way past the golden god of Leland himself, but Rowen doesn’t even flinch. It’s clear her glory days riding the Colossus have come and gone. A smug smile of satisfaction touches over my lips.

      “What are you grinning at?” my brother growls as he takes another sip from his beer.

      “Nothing much. And don’t think for a minute I’m buying the fact you want to be here. Is something going on? Is she still into him?”

      “What?” Braden looks truly stymied by the fact I’d even bring up the possibility, and now I feel like three-day old shit dried on the bottom of a shoe. “Why would you say that? Are you trying to start crap between Becca and me? Keep your ridiculous thoughts to yourself.”

      “My ridiculous thoughts?” I glance over toward the restrooms, but my eyes snag on Rowen instead. He meets me there with his gaze, and it’s as if we’re stealing a moment right here in the bar, with my psychotic brother sitting by my side no less. “Look, Braden”—it takes monstrous force for me to look away—“you’ve wandered into enemy territory, and you’re uptight. I get it. But don’t expect me to take whatever crap spits out of your mouth.” I stand to leave, and he gently pulls me back by the wrist.

      “Hey, whoa, don’t go. I’m sorry.” He closes his eyes, and you can see the remorse pouring off him. “Things aren’t going the best for me right now.” He stares down his beer like he’s about to get in a bar brawl with a pilsner glass. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m sorry.” I wrap an arm around my brother and my heart breaks. We may have drifted a bit ever since he and Becca became joined at the crotch, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be a major part of his life. “But you have to tell me what’s happening. Are you sick? Is this about Dad?”

      “No.” He winces. “Look, I don’t want to get into it.” He nods over, and I spot Becca sashaying her way over again. Knew it. That blonde witch is going to break his heart. Did I just call Becca a blonde witch? I don’t mean that, do I? “Speaking of Dad. His fiftieth is coming up. I’m thinking we should do something.”

      “Is we should do something code for use your great feminine mind and come up with something spectacular?” After my mother died, it was me who decorated for holidays and kept the great birthday tradition alive. Without me, my brother and father would have long since stopped celebrating both Thanksgiving and Christmas—and once a year, routinely, would have called the cops on all the annoying candy hungry children trying to break into their living room.

      “Yes, exactly that.”

      “And by the way, I don’t need Becca’s help.” No offense, but after the last debacle I tried to plan with Becca the Bitch, I swore never again. Not only is she demanding, but she’s used to being the big bitch in town. It’s her way or the highway. Wow, I just called Becca a bitch two times in a row. She’s really taking a beating from my subconscious.

      I give Braden a hug goodbye and mouth the words call me while miming as if I’m talking on the phone, making a break for it before I accidentally on purpose call Becca a bitch to her face for making my brother miserable. I don’t need a road map to know Becca is the root of all brooding where my brother is concerned. I make a beeline back to Vi and Ember and hop into my seat, which has since gone frigid.

      “So, what’d I miss?” I bounce a happy glance between my two new besties, and it’s obvious they’re both holding back a laugh.

      Vi jets her chin out. “While you were away, Rowen did play.”

      My heart sinks into that ball of acid formerly known as my stomach.

      “What’s this?” I try to sound casual like I don’t care, but I am about to cut a bitch.

      Ember glances toward the bar. “That blonde chick with your brother—she bumped into him accidentally on purpose on her way back from the little girls’ room. I wouldn’t worry about it, though. He didn’t look too happy about it. They had words. It didn’t look all that friendly.”

      “Oh, right.” I glance over my shoulder to find both Braden and Becca looking like their beer just turned to piss. “Becca and Rowen went out for a while. My brother and Rowen were best friends. It was a mess.” My heart still feels heavy as lead. I knew that Becca was trying to boob flirt her way into Rowen’s life again. I can’t remember the last time I was exposed to so much Carmichael nipple. Is it any coincidence she forced my brother into going to a game? Not to mention the fact Braden said they were having problems? Or at least that he was having them—in the shape of Rowen Garret’s penis.

      “Hey”—Vi shakes me by the wrist—“I wouldn’t look so down. That was the weird news. The good news is Em and I were keeping tabs on where that boy’s eyes were going, and the entire time you were slung over that bar, his baby blues were glued on you.”

      “Gray.” My adrenaline soars. “His baby grays.” I bite down over my lip, hardly able to contain my excitement. “We’re supposed to have a date tomorrow night.”

      “And you’re going, right?” Vi’s left eye flutters as if gauging my sanity.

      “I’m going.” Rowen and I may not have left things on the best note, but a part of me is counting down the hours until we can be alone again.

      There is just something about Rowen I have never been able to get enough of.

      I glance back at him in that tightknit circle with his friends, each with a matching beer in hand, and he looks my way and winks.

      Life made.
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      Seth’s instructions were simple. Tonight’s experiment requires me to dress bar casual—read little black dress. To wear sensible shoes—read four inch spiked heels. And to be prepared for the unexpected—read sex in a bathroom stall. Okay, so maybe that last one is a little off base, but, trust me, the rest of my adjustments will be plenty warranted.

      I head down to the psychology building, into the social experiments bowels of operations, where the frisky festivities will be held. There happens to be a huge conference room down here where a ton of bodies happily mill around this evening. You can practically see the fornicating glee in the participants’ eyes as if deep down they’re hoping this will all morph into one mass orgy—and knowing the TSE it just might.

      Seth mentioned in his email that this would involve a mega mingling of all the horny peeps in Group A, so to see the overpopulation of sex central doesn’t at all surprise me.

      I meet up with Seth in front of his office, suite 109, and I’m startled to find Rowen inside sitting on the desk along with a lion-maned, friendly looking gal with glasses that sit crooked on her face. But it’s Rowen dressed in quasi-Italian tailored finery that has all of my attention.

      Rowen jumps to his feet. His eyes expand while doing that elevator thing up and down my body, searing his gaze over every square inch. A flare of heat rakes through me at the thought he actually approves of what he sees.

      If I’ve ever doubted that Rowen Garret is a god, then, tonight, with him in that suit—holy hell. It’s safe to say he is dressed to rule my universe. It may not be a three-piece monkey suit, as my father affectionately refers to the ensemble, more of a dress shirt paired with jeans, an actual belt, and a pair of rugged looking shoes, but holy hell, does it ever work. His dark hair is still damp from the shower and slicked back in thick spaghetti-like strands. The faint smells of soap and mouthwash mingle to create the perfect intoxicating brew. And that face. Three-day scruff, check. Smoldering eyes that make me wetter than a slip and slide, double and triple check. I sure hope I was right about that sex in a bathroom stall. I, for one, would not mind if tonight actually ended with a bang.

      “Petra Mitchel.” The lion-maned girl extends her hand. “I’m Rowen’s sensory guide. Since we’re about to embark on week four, I thought I’d introduce myself.”

      “Hey, Soph.” Rowen’s dimples go off, and I die a sweet dimple-laced death while quivering with the beginnings of a promising orgasm.

      There is something disconcerting about shaking another girl’s hand while trembling your way to the big O in front of the boy you’ve loved for as long as you can remember.

      “You’re drooling.” Seth grins like a proud parent while doing his best ventriloquist whisper. “The two of you really seem to be hitting it off. Congratulations.” He claps his hands just once like a magician trying to divert our attention. “For tonight’s experiment, we’d like to present to you two options.”

      Petra holds up a finger. “Although, to get to the second option, you’ll have to wait an additional hour.”

      Oh darn. I’ll have to spend an additional sixty minutes with Rowen Beefcake Garret? Option two sounds like a sure-fire winner already.

      “Correct.” Seth tips his shiny bald head her way. It really does have an unusual glimmer to it. I’ll have to ask one day what he puts on it to make it so shiny since there’s no possible way the human head is that much of a mirror ball. If I ever shaved myself down, I’m pretty sure my scalp wouldn’t be anywhere near as pretty as Seth’s—more of a gray stubbly mess with patchy tufts of hair. “Tonight’s challenge is just that—a challenge.” He goes on. “You’re both to head to the mixer. Rowen, you’re to find five men you think would appeal to Sophie and introduce her to them. Sophie, you’ll find five women you think would appeal to Rowen and introduce them. Everyone will be wearing nametags, but not everyone present has the same task, so you won’t have to worry about being bombarded all night. In an hour, we’ll meet at the north entrance that leads to the lab.”

      “So let me get this straight.” I lift a hand as if asking permission—it’s years of indoctrination at the public school level, so it’s practically muscle memory taking over whenever I feel the need to interject. I’m sure I’ll be in my nineties and on my deathbed raising a hand to whoever’s in charge of changing my bedpan. “All I have to do is find five girls that I think Rowen might like and introduce them?”

      Seth and Petra nod in tandem.

      I don’t see the point in wasting any time so I get right to it. “Rowen, this is Petra. Petra, this is Rowen. Rowen here is an equal opportunity bed mite. All women with vaginas are of equal value to him so long as they house the proper plumbing to house his pecker.”

      “Soph,” Rowen groans, pinching his eyes shut with his fingers.

      Seth nods to Petra. “If this is true, Sophie just completed her first mission of the night.”

      “It’s true.” Petra scoffs and jots something down in her phone, most likely my scorecard. “This more than counts.”

      I sneer at Rowen as we head out to the conference room brimming with coeds and frat boys alike. There’s a refreshment stand and a bar in the corner, and everyone has a drink of some sort in their hands while mingling about having a good time.

      “So, what kind of guys do you like?” He scowls into the crowd as if he were ready to beat up each and every one.

      “I like them freaky. The more perverted the better. I really like the ones that have this weird obsession with putting my foot up their—”

      “Soph,” Rowen moans as if he’s about to get sick. “Look, I get it. You’re into making me nuts. You haven’t changed a bit, by the way. Okay, never mind. I’ll find you some decent guys. And if any of them happen to look at your feet while we’re talking, we’re leaving without saying goodbye.”

      “Okay, Daddy. Whatever you say.”

      We head inside, and the room is warm and alive with the scent of a thousand clashing colognes and perfumes. A bevy of Becca knock-offs stand to the right—four of them to be exact, and I see this as one pretty pink stone that can knock out four Barbie birds at one time.

      “Come, come.” I take Rowen by the hand, and we land in their midst. It takes zero point three seconds for the entire lot of them to let out a collective scream. They’re so excited to see him up close and in the flesh, I practically join them in their Rowen-gasm. Honestly, you’d think their bleached blonde hair—and not well done at that—their dark soulless eyes were contagious the way these girls resemble one another.

      “Ladies, I’d like to formally introduce you to Rowen Garret, all-star athlete both on and off the mattress, armpit musician extraordinaire”—I know it well from having to listen to him and Braden try to outdo one another while playing battle of the pits—“and lover of all things blonde and beautiful!” They squeal in unison, but Rowen takes a moment to scowl my way, most likely for the uncalled-for pit fandom. “Don’t you worry, girls—the curtains don’t have to match the carpet. Rowen here is an indiscriminate lover of well-manicured kittens in all shapes and sizes, but I’m betting it would be a plus.” I offer him a quick wink, and his eyes grow wide with both rage and amusement.

      “Sophie,” he hisses so fast that what he meant as a reprimand sounds unmistakably like something erotic he’d whisper deep into my ear in bed.

      “I’m intimately familiar,” giggles the first Becca clone to my left.

      “Oh?” I’m not sure why this amuses me. “So, you’ve taken a ride or two on the Colossus, I take it?”

      “Or three or twelve.” She gives the boy of the hour a quick wink, and I think we all know what that means. Ding, ding, ding! Winner, winner, penis dinner! Rowen’s got the invite if he wants it. Just the thought sends my good mood plummeting.

      “Me, too.” Lookalike blonde number two steps up and offers him a kiss on the cheek and a firm squeeze on the bottom.

      Damn. After spending the sum total of twenty minutes locked in a glorified closet with my lips melded to his, an hour scaling down a windy cliff side, not once did my hands have a meet and greet with that rock solid ass.

      “Smooth.” I yank her back. “How about you two?” I stare down the remaining contenders, and they both offer up a rather guilty string of giggles. “Great! Well—my work here is done.” I thread my arm through Rowen’s as we descend farther into the bowels of the social experiment’s lab rat offerings. “Boy, I knew you got around, but really? I mean, what are the odds?” A thought comes to me, and I gasp as I cast a glance around the room. “Oh my God, you’ve slept with them all!”

      A dark laugh comes from deep within him, and my body vibrates right along with his. It feels good like this with Rowen, and then it hits me. We’re holding onto one another like lost children in a room full of Rowen worshipers armed with cell phones. And just as quick as that good time starts, it ends as I take back my arm. Rowen gives a slight nod as if he understands, but those wide eyes are telling me something else.

      “First victim.” He glares over at a boy with an unfortunate sense of style. High water pants that are cinched tight around his upper torso, thick-framed glasses, green long-sleeved Polo with the collar popped—and he’s surprisingly not bad on the eyes. Think hot Steve Urkel.

      “Let’s get ’er done,” I say as we charge on over.

      Rowen is quick to introduce himself to Meyer, per his nametag, and I’m stunned for a moment.

      “Oh, wow, I’m a Meyer, too!” I offer him a friendly shake of the hand, and his smile expands, revealing two pin sharp dimples. He is pretty handsome in an insane, psychotic bowtie wearing killer kind of a way. “Hey, if we got married, I’d still be Sophie Meyer!” I’m oddly super excited about this surname development. “I’ve secretly always loved my initials. There’s something nice about the rhythm when they’re written out in cursive. I always did think an M would look great on pillows and monogrammed towels. Not to mention the naughty implications of S and M.” I give a devilish wink. There is something thrilling about overtly flirting with another boy in the presence of my crush.

      “Meyer is actually my first name.” His cute dimples vanish as he cuts a mean look just past us. “I think I see someone I know.” And just like that, my first prospect of the evening has done a disappearing act.

      “Hey!” I give a quick wave in his direction, but it’s too late. He’s off to the races, buried in a crowd of thousands all looking for a set of dimples to call their own.

      “Geez, Meyer.” Rowen busts a gut laughing at me. “Lay off the wedding vows, would you? You sent the poor guy running for the hills. He practically shit his pants when you started in with the monogrammed towels. And S and M? It’s a little too soon to start with the whips and chains.”

      “You would know.”

      The next boys are just that, baby-faced Biebers who look all of thirteen.

      I pull Rowen to the side as I quickly dismiss my diaper dwelling suitors. “Quite frankly, I’m insulted you don’t think I can handle a real man.” I land my fists into my hips, and he snickers at the sight.

      “You’re a kid.” He winks because he knows for a fact I have always hated that disparaging remark. “You’ll probably marry one of those twerps.”

      “Will not.” I stomp on his foot and he frowns, shaking his head as if I’ve just proven his point. “I’m not a kid, Rowen. But if I was a juvenile delinquent, I’d do a lot more of that, so now that you’ve pegged me as one, you’d better watch your back and your feet.” We fold our arms across our respective chests and pan the room for my prospective Mister Right. “Look for someone hairy and scary and full of muscles. I like ’em big. Size matters, you know.”

      “You got it.” A maniacal smile sweeps across his devious face, and before I know it, he bum-rushes me across the room to meet the human mop head with a body built like Jabba the Hut. Surprisingly, Guy—yes, his generic name stumped me, too—is shockingly nice, and we both love manga so already we have a lot in common. We’re just about to exchange our seven digits when Rowen puts the kibosh on that good time and says he sees someone leaving that I need to meet right fucking now. His salty vocabulary, not mine.

      Ro picks up my hand and away we go. “What are you doing giving that guy your number?” Rowen practically has me flying behind him like a kite as he sails us across the room. I take my hand back in the event technology slaps me in the face by way of a friendly pictorial of the two of us. I’m thanking God that Rowen has an in with Dexter Houston himself and that our lovely albeit wasted footage will never see the light of day. But, nevertheless, I feel like I’m playing with fire just being near him in such a public place. Braden would die if he knew. Correction, he will kill both Rowen and me, and then he will fall on the sword just to rid himself of the memory.

      “That guy was kind of cool,” I purr into his ear just to watch his lips purse from side to side.

      “That guy eats girls like you for breakfast.”

      “Even better! My new friend, Ember, says that guys who are into oral are worth their weight in cunnilingus gold.”

      “What?” He stops short. Rowen looks as if he’s about to have a heart attack and a panic attack all rolled into one. “Seriously, Soph? You need new friends, and no, I was not alluding to that. That’s fucking disgusting.”

      I gasp because I fear my fantasy run with Rowen as my new secret boyfriend is over. “You don’t partake in the feast of the gods?” Really? That’s the best I could do? Honestly, though, every other euphemism was far too crude to ever leave my lips—at least in front of Rowen.

      Feast of the gods? he mouths the words. Rowen looks both angry and ready to pass out. “Soph.” That dark laugh bubbles from his chest as his fingers caress my cheek, but it’s those smoldering eyes, those low hanging lids that have me. It’s as if he’s already plotting his lingual plan of attack. Or at least I’d like to think so. “How about we let some things in our relationship remain a mystery?”

      Our relationship? The worst thing you can do to a girl is invoke the R word. Especially if said girl is more than quasi-interested in having the R word with the one who invoked it. Oh hell, I can’t have a real relationship with Rowen. Braden would die. Christmas would be awkward because at that point Rowen would have banged both Becca and me—different years, of course. But then, if tonight’s coital demographics are any indication, it’s clear Rowen will be hard-pressed to marry a girl without friends or relations that he hasn’t bedded—and perhaps even ate for breakfast.

      “I’m good with mystery. For now.” I give a quick glance to my nonexistent watch. “One more frat boy for me, and we have less than five minutes to complete the mission.”

      He groans as he stares off into a thicket of beefed-up dudes. “Dan and Tim Locke, my buddies from the team.”

      “I get a twofer? Wow, you must really be eager to get rid of me.” I buzz alongside him as we approach the bicep brigade.

      “What’s up?” Rowen does a quick round of intros, but it’s the two blond boys in the corner he shows me off to as if I were the door prize for the evening. “Sophie is pretty nice if you like quick-witted sound bites, sharp enough to chomp your balls off. She also plans on marrying young and filling her home with monogrammed hand towels.” He turns to me as my mortification and shockingly my hatred for him grows. I’m stunned he didn’t mention the feast of the gods. “And if you like eating breakfast, you’re in luck!” I slap him hard over the chest and spear him with a threatening look, but Rowen openly laughs at my efforts. “Sophie here has a sweet treat you won’t be able to resist.”

      “Like what?” One of the blond twins seems both hungry and interested.

      “Pancakes,” both Rowen and I say in unison.

      Pancakes my ass. I glower at him. And, technically yes, the pancakes would be my—oh, never mind.

      Now it’s my turn to do the scowling correction. I glare up at Rowen for debasing me this way in front of his friends. “I am pretty nice.” I offer a candy-coated smile that lets Ro know his balls are coming off later this evening. “And I probably will marry young, once I find someone that likes pancakes as much as I do.”

      Rowen’s chest bucks once with a dry laugh, no smile. I can tell by his eyes he’s both amused and pissed. “And on that note, we need to run. It’s game over.”

      Rowen navigates us to the north exit just as Seth instructed, and we spot both him and Petra laughing it up, staring into their phones as if getting high off all the non-data they get to input.

      “You made it!” Seth is seemingly thrilled to see us. “How did it go? Did you learn anything new about one another?”

      “Yes!” I hop with feigned excitement. “I discovered there’s not a square inch on campus that hides a coed Rowen hasn’t shown his most prized bodily possession to.”

      Ro pumps a crooked grin. “And I learned that Sophie here is eager to have someone share her box lunch at the Y.”

      What? It takes less than a second to compute the dirty details. Oh my shit. I suddenly want to smack the shit out of Rowen and laugh.

      Petra raises a finger. “That’s so wonderful! We have a YMCA right down the road. I’m sure they would appreciate all the box lunches you can offer.”

      I scowl at Rowen for confusing the poor girl just as Seth’s eyes round out with the raunchy epiphany. Great. Now both Rowen and Seth think I’m a freak. I make a mental note to punch Ember later—or thank her. I guess it depends on how this night ends.

      “What’s next?” Rowen slaps the back of his neck like he is killing a fly, and my insides fill with dread at the thought he might want to usher this funfest along.

      “You’re next.” Petra looks to the two of us. “You both have the choice of moving forward with one of the prospects you met this evening or having a private one-on-one together in the dream suite we have for you upstairs.”

      Dream suite? I know for a fact the entire third floor of this building has been transformed into a studio. I can hardly bring myself to look at Rowen.

      “Don’t answer.” Seth shakes his head. “You have some time to consider it. You’ll go your separate ways, and if you both decide to meet up in the dream suite, you may proceed to the following week. If not, your journey ends here, and you’ll begin a new journey with one of the suitors your partner chose for you.”

      “Very clever.” I shoot a dirty look to Rowen for introducing me to the pervs of the room. And here I gave him tickets to the Becca lookalikes and what will probably turn out to be an orgy in the making.

      Petra shuttles him in the opposite direction while Seth leads me to the other end of the patio, but Rowen and I can’t seem to break our gaze, each stubbornly determined to be the last to catch a glimpse of what could have been—what could still be.

      [image: ]

      Of course, I choose the dream suite. These entire three weeks have been a dream. Granted this week involved no lingual action—thus far, I really am a glass is half-full person. Seth leads me up the service elevator and through the backbones of the building until we hit a white door labeled private.

      “Your mic is hot, so if you need to go to the restroom you might want to remove it. But if it’s dead more than ten minutes, we’ll storm the room.” He shrugs as if it didn’t really matter.

      “Hey, you’re not listening to this stuff as it goes down, are you?” I swallow hard, sensing my sarcasm inverting in its shell like the head of a turtle.

      “Nope. You’re good to go. The control room reviews the tapes. I wouldn’t worry about it, though. They’re pretty inundated with hundreds of hours of video to chew through. It’s go time as far as the network is concerned, and it has everyone here in a tizzy.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Especially knowing that I’m exempt from the airtime on any leading cable network. Who knew Dexter’s little social experiment would lead to some much-needed alone time with my favorite quarterback? That is, if he shows.

      “Go on in and explore, if he’s not already in there. If he decides not to show, I’ll be in as soon as I get word. But he’ll show.” Seth makes a face as if to say Rowen would be insane not to. “Half the couples have already switched partners or ditched them altogether. You two are solid. I can feel it.”

      “So, what’s the objective?” I give a nod to the door, creating a thin barrier between all of my dirty dreams and me.

      “You have an hour. It’s a Q and A session. Ask whatever you like. Heck, make a game out of it if you like. The objective is to get to know one another on an interpersonal level. If there’s something you’d rather not discuss, simply pass. If either of you chooses to pass, then it’s a no-go zone. Move on to the next topic. You’re doing great, kid. Only a few more weeks to go.”

      I lean in as he postures to leave. “So, what comes next?”

      Seth shakes his head. His brows waggle like a pair of dark worms. “All good things. All good things.”

      My mind spins with all the good possibilities, and I open the door and step inside.

      At first glance, the dream suite takes my breath away. A rather large, dim room glows with the flicker of candlelight as music plays softly in the background. A giant swing the size of a queen bed sits in the center of the room. It’s more of a circular floating cushion, and I climb onboard as the entire apparatus moves swiftly back and forth—think cheap ride at an amusement park. Hey? Rowen is sort of an amusement park ride himself. I’m sensing a theme here. Maybe this is the sexual experimentation phase of this social catastrophe. I bet if I snoop around long enough I’ll find a box full of condoms and an oversized bottle of lube.

      It would be just like me to lose my virginity with a hot mic strapped to my back and the loose prospect of my brother witnessing the event. I bet the boys in the control room would get a carnal kick out of that. Come to think of it, I bet this entire room is laced with cameras just begging for a sneak peek at the international house of pancakes I have stashed in my knickers.

      I fall back onto my elbows and give a sweep of my middle finger to all corners of the room, and just like that, Rowen walks in.

      “Nice to see you, too, Soph.”

      Soph. I love it when he shortens my name that way. He once had a far more colorful nickname for me, and I’m thankful to God he doesn’t seem to remember it.

      “A floating bed? Candles? Your legs parted at the knees?” Rowen teases as he climbs onboard and we take a ride through time and space. “Is Jabba coming up for dessert?”

      “Shut up.” I give his leg a slight kick with my heel. “Wouldn’t you like to watch. Maybe he can give you some pointers? I’m pretty sure your oral skills aren’t really all that much of a mystery. I saw the way those quadruplets were drooling when your tongue made its lip licking debut.”

      Rowen makes a backrest out of the mounds of pillows around us and scoots in until I’m practically lying in his arms. It’s not nearly as romantic as it sounds. It’s more of a gravitational pull issue than anything laced with romantic implications.

      Rowen strokes his fingers through my hair, and just like that, we’ve graduated to romantic implications. “I didn’t like seeing those guys ogling you tonight,” he whispers the words hot over the top of my head and I look up at him as my skin catches fire. “You look great by the way. You sure you couldn’t get that dress any shorter or tighter?”

      “I tried, but my boobs and butt kept falling out. I’ll do better next time. My nipples were dying for a sneak peek at tonight’s big shindig.”

      Nipples? Dies. I can’t believe I’ve just worked my nipples into a casual conversation with Rowen Garret. But really, I don’t see what the big deal is. We’ve already crested the feast of the gods.

      “Cool.” He gives my thigh a light tap before his eyes bug out, and he backs up an inch as if we’ve just committed some lewd incestuous act. God, I sincerely hope Rowen doesn’t see me as some knock-off little sister. He has Mindy for that.

      “First question”—Rowen wraps his arm around me because I guess he’s totally cool with touching me from the torso up—“why couldn’t you and Mindy see past all that bullshit?”

      “Wow?” I twist in his arms to get a better look at him. The dim light transforms his already cutting features into something demonically sexy. “What about the rules? That was our personal Fight Club, remember?”

      “The rules don’t apply in here.” His dimples go off, and it takes all I got to keep from sticking my tongue in one just to see how it would feel. Good, I’m betting. “So, why couldn’t you and Min hold it together?”

      “Because she loves you and I love Braden.” I press my lips together so hard, it feels as if my teeth are about to burst through. “And I love you, and I’d like to think she loves Braden.” My voice cracks, and I’m pissed because this isn’t where this was supposed to go. You don’t take a room that screams bow chicka wow wow and turn it into some twisted familial confessional.

      “You love me?” He gets that sick half-smile of satisfaction that has always enraged me for unknown reasons. It’s as if he knows he bested me, and we both know I can’t stand to be bested.

      “Yes, you sicko. You know, like family, I guess. I don’t know. Maybe I love you because you’re my favorite nuisance.” All I do know is that we need to get off the slippery slope of the past or this night will end the same way it did that day in the woods—with me running and screaming.” I swallow back the flood of emotion wanting to vomit from my throat. “How’s Mindy?” There. That’s my question, and it has everything to do with the present.

      “She’s great.” He warms my arm with his strong hand. “She misses you.”

      I look back up at him. “Did she say so?”

      “Not in so many words, but I can tell.”

      “Ha. Right. Mindy hates me.” I snuggle into him, and his grip over my waist tightens. “If she knew I was here with you, she’d freak. Okay—since that was sort of a dud, I get to ask another question.” I stare right into those silver eyes and hold my breath a moment. “What is going on with you and Becca?”

      “What?” His eyes get wild and squirrely as if he’s truly baffled, assuring me that if anything is going on between the two of them, it’s all in Becca’s empty head. “Absolutely nothing.” He runs his fingers through his hair quickly while glaring at the wall, and I’m right back to wondering. “How’s your brother?”

      “Okay, I guess—something seems to be bothering him, but he won’t fess up. He used to be your brother, too.” My fingers sink into his abs, and the cool fabric of his dress shirt feels slippery under my fingers. “You used to be able to say his name.”

      He sighs over me and warms me with his minty breath. “I know. And you’re right. We were like brothers.” There’s a fierceness in his eyes, something just this side of angry.

      “You miss him?”

      “Not really.” His expression sours. “Okay, I miss him.” He shakes my arm as if teasing me. “But you can’t tell him I said so. It’ll make me sound like a pussy.”

      “I miss those days.” I land my cheek over his heated rock-hard chest before popping back up and glancing to his beautiful face. “Not when you were a pussy. When we were—whole.”

      “Whole is a good way to put it. I miss seeing you at the house. I secretly loved it when you spent the night.”

      “That’s because you’re a pervert.” I snuggle into his chest as if it were common knowledge, and at this point it sort of is. “Mindy and I would beg you to play the guitar so we could harmonize together. We sounded really good together. You were good, too.”

      “I wasn’t very good, but I practiced all the time just so you’d ask me to play. Confession”—he breathes hot as an iron over the top of my head—“I just did that so I could hear you sing. You have an amazing voice, Sugar Puss.”

      “Oh my God!” I bolt up, and just as I’m about to eject myself from this carnival ride, Rowen pulls me back, laughing his head off. “Don’t you even think of whispering that demonic incantation again! I hate—no, hate is too weak a word—I abhor that freaking nickname!” It’s true. My childhood nickname for years was the so not adorable, completely inappropriate—Sugar Puss. And get this? It was my father who gifted it to me. Yes. My clueless, sweet, dear old dad decided that he would turn my frown upside down by calling me something so quasi-affronting before God and my peers—for years. Why, you ask, did I not slap that nickname down before it ever got the chance to blossom? Because my fourth grade self thought it was cute. That is, until my eighth grade self was teased mercilessly, and by then it was already deeply embedded in my father’s quickly aging gray matter and had cemented itself as my chosen moniker. Braden and Rowen would mock me ruthlessly right along with those nasty boys from school. I hated it. I loathed it. I still abhor it full strength right to this day.

      “Sug”— he starts in on it again, and I pick up a throw pillow and do my best to smother him. “Okay!” He laughs so hard he can hardly breathe as he holds his arms up in surrender.

      “They’re going to hear!” I hiss, holding my finger to his lips.

      “Who? The clowns running this circus?” He gives the middle finger to the periphery of the room, much like I did when he first walked in.

      “Yes, the clowns.” I fall down next to him, and the flying carpet we’ve landed on rocks up a storm. “You may never say that horrible nickname out loud again.”

      Rowen looks over at me, his head relaxed over a pillow, one hand on his stomach. But those sleepy eyes, they could just as easily be heavy with lust, and every last part of me wishes they were.

      “Come here.” Rowen pulls me over, and I land next to him, our chests touching, his breath licking over the side of my face. He leans in, and I’m hoping he’s going for the kill. God, I want to kiss Rowen. What I wouldn’t do to steal one more delicious kiss. But in truth, I want far more than just one heated kiss. He tucks his mouth tight next to my ear and whispers, hot and heated, “Sugar Puss.”

      “AARRGH!” I swat him over the arm a dozen times quick. I’m far too lazy to try to bolt this time. Every single action on this seemingly lazy contraption takes far too much gravity to pull off.

      “Okay, okay.” He holds up a hand and winces. Dear God, who knew wincing could make Rowen ten times hotter than he already is? I’m in love with those little crinkly lines around his eyes that knife in when he laughs or squints. And I’ve practically lost my mind over his dimples. If I don’t take a bite out of one soon, I might actually go insane before midnight. “I won’t say it again—out loud.”

      “Fine,” I gruff. “Ask another question. Time is ticking away. We only have an hour, and at least twenty minutes have been spent on pure bullshit. Just a typical Saturday night with Rowen Garret. It’s nice to know some things never do change.”

      Rowen leans in and touches his nose to mine, and I don’t move, don’t breathe, or back up the way logic would dictate. “I’m not that much more fun these days.” His clear eyes search my features, stagnating on my lips as if fascinated by them.

      “That’s not what the masses say. According to them, you’re colossal f-u-n. The fastest, tallest, longest roller coaster ride on campus. That sounds like a pretty good time to me.” It comes out quiet, far more forlorn than I meant it to be.

      His face pinches with pain. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      “Isn’t it true?” He’s baited me with suspense. “I’m pretty sure you’re not anywhere near virginal status.”

      He averts his eyes as if deflecting the obvious. “How about you?” He swallows hard. “Are you anywhere near virginal status?” he says it lower than a whisper as if wishing that the cameras would go away and take those ridiculously hot mics with them.

      “Yes,” I practically mouth.

      “Good.” Rowen gazes intensely into my eyes in a hypnotic way I have never experienced before. The moment grows far too serious, far too primed for him to gift me a little brotherly advice, so I decide to steal the opportunity from him.

      “I won’t be for long, though.” I sit up on my elbows. “Now that I have five prospective boyfriends, I’ll just put their names in a hat and gift my unbroken hymen to the lucky winner.”

      “Geez,” Rowen groans as he flops onto his back a moment. “Do you ever stop?”

      “Is that something you ask all the girls you fall into bed with?”

      Rowen rolls over and pins me in with his arm across my chest, his face dangerously close to mine. “Only the mouthy ones.”

      “I’m mouthy.” My throat goes dry. He’s so close my lips ache to have him. “What’s the matter, Rowen? Do you want to beat the other boys to the hymen-tearing punch?”

      His brows flex, forming a hard perturbed V. “Soph.” His chest beats up and down as if he can’t take the heat anymore.

      “It’s Sugar Puss to you.” I bite down on my lip to keep from grinning like a loon.

      “Sugar Puss.” He grunts the idea of a laugh, those lids of his growing heavier by the second. Rowen leans in and brushes his lips over mine. He takes another swipe, and we groan with pleasure at the very same time. “We shouldn’t do this,” he whispers slow and out of obligation because God knows he’s not moving.

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      Rowen crashes his mouth over mine, his minty tongue dive-bombing my most prominent orifice, and not so shockingly, my prominent southern orifice is a tad bit jealous. Rowen melts in my mouth like a long sought-after dream—like rain in the desert, a hope and a wish that I never really believed would come true. There’s a softness to this kiss, a holiness that feels far too sacred to express with mere words.

      My hands spread over the warmth of this chest, and I fight the urge to rip his shirt right off him. His fingers dig into my back, riding lower still into my bare thighs. It’s heaven like this with Rowen. I always knew it would be. He lets out another hearty groan as he lands square over me, resting on his elbows to keep from crushing me. But I would gladly entertain a collapsed lung or two, a broken rib or seven just to have Rowen closer, over me, against me, in me.

      Rowen’s kisses intensify, blowing doors off all the other kisses we’ve shared. Rowen and I have long since crossed that invisible line in the sand—one I never wanted to exist in the first place.

      Love. That’s what I feel pouring from Rowen’s mouth to mine. A resuscitation of who we used to be, only elevated to where I’ve wanted us all along.

      Who says dreams don’t come true?
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      It happened again. My mouth went in with a vengeance, and there was no way on Earth I wanted to stop. Why the hell couldn’t it have been anyone else but Sophie? And now that Sophie has taken up residence in my heart, I can’t seem to evict her, don’t want to. Yes, my heart. As soon as she mentioned she loved me, I wanted to say it right back. Maybe not in the romantic oh my God-I’m-so-in-love-with-you way, but I do love Sophie. Hell, maybe it is exactly in that way.

      After practice, I shower and head over to the Underground with Boomer, looking for a side of beef I can sink my teeth into because I’m starved. The bar is full, and the music is loud, and now I’m wishing I would have taken a drive into town and gone someplace private and quiet. A drive-through would have worked nicely. I’m exhausted as shit.

      We find a table and put our orders in. He winks at the waitress and asks if she can rush the order. Boomer’s been quiet for the entire trek over, and it’s not like him. He’s got his face buried in his phone like a thirteen-year-old girl and has been for the last few days.

      “Rush the order? Where you off to?” I tease. Boomer’s room is a revolving door of coeds as of late.

      “Off to bed,” he mumbles without looking up from his phone. “That was brutal out there today. You would think we were on a losing streak the way they tormented us in that workout.”

      “We will be on a losing streak if they don’t torment us.” We share a quick laugh because we both know that will never happen. “I gotta piss like a racehorse. Be right back.” I jump up and head for the restroom. I drank my weight in water on the field earlier, and as much as my body tried to focus on what it needed to do, I can’t stop thinking about Sophie. That kiss—those heated kisses we shared Saturday night have forced me to pump a little relief for myself in the shower. I’m not sure how much more I can take, but I’m not about to steal anything precious away from her. I want to, though. Out of the blue these last three weeks have changed me, and suddenly I want it all with Sophie Meyer.

      The men’s bathroom at the Underground is cushioned from all the melee, the noise that the rest of the establishment affords you. Aside from the fact the urinal is lined with dudes, the silence makes me wish I were face down in the quiet of my bed. But I wouldn’t be alone. I’d be with Sophie because that girl never leaves my mind.

      I unzip, whip it out, and casually glance to my left before doing a double take. Braden Meyer looks my way, and we’re stuck staring one another down a moment too long while holding our dicks in our hands.

      Shit. I look straight ahead and try like hell to speed up the process. But something Sophie said about him that night rings in my ear. Something about him not being okay, not wanting to share it. I can’t help but wonder if Becca told him about the baby, too.

      “What’s up?” I say it loud enough for him to hear.

      “Dude.” He closes his eyes a moment. “Don’t talk to me.”

      “I’m not talking to you. Just asking what was up.”

      “I’ve got my cock in my hand. That’s what’s up.”

      “How’s Soph?” I couldn’t help it. That’s my way of digging in a knife he doesn’t even realize I’ve plunged in his back. Not that I’m seeing Sophie to spite him. I miss her. And for whatever reason, the universe thought best we shouldn’t miss one another anymore. But I know the truth would kill Braden, and that alone gives me a glimmer of satisfaction.

      He shakes it off before heading to the sink, and I do the same.

      We wash our hands, bowing and ducking at the same time, all the while he glares at me. In one swift move, Braden shoves me into the wall with a thunderous crash that has the mirrors rattling. A few dudes walk in, but they leave well enough alone.

      “That’s for thinking of my sister with your dick in your hand.” He blows past me, his face red with rage.

      A dull chuckle escapes me. I can’t help but think Braden Meyer just got a taste of his own medicine.

      I head back out and spot Boomer with some chick bouncing on his lap, laughing it up, and for a second, I think of ditching the two of them. Looks like Boomer’s night is going to be a busy—

      “Mindy?” I bolt over, and sure enough, my sister is the one bouncing on top of him, vamped up like some hungry sorority girl, looking like the last thing on her mind is food.

      “Rowen!” She bounces right out of his lap and into a seat. “Boomer said you were here.” She clears her throat, that wild smile of hers quickly dissipating. “Just thought I’d have dinner with my favorite brother.”

      “Good thing you found me.” I glare over at Boomer. I don’t need a road map to tell me how she got here. At least I’m here to protect her from this horny idiot. “I just had a run-in with a Meyer in the bathroom.”

      The waitress drops off our meals, and Mindy places her order. Hell, she’s probably here for a free meal, and I’m reading too much into this. Boomer wouldn’t do that to me.

      Mindy lifts her brows, amused as hell at what I just said. “Which Meyer? Rumor has it, the She-Meyer is turning out to be a real skank. Who knew—right?”

      My blood boils in an instant. “Says who?” I pluck a fry off my plate, doing my best to pretend not to care.

      “Tanner Carmichael.”

      “What?” Tanner is turning out to be a real ass, and if I see him again, I might just have to show him what’s up by way of my fist. “Tanner is full of shit.”

      Mindy shrugs it off as her nachos arrive in record time. “Tanner has always had a thing for Sophie. And Sophie has always had a thing for”—she scoops a heap of chips dripping with orange ooze into her mouth and makes me wait for it—“him.” She garbles out that last word, and for a second, my mind twists into the word you.

      It doesn’t matter. Tanner and Sophie aren’t happening. Sophie and I are happening.

      The chaos in the bar, the noise, the music, the world around me stops stone cold.

      Sophie and I are happening?

      Holy crap. I sink in my seat a notch. In the distance, I spot Braden hanging out with a few of his friends before taking off. The funny thing is, all these years at Leland and I haven’t bumped into him more than a handful of times, but these last few weeks seem to be laden with Meyers. And now here I am, out of my mind for Sophie of all people.

      But it would never work between Sophie and me, not with the history I have with Braden—with Becca.

      “Yo!” Mindy pegs me in the forehead with a chip, and I wipe nacho sauce off my face. “Anyway, I don’t blame you for zoning out. Who the hell wants to talk about Sophie? So, what did her brother have to say? Anything worthwhile? Or was it the usual flatulence that comes out of both ends?”

      “The usual.”

      Mindy feeds Boomer a chip piled high with the good stuff, and I growl over at him.

      Boomer holds up his hands in surrender and shakes his head as if he’s got nothing to do with it, and knowing my sister, he doesn’t. Mindy has never been denied a single thing in her life, and if she’s got her sights set on Boomer, then we are all in for a shit ride—especially Mindy, because if Boomer wants to live, he’ll shut her down time after time. But I can’t focus on Mindy or Boomer or the fact Braden is taking off while funneling his hatred my way.

      Nope. I think I just admitted to myself that I care about Soph a lot more than just as a friend. I don’t want just a friendship with Sophie.

      I want it all, and that right there is dangerous, stupid, and improbable.

      Isn’t it?

      A moment thumps by, and I see Sophie’s beautiful face in my mind’s eye, those amber glowing eyes, that smile that lights up the universe.

      Yeah, I want it all with that girl.

      I glance back at the door, at the void Braden left in his wake, and let out a quiet breath of defeat.

      How in the hell are Sophie and I ever going to rise above that?
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      The next phase in Dexter’s delirious experiment takes place where it all began, that little dark room with its icy partition.

      “What’s the deal?” I had to cut practice short for this. Coach didn’t care for it, but I reminded him that it was his fault I was participating to begin with.

      Petra flips through her notebook as if looking for her lines.

      “You’ll both go through a questionnaire. Then Saturday it’s a free day.”

      “Free day? As in a bye?” Yes, I’ve come to equate the world in football terms.

      “No, you big helmet head.” She gives a little wink while shining her glasses back on the notebook in her hand. “It means you’ll get to design the date yourself. It’s still monitored by the TSE. She’ll plan the one after that.” She covers her mouth a moment as if she just spilled classified information.

      “Cool.” I warm at the thought of planning something for Soph and vice versa. She’ll probably take me to Laurel Lake and make me skinny-dip in below freezing temps just to watch my balls shrivel up and fall off. A goofy grin comes to me despite the fact bodily harm lies in wait. Yes, Sophie is a pistol, and I love her for it.

      I stop short of my next thought. There’s that word again.

      Petra leads me into the room, and surprisingly the lights are on, the partition is gone, and a small wooden table sits in its place. Once I’m miked up, Petra takes off, and soon thereafter the most beautiful girl in the world walks through the door. My heart stops cold at the sight of her.

      Sophie has her hair in a ponytail, high and perky, her lips painted a mouthwatering pink, and I rise to greet her.

      “Looks like they took the bed and the kissing booth away.” She pulls me into a quick embrace, and I can’t help but take in her scent, flowers, something sweet, honey, and cinnamon. The feel of her body pressed against mine starts my heart right back up again.

      “What’s up, Soph?” We take a seat, and she waves a seemingly innocent piece of paper at me.

      “We’re up.” She slides what looks like a list over to me. “You can read them. Bark them out real mean. I’ve always wanted to see what it would feel like if I were taken in for questioning.”

      “That about sums up the ambience.” I peruse the list quickly, and my stomach sours.

      “Ambience, huh?” She clicks her electric blue nails over the table, dancing her fingers over to mine before scratching gently at my wrist. “Sounds like lover boy likes to set the mood.” She gives a sly wink. “That’s okay. You don’t have to work so hard with me. Just something quick and dirty to satisfy my itch will do.” Her cheeks pinch bright pink. “And you know, train me for the boy toys to follow.” She clears her throat and taps her finger over the paper in my hand as if to speed things along.

      Like hell I’ll train her for the boys to follow.

      “First question—to the both of us—which one describes you, the here and now, or the best for later?” I touch my hand over hers because I’m greedy to drink down any part of her. “On three?”

      She nods, and we both blurt out our answers, here and now hers, and mine, best for later.

      “The here and now is where it’s going on.” She bites down over her bottom lip seductively, and everything in me screams to agree with her.

      I clear my throat. “Next question—could you forgive someone for cheating?” We both shake our heads without delving too deep into it. I know firsthand I couldn’t because I didn’t, not that my forgiveness was asked for, and come to think of it—I couldn’t care less anymore.

      We burn through a few more, agreeing on each and every point.

      I read the next question to myself, and a dull involuntary laugh escapes me. “How important is sex to you in a relationship?”

      “Finally”—Sophie does that adorable thing with her face that makes it look as if she came this close to telling you off—“something I can sink my vagina into.”

      “Or my dick.” We share a quick laugh. “You go first.”

      “Oh, so now you’re a ladies first kind of guy? I see what you did there.” She shudders for a moment. “I’m not the most qualified person to answer this.” Her lashes flutter at a million miles an hour, and I can feel the wind of her discomfort blowing from them. For a second, I envision myself lying over her, those long legs of hers wrapped around my back, my body buried in hers as far as she’ll allow. “I’m not in a relationship.” She tilts her head while narrowing her gaze on mine.

      “If you were—you know with someone…like Tanner Carmichael.”

      She blinks back in disbelief. “That came out of left field. Okay, if I’m in a relationship with Tanner, then”—she looks to the ceiling as if having her own sexed-up fantasy right here in front of me, and suddenly I’m sorry I brought the bastard up—“never. And when he comes crawling on his Bixby Bear knees, it will also be never. Sex wouldn’t be an important component of our relationship at all.” She gives a satisfied smile. “And you?” The smile fades, and for a second, Sophie looks worried. “I mean, I think I already know the answer. Is that why you haven’t settled down with just one girl after Becca? Because there isn’t a girl out there that can handle you?”

      I bark out a laugh without meaning to because the visual was rather comical. “No. I promise that’s not why.” I rake my fingers through my hair a moment. “I guess I never found the right one.”

      “And if you did? Is she going to have to spend all her free time bent over? On her knees? On all fours?”

      I can’t tell if she’s terrified or turned on by the idea. “Only if she wants to.”

      “I bet you’re a jackhammer in the sack.” Her eyes grow wild with the thought as she burns through me with her stare. “I bet you come in from behind and just pound away until their vagina shoots out their throats.”

      “Sophie.” I plop my hand hard over the table. “Stop. I’m not into tormenting anyone in the bedroom.”

      “I bet you’re not gentle either.” She cocks her head as if calling me out, and I can tell she’s holding back a laugh, but also that a part of her really wants to know.

      “I can be rough when I need to.” Now it’s my eyes spearing hers, and I have no idea why a fire line of heat is tracking up my body. Hell, I know why.

      Her lips part and close as if debating whether to say what comes next. “Would you be rough with me?” The words come out throaty, a little rough around the edges themselves.

      “With you I wouldn’t be gentle. I’d come in hard from behind.” I don’t have it in me to echo the rest of her vagina shooting through the throat analogy. “You’re too mouthy to be gentle with.” It’s as much true as it is a lie.

      “Oh, I see.” Her brows rise, amused and her beauty peaks to new heights. Hot damn. Sophie Meyer has lit a grease fire in my boxers that my shower will never be able to extinguish safely. “You’d like to teach me a lesson?” Laughter bubbles from her throat. “Hey, if you take me hard from behind, would I still technically be a virgin? I think I just stumbled upon the Internet’s next big debate.” She snaps up her phone and pretends to get right to the business of presenting her dilemma.

      “Give me that.” I snatch the phone from her and land it in my pocket.

      “These questions are ridiculous.” She takes the paper and sneers at it before crumpling it into a ball. “We’re not even in a relationship.” She cocks her head again as if waiting for me to bring some clarity to the situation. Sophie is gunning for an answer, and for the life of me, I’m not sure which one she’d like to hear.

      There’s a hopefulness in her eyes, and I’d like to believe she’s as into this as I am. But Soph and I are just getting back on track. If I say yes and she just wants a friendship, I could screw things up for life.

      A thought comes to me.

      “Remember when your mom would call the family to the living room for a family meeting?” That was the difference between the Garret house and the Meyer home. My parents informed Mindy and me of the way our lives would go, and the Meyers took everything to a democratic vote.

      “The family meetings where we did our best impressions of pirates about to take over enemy ships? Aye, aye, Matey!” She pretends to stab me through the heart with her invisible sword.

      “Yes, that.” I pull her hands forward and rub circles over her palms without meaning to. “I think there’s something we should take to a vote.”

      “Whether or not you’ll be gentle or rough?” A tiny dimple depresses in her right cheek, and my balls ache to clear the table and take her right here.

      “I’m serious, Soph.” If there’s such a thing as frowning and laughing, I’m doing it. “This is about you and me.” I give her hands a slight tug because I’m begging her to take the reins. “What are we doing?”

      “Making every man in the control room wish they had a wall to rub up against—or a cold shower to take?”

      “Do you want this with me?” I get it. Sophie’s go-to response has always been sarcasm, but I figure if I keep chipping away, the real Sophie Meyer will show up.

      Tears come to her eyes, and low and behold, here she is—so damn beautiful I want nothing more than to hold her, steal her far away from this room, this building.

      “Yes.” Her voice scratches past her throat. “Do you want this with me?” She shakes her head as if answering the question herself.

      “Yes.” I take a seat on the table and pull her onto my lap. “I want this with you.” My lips graze over her cheek before I outline her jaw with my mouth. “For the life of me, I don’t know how we’re going to pull it off, but I really couldn’t care less.”

      Her chest bubbles with a laugh, the sound of relief embedded underneath. “So, we’re in a relationship?”

      “Yes.” I pull back and take in this beautiful girl. “We’re in.”

      “Um”—she does this circular nod with her head as if unsure of what to think—“like a friendly type of relationship?”

      “No. First, I’d hardly call you friendly.” I blink a smile, and she tips her head back with a violent laugh. I knew she’d appreciate the dig. “And second, I’d like to see where things can go. I can’t stop thinking about you, Soph. You’re in my head from eyelids open until I crash back on my bed again. I can’t tell you how much I’ve appreciated the time we’ve spent together these last few weeks. Something inside me needed this. I need you.”

      A single tear rolls down her cheek, and I lean in and stop it with a kiss.

      Sophie’s legs find their way around my back, and I hold her tight as our mouths find their way to one another. Her fingers dig into my hair as she pulls me closer, our bodies bumping and grinding as if we were about to detonate on the table.

      A quick horn sounds overhead, alerting us to the fact our time is through. We’re free to go, but Sophie and I aren’t in a hurry to leave.

      I know for a fact I don’t ever want this moment to end.
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      Autumn crashes down over Moon Ridge full throttle, spilling fat maples and oak leaves in every hue of crimson. The sky is a spooky shade of lavender, and everywhere you look pumpkins dot the landscape. It’s a magical season in a magical town. You can count Leland University in on that wizardry. Rowen walked me back to my room last night. Of course, it was dark. The student population wasn’t exactly bustling. Vi was at a study group, and Em was nowhere to be found, so I thought I’d break my relationship status update to them this morning over pumpkin spiced lattes and a couple of cranberry scones, the way such announcements should always be done.

      I’m early, so I pick up my drink and confection and scoot to the back where we usually congregate. I’ve been walking on air ever since last night. I’ve never actually had a boyfriend before, let alone a clandestine relationship that I’m pretty sure I’ll want to keep from Braden forever. Not to mention—

      “Becca?” My eyes widen with fright, and I nearly spill hot coffee down the front of my jeans. I swallow hard, trying to sidestep around the blonde glamazon that my brother is currently dating. But let’s face it—she’s been on my mind almost as much as Rowen was last night. What would Becca think of Rowen and me together?

      Her dark eyes blink to life. She’s bundled in an expensive looking suede coat with an adorable knit cap and fur-lined boots. Becca is always impeccably dressed no matter what the occasion. “Funny, I was just about to call you.” She pulls me down to the nearest table and forces me into a seat.

      “Hello to you, too.” If Becca and I were close, and she didn’t have a sexual history with my newly minted boyfriend, I might have indulged her with the giddy details regarding Rowen and me. I mean, it’s not like I’d lie to her face if confronted with the facts, but still, I’m not asking her whether he likes to have his balls scratched or licked—not that I plan on doing either. The topic of Rowen’s coin purse is strictly off-limits.

      “Is this about my dad’s fiftieth?” I give a quick glance over my shoulder in the event Vi and Ember happen to stumble in giggling out Rowen’s name like a pair of horny hyenas. They would be mimicking me, of course, but that’s beside the point.

      “No, actually”—she whips out her phone and points the screen my way—“it’s about this.”

      Staring me in the face is a picture of myself at the mixer last Saturday night in my little black dress, cute as can be skyscraper heels, but I’m guessing the fashionista in front of me isn’t as interested in the way I’ve paired my outfit with my sexy stilettos as she is the boy who has his hand tucked in the small of my back.

      Whoever snapped that picture is a bastard—and I’m an idiot for thinking it couldn’t happen. But Rowen and I were once friends. Who’s to say we couldn’t bump into one another at a mixer?

      I lean back in my seat and meet up with the fury in Becca’s eyes. She probably feels just as betrayed as Braden would if he knew. God—Braden!

      “That was nothing.” I try to force a laugh, but it comes out more of a whimper. “I bumped into him at—”

      “Save it.” She averts her eyes to the ceiling. “I know for a fact the two of you were walking around some party.”

      Some party? So, she doesn’t have all the Dexter-based dirty little details?

      “I did bump into him. I tried to ignore him, but he insisted on playing the part of a perfect little gentleman.” I’m guessing there’s nothing little about Rowen, judging by the way his package keeps settling between us like a pug. Wait—did I just liken Rowen’s man parts to a dog that technically belongs to the toy family? So not right.

      Becca huffs at the thought, and I can’t tell whether or not she’s agreeing with me. She tosses her phone into her purse, scowling at me a moment. “I get it. He’s just trying to be friendly with you. I mean, he was practically your older brother.”

      The memory of his tongue roving in my mouth like he was trying to teach it a lesson—in a show of force of penile things to come—washes through me.

      “Right. Older brother.” I clear my throat. “Anyway, I couldn’t shake him for about fifteen minutes, but I kept trying. I spoke to every guy there, hoping he’d get the hint that I was a very busy girl.” I shudder because I can’t stand the thought of lying right to her face just after I professed it would be an impossible feat. “But please don’t tell Braden. That might actually kill him.”

      “No way.” Her eyes widen a notch as she secures her purse to her shoulder. “That’s why I brought it to you first.” She squints over at me in a peculiar way as if she were appraising me in a new light. “I mean, it’s not like the two of you would ever be anything more than friends. You’ll always be Braden’s kid sister to Rowen. Besides, Ro’s not into your type.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I’m not sure why I’m suddenly affronted, but Bimbo Barbie here has about five seconds flat to pony up a reason why Ro wouldn’t be interested.

      “You know.” She wrinkles her nose while glancing at my hair. “You’re just not his type, that’s all. And be glad. He’s a master manipulator. God, if he ever did try anything with you, run.” She waves her hand at the idea dismissively. “God knows he’d only be trying to get back at your brother.” Becca hops up and touches a finger to my nose. “Looks like my work here is done.” She gives a little wink before flying out the door.

      A familiar pair of bodies crop up in her place.

      “Hello?” Vi and Ember take the seats in front of me before Becca’s chair has the chance to cool. “That looked pretty intense.”

      “It was nothing.” I wrap my arms around my shoulders in an effort to comfort myself from the verbal assault.

      Ember ticks her head to the side, and her blonde curls spill like milk over her back. “Well? What’s the big news? Judging by your irresponsible abuse of emojis, you sounded pretty psyched.”

      “I was psyched up until a minute ago.” I start in slow about where I left things off with Rowen last night. About how much I’m looking forward to our date on Saturday. Between practice and the game, it’s literally the only night that works for us, and coincidentally, the only night that works for the TSE.

      “Oh my God!” Vi slaps her hand over the table with such violent force our cups dance to the left. “This is getting serious.” Her eyes water as if it were her own heart on the line. “You’re not going to sleep with him—are you?” She leans in, shocked as if she just asked if I was about to conduct a bank heist with him.

      “No.” I slouch in my seat. “Yes,” I whimper out the confession. “Hell yes. This isn’t some random guy I’m meeting for the first time. This is—” I look to Ember for help.

      “Oh my gosh, you think you love him, don’t you?” She looks incredulous at the thought.

      “Well—I…” I do love Rowen, but I’m terrified to admit to it because according to their collective expression this could lead to disastrous things. God knows Rowen and I have been through enough disastrous things already. “This can work,” I offer with no real details to back this up.

      “Wow.” Ember marvels. “I’ll be honest, I really didn’t have all that much faith in this whole social experiment thing.”

      “This has nothing to do with any social experimentation,” Vi is quick to defend me. “It’s clear these are latent childhood feelings combined with her hypersexual hormones driving them to home plate. In other words, she’s not in her right mind.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Suddenly, I’m regretting this little precoital powwow. “And I might sleep with him, only because I’m a lemming and I need to see for myself what drove all of you others off the cliff.”

      Vi closes her eyes and gives a depleted sigh. It’s as if that were the last straw and she’s giving up on me.

      “I have something to tell you guys.” She glances to the exit as if expecting someone. “I may have told you both a teeny tiny fib when we first met, but only because I’ve never really waved this banner before and I didn’t know what you’d think of me.”

      God, she’s into girls. I’m going to have to rethink that whole nude in the morning routine that she swears she doesn’t have a problem with, and now I know why.

      “I slept with Lane.”

      Never mind.

      “When? Was this in our room? On my bed?” I can feel the bile creeping up in the back of my throat at the thought of Vi and her ex rutting freely over my sheets. God, I’m going to need to get updated on all of my vaccinations because of this. It’s clear her ex is a dirty dog.

      “No.” She flaps her hands like a fish. “It was years ago—plenty of times. I told you I was a virgin because—well, I didn’t expect an inquiry as to my vaginal standing in the first five minutes we met.”

      It’s true. Ember totally used that as an icebreaker on move-in day. She conducted a rather spontaneous yet thorough pop quiz of our sexual knowledge and neither of us wanted to cop to anything. Not that there was anything to cop to on my part.

      “Do you think you can forgive me?” She sniffs to the two of us, doing her best impression of a lost puppy.

      “There’s nothing to forgive. We knew you for a hot minute.” I glance to Em. “Not all of us are comfortable laying out our most personal details like we were answering some magazine quiz. No offense.”

      “None taken.” Ember takes a sip from her coffee before coming up for air. “But now that we’ve pushed past that hot minute, once you hide the snake in the bush I want a full report. This is Rowen Garret we’re talking about.” She says that last part lower than a whisper, and good thing because I’d hate to launch a perfectly good pumpkin spiced latte in her direction.

      “No problem.” I shrug at the thought. “I’m sure if and when he butters my muffin you’ll be the first to know all of the icky sticky details.” I nod to Vi as if to silently ask her to fill me in on a few icky sticky details of her own later.

      I’ll let Rowen take things as far as he’d like with me. None of this feels real anyway. It can’t be.

      Becca was right.

      I’m not Rowen’s type.
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      Saturday afternoon, after I’ve scalded myself in the shower, shaved every pit and bush alike, washed, dried, and styled my hair for the big cherry popping festival, I get a text from my father.

      On campus! Just helped Braden bolt his headboard to the wall. You up for a quick bite?

      Gah! The last thing on the planet a girl wants on the day she’s determined to lure her new boyfriend to the mattress is a sit-down with dear old Dad. First of all, I’m going to get an image of his grinning face stuck in my head, and that will greatly reduce my desire to fall on my knees and worship at the altar of Rowen Garret the way I’ve fantasized about for the last ten years. And if that does happen, I will let out a primal scream, and it WILL NOT be from ecstasy! Secondly, if he asks what my plans are for the evening, I’ll be forced to espouse another lie, and, as it stands, my nose is heading toward California without me. Before my mother died, she made me promise that I would keep a clean line of communication with my father because he had the responsibility of being both parents. Now that I had lost my ability to leverage one parent against the other, she knew I’d probably stoop to deception to get my way, so she was determined to put the kibosh on that lyin’, cheatin’ good time before it ever got started.

      After twenty minutes straight of begging Vi to join me, she skips off to the gym, but swears she can’t wait to meet my father at his big birthday bash.

      My father sure picked a lousy day to shield Braden’s neighbors from his incessant fucking. And the thought of Becca bedding both Rowen and Braden makes me more than slightly nauseous. What was she thinking? What was my brother thinking scooping up sloppy seconds?

      I head over to meet Dad by the oversized bronzed statue of our mascot, a sleek looking cougar ready for the kill. There he is, wearing his signature glad-to-see-me grin that will be haunting me for the rest of the evening.

      “Daddy!” I wrap my arms around him, and he gives me a little twirl. He’s taller than me by a foot and wears his quickly graying hair sprayed into a stiff quasi-pompadour. He’s pretty fit. And even a few of my own friends through the years have commented on what a looker he is. The term they used was hot, but I refuse to entertain the idea. Therefore, I invoke the rather dated adage my grandmother used to use—Dads are allowed to be lookers; they are never allowed to be hot. At least as far as your own father is concerned. I don’t see him that way, though. He’s always been this asexual being who is more akin to my favorite stuffed animal than he is an annoying human. “Where do you want to eat?” Thoughts of walking my father across the street to the Underground have me cringing. Not only do we run the risk of seeing Rowen, but I run the risk of being labeled as the chick who’s dating an old guy. Not many people have been able to connect the paternal dots because, gray hair aside, Dad looks too damn young for his own age.

      “I’m easy. How about the cafeteria?”

      “Dad, Leland got rid of the caf about ten years ago. It’s since been replaced with about a dozen fast-food restaurants and a mini mart that serves boxed sushi. The coffee shop has a mean bistro turkey sandwich, though. How does that sound?”

      “Like you’re living pretty high on the hog.” He drops a quick kiss to the top of my head. “Glad to know you’ve been spared the gruel.”

      He wraps an arm around my shoulder as I navigate us toward Coffeeology. We each order a half a sandwich and take a seat near the window.

      “So, what’s new?” I check my phone in the event I venture into the red zone. I figure if we get within a half hour of my date with Rowen then it’s DEFCON 1, and I need to start rethinking that whole deception thing. I’m not afraid of getting technical if I have to. Because technically, Dexter Houston’s social experiment can be viewed as a school project, and I know for a fact my father would be remiss to let me skip out on anything he might be doling out the big bucks for. I may have scored a few measly scholarships, but my father is bankrolling the rest of this ride. “I’m surprised Braden and Becca didn’t join us. I’d imagine they were real thankful you spared them of an early eviction for noise pollution. Did you gag the entire time you were in their bedroom?”

      “Nope, didn’t gag.” He can’t help but chuckle, and his shoulders shake in that friendly way they’re prone to do. My mom used to say he was the only person on Earth who looked as though he were being electrocuted when he laughed. My mom was funny by nature, so he looked like that a lot. God, I miss her. “But I found a few toys that looked like they belonged on a shelf in the garage and not hiding beneath a mattress.”

      “Gross. Now it’s my turn to gag. Let us make no further mention of their coital arsenal. So, what’s new with you?”

      “I’m dating.” He hits me with a press-on smile. “I’ve officially got a girlfriend, and I can’t wait for you to meet her. In fact, we’ve just made it official, but I couldn’t keep the good news to myself. You and Braden are the first to know, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      I jerk back in my seat as if this questionable good news had the ability to send me to the floor, and it does. “Is it Granny Panties?” I ask, shocked to hell that my father is stepping out on my mother like this. I know the laws of nature aren’t in their favor, but I always thought he’d be loyal to her until the end.

      “Granny Panties?” He looks pained by the nickname I’ve gifted this hussy. “I like to call her Rita.”

      “Rita? You’re dating Rita?” I have no clue who this Rita person is, but I don’t like the way his features smoothed out when he said her name. Totally dicey if you ask me.

      His brows arch. “Have you met Rita?”

      “No, but it doesn’t mean I have to like her.” God, that made no sense whatsoever. “Is she nice? Does she like children? Does she have a bumper sticker on the back of her car that reads my other ride is a broomstick?”

      He tips his head back, and I watch his gums flap as he guffaws himself to tears.

      “You’re hardly a child, Sophie.” He dabs his eyes with his hand. The last time I saw him dabbing tears from his eyes like that was at my mother’s funeral, and now here he is, yucking it up over his new girlfriend—Rita. “And she’s far from a wicked witch.” He calms himself down enough to burn his tongue on his coffee. Serves him right. “She’s anxious to get to know your brother and you. You’re not free tonight, are you?”

      “No!” I bark so fast and loud half the coffee shop turns to look at us. “I have a school assignment.”

      He holds up a hand, stopping me from sliding into a slippery slope. “No need to go any further. My birthday is coming up in a few weeks, and she’s planning a little something. You’ll get to know her then.”

      “She’s planning a little something for your birthday?” I’m about to tell a bitch to step off.

      “Yes, she knows you’re busy. She would never want to put anything on your plate. See there? She’s an angel.”

      Granny Panties is no angel. In fact, she took something off my plate that I very much wanted on it. I’m the one who was looking forward to planning my father’s fiftieth, and now he’s let this total stranger come right in and commandeer both his life and mine. I’m pretty sure I’m not going to care too much for Ripping-Your-Father-Away-From-You-One-Birthday-at-a-Time Rita.

      Our conversation dwindles to nothing, and long before we enter the red zone, we say goodbye. I wait until he’s out of sight before texting my brother.

      Did you hear about Dad’s new main meter maid squeeze? Yes, the Beatles’ reference was totally necessary here. Let’s face it. There’s not a lot you can do with that name if you want to slay it.

      He texts right back. Rita? Can’t wait to meet her. Dad seems happy. Be nice. K?

      I text right back. Be nice? I AM nice. Speaking of nice, I’m sure your neighbors appreciate the measures you’ve taken to secure their sanity. And really? Hauling Dad out here to remedy your headboard dilemma so you can carry on your sexcapades? I’m shocked he didn’t burn down that hotbed of depravity you torture Becca on.

      He texts right back. You’re not funny. Dinner tonight?

      My stomach clenches. No can do. I’ve got a life—e.g. a paper due. I’ll catch you after the weekend. Even though every texted word of it is true, I still feel like crap for hiding things from my brother. As much as I like to harass him, he’s still my hero. I’d do anything for Braden. My expression sours. I’m pretty sure Braden wouldn’t want me anywhere near Rowen, and here I’ve all but grafted my soul over his.

      My phone pings. It’s another text from Braden. You’re not in that social experiment shit, are you?

      My entire body catches fire. I can’t breathe. What do I say? Honestly? I don’t want to say anything, so I don’t text back.

      My phone buzzes in my hand as he sends another message. Anyway, it’s on. Becca’s watching it, laughing up a storm. It’s hysterical. A bunch of idiots kissing strangers. There’s a girl from my narrative studies class in it. Why the hell would anyone want to put themselves out there like that? I think it’s all a ploy to test out the campus STD clinic. I smell the lawsuits coming a mile away.

      Sadly, I happen to agree with him. I’d better say something lest Braden thinks I’ve met up with a serial killer and begins to stalk the campus for his idiot sister.

      Thanks for the heads-up, but I probably won’t watch.

      I’ll be living it.

      Thank God for the fact Rowen has friends in high psychotic places who have agreed our footage is better suited for the recycling bin than a cable network.

      I glance at the time, and I’m well into the red zone.

      There’s a date to be had with my shiny new boyfriend. Too bad Braden will never accept him as that. But at the moment, I don’t really care what my brother thinks.

      My heart grows heavy because deep down I do.
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      After a quick primping session, I don a tight little red dress, a loaner from Ember with matching flaming red heels and trot my hot self down to the armpit of the psych building where Seth instructed me to meet him.

      It’s dark for the most part, and the building looks abandoned.

      “Where’s everyone?” I look past him, hoping to catch a glimpse of Rowen or Petra, but there’s not even a ghost haunting the building at the moment. A part of me has been waiting for the other shoe to drop ever since we embarked on this twisted journey. Maybe this is the day Rowen woke up and came to his senses? I bet he’s at some wild party loading up the roller coaster with all the sorority girls he can just to make up for lost time.

      “Everyone else is already here.” He gives a little wink as he pretends to dust my shoulders off. “You two are doing great.”

      “That’s because we’re exempt from the drama.” Asking Dexter to nix our footage was the best move Rowen could have made—outside of any move he makes with me.

      “Let’s move it.” Seth guides us down the hall and over to the elevator where he hits the button that leads to the rooftop.

      “So, what can I expect?” Seth has been really good about filling me in on the nature of the outings we’ve had, and I appreciate that. Not that being left in the dark would bother me, considering I’ll have Rowen right there beside me. In the dark! Ha! That’s exactly how this whole thing began, and forever I’ll appreciate that luminary deprived environment.

      “Expect a blast from the past. Tonight’s date is Rowen’s choice. You’ll plan the next one. Keep it simple. On campus, preferably. Production costs are through the roof.”

      The doors whoosh open, and I’m scuttled to a white tent where hair and makeup give me a touch-up, a mic pack is strapped to my back, and I’m blindfolded. Yes, blindfolded.

      A blast from the past? A blindfold? Dear God, if I find Braden threatening to toss Rowen off the rooftop, it wouldn’t surprise me. The past wasn’t so great. It wasn’t so terrible either, but Becca turned into a stumbling block none of us would survive. Just the thought of her makes my stomach sour. I have never blamed Becca for all of the heartache we went through, but maybe I should. According to Braden, the blame falls squarely over Rowen’s shoulders for dumping her abruptly. I was never filled in on all the dirty details as a kid, but Braden painted Rowen out to be more or less a demon. And I bought that flimsy explanation hook, line, and stinker. I should have probed more. But what had Becca done to have someone as nice as Rowen cut her loose so quickly? Why was Braden so invested in siding with Becca? Wasn’t Rowen his bestie? Couldn’t he have done more to protect his budding bromance? Clearly he did not adhere to the age-old adage bros before hos. So many questions, so little time—and honestly, I don’t want a single answer tonight. The only thing I want tonight is Rowen.

      Seth leads me out into the cool night air, and every step feels as if I’m about to dive off a cliff.

      Wait a minute! I’m wearing a blindfold. Maybe I won’t find Braden ready to strangle Rowen—which is a long shot in and of itself at the moment—but basically inevitable in the foreseeable future. Hopefully, this date that Rowen handpicked is far more fifty shades of fantastic than it ever is dysfunctional family-oriented.

      The spiced scent of his cologne hits me, and my adrenaline kicks in hard. The warmth of his body washes over me as his warm, strong fingers pick up my hand. Seth says a quiet good night as his arm leaves my shoulder.

      A soft kiss lands on my cheek as my blindfold is lifted. The first thing I see are those illuminated gray eyes smiling at me with a joy that makes my heart sing.

      I take a step back and soak in every inch of this beautiful man. Rowen is resplendent in a formal tuxedo, that black little bowtie pops off his crisp white shirt, and all I want to do is rip it right off him. His hair is slicked back tight, his scruff neatly trimmed. Dear God, Rowen Garret is a dapper dream come true. It’s only then I notice the rooftop has sprouted a gazebo laden with pink and white flowers, wisteria draped around it like a garland, along with twinkle lights. Mason jars filled with candles line the periphery, making it fully feasible to believe we’ve been transported to some exotic romantic locale. The entire rooftop deck shimmers and flickers like a dream.

      “You look beautiful,” he says without ever taking his eyes off mine. “I have a question to ask.” He gets down on one knee and pulls something off the table next to him.

      “A question?” My heart thumps unnaturally. A question—on bended knee? Oh my shit! Is this a proposal? If this is a proposal, I’ll for sure think this entire relationship is a joke to Rowen. There’s no way we’re at a proposal level, but the thirteen-year-old girl in me screams for the logical side of my brain to shut the hell up.

      Rowen looks up with those shining eyes, and his lips part as if looking at me in wonder. In all reality, it might be regret, but we’ll go with wonder for now. Come to think of it, I have never read the rules and regulations of that the TSE was adamant I memorize. What if I’m obliviously unaware of the nature of the underlying premise of the social experiment, and this whole dreamlike scenario gets hijacked by some hellish twist I never saw coming? But before he says a single word, I’ve already committed to the fact that if Rowen asks me to be his bride, I will scream a resilient yes. I would never refuse him, no matter how asinine the scenario would be. Mrs. Rowen Garret. It has a nice ring to it. I should know, I’ve been trying it on for size for years.

      “Sophie”—his voice dips down to that lower, sexier than all things on Earth register, and my panties disintegrate to nothing—“would you do me the honor of being my prom date?”

      “Prom?” The word guts me and thrills me at the very same time. “This is a promposal?” Tears come shooting out the corners of my eyes at a million miles an hour. I didn’t go to prom. Mindy had a date, but I didn’t want to go stag. There was no one else for me but Rowen.

      He nods with that devilish grin spreading like wildfire. Rowen’s smile is worth memorizing, but, more than that, I’d love to invoke it in him over and over again.  “Now what’s it going to be?” Those deep creases around the corners of his eyes dig in, and Rowen breaks out into a warm laugh that spans the ages.

      “Yes! I would love to!” I garble through tears. My entire body shakes, and I break out into a cold sweat—so not romantic, but thankfully, the nausea has subsided because I’m pretty sure a hat made of vomit isn’t what Rowen is looking for to complete his look.

      Rowen bounces to his feet and lands a honey sweet kiss over my lips. “Welcome to your prom, Sophie.”

      “Ro!” I wrap my arms around him as we take in the glimmering light, the gazebo glowing like giant puff pastry. Music bleeds through the speakers, soft and low, as Rowen leads me under the canopy where a small table waits with two silver domes. He holds out my seat, and we unveil a lobster for me and a glibbery slab of red meat mooing out Rowen’s name in blood.

      He leans in, taking my hand up and kissing my knuckles. “Does your dinner fall under the right phylum for you?”

      A warm laugh brews in me. Rowen has always thrown out three-dollar words for as long as I’ve known him. It was something I would tease him mercilessly over, but right about now, I’m finding it very hot to hear the world phylum eject itself from this gorgeous man’s mouth.

      “Most definitely.”

      I touch my finger to the bright red creature and draw it back just as quick. “Still hot.” I marvel.

      “Blow on it.” He gives a soft wink while happily sawing away at his prime rib.

      “I save all my blowing for the bedroom.”

      “Soph.” He ticks his head back and gives an awkward glance to the camerawoman to our right before he joins me for a quick chuckle. But it’s that steak that’s commandeering his attention.

      Most weekends, Rowen would come over and he and Braden would take command of the grill. They ate their way through acres of bovines, so I know for a fact he’s in red bloody carcass heaven.

      We enjoy dinner with light conversation that centers mostly on stealing bites of our delicious meals.

      “Hey”—I lean in just as a stroke of brilliance hits me—“how about we combine our devious minds to further trick the TSE into gifting us free surf and turf dinners?”

      The twinkle lights blink on and off, and we share a quick laugh. Either the guys in the control room have a sense of humor or the universe does. A part of me wants to believe it’s my mother. She was the funniest person I knew. I wonder what she would think if she knew what Rowen and I were up to? She once told me that Rowen Garret had the moon tied to a string. I think I get it now. He’s so brilliant and gorgeous, the world, the moon, they both bow to his whims. And she was right.

      The music grows louder as a sappy slow song floats through the speakers.

      “I think that’s our cue.” Rowen lifts me by the hand as we head to the center of the gazebo.

      “What? No dessert?” I can’t help but giggle up a storm as Rowen wraps those strong arms around me, the warmth from his body mingling with mine.

      “I think this is dessert.” His lids hang low and lusty just the way I like them, and I lean in, relaxing my body over his. Suddenly, the cameras surrounding us feel all too prominent. And even though there are only two camera people here at the moment, doing their best to shoot from afar like well-trained snipers, I know for a fact there are all sorts of hidden cameras planted all over this rooftop capturing us from every angle, although, I’m not sure why. Didn’t Seth mention production costs were higher than they expected? I don’t see why they don’t forgo the camera and mics with Rowen and me since we’re basically the cutting room floor specials.

      Rowen’s mouth finds mine, and he dusts his lips slowly over me. He pulls back with that drugged look in his eyes, and I’m right there with him.

      “Is that all I get for dessert?” My tongue does a quick sweep of my lower lips without meaning to.

      Rowen flexes a dull smile. “In the mood for more?” His dimple twitches in and out, and it’s downright dangerous.

      “There are some things that I can never get enough of.” The words swim from me, slow and breathy as my chest pounds like a conga drum.

      “Come here.” He leans in and touches his lips over mine, lingering there for a moment. Rowen and I tease one another with exceptionally slow kisses, grazing teeth, and teasing tongues, pulling one another’s lower lips out slow like taffy, and suddenly I want the production crew, all of Leland University to disappear so that Rowen and I can take my prom night to a whole other level.

      His lips kiss a line from my mouth to my temple, his quickened breathing rushes in my ear like waves crashing on the shore.

      “You have plans after this?”

      A dull laugh works its way up my throat, but I swallow it down as I shake my head. I love the fact we’re having a clandestine conversation right here in the open, miked up and with the watchful eye of the TSE on us.

      “Good,” he rumbles low and erotic. “Because you’re coming with me.”

      And just like that, the sweet spot that begs for Rowen Garret’s touch gives an uncontrollable quiver. Nothing awkward at all about having an orgasm in your new boyfriend’s arms while the world seemingly watches. We sway to the music, our bodies pressed tight against one another, our lips slowly savoring every last kiss.

      And as soon as production wraps on my senior prom reprisal, Rowen takes me by the hand and we exit the building together, bypass the dormitories, and head straight for the parking lot. Rowen won’t give a clue as to where he’s taking me.

      But as long as I’m with Rowen, wherever we are is the only place I want to be.
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      Rowen’s truck is brand spanking new and fully loaded with enough bells and whistles that I’m fully convinced it could lift off for space at any moment.

      “I’m pretty excited about this magical mystery date.” I lean in and run my hand over his rock-hard forearm. “Am I dressed for the occasion?”

      He takes his eyes off the road momentarily to glance over. “You won’t need clothes for what we’re about to do.”

      Crap! My vagina clenches with just as much excitement as my heart. Surely Rowen isn’t planning on hitting a homer on opening night, right? I mean, this is basically our first official date as a couple. But then again, he is Rowen Garret, Leland’s resident playboy. To him getting naked right out the gate is just a basic operating procedure for a standard first date.

      “Relax, Sugar Puss. I’m teasing.” He gives my knee a quick tweak.

      “Maybe I prefer getting naked to hearing that nickname again. You got that, Colossal Crotch?” Nice try, but Colossal Crotch is basically an ego-inflating compliment that I’m sure he’d pay me to shout out in bed. Come to think of it, Sugar Puss may not be a bad mattress moniker either.

      He winces into the road and manages to look that much more comely than he already is. “You got me. I won’t call you Sugar Puss if you don’t call me Colossal Crotch.”

      “Rumor has it, it’s true as God. But, you know me. I’ve never been one to rely on word of mouth. I’m into investigative journalism myself.” I sink in my seat. Crap. I’ve all but propositioned him. If I’m not careful, I’ll be testing out the gravitational pull while firmly seated on Rowen Garret’s lap rocket.

      His lids lower to the point his eyes are all but closed, never a good look for the one who’s in the driver’s seat. “Maybe I’m into investigative journalism, too.” He pulls into a dark meadow and kills the engine before looking over. “Sugar Puss.”

      Holy crap. I have never been so turned on in all of my life. The fact that lewd nickname—that my father of all people christened me with—was uttered by Rowen, makes my heart drum ten times harder than I ever thought possible. God, I’m going to have a cardiac episode. And is having a heart attack while losing your virginity a thing? Because I swear on all that is holy, I’m about to venture into heart-stopping Rowen Garret waters.

      Rowen comes over and helps me out. “You’re shivering.” His arms wrap around me tight as he lands a brief kiss to my lips. A kiss without a single camera present, and I die a thousand exhilarating deaths. It’s happening. Rowen and I are happening.

      The sounds of rushing water, the smell of fresh pines and wet earth tip me off to the fact we’re smack in the middle of Paradise Falls, the most romantic locale in all of Moon Ridge—all of Colorado for that matter. I’ve dreamed for years of the day one of my sleazy dates would haul me up here with less than chaste intentions, and here I am with my childhood crush of all people.

      “Are you still cold?” Rowen rubs my arms with his warm hands.

      “The air is a little frigid.” The wind picks up, and my chest bucks just trying to keep my lungs from freezing and collapsing. I’m pretty sure frigid is a word seldom uttered on the night most girls hand in their V-card. “Okay, it’s cold as a meat locker.” I glance to the breathtaking falls with their iridescent glow, the way they arch into the sky and blend seamlessly into the night like an ethereal dream. They’ve always held a certain magic—and, on a night like tonight, it’s apparent magic abounds just about everywhere. “I’m pretty sure even a quick dip in that water would land both of us in the morgue. It’s a heart-stopping view all right. But if it means inaugurating me into the colossal club, then I might rethink my stance on post-mortem existence.”

      Rowen belts out a laugh as he leads us down the dirt trail that winds around the truck, and there to the left of the falls sits a large blue tent lit up like a paper lantern against the velvet moonless night.

      “For you.” He dots my cheek with a kiss.

      “Rowen!” I gasp at how wonderfully romantic of him it was to provide four walls and a roof on this the night I plan on thoroughly taking advantage of him. It may be our first official date, but I’ve waited all my life for this night. “I love it.” I wrap my arms around his neck and gaze into those soulful crystalline eyes. My heart stops. The entire world stops spinning as every last molecule in my body electrifies to life. “And I love you, Rowen.” My face pinches with heat as I say the words. I have waited all my life to say it exactly that way.

      “Soph.” He rubs his thumb gently over my cheek, my lips. His gaze bears hard into mine, and I know whatever he’s about to say he means it with every bone in his beautiful body. “I love you, too.” His eyes close a moment with what I’m hoping isn’t regret. “I love you so much it hurts. I’m sorry about all the pain I’ve caused. I never meant to hurt you.”

      Tears come, and I hate myself for it. My lips invert, trying to keep the river that’s about to erupt at bay. “I’m not hurting anymore. You’ve come back. You healed me.”

      A single tear rolls down his cheek, and I’m mesmerized by it. All those years I spent thinking Rowen had buried his heart in tundra and here it is, thawed and offering up its love for me. Rowen lands a soft kiss over my lips before picking me up in his arms and carrying me to the luminescent tent. We head inside, and I spot a sleeping bag spread over the floor, pillows, and a lantern glowing in the corner.

      “This is insanity! You are so romantic! You really went all out for our first date. Honestly, I would have pegged you for the type to bend me over the backseat.”

      A growl rips from his chest. “That’s a second date move, sweetie.”

      We share a quick laugh as he lands us onto the slippery fabric below.

      “But seriously”—Rowen sits across from me, cross-legged, as if we’re about to play a board game—“I want to talk to you about a few things.”

      “Like how well I’ve sailed through puberty?” I reach down and pull off my dress without waiting for an invite.

      “Soph, don’t.” He swallows hard while taking in the view. And he should, considering I’ve donned matching lace panties and a barely there bra. “Shit.” His eyes close as if I’ve just knifed his balls off, but I don’t take it as an insult. Instead, I crawl right onto his lap. “This isn’t why I brought you here, I promise.” His sturdy fingers stroke up and down my abdomen, letting me know otherwise. “You are beautiful.” He lands a stoned kiss to my chest right in between the girls. Rowen’s warm breath lights a fire over my flesh, and that sweet spot between my thighs is right back to quivering. Dear God, I don’t think I can handle much more. I have never pegged myself as someone who would scream her head off in a moment of ecstasy. I thought those were sad exaggerations made popular in movies just to make women look like raving lunatics in the sack. But, God Almighty, if this man’s hot mouth ventures anywhere else on my body, I will howl like a yeti until every Bigfoot hunter in the country has our tent surrounded with rifles.

      “We can’t do this,” Rowen pants while tackling me down to the ground as gently as possible. His chest pounds frantic as if he just ran the field twice over, and his eyes are blazing with possibilities. “I didn’t bring protection.”

      “What?” I bark up at him, more disappointed than I am angry, but by the way I just belted it out, you couldn’t tell the difference. “You always carry protection! I remember you telling Braden it was like the American Express card—you never left home without it!”

      He inches back with a laugh. “That was five years ago.”

      I give his ribs a quick pinch, and he bucks. “Admit that it’s still true today.”

      “It’s still true.” He raises his arms in surrender. His laughter dies down as his eyes connect with mine once again. “Just not today.”

      “Why?” It comes out hard, my sense of humor, though always on tap, is currently at a trickle. “Don’t you want me, Rowen? Don’t you think we’re good together?”

      “Yes.” He shakes his head as his hands float down my body. His thumbs pause to hitch into either side of my little lace panties. “God, I want you.” Rowen buries his face in my neck and takes a deep breath. “I just think we should take things slow. You know, feel things out a little before we get there.” He buries a wet kiss in my ear. “And we will get there.”

      My girl parts indulge in a nonstop quiver like cheerleaders at the big game. If Rowen doesn’t score the touchdown soon, he should very much fear the revolt my body will unleash.

      “Soph”—he pulls back just enough for me to see those heavy eyes—“I didn’t bring one on purpose. I just wanted to be near you tonight. I thought maybe we could talk about things.” That hard problem blooming in his pants presses against my thigh, letting me in on the fact he’s having one very big regret.

      “I don’t want to talk about things.” I reach over and grab the little red clutch Ember tucked in my hand before I left. She let me know there was a good luck charm in the side pocket before revealing a condom that boasted of extra ribbing and extra lube. At first, I thought it was disgusting, and most likely a bad luck charm, but suddenly I’m an ardent admirer of Ember’s forward thinking. I fish around the tiny clutch until I come up with gold. “It would be my honor to introduce the Colossus to my—” I don’t have the heart to say that demented nickname I was stuck with.

      He snatches the condom out of my hand and I try to snatch it right back, but he raises his hand higher and higher with that obnoxious dull laugh thumping through him.

      “Rowen! This is important to me. I’m ready. I want this with you.” I give his arm a hearty swat. “Don’t make me beat it out of you.”

      “You’re going to beat it?” A dark laugh gurgles from him.

      His lids hang heavy again, and I’m done. Rowen in a tux, plus that stoner look in his eyes equals his clothes are coming off right fucking now.

      “Rowen.” I sit up, and he pulls me forward, landing me just shy of his lap. “Not in one of my dream scenarios did I ever have to beg you to take me.”

      He leans in with those deeply inquisitive eyes, his lips twisting with curiosity.

      “Confession,” I whisper. “I fell in love with you the moment we met. You had my grammar school heart wrapped around your obnoxious middle grade finger from that day forward. And when you left, you took my heart right along with you. I didn’t want it back—I still don’t.”

      “Soph.” He closes his eyes a moment as he pulls me in close. “I have a confession to make, too.” There’s a resolute sadness on his face as if it pained him to say it. “That day you and Mindy asked me to take you out—and we got in the wreck?”

      I growl because that night is at the top of my shit list as far as days go.

      Rowen lands another kiss to my lips before bearing into me. “I was about to ask you to the prom, Sophie. I was planning on taking you the entire time. But then the accident happened.”

      Rowen was going to ask me? My heart stops as the idea sinks in.

      “And the next day, our world blew apart.” I bite down over my lip to keep it from tugging to the side.

      Rowen doesn’t say a word. His hardened features say it all. His lips part as he readies to say something, and I land a finger over it.

      “Were you really going to ask me?”

      He gives a solemn nod. “I was.”

      He was. And it’s at that moment I can feel our hearts sewing themselves together in a way I never knew possible. Rowen lands his mouth over mine, his lusty tongue lashing out in one sweet stroke after another. His hot mouth trails down, hitting the hollow of my neck, and his tongue does a little twirl. Rowen dives deeper, landing in that well between my boobs, and I bite down over my bottom lip to keep from giggling, to keep from crying out like some hysterical lunatic.

      The feel of his lips, that soft scruff on his cheeks, his breath over me in this most intimate place makes me moan with pleasure. Rowen reaches back and unhooks my bra, and the girls pop up as if they were overeager to join the party. They are, but still.

      Rowen leans back, and I quickly toss my lacey pink boulder holder to the ceiling. But Rowen isn’t interested in my quasi-stripper routine. He can’t take his eyes off the girls. And up until this moment only Vi and I have laid eyes on them post-puberty.

      A crooked grin grows on his face as he sits up a moment. “You’ve bloomed nicely, Meyer.”

      “Shut up and kiss me.” I pull his head down to where it needs to be, and Rowen licks and sucks with a renewed fury. His fervor picks up pace, as his grazing, his downright biting grows more severe as if he’s teaching them a lesson, and the harder he sucks, the faster he lashes them with his tongue, the harder it is for me to catch my breath.

      Oh my God. I’m going to come. This is a real situation, and I’m pretty sure O-ing over a few heated kisses isn’t how this is supposed to work. I’ve seen my fair share of movies to know that we’ll be heaving our way to oblivion at the very same time. For me to lose my shit now would just be downright greedy.

      Rowen pushes the girls together and blows a series of soft kisses over the two of them before landing me onto my back. That sleepy look in his eyes is beyond anything I’ve seen. He’s lost in his lust for me, and I couldn’t have asked for anything better.

      His lips find mine before he dips his mouth to my ear. “I think it’s time for the feast of the gods.”

      My heart stops. I can’t take my next breath. “Is that a threat?” I meant for it to sound light and witty, but it came out with a tremble in my voice.

      “That’s a promise.”

      Rowen pulls back and offers a drugged grin before dripping down my body with those achingly slow kisses. He evicts my panties, inching them off my body, leaving a fire in their wake.

      I’m pretty sure I should have my eyes closed, my head writhing in the pillow, but I hike up on my elbows instead, not wanting to miss the show. If Rowen Garret is going to get anywhere near my Sugar Puss, I’m damn well going to see it.

      That dark head of his plunges dangerously low, and in one sift move he launches both my legs over his shoulders. I’ve never felt so vulnerable, so fantastically frightened in all my life. My heart rages as my breathing grows increasingly erratic. And just like that, the hot wet sensation of Rowen’s tongue falling over me forces my head to plunge back with pleasure. I let out one hearty groan after another. Not the sultry groans one might imagine, more getting your foot ripped off your body by a bear agonizing and psychotically frightened type of a groan. Really? This is so fucking embarrassing. But I can’t help it. His tongue does this swirly thing, and I let out a sharp cry, panting, gripping the sleeping bag between my fingers.

      “Rowen!” I bear down with my chin to my chest. Dear God, you would think I was giving birth by the way my body is contracting around him.

      He glances up, and for a split second our eyes lock, eliciting a deep spasm of delight deep inside me. It’s as if I needed to see his face to confirm the fact this is actually Rowen and not some frat boy knock-off, some drunken close second. Rowen plunges his mouth back where it belongs and sinks his magical tongue lower still until he’s entered the most intimate part of my body with his nine-inch prehensile member. I can feel him there, lashing me from the inside, and I let out a series of unattractive yelps.

      Forget the bear gnawing off my foot, this has downgraded to a puppy injured in the driveway. Dear God, is there not a single sexy sound I’m capable of producing? A thousand wild thoughts sail through my mind, one of which reduces the word virginity to mere semantics. Rowen is loving me with his tongue, a rather violent, all hell breaking loose version of what I envisioned this moment to be like before he works his way to my sweet spot once again and gets right back to business. He pushes my knees out hard, further exposing me to the cool air, and I’m there, trembling against his hot beautiful mouth in less than ten seconds.

      “Ro.” The feeling goes from nirvana to hellish torment in less than a second, so I pull back and lock his head between my knees like some demonic nutcracker.

      “Whoa.” He touches my thigh as if he’s tapping out. “I surrender, Sugar Puss.” He rides up next to me with a self-righteous grin “It’s true what they say, by the way—sweet as sugar.”

      I give a light slap over his arm before the moment grows serious. “Did you ever think about doing that to me?” It’s foolish of me to ask, but hell, inquiring minds demand to know. I’ve spent my fair share of nights thinking of him. A part of me wishes that he were tormented in the exact same way.

      Rowen sighs heavily, pressing over my body with his full weight, the buttons on his dress shirt scratching my skin. “Only every damn day since the second you turned sixteen.”

      “Sixteen.” I run the numbers. “So, you’re saying I could have gotten extremely lucky after prom?”

      “I think it’s better we waited until this prom night. As much as your dad likes me, I’m sure he would have had no problem shoving my ass in front of a judge for statutory rape.”

      “Oh, that.” I wrinkle my nose at the idea. The fact Rowen is three years older than me has never really meant anything. “It’s probably best we waited.” A laugh gets caught in my throat as I realize times really haven’t changed all that much. “Here.” I hand the tiny foil package over to him. “It’s my ticket to the best roller coaster in town. I hope it’s a ride all night pass. It’s the only one I’ve got.”

      A deep, thunderous laugh rumbles in his chest as he works to take his clothes off. Rowen sits back on his knees, quickly unbuttoning his shirt, his fingers working his belt while taking off his pants and boxers at record speed. Here it is, the moment of truth. Rowen lands next to me, fully in the buff, that tiny lantern still putting out enough wattage for me to take him in with all his God-given glory. That broad chest, those rippling abs, even his thighs bulge with muscle. But it’s that dramatic V that points straight down to something that just so happens to be pointing straight up that holds my gaze.

      “Wow.” The word stumbles out rather stupidly. Forget some simple roller coaster. Rowen Garret has a flesh-covered version of the Eiffel Tower.

      My lips quiver without meaning to. My face starts in on that weird twitch I get just before I burst into an all-out cry. Rowen must recognize it because he lands his thumb over my lips and shakes his head ever so slightly.

      “Don’t be afraid.” He takes my hand and presses a kiss directly into my palm. “Let me show you what to do.”

      Rowen is going to show me what to do—teach me. My heart starts in on a few life-threatening thumps as Rowen navigates my hand to his warm chest.

      “I love that you have hair.” Dear God, can I shut up already? Bringing up what amounts to bodily fur does not a sexy moment make! I swallow hard, and he ticks his head to the side as if confused. “On your chest.” I nod frenetically. “And you know down where it counts.” I steal a peek down south and HOLY WOW! Rowen Garret is fully equipped with his very own LIGHTNING ROD! Honestly, I think the Eiffel Tower just doubled in size. Is that even possible? More important, is that a good thing? I’m no connoisseur of penises. In truth, I’ve only seen my brother’s, and that was once while we were doing a quick change in the back of my father’s minivan after a day at the beach. It was small and prunish and disturbingly grotesque. And that, my friends, cured me of ever feeling the need to see another wanker for the rest of my natural days. But this? What the hell is this? I know all about the mechanics of it—it’s need for speed once a full tilt erection hits, but how is it so massively goliath in size?

      “Please tell me that’s a pop-up book on your lap with a flesh-covered version of the Empire State Building.” I cover my face in shame.

      Rowen laughs, but not in any good way. The Rowen I know would have exploded with laughter at my keen observation interwoven with a slight literary reference, but this new version, the nude version, belts a dark, maniacal laugh instead.

      God, maybe Rowen didn’t dump Becca? Maybe Becca ran for the penis free hills because his dick was so damn big? It only makes sense why she’s with my prunish brother now.

      “Come here.” Rowen pulls my hand along the ridges of his abdomen, down that hardline V zone that points directly to the main attraction. He runs my open palm over the beast seated at the base of his lap, and then as if a surge of electricity runs through us both, I clasp my palm over him, feeling his girth, the strange ridges, right up to his mushroom-like crown.

      Rowen lets out an easy groan. “Kiss it.”

      “Kiss it?” I couldn’t have jumped more if he stabbed me in the eye with it.

      “Yes.” It comes out hoarse and heated. “I want to feel your mouth over it.” His breathing is beyond erratic. His words are broken up with a breath between each syllable like some crack addict who needs just one more hit. “As soon as I saw you at the bar that night—those hot fucking lips.” His drugged gaze sinks to my mouth. “I wanted to feel you on me.”

      My adrenaline spikes just knowing what deliciously perverse thoughts were on his mind.

      “But you went home with some blonde skank. I watched the whole thing.” Great. I’m sure bringing up other women is the exact opposite of what you want to do while your hand is strapped to your boyfriend’s penis like a bomb.

      “I let her go. I went home and tossed off to visions of your mouth”—he rubs my hand over the hard tip—“right here.”

      “Well, then”—my heart gives a few threatening wallops—“let me make all of your dreams come true.” I swim down, careful to keep my bare bottom hidden like some deep, unknowable secret. I may be making dreams come true left and right tonight, but my ass will remain a mystery for as long as I can help it.

      My lips land over him, and Rowen takes both hands to guide me up and down his body. I try to make a valiant effort to kiss each of the boys as a thank you from me and the girls for the time he spent up north, but to my dismay it’s nothing but a hairy mess. The boys aren’t nearly as tongue friendly as his bald slick member, so I give them a quick scratch before getting back to the task at hand.

      “No teeth.”

      “No teeth?” I garble with a mouthful. So not sexy.

      “No,” he says it stern, and I realize this is the hard line in the sexual sand. I lick and suck and lose myself loving Rowen in the exact way he wants me to, that I want to.

      He plucks me off and lands me softly on my back with the grace of a wrestler. Rowen rolls on the condom in less than three seconds, a move I’m sure he’s executed in less time than that, considering the amount of practice he’s had. With a sigh, he falls onto his elbows, his eyes searching mine for a minute.

      “Promise me you’ll never hate me.”

      “What?” I reach up and give his ear a quick bite, and he lets out a hearty groan. “I could never hate you, Rowen. I’ve worshiped you for far too long to ever do that.”

      I help him navigate that broom handle of his to the right place and land my legs over his back, trying my hardest not to cry. I have no idea where the tears are coming from, but I can feel the dam getting ready to burst.

      Rowen hikes up farther on his elbows, his intent gaze searing into me just as he pushes in slowly, his body expanding mine as it delves in deep. His chest heaves dramatically as if he were in the throes of a major workout. He’s in me, taking away my innocence, opening me up with his girth as he buries his body inside me. He presses in as far as my body will allow, and he gazes down at me, his chest pummeling, sweat forming at his temples.

      “Soph”—his Adam’s apple rises and falls—“I have never been the same since the day I fell in love with you.”

      I swallow hard, trying to find something equally romantic and timelessly enduring to say right back. “And I love you twice as much now that you’ve taken my heart and my hymen.”

      “Shit.” Rowen closes his eyes and gives a tired laugh. “God, I love you.” He lands an awkward kiss to my lips from this strange angle before carefully plunging in and out of me for what feels like a blissful eternity.

      Rowen is in me, deep inside that secret, sacred part of me.

      Rowen has been in me ever since the first day we met.

      The fact our bodies have caught up with our hearts seems only fitting.

      I belong to Rowen Garret.

      I always have.

      And I always will.
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      I’m in love with Sophie Meyer. I am. It’s been true for quite a while, and I know that soon I’ll need to tell her the truth, not just about how and when I knew I loved her, but the whole painful truth that will inevitably lead us down a thorny trail. I have never dreaded that road because I knew that one day the truth—my truth—would come out. And now that it’s almost here, I can taste how sweet it is.

      It’s week five of the social experiment that the coach had to twist my balls into joining, and now I feel like falling down and kissing his sweat socks in gratitude. Dexter’s show has catapulted to super status in a week’s time, trending on social media sites—the YouTube channel has since shut down, and all new episodes are being funneled straight to cable television with a new show running three times a week. Petra says they have enough footage featuring every couple combined to fill three seasons’ worth already. I’m damn glad Dexter isn’t throwing Sophie and me into the mix. Nope. Soph and I need to remain private until we’re ready for prime time. I know for a fact that’s one show Braden would not want to catch.

      In fact, I’m on my way to the makeshift studio for the next taping. Tonight’s date is Sophie’s choice, and I’m curious what she’s decided on. She let me know it will knock my socks off. That alone has my interest piqued because Sophie already knocked my socks off literally last Saturday night. And I’ve been reliving that night ever since. Her soft tits in my mouth, the smooth velvet of her skin against mine, the two of us loving one another as if our lives depended on it. We dragged that night right into the early hours of the morning, and I’m sure we would have taken it further had I not stubbornly left my protective gear back at Leland. It was a hard decision to make to begin with, but once things got moving, it was one I deeply regretted. I’m glad she came prepared. Hell, I’m glad she didn’t slap me once she saw that tent and its carnal implications. Yes, I wanted to spend time with her, have a romantic night—but hot damn am I happy with the way things worked out.

      I’m just about to make the turn into the psych building when I hear my name faintly from behind. I turn around and realize the mistake I’ve just made as Becca comes trotting forward, flagging me down with an open-mouthed smile as if she were picking me up at the airport.

      “Where you off to?” She pops up, breathless.

      “Just—uh”—I glance back at the building with bodies streaming inside, all of which are knee deep in Dexter’s maze just like I am. Only I’m betting I’m the luckiest bastard in there because I get to be with the love of my life. I glance back to Becca, and my expression sours. “Look, I gotta go.” I try to bypass her, and she jumps in front of me.

      “Well, if you’re not busy, maybe we could get some coffee?” There’s a hopeful tone in her voice, and something in my gut says run.

      “Becca.” I scan the vicinity for signs of anyone even remotely resembling her demented other half. “Why are you doing this? We haven’t spoken in years. Look, I have nothing against you. In fact, I’m happy for you. Yes, it took a moment to wrap my head around it, but I’m over that now. I appreciate you telling me about the baby. I just think we should continue to keep our distance.” That baby. My heart breaks all over again, but I can’t help but wonder what would have become of my life if it had lived. I’m sure Becca and I would have stuck together, but it would never have worked. I would have loved that baby, though. I would have made it a point to be the best father. And yet, in my heart, I think the universe would have led me straight into Sophie’s arms regardless. Sophie and I were meant to happen. There’s a real connection there. There always has been.

      “Keep our distance?” Her left lid lowers a notch. A clear indication she’s pissed. I know that look. I know all of Becca Carmichael’s facial expressions, and I’m not a fan of any one of them. “What if I told you that I’m no longer interested in keeping my distance?” She takes a step in as if to prove her point, and her finger runs over the lip of my jacket.

      “Did you run this little scenario by Braden?” I lean back, out of reach. “Braden is crazy about you. He’s given up a lot just to have you. He’s shut people out, told lies to cover up what you did, and he broke a lot of hearts to do it. You were worth it to him, Becca.” My anger hits its zenith. “You were the reason every moment of the last three years has felt like walking through a fire.”

      Her dark eyes harden over mine. “I wasn’t the reason, and you know it.” She leans in and lands an open palm slap over the side of my cheek, leaving a sharp sting in her wake. “That’s for always insisting on twisting the damn truth. You’re right. Braden gave up a lot for me—because I’m worth it, Rowen.” She over annunciates those last few words. “I am worth it. I hope you curl up in a ball at night because you miss me so bad it hurts.” Tears come, and her affect softens from rage to helplessness. Typical Becca behavior. I’ve never met anyone who runs from hot to cold like she does. “I do those things, Rowen.” She slaps me over the chest before pulling me in and sobbing over my chest. “I curl up in a ball at night wishing it were still you holding me! I miss you.” Her voice grows weak, and I try to step away, but she’s latched onto me with a death grip. “Don’t you miss me? Can’t we at least have a conversation once in a while?” She pulls back and pinches her eyes shut a moment. “I just need you in my life in some small way.”

      “Look, I have to go. But I don’t like seeing you upset. Go to Braden. Tell him that you need more of him. Hell, I don’t know how to help you, Bec. You’re with him now. You made your choice, and I’ve moved on. I’m not thinking about you,” I say it as gently as possible. “I’m thinking about someone else.”

      She snorts at the thought. “A couple dozen someone else’s. They don’t mean squat to you, Rowen. I do.”

      “I found someone.”

      The whites of her eyes eat up the night. “Who?”

      “No one you need to concern yourself with.” But she will soon enough. Sophie and I can’t keep this a secret forever.

      “I see.” She startles, looking around as if she were suddenly coming to. “Are you sure? Are you serious about this girl?”

      “Yes, I’m serious. I’m in love with her. She’s it for me. All roads lead to her, all the time, every time. I’ve never been so sure about anything in my life.”

      “Wow.” She takes a stumbling step back as if my words had the power to blow her away, and they do. “I guess I’ll see you around campus then.” Her gaze rides up and down my body, stunned as shit. “I’ll see you, Rowen,” she says the words caustic and tight as she staggers away like a thief fleeing the scene.

      Something tells me I haven’t seen the last of Becca Carmichael. And as long as she’s with Braden, she’ll always be in my life in a twisted sort of way. But I’d put up with Becca and her odd behavior as long as I have Sophie. I will move heaven and earth to make sure Sophie and I stay safe and sound in one another’s arms.

      And there’s nothing Becca or Braden can do to stop it.
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      By the time I arrive, Petra is pissed. The sound guys strap me with a mic while the makeup gal runs a comb through my hair.

      “She’s already in there.” Petra points to the little room Sophie and I were first reintroduced to one another in.

      “I thought tonight was Sophie’s choice?” I’m pretty sure that room isn’t near the top of her list, is it?

      “It is.” Petra smiles as if reading my mind. “Oh, and by the way, this Saturday is couple’s choice, so you can both start brainstorming anytime you like. Try to keep it on campus if you can.” Her lips pull back in mock horror. “Production has sort of run away from us. Dexter says he needs a sure thing to make the network love us.”

      “I’m keeping my fingers crossed for you. I’ve really enjoyed my time here.”

      I head inside, and Sophie spikes to her feet just as the door closes behind me.

      “Hey, beautiful.” I land a smiling kiss to her lips. Sophie is stunning in her skin-tight sweater, her sprayed-on jeans. The table they had set up last time has been removed, and it’s just the two of us just like it was in the beginning. “Back to square one?”

      “Sort of.” She jumps up on the balls of her feet, landing her mouth in my ear, and like a reflex my arms find their way around her. “Our real date awaits.” She backs up and waves a hand around. “We can assume the introductory position, but I had to change it up a bit.” She points to the cameras on the ceiling while wrinkling her nose, and that little action warms me. It’s times like this that magnifies exactly how much I’ve missed having Soph in my life. “So—rules are, we each tell the other three truths. The catch is, the other person has to ask a question.” She shrugs. “You go first.”

      “Questions, huh?” A thousand thoughts run through my mind, all of them perverted, all of them concerning this girl right here. “The other night when I gave you that special kiss.” My brows rise a notch. “Did you really enjoy it?” I’m not sure why I went there, but I like the idea of hiding something so intimate from the TSE. It’s none of their damn business that Sophie and I slept together, but I’m sure if given half the chance, they’d mic us up for the occasion. One more week and we’re out of here.

      “That special kiss?” She glances down to her jeans, and my mouth waters all over again. “Oh, right. Why, yes, I did enjoy it. I enjoyed it very, very much.” She pulls the words out nice and slow before she gets that wicked gleam in her eyes that I love so much. “And”—here it comes—“if I didn’t enjoy it, I would have totally faked it.” She flicks those lashes my way, and I groan.

      “That’s a ball buster.”

      “The truth always is. Next question?” She offers an expectant smile.

      “How often do you think of me?”

      Her lips purse, tempting me to take a quick bite. “I think of you every Wednesday and Saturday per the TSE instructions, seeing that our present infatuation is of a purely experimental nature.” She lifts her mouth to my ear. “And I’m a damn liar. Next.” She blinks up at me with an innocence you can’t deny.

      There is an entire ocean of questions I would love to ask Sophie, but I know we’re not there yet. My finger caresses her velvet soft cheek.

      “Can you handle going public with me?”

      Her mouth opens, and a slight choking sound comes out. “I don’t know.” Her face fills with pain. There it is again. I always seem to put it there. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I needed to know. I want to help you.” I clear my throat. “Questions?”

      Sophie burns through her three questions by asking if I still love my dog, if I thought my parents’ marriage would last forever—of course, and if the sky was blue.

      No sooner do we finish with the task than Sophie hops on my hips and we kiss for old times’ sake even though old times were simply a few weeks ago. It feels like I’ve spent a lifetime with this girl, and in a strange way I have. Each moment more treasured than the last. We feast on our tongues until the buzzer sounds and the lights flicker. And just like that, we’re off to our real date.

      And I can’t wait to find out what Sophie has planned for the two of us.
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      Canterbury.

      Sophie took off for her dorm and gave me her room number, told me to meet her there in five minutes. She’s still unsure about us being seen on campus together. I sure as shit don’t care who sees us, but I know that she wants to break it to Braden in a far more delicate fashion.

      I head up, taking the stairs two by two. A couple of coeds pass me in the hall and expel an audible sigh. I won’t lie. It strokes my ego, but right about now, the only one I want, I need stroking anything is Sophie.

      Her door is slightly ajar, just the way she said it would be, and I let myself in as I was told. It’s dark inside, save for a stream of light coming from the bathroom, and a cool pair of hands lands themselves over my eyes.

      “Boo!” she whispers sweetly into my ear. “Are you here for a trick or a treat?”

      Halloween is in a week. I’d love to take Sophie out to have a good time. The Greeks host a campus-wide event every year at the Underground.

      “I’m just here delivering some man candy.” I spin into her and find her lips with mine.

      “Just what I was craving.”

      “I’m having a little craving of my own.” I dip my mouth to her neck and take a gentle bite. Right about now, I’m thanking God I stocked my wallet with as many condoms as I could squeeze inside. “Some sweet, sugary—”

      She sucks in a breath in anticipation of the word.

      “Lips.” I sneak a quick kiss. “We’re still talking in code, right?”

      She smacks me and laughs just as my eyes adjust to the dim light and I see her beautiful face. She looks younger in the dark, and yet she exudes a wicked brand of beauty.

      “What you said back there.” I nod toward the door. “About not being sure if you can handle things once word gets out—I just want you to know that I’m here for you. I want this to last, Sophie. I know we can. But at some point, we have to tell Braden. We don’t want him to find out the hard way. It’ll kill him.”

      Her lips invert, and her eyes gloss with tears. Sophie gives a quick nod before taking in a cleansing breath. “The hard way, huh?” She gets that devious look about her that has always had the power to center me. “Like if he suddenly bursts through that door and I was doing this?” Sophie sinks to her knees, and I’m instantly hard. She quickly frees me from my jeans, and her hot little mouth gets right to work.

      A groan works from me. I’m pretty sure Sophie made some sort of arrangement with her roommate, although I wouldn’t stop the show just to ask the question. At this point, they could pull up a seat and watch. It feels too damn good to stop. My fingers work through her hair, holding her there, hoping she’s comfortable because I never want her to leave. Sophie reaches down to the boys and pumps my balls like she’s checking fruit at the supermarket.

      “Shit,” I hiss without meaning to. I pull my out, and she nearly bites off the tip trying to hold on. “Ah, fuck.” I flop onto the mattress, blind with pain, and writhe around on the sheets that hold her scent.

      “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” She tries to hold me, but I’m too busy reeling in pain to stand still. “I swear I didn’t mean to hurt you! Should we go to the ER? Do we need ice? Did I bite it off? God, you’re going to be on the news!”

      “No.” I moan out a laugh. “I won’t be on the news, I promise.”

      “Now that would be a totally nuclear way for Braden to find out.” She falls next to me, and I wrap an arm around her, pulling her in.

      “That would have been the worst way. Although, if my dick falls off, he would have ultimately approved.”

      “Touché.” She bites down on her lip. “Can I kiss it and make it feel better?” Her brows twitch into her forehead, and she looks cute as hell.

      “Yes. A thousand times yes. But let me demonstrate how to treat the boys. They are essentially as delicate as blown glass. Even the most tender touch can have them wishing they had the power to retract.”

      “Wow, I made your balls wish they could retract? It sounds like you picked a winner with me.”

      “I did pick a winner. Where’s your roommate?”

      “Why?” Her voice dips to icy decibels. “You want to bang her, too?”

      “No, I just want her to demonstrate how to lick my balls.” I roll on top of her as she giggles up a storm.

      “I’ve banished her for the night. And, yes, if my door is shut, it locks. We’re safe and alone, all night if you’re up for the challenge.”

      “Hell yes, I’m up for the challenge. We had a little sleepover in the past. Do you remember?”

      “How can I forget? Mindy invited me camping, and your parents saw nothing wrong with you sleeping in the girls’ tent.”

      “It was the kids’ tent—and at the time I still qualified.”

      “Yeah, well, you probably still got off on the fact I was there. I bet you had your first wet dream about me.”

      “Are you kidding? I had no time to dream. I couldn’t catch a wink with all those donkey kicks you doled out all night long. It was like watching an aerobic workout taking place horizontal.”

      “Ha-ha. I’m ready for another by the way—horizontal workout that is.” She kicks me over the ass with her bare foot.

      “And I’m ready to deliver. I hope you got some solid rest last night because it’ll have to last you two days.” My hands glide up her sweater, inspiring both a shudder and a moan. “I won’t be gentle this time.” I hold back the wicked grin ready to take over.

      “Good.” She swallows down that lump in her throat. “Neither will I.”

      “Buckle up, Buttercup. I’m going to make love to you like I was running up a hill. Get ready to break a sweat.”

      “Way to make it sound like boot camp.” Her hands slip down the back side of my boxers, and she gives my ass a hearty squeeze. “You might be Sergeant Garret, but I’ll be the one barking out orders.”

      “Yes, ma’am—but I’ll be barking out a few orders myself. First command, lose the clothes, every last stitch.” I pull her sweater right off and start in on her jeans, but they’re practically glued to her body.

      “Did you grow these on your skin?” I give another firm yank, but they’re not budging.

      “Yes. I grew them specifically to annoy you.” She lifts her bottom off the mattress. “I’ll make it easy for you.”

      I give a few more tugs and yanks before they peel off as slow as skin.

      “I think I see the problem.” I sink down and bite them off the rest of the way. The feel of her bare thighs against my face is enough to send me through the roof.

      Sophie offers a slow clap in recognition. “Now that you’re down there, maybe you should give some French lessons to your favorite kitten.”

      “Soph.” I pretend to groan at the euphemism, but damn that made me harder than steel to hear her ask for it.

      Sophie and I roll like tigers over the sheets. We expend all of the missile shields I happened to stuff into my wallet all night and into the next morning. I savor every touch, every taste, lick and kiss.

      And as if loving Sophie all night wasn’t enough, I get to watch her sleep in my arms. I get to sleep right alongside of her the way I’ve wanted for so long. Everything is going perfectly between us. Maybe we don’t have to tell anyone—tell Braden of all people.

      Yes, everything is going so perfectly, but Braden is the loose thread that just might have the power to unravel us.

      But he won’t. He can’t. He’s already unraveled enough of our lives. I won’t let him steal another moment from Sophie and me.

      I may have rolled over the last time, but if he thinks I’m walking away from Sophie, he’s got a fight on his hands.

      Sophie snuggles closer into me, and my arms wrap around her a little bit tighter.

      I’ve got a fight on my hands for sure.

      It’s a good fight.

      One I plan on winning.
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      I never thought I’d fall in love. I’m not sure I quite believed in love outside of romance novels, and those were my addiction. For the most part, when I read those angsty, bordering on erotica love stories, I envisioned myself in the role of the heroine and Rowen as my main squeeze. Okay, confession—it was never reading that was my addiction. It was Rowen Garret, the boy who stole my heart all of those years ago. And now here we are, at Leland, together, in love. Every step I take, I can’t seem to hit the ground. Every breath I draw into my body is sweeter than the last.

      It’s late Monday, and I breezed through my classes, breezed through my study group for lit before heading down to the Underground to have dinner with my favorite brother whom I happen to be terrified of at the moment. I have no clue how Rowen and I are ever going to be a real couple. Everywhere I look I see couples holding hands, making out behind the dorms, in the dorms. Couples walking about freely having conversations about who the hell cares what. It’s the freedom I’m afraid we’ll never be privy to. Not as long as we need to shelter the rest of the world from our relationship.

      My phone buzzes in my hand. It’s a text from Rowen.

      On my way to practice. You got a second to meet me in front of the bookstore?

      In front of the bookstore? The boy has lost his mind, but I’m glad about that little mental malfunction if that’s what’s causing him to keep gifting me those magical kisses and so much more. My mouth waters at the so much more part. In the last week alone, I’ve become an aficionado of riding the Colossus, and I can testify firsthand that the ride alone is worth the hole this news is going to blow through my brother’s head.

      BEHIND the bookstore. I’m already there. ;)

      “So am I.”

      I spin around to find the most gorgeous man on campus, in Colorado, the universe blessing me with those cellophane eyes.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Rowen leans in and steals a quick kiss. “I can’t get enough of your lips.” His arms wrap themselves around my waist. “Have I told you how hot you are today?”

      “Only this morning when I rolled out of your bed.” I bite down over my lip because it was our first venture in trying to evict the ghost of a thousand one-night stands past from his not-so humble abode. He swore he boiled the sheets.

      “My bed misses you.”

      “Your bed misses the nightly massages you give it by jumping up and down.”

      He growls out a laugh. “You were pretty acrobatic last night.” His features pinch a moment. “You’re not in pain, are you?” He glances down to that special part of me he’s taken to impaling as if we were making up for lost time.

      “Are you kidding?” I pull him in by the cheeks and scratch over his stubble. “I live for you to hurt me.”

      He bears hard into me with those day-glow eyes. “I would never hurt you, Sophie Meyer. I would protect you to the death.” He lands a sweet kiss to my cheek. “I would take a bullet for you.”

      “Would you take a baseball bat? I’m guessing that will be Braden’s weapon of choice.”

      He grimaces at the thought. “I’m betting you’re right. But I can deflect with the best of them.” He frowns a moment as he draws me closer. “I might throw a few punches in there just to protect the boys. Promise you won’t be too upset if he’s the one who ends up with a black eye.”

      “Are you kidding? I think it would complete his look as the bullish big brother.”

      “You don’t have to say that. I know how much you care about him.”

      “You used to care about him.” The words come out slowly.

      Rowen cocks his head to the side, a dull smile twitching on his lips. “Still do.”

      “You do?” My heart thumps. “I like the idea of the four of us falling back into place. Yes, I’m including Mindy in that equation.” I lower my lids as if embarrassed by the admission.

      “Come here.” Rowen pulls me in by the cheeks and lands a soft kiss to the top of my head. “I would like that. I’m just—”

      “Still pissed at my brother?”

      “No. Just—there are words left unspoken, and I’m afraid if we ever went there, it would just end up in a total blowout.”

      “Then be the bigger person. Don’t let it escalate.” I’m practically pleading for something that I would never want to witness. “I know it must be hard to see him with Becca.” The second her name leaves my lips I’m filled with regret.

      “Not true.” He pulls back and steadies his eyes over mine as if driving home the point. “I swear to you, I have no feelings left for that girl. In fact, there’s more to the story, and I think maybe it’s time—”

      My phone buzzes. At the bar.

      “It’s Braden.” I wave the text at him. “I’m meeting him for dinner.”

      “Yeah.” A darkness settles over his features. “I’d better get to practice.” He lands a lingering kiss to my lips, and we moan as we struggle to pull away from one another. I never knew it could be this way. I never really believed that it could exist at all with Rowen. “We’ll continue the conversation. Come by tonight.” His thumb rubs over my side with the invite.

      “I will. And hey, it’s week five! Seth says there’s no date until Saturday. The entire team is going to interview us.”

      His dimples dig in. “I guess they want to learn from the best.”

      “And next week, we officially graduate from the lunacy. We should totally celebrate our freedom from our time of terror.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call it a time of terror.” Rowen outlines my lips with his finger, and I reach down and take a healthy bite out of it. “Ouch.” He dots my nose with his wet digit. “I think we should celebrate that brilliant stroke of genius that Dexter Houston had because it led me straight to you.” He leans and runs soft kisses from my cheek to my ear. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Soph. You always have been.”

      I watch as Rowen is swallowed by the lavender night, the parched oak leaves swirling at his feet as if venerating his every step.

      He turns around and offers that wild grin I’ve worshiped for as long as I can remember.

      “I love you, Sophie Meyer!” he shouts into the night, and my mouth falls open. Sure, there’s not another soul around, but the fact he so brazenly proclaimed our love to the rooftops makes me want to throw a rock at him—and then, of course, kiss him.

      “I love you, Rowen Garret!” I shout right back with enthusiasm that rivals his own.

      We share a quick laugh before he turns and jogs into the direction of the field.

      All of the joy that moment brings quickly dissipates because it’s time to roll up Rowen and our love and tuck it into the deepest chamber of my heart so that my oaf of a brother won’t see it.

      I head to the Underground, sour and pissed at Braden for being the king of harboring longtime grudges. Maybe that will be the topic at hand tonight.

      Maybe this is the year Braden Meyer learns to forgive and forget, to move on with his life, and to let me move on with mine with Rowen.

      But deep in my heart, I know that will never happen. It will never be that easy. Nope. Braden will never accept the fact Rowen and I are together.

      There will be hell to pay. And in a way, Rowen and I are already paying it.

      [image: ]

      The Underground is pumping and thumping as if it were a Friday night and not the crappiest night of them all—Monday. However, my Monday will not be crappy this night nor any other Monday that follows now that Rowen and I are officially together.

      Together. I can’t stop grinning like a loon at the idea.

      I spot Braden sitting at a table near the back and wave while dancing my way over, because life couldn’t get any sweeter, any better, any more mouth-wateringly delicious. I leap over as Braden stands to greet me and offer him a quick embrace.

      “All right. Who is he and what did he do to put that jack-o-lantern grin on your face?” He gives a lazy wink as we fall into our seats.

      My stomach cinches. Every last muscle in my body freezes solid. “You’re disgusting. Where’s Becca?”

      He frowns as he slides a menu my way. “First, I was kidding about the guy, but I’d swear you smell more like cologne than you do perfume. And second, I’m starting to think there is a guy lurking around in your life because you never ask about Becca. She’s watching that stupid sexperiment show, if you really want to know.”

      “Oh, right.” My face heats with color. I could bow down and kiss Dexter Houston’s toenail clippings for editing Rowen and me from the spotlight. I’d die if anyone saw those things we’ve done in the name of sexual science. If Rowen didn’t arrange for our footage to be nixed, I would have quit weeks ago. “No guy. It’s just some new gender-neutral perfume I’m sporting.”

      Gender-neutral perfume? I think I just heard my mother groan as she rolled over in her grave. She would never want me to lie to my brother even if it was protecting him from joining her in the great beyond. Braden is going to die when he hears of Rowen and me. And if, God forbid, he envisions the things Rowen has been doing to me, his impending demise will happen a whole lot quicker. Heck, I die a little just thinking about it myself. I’d better ease him into this.

      “So, guess who I bumped into today?” I roll my eyes, trying to look as irritated as possible.

      “Becca?” He lets out a short-lived laugh as the waitress comes by and we ask for the nacho mega platter designed to feed fifteen. It’s clear both Braden and I brought our appetites. I’m sure Braden is eating away his misery just knowing he has to trek back to his apartment and slam the back of Becca’s hollow head against that headboard for another solid hour. But me? I’m loading up on carbs and protein alike for my own personal colossal adventure.

      “I said who, not what.” I give a short-lived smile. “Relax, I like the wicked witch you’ve leashed yourself to.” Almost.

      Braden hardens his features once the waitress takes off, his eyes still needling into mine. “Who did you bump into?”

      I do my best to swallow all the butterflies trying to burst free from my stomach. “Rowen Garret,” I say his name as if it were the plague—the sexiest plague on the planet. The plague I can’t wait to catch right between my thighs and—I give a hard blink at my brother as I snap back to reality.

      Braden’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “Don’t worry. He won’t bite.”

      Oh, he bites. And he licks, and he sucks, and he thrusts—oh, how he thrusts.

      “You’ll get used to it.” He shrugs as if it were no big deal. “You see him coming, you just head the other way.”

      I see him coming, and I’m halfway there myself.

      I clear my throat for no apparent reason. “Anyway, it was awkward but kind of nice.” Braden’s brow twitches. “It reminded me of old times. You ever miss old times?” Perfect. I’ll prime him with good memories from the past, and soon he’ll be scouting out campus himself just to hug it out with Rowen.

      “I don’t want to talk about old times.” He scowls past me as if he were staring down Rowen himself.

      “Yeah, but there were some good times there, too. Remember the night we all went out bowling, and both you and Rowen threw extra balls down the lanes for Mindy and me just so we could get a strike? And because you were both pretty lame bowlers yourself, you went ahead and ran down the lanes, risking life and limbs just to knock down a couple of lousy pins?” I laugh it up while Braden sinks lower in his seat.

      The nachos arrive, and he growls at them as if they were Rowen himself.

      “Don’t think of that stuff, Soph. He’s not the guy you think he is.”

      “What do you mean he’s not the guy I think he is?” I know for a fact he’s an even better guy than that, and I’ve never really thought that badly of him to begin with. “He just seemed like his old self. I don’t know why—”

      “I don’t want to talk about him,” he roars so loud, I’m stuck midair with a fully loaded chip in hand.

      “What’s going on, Braden?” My brother is a lot of things, but angry to the point of explosive isn’t one of them. “You can’t still be harboring some stupid resentment all these years? That stuff among the three of you is done. You won. You have Becca—the prize, if you must. Get over it. It’s ancient history.”

      “It’s not ancient history,” he says, stabbing at his dinner before retracting his hand. I can tell his appetite has done a disappearing act. “Becca’s been talking about him lately. I think something might be going on.”

      “What?” Suddenly, my appetite has vacated the premises itself. “What do you mean going on?” I bark so loud, demanding explanation, and Braden nods as if glad to see me on board with his self-righteous anger. Little does he know my anger is pretty self-centered at the moment.

      “I mean, I caught them together the other night.”

      “What?” I squawk again, this time far more animated and strangled than before. “Where? Are you sure it was him?” A vision of Becca with her legs laced around my new boyfriend makes my blood boil. I knew she had never really gotten over him. Who the hell gets over Rowen Garret? “Rowen would never sleep with that skank.”

      “Relax. And be nice, would you? They weren’t sleeping together.”

      A heavy wave of relief washes over me, and I sit down without ever realizing I was on my feet.

      “They were talking.” He snorts as if this were an equally salacious offense. “In the dark—last Wednesday in front of the psych building.”

      Last Wednesday? The psych building? She must have tried to sink her hooks into him just as he was on his way to do some sexperimentation with me. I almost want to smile at the thought of Becca trying to stop him.

      “It was probably nothing. I doubt he wants anything to do with her again.”

      “I know. You’re probably right,” he grunts into the crowd. “It’s just that she’s mentioned him a time or two before that, and I guess it didn’t sit well with me.” He takes a bite and washes it down with water. “You know, I bumped into the asshole myself.” He gives a wistful laugh. “It was in the bathroom, and we were each holding our dicks.”

      “You held each other’s boy toys?” I grip the table, ready to launch myself the hell out of here. Clearly Braden is having a breakdown—one that I want no part of.

      “What? No!” He grimaces as if it were the most unspeakable horror, and it would be. “We were pissing. He asked about you. It fucking enraged me. How dare he say my sister’s name while rubbing his nut sack. He’s lucky I let him live.”

      A small, very immature part of me starts to giggle, and I can’t help but tremble with a laugh.

      “That’s both disgusting and weird,” I’m quick to affirm, much to my brother’s relief. “Speaking of disgusting and weird, Dad’s birthday is next Friday, and I think we should invite him to the game.” That way I can watch Rowen strut his stuff on the field while happily ignoring Granny Panties for the first three hours of my father’s requisite celebration.

      “Nice try, but homecoming is Saturday. There’s no game on Friday. Let’s take him to dinner. That should force you to be civil for a small stretch of time.”

      “I’m always civil—except when I feel like Mom is about to be replaced.”

      Braden reaches over and picks up my hand. His features soften, but you can still see the thin veil of pain hiding in his eyes. “Mom can never be replaced or erased. Rita isn’t here to do any of that. She’s here because Dad has invited her into his life. Don’t start off on the wrong foot with this lady. Dad really seems to like her. He’s got needs, too, you know.”

      I gag openly as I push the plate of cheesy, meaty goodness his way. “Thanks for the visual.” A thought comes to me. “Speaking of which… You know, I’ve got needs myself, Braden.” Okay, perhaps not the most delicate segue to inform him that I’m mounting his former BFF nightly.

      “Shit.” He grinds his palm hard against his eye. “Please tell me you’re kidding. I really don’t want to have to track down some poor kid and kill him.”

      There it is. Braden went straight for the felony. I’m pretty sure I don’t want to put my brother away for murder one.

      “Of course, I’m kidding.” Not. I glare over at him. Why are you such a ridiculous ass sometimes, Braden? I shout as loud as my mind can offer. “Anyway, I’d better get going. I’ve got an early class in the morning.”

      That hard look on his face remains as I give a quick wave from over my shoulder.

      “Make sure to introduce me to any twerps you meet!” he shouts as I make my way to the door. “My fist has a few needs itself!”

      Normally, I’d laugh and flip him the finger, but at the moment, it’s all feeling a bit too real for me.

      If Braden ever finds out about Rowen and me, my newfound boyfriend will have his beautiful face rearranged by my beast of a brother. Why does he have to be so damn unreasonable?
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      I make the trek back to Canterbury and do a quick change. There are a ton of texts from Vi all saying the same thing, call me stat. And one from Ember that says where the hell are you? But neither of them is in their rooms, so I head towards Rowen’s dorm instead. All I want to do is get lost in Rowen’s kisses. He’ll know what to do to get us out of this mess with Braden. Rowen has always had the way out to every mess I’ve ever gotten into since I was nine years old.

      My phone bleats again. It’s a text from Becca. Really, Sophie? That is so fucked up of you. I don’t even know where to begin.

      “Geez,” I whisper into my phone as I come upon the campus coffee hot spot. Leave it to Braden to share my discontent with her. If I knew he would betray me that way, I would have never unleashed my sarcastic superpowers. I’m about to text back when my phone rings and it’s Rowen himself.

      “Hey, you!” I say, breathless. “I was just about to head up. I thought I’d stop in for a quick burst of caffeine for that all-nighter we’re about to pull. You want a cup? I deliver—topless.”

      His warm laughter heats me to my bones, and just as I’m about to fill him on the fact I take sex tips, I spot a familiar looking face storming this way. That dark hair, those familiar eyes—Rowen and Mindy share the same almond shaped eyes. Although, at the moment, hers look downright angry.

      “Hey, I think your sister’s on campus,” I whisper.

      “Mindy?”

      “Unless your mother has done a little procreating since the last time I’ve seen her, that would be the one.”

      Mindy spots me and lets out a little yelp before charging my way.

      “Oh my God, I think she’s going to kill me!”

      “Sophie Meyer!” Mindy hacks out my name like a curse before kicking the metal chair between us deep into the night. “You don’t get to fuck with my brother!”

      My heart lurches. My eyes bulge to the point of touching the chair-kicking maniac that is stalking ever so close.

      “Sophie?” Rowen shouts into the phone just as it slips from my grasp.

      Mindy launches her body onto mine, her hands wrapping around my neck as we fall to the ground in a tangled heap.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I scream as I surface for air.

      Her wild eyes meet with mine, and I can sense something far more viral than hate staring back at me. “What the hell is wrong with me?” she thunders so loud the sound of her voice reverberates through my newly fractured skull. She twists my sweater up in knots and pulls me close. “What the hell is wrong with you?” Her voice rains over my face like a hurricane.

      “Mindy!” Rowan’s voice roars from over her shoulder. He’s running like hell as if a team of demons just stole the ball and every soul at Leland was in peril.

      She glances back before circling her hands over my neck and giving me a good throttle that assures me she’s fully aware of my dirty little secret. God, she’s not really aware, right? I mean, this neck-crunching, trachea-crushing show of affection could have something to do with her general hatred of me, couldn’t it?

      Rowen tackles her and lands us both on the ground once again, rolling under a messy splay of limbs.

      “You are such an idiot!” she shrills into his face as he works to restrain her hands. I stumble to my feet as Rowen lifts his sister right along with him.

      A small crowd has amassed, and a few phones are whipped out to record the event.

      “What the fuck.” Rowen gives his sister a shove, and she stumbles trying to keep from flying. “What the hell was that about?”

      Mindy looks from Rowen to me with her hair disheveled, her chest pumping hard with rage. “Don’t play stupid.” She storms over to Rowen and slaps him over the chest. “You could have at least warned me!” Her voice breaks as she screams the words. “You knew it was her!” She points hard my way, and I’m still baffled by my old bestie’s bout of insanity. It almost rivals Becca’s.

      Wait a Dexter Houston minute…

      “I saw that stupid show!” she riots in his face through tears.

      Shit. Shit. Shit!

      Rowen gives me a glance that says what the fuck and oh my shit all at the very same time.

      “Why didn’t you run the hell away when you saw that it was her!” she thunders while shooting me an incriminating look. “Same goes for you, asshole!” she spears the words at me like a flamethrower.

      “Hey, don’t call her that!” Rowen barks while holding her back.

      “It’s true.” Mindy snatches her purse off the ground and whacks the crap out of him with it. “You were both a bunch of wild animals in that room. I get it—it was dark to begin with. But when the lights went on and you both stood there with that stupid, stumped look on your faces, you both should have walked the hell away. It was gross! It was disgusting! You practically grew up together.” Tears stream down her face in thick, muddy tracks. Her voice is raw and hoarse. Mindy turns to me while Rowen continues to brace her from tearing out my tongue with her bare hand. “You don’t even like my brother! All you ever talked about was Tanner Carmichael. I bet this is all some twisted form of revenge!”

      “Tanner Carmichael was code for your brother!” I shout back, suddenly enraged by her need to reduce my taste in men to preppies.

      “What?” Her brows spike at the revelation. “Tell me this doesn’t go anywhere.” Her voice grows small. All of a sudden, Mindy is as fragile as a flower—a dandelion that’s about to get blown away with reality.

      I lean in, not daring to get within hair pulling range. “I’m not telling you a thing because you tore out my larynx!”

      “Mindy”—Rowen pulls her in before releasing her to the wild once again—“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. How did you find out? What do you mean you watched the show?”

      “I watched that stupid show along with the rest of the country, Rowen! Congratulations! You’ve just embarrassed yourself on national television, kissing what amounts to your little sister—who is an asshole by the way—while pretending to enjoy it!”

      “I did enjoy it,” he barks right back. “And I’ve never viewed Sophie as my little sister, so get your head on straight.”

      “You’re sick!” Mindy shakes her head at her brother with a look that says I don’t even know you anymore. “You’re an animal is what you are.” She turns to me. “And you’re a skank.” She smacks her brother in the chest, sending him stumbling. “You’re choosing her over me. You swore you would always be on my side. You said it was us against them, and now it’s just me. I should have known you couldn’t control your colossal appetite for the opposite sex! You screw anything that moves.” She snaps her head my way with the snap of a ventriloquist’s dummy. “Hear that? You’re nothing special, Sophie Meyer. You may have lusted over my brother all those years, but he was never thinking of you.” She steps in, the hate in her eyes exudes something just this side of evil. “You were just some poor charity case he felt sorry for. He was sick of you hanging out around the house as much as I was. It was a relief for the both of us to finally be rid of you.” She takes off like a bullet, and I stand there stunned, my body riddled full of holes from the ferocity of her words.

      “It’s not true.” Rowen presses a kiss over my temple, his breathing roaring in my ear. “I gotta go. I’ll be back.” Rowen takes off into the night like lightning. “Mindy!” The residue of his voice is all that’s left of him as he fades into the night.

      The crowd dissipates just as quickly, and I’m left alone with her hurtful words still pouring their acid into all my reopened wounds.

      I forgo Rowen’s room for the night and head straight to my dorm where Vi and Ember fill me in on an experimental show they watched starring little ol’ me.

      It’s safe to say life for Rowen and me has gone to shit in a handbasket.

      And tomorrow—Braden will send us to hell.
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      A dark boil of clouds clusters above Leland University as we ready for the first big storm of the season.

      Surprisingly, I live long enough to go to all my classes the next day. Rowen keeps in touch with me through a steady stream of text messages, and as soon as we’re both through with classes, we boldly meet up for a cup of coffee.

      Heads turn as soon as we walk into the place. A few girls let out catcalls, and suddenly I feel the blistering stare of a thousand different eyes. A girl snaps a picture of the two of us just as I place my order.

      The cashier laughs while he rings us up. “So I take it you went for the second date.” The boy with squared-off glasses chuckles as he gives Rowen back his change. “I mean, you’re here together, so you must still be dating, right?”

      I glance to Rowen before answering. “We’ll leave that cliffhanger for the next episode.”

      We pick up our drinks, and Rowen nods for me to follow him out the door.

      “Thank God,” I hiss. “For a second, I thought you were about to sit us dead in the middle of that overcrowded room with its Halloween decorations, spiders, witches, and ghosts—but do you know what the scariest thing is? The scariest thing of all is turning out to be that social experiment we signed up for.”

      His lips flex into a dry smile. “Let’s try Dexter’s office one more time.”

      Rowen let me know he was checking in between classes, and God knows I showed up kicking and screaming but to no avail. Not even Seth or Petra has been available today. Damn cowards.

      “So, what do we do about Braden?” I ask as we cross the field on our way to that demonic hovel where Dexter has his office.

      The sky lets out a ferocious growl as if weighing in on the conversation, and a light sprinkle begins to fall.

      “Don’t worry about Braden. Come here.” Rowen pulls me in tight. His ocean gray eyes fall over mine, and there’s a reassurance in them that lets me know that everything will be okay. “I love you, Soph. I’m sorry that Mindy hurt you.” His fingers gently caress my neck. Thankfully, she didn’t leave any marks, but she tore at the scars in my heart. “She didn’t mean it.”

      “She meant it.”

      He blows a heavy breath into the wind. “Okay, she might have meant it in the moment, but she doesn’t feel that way. She cares about us. She doesn’t want to see either of us hurt.”

      “You believe your own lies, Garret?”

      “I believe in us.” His lips land over mine as the rain falls with a little more promise.

      Rowen believes in us. That’s all I need to know. That’s all I ever need to know.

      “Sophie!” someone shouts my name in the distance, and I pull back, terrified by that all too familiar voice.

      “That’s Braden.” I give Rowen’s arm a tug in the opposite direction, but he doesn’t budge.

      “No, let’s do this.”

      “Are you nuts?” The rain starts to pelt us a little harder as if warning us to go.

      Like a demon staining the horizon, my brother’s frame pops up. Braden sways with rage as he stampedes his way forward. His chin is dipped to his chest, his eyes are lit like flames, his face set in a wicked grin as if he’s already relishing what he’s about to do. But it’s that baseball bat swaying in his hand that has a scream curdling from my throat. Mindy may have tried to slaughter me with her hands, but Braden is going for assault with a deadly weapon.

      Rowen’s chest expands as Braden draws near, and he hands me his coffee. “You called the bat.”

      “That I did.”

      Without hesitating, I jump between the two of them, before Braden starts swinging at Rowen like a piñata, and send scalding hot lattes raining down over the three of us. Leave it to me to initiate an espresso-based thermonuclear war.

      “What the fuck did I just see?” Braden is asking me, but he’s staring down Rowen like a hunter keeping his eye on his prey.

      “We were just talking.” My voice pitches. “Braden, put down the bat. I can explain everything.”

      He cinches it in his hand, and it jumps with a threat. “Get back, Sophie. This isn’t about you anymore.” His growls are set tight, his eyes completely focused on Rowen as if I wasn’t even in their presence.

      “This is about me.” I make a dive for the bat, and he jerks it out of reach. “Let me explain!”

      “Let you explain?” he roars through the rain. “Let you explain why this fucker was taking advantage of you like that?”

      “Becca told you?”

      “Becca didn’t say shit. I watched the stupid show on my own. I saw a teaser. Imagine my surprise when I saw my very own sister’s beautiful face on the screen?” He’s shouting so loud it stings to listen to him. “And then seeing this cocksucker treating you like a common street whore!” He swings, and Rowen tries to catch it with his hand, but gets his knuckle slapped so loud it sounds as if a firecracker just went off.

      “Oh my God!” I howl as Rowen bends over to nurse his hand and gets pelted on the back of the legs by Braden.

      Braden lands the bat hard over Rowen’s back, and I jump on top of him in an effort to shield him. The wind from the bat comes dangerously close to my head before Braden roars and tosses the bat down the field.

      “Get the hell off!” Braden plucks me from his body as Rowen moans his way to his feet.

      “You piece of shit!” Braden lands his fist to Rowen’s chin, and an audible pop fills the air.

      “You’re killing him!” I shrill as the rain continues to pepper us with its icy bites.

      Rowen lets out a thunderous roar of his own and pulls Braden in by the shirt.

      “You don’t touch me again, or I will go ape on your ass and you will drown in the rain because you won’t have two whole legs to walk on when I’m through with you.”

      Braden pulls him forward by the shirt. “You think this is funny, don’t you? You think this is the perfect revenge. You can’t have Becca, so put your moves on my little sister.”

      “I’m not interested in Becca. You wanted her, you can keep her. But I’m not staying away from Sophie. Sophie’s mine.”

      My stomach pinches with heat when he says it. If you could frame a moment in time, this would be the one for me.

      Braden launches out in full assault. It turns out my brother doesn’t need a baseball bat to commit a felony level assault. But Rowen comes back to life and starts pounding the shit out of Braden until I’m pretty certain we’re going to see gray matter spilling out all over the field.

      “Stop!” I shout like some stereotypical helpless girlfriend trying to break up a fight between her boyfriend and a bully, and I hate it. “Stop killing each other! I love him, Braden!” I scream so loud my throat rubs raw. I run over to the muddy mess they’ve rolled to and start kicking the shit out of both of them. “Rowen, stop! You’re hurting my brother!”

      My leg gets caught in the melee, and I end up on the ground, sucked into the hungry machine of anger that’s eating them both alive. Before they come to a full halt, Braden’s elbow lands under my chin and knocks my head back onto the soggy field.

      “Sophie.” Rowen picks me up and pulls me onto his lap.

      “You asshole!” Braden yanks me right back out and pulls me to his chest. The rain comes down hard, and it feels as if I’m the one that’s drowning. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay!” I slap my hands over his chest in an effort to get away. “Why does it matter to you that I’m with Rowen?”

      “You’re not with him, Soph.” The veins in my brother’s neck distend. “He’s using you.”

      “I’m not using anybody.” Rowen attempts to pull me to him, and a tug-of-war ensues.

      “You’re using her just like you said you would!”

      “What?” The world stops, and I can’t breathe, can’t see straight.

      Rowen shakes his head. “It’s not like that, Soph.”

      “The hell it isn’t.” Braden steadies his anger right over his old friend. “You swore to me you’d get even. That you would find a way to hurt me. And this is exactly what this is.”

      “It is not.” My voice shakes. “Tell him, Rowen.”

      Braden yanks me toward him, nearly pulling my arm out of its socket. “To hell it’s not. Why else would he have asked me how you were doing in the fucking bathroom of all places a few weeks back? He was gloating!”

      “Yes, I was gloating. You got me.” Rowen scowls at Braden before helping me to my feet. Braden gets up slow and moaning as if Rowen had already made good on his promise.

      “Stay away from my sister.” He turns to me. “And you stay the hell away from this piece of shit!”

      “He wasn’t gloating,” I say, wrapping an arm around Rowen. “Tell him I’m not some object of revenge you’ve plotted out to hurt him.”

      Rowen closes his eyes a moment, and even with his hair plastered to his head, he looks unfairly, recklessly sexy.

      “I may have gloated a little bit.”

      My stomach sinks.

      “But that’s only because your brother is the only piece of shit around here.” He touches his jaw as if trying to set it back into place. “Tell your sister the truth. Tell her what you did and how far you’ve gone to cover it up.”

      Braden glances back toward the street as if he were glancing to Becca for permission.

      “What’s the truth, Braden?” I’m screaming through the rain once again.

      He looks to Rowen with the grimace of a demonic clown. “You go first, sweetheart.”

      A moment thumps by with the two of them locked in a pissing contest over who breaks first. And it’s becoming hauntingly clear they both have something they would rather I not know.

      “Rowen, tell me what’s going on. Tell me right now, or I’m going to flip the hell out.” But Rowen doesn’t break his hard stance toward my brother. “Fine. Fuck both of you!” I break free from Rowen’s stronghold and take a step back. “Neither of you talks to me until you grow the hell up. Whatever this is about, it happened years ago! Becca isn’t that big a prize, Braden! And, you!” I shout over to Rowen as the rain fills my mouth. “I thought I meant more to you than some stupid little secret!” I take off for Canterbury like my life depends on it.

      And it feels like exactly that.

      Neither Rowen nor Braden comes after me. They’ll probably both be dead by morning.

      And if they don’t kill each other—maybe I’ll do it for them.
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      The rain comes down hard as Sophie ditches us for the shelter of her dormitory. I know she’s safe. I know she’ll be dry in a few minutes, but I also know she needs some space. Braden grunts as he limps away, and I follow him as far as the Underground. His apartment is only a few steps away, and I figure if he didn’t black out by now, I know he’ll make it back to his bed. I’m sure Becca is waiting to kiss it and make it all better.

      The rain picks up, and I don’t hesitate jumping into the bar to get a brief reprieve from the storm. The air inside is sour, a mixture of perspiration and old sweat socks. Surprisingly, it’s pumping. A few girls whom I had deemed as regulars are already starting to circle.

      I offer an awkward wave as I head straight for the bar and fall into a seat.

      “Whoa. It must be really coming down out there.” A dark-haired dude with a wool coat scoots his hat over a seat. He leans in, getting a better look, and winces as if he were in pain for me.

      Funny. I can’t feel shit. Numbness is never a good sign, but I’m not numb because Braden tried to beat the crap out of me. I’m numb because Pandora’s box was unleashed tonight, and I don’t know how to get the lid back on. The last thing I want to do is relive the past. I want nothing more than to focus on the here and now—to focus on having a future with Sophie.

      “Two.” He scoots his empty glass toward the bartender. “You look like you need a beer. It’s on me.”

      “Thanks,” I grunt it out without the proper enthusiasm.

      “If you look this bad, I’d hate to see the other guy.” He gives a half-hearted chuckle as the bartender brings us both a beer. “I’m Lane,” he says, scooting an amber glass my way. “Let me guess. This involved a girl.” He takes a sip of his drink and gives a wistful shake of the head.

      “Yes, it involved a girl,” I moan as I suck the foam off the top. “Her brother doesn’t exactly approve. Not that I want or need his approval.”

      “Brother, huh?” He grimaces because we all know the brother’s approval makes things move a lot smoother. “So, what’s up with this dude? He catch you in the act? That’s a pretty nasty cut above your eye. You don’t earn that from just one kiss.”

      “Nope. I was holding her. Hard to believe, I know—but there were other issues, too.”

      “There always are, man.” He clicks his glass to mine as if toasting the fact. “Are things still good with her? Or is this the end of the line for the two of you?”

      “It’s not the end of the line. I won’t let it be.” I swallow hard and hear the echo in my ears. “But we’ve got a lot of baggage to wade through.” Slowly I tell him about my history with Braden. How I ended up reconnecting with Sophie a few weeks back. I leave out the petty details such as the social experiment. Either he already knows and he’s playing it off, or he doesn’t and I really don’t give a shit. But the last thing I want to do is mention Dexter’s name or I might end up breaking every glass in this damn place.

      “Dude.” He shakes his head in that pathetic way that lets me know I’m without hope. “I wish I could help you out, but I’m the last person on the planet who could give you solid advice.”

      “That’s all right, man. It helped just getting it out.” I send a text to Sophie. Can I come up?

      She texts right back. NO! And I flash the phone to my new beer buddy.

      He grunts out a laugh. “That’s brutal. But trust me, I know all about brutal. I don’t have the best track record when it comes to the ladies.”

      Becca bounces through my mind and then Sophie.

      “That’s something we have in common because neither do I.”

      Sophie was right. Braden and I are each harboring our own secrets. Each one more stubborn than the next in relinquishing them.

      But Braden’s big secret is a bombshell, one he won’t give willingly, one he sold our friendship for a long time ago. I don’t know how he looks at himself in the mirror. I don’t know how he recognizes himself. The Braden I once knew wouldn’t have let this happen. Hell, the Rowen I once knew wouldn’t have let this drag out for so fucking long.

      My knuckles land hard in front of Lane in an effort to get this attention. “So, what would you do if someone from your past wanted to start rattling the skeletons around in the closet?”

      Lane blows out a heavy breath, staring hard at nothing in front of him. “I don’t think I’d mind at this point. I think about that every damn day, dude.” He gets up and lands a quick pat to my shoulder. “Every damn day.” He takes off, pressing that fedora over his head before diving into the swimming pool Moon Ridge is becoming.

      Lane—this perfect stranger I just spilled my guts to—wouldn’t mind having the past dragged out in front of him. Why should I? I think it’s time I stopped covering for Braden. The last time I did that it cost me Sophie.

      I’ll be damned if I let that happen again.

      Watch out, Braden. The very thing that’s terrified you is about to come true.

      [image: ]

      Not shockingly, Dexter Houston is out of town for a few days. Mindy is hardly speaking to me, unless you count the steady stream of expletives she’s texting on a regular basis. But I know things will iron out between us. They always do. Sophie, however, doesn’t return my calls or my texts. She won’t open the door to her room for me. She’s closed me off, and that hurts more than anything else.

      Wednesday night, it’s just Petra and I sitting in her office waiting for Seth to tell us if Sophie showed up.

      “What do you think happened?” Petra looks frightened out of her mind as if I’ve lost her kid at the mall.

      “She’s pissed at me.” I leave it at that. “Something happened, and she’s not happy with the way I acted.”

      “My God, did you open up the ticket counter again?” She glances down to my crotch with a look of disgust, and I cringe.

      “No. The ticket counter is closed. It’s just Sophie for me. Look, this involves her brother and some ancient history.”

      “The brother found out!” Her eyes widen as she reaches over to steal a chip from an open bag lying on her desk.

      “Yes, her brother found out. And do you want to know why? Because Dexter Soon-to-be-Dead Houston didn’t keep his word.” I drop my knuckles over the desk with a bang.

      “What word?” Her thick worm-like brows twitch in tandem.

      “I asked him not to air my segment, and he said he wouldn’t.”

      “Really?” Her mouth falls open as she reaches for another chip.

      “Yes, really.”

      “Oh!” Her entire face smooths out with an epiphany. “That must be why you and Sophie were so brazenly open. I mean, that Sugar Puss stuff was priceless, but I wouldn’t want the whole world in on that sugared tidbit. The fact her dad gifted her the nickname was totally twisted.” She shakes it off as if it were ridiculous. “But that is one of Dexter’s maxims—say whatever you need to say to relax the exhibits.”

      Exhibits. In the end that’s all we were to Dexter, something to be observed, to be bought and sold. We were nothing more than cheap commodities he could exploit to make a quick dime for himself. He didn’t care what it would cost Sophie and me.

      “Shit. He lied. Dexter never intended on cutting those scenes. We fell right into his wicked hands—which I will break once I find him.”

      “Not if you’re smart. He may have great ideas, but he’s got better lawyers.”

      “Figures. So, what’s tonight?” I glance out at the empty hall, and my heart wrenches at the thought that maybe Sophie isn’t coming.

      “An all cast mixer.” Petra gives a snooty nod as if it were totally acceptable to refer to Sophie and me as the cast. “Speed dating in the conference room. It’s designed to strengthen or destroy. Dexter says you need a little drama this close to the end. It’s good for—”

      “Ratings,” I finish it for her. “And what about this Saturday? It’s homecoming.”

      “We moved the event to Friday. Last week, Sophie let us know that wasn’t a good date for her. She’s taking her father out for his—”

      “Birthday,” I say with a heavy heart. I know all of the Meyer’s special occasions about as well as I do the ones in my own family.

      “We’re going to move it to Sunday if that’s okay with the two of you. We’ve moved up production times so it wouldn’t take up your night—it’s Halloween.”

      “Sounds scary all right. And next week the show is over.” That’s funny because in a way it feels very much that—over.

      “For the final show of the experiment, we have a little surprise in store for you. It’ll be fun, I promise.”

      “Sounds good.” I say good night and head back to my dorm. Sophie didn’t show up tonight. It looks like we failed Dexter’s little experiment. But I don’t really give a shit about Dexter. The only thing I care about is Sophie and healing that beating heart of hers that I keep on breaking.

      Sophie is taking her father out for his birthday Friday night. Maybe I’ll do a little party crashing. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve landed in the same eating establishment. Duke Meyer always said I was like a second son to him. Let’s see if he’d be willing to welcome me with open arms. Maybe it’ll take his parental guidance to patch up what’s broken. I shake my head at the idea.

      Sometimes there are just too many damn pieces.

      I shoot a text to Mindy. What are you doing Friday night?

      She texts right back. Are you that hard up for a date?

      Yes. Are you in?

      She waits a minute before answering. Let me guess. This will work out to be another teachable moment.

      A laugh bounces through me. I sat Mindy down for hours and lectured her on how manhandling someone like she did Sophie was not fucking okay. I told her to chalk it up as a teachable moment.

      Yes, this will be a stellar teachable moment.

      She texts right back. I’m in.

      Good. Let’s hope the lesson of the day is how to own up to what you’ve done on Braden’s part. Forgiveness on Sophie’s part. And please continue to keep your distance on Becca’s part. Sophie’s mom used to say all’s well that ends well, and if it’s not ending well, it isn’t the end.

      I sure hope she’s right.
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      There are things that I have missed about Rowen over the years—his smooth skin, the shine over his ear as it catches the light. The perfectly straight bridge of his nose. The way his arms feel over my back when he hugs me. I missed his girth, the presence he had when he was in the room. Everything seemed to stop and shift toward Rowen when he was nearby. It’s still that way today, thus his colossal standing as the big man on campus, emphasis on the big. And now here we are, days without speaking—totally my own stubborn doing—and yet I miss those things and so much more all over again.

      The week drifts by, and both Vi and Ember have been losing their minds and their finances by way of purchasing copious amounts of ridiculous props and costumes for the wickedest Sunday of the year—Halloween. There is an entire array of sexy French maid costumes, cats’ ears and tails, a pirate sword in the event one of them decides to have a swashbuckling spree, and a plethora of Disney based costumes guaranteed to give anyone a magical good time. I pull a case of fake contacts forward labeled as dead eyes.

      “Last chance”—Vi says while putting in her earring—“Em and I will ditch the movies and head to your dad’s birthday bash instead.”

      “No, that’s okay.” As much as I wanted them to come, I asked them not to. It’s not fair to anyone to expose them to the disaster my family has become—at least Braden and me. I pull the dead eyes out and pick up the milky blue contact with my finger. It’s soft as wet paper. “It’s bad enough I have to endure an entire meal with Granny Panties. No use in ruining your Friday night as well.” I practically poke my left eye out as I pop in dead eye number one in. Impressive. The Marilyn Manson is actually a good look on me. “Not that spending the evening with my father qualifies as a ruined night, but there are so many other factors playing into this debacle, like the fact Braden and I haven’t spoken in days. Yes, he’s tried, but until he vomits out the truth, I won’t do much listening. And let’s not forget, Becca, too, will be at this family funfest. She texted me once again after watching the third episode in which Rowen and I went cliff diving. She called me a little shit for keeping this from the two of them. I hope I’m seated next to her. She is just so fucking lovely. So no, I can’t see dragging my friends into this nightmare.”

      “Wow.” Violent does a clean sweep over her lips with black cherry lipstick before she blows herself a kiss. “I guess Ember and I should pen you a thank you.”

      “I take gift cards and blank checks, too.”

      “Do you take free advice?” Vi lands in front of me and adjusts the sweater I’m wearing because it has a propensity to twist around as an accomplice to my right boob that keeps trying to escape. I suppose wearing a low-cut sweater to your father’s fiftieth birthday party is a bit impractical. I mean, what does it really say? Hey, Daddy—Happy birthday! And by the way, I have boobs! Damn right nipple keeps trying to cop a look at the world outside its borders. Probably looking for Rowen.

      “Yes, I take free advice. I love free advice. It’s right up there with unsolicited breath mints and backseat drivers.”

      “You’re a riot.” She dusts her face with highlighter until she gets that alien glow she’s after. “My advice to you is”—she spins into me and shakes her head ever so slightly—“don’t be so stubborn.”

      “I’m not stubborn. Stubborn is harboring a secret and being unwilling to unleash it when your sister-slash-girlfriend demands to have it.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that neither party was ready to share this so-called secret? It was raining. They had just kidney punched the hell out of one another. One of them probably ruptured a spleen. They were shaken. It just wasn’t the right time.”

      “Nonsense. It’s always the right time to drop clandestine information in my world.” I do my best to remove the dead eye, but the damn contact turns into a giant plastic floater. Hey, this can’t roll back into my brain, can it?

      Vi shakes her head and offers an impromptu hug. “And we’re not all living in your world. Give that boy a second chance. He simply wants to talk to you. I really don’t think he wants to be your ex.”

      I fold my arms over my chest and spear her with a look. “Same can be said about your ex.”

      Her mouth goes slack. “You have no clue what you just said or I would be really pissed.” She collects her things and takes off with a wave. “You’re too stubborn to admit you’re stubborn!” she shouts as she makes her way down the hall. “Give people the room they need to breathe!”

      Breathing room. Rowen and Braden have had three long years to breathe. How much more time could they possibly need? I spend the next twenty minutes trying to extract the plastic disc from my eyeball only to come this close to having a genuine makeup malfunction on my hands. Watery eyes and the smoldering look will garner me the Goth princess crown for the evening. I don’t have time for this crap in my life.

      I pull on a jacket and head out to my father’s birthday party, dead eye and all.

      I’m not going to have a good time anyway.

      I’m way too stubborn for that.
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      Dad and Rita decided on the Olive Press, a quasi-mediocre Italian restaurant that serves a little food with their garlic. Braden texted and offered his chauffeuring services, but I promptly declined. There is no way I would ever want to be trapped in a moving vehicle with Braden and Becca. I might push one or more of them out the door before we ever arrive.

      I head into the establishment and feel immediately transported to a cheesy Italian restaurant in the middle of Moon Ridge. The ambiance is about as breathtaking as the food with its florescent overhead lighting, the large hand-painted mural of an Italian countryside that looks as if it were colored in by third graders sugared up on cupcakes.

      I spot Dad et al. in the middle of the establishment and head over. Braden and Becca are present and accounted for. As soon as Becca spots me, her nose points in the air. Honestly, it’s like she thinks she’s too good for me. Or correction, that Rowen is too good for me. That may be so, but we were great together. Both me and my vagina agree.

      Dad leaps up to greet me with his heavy laugh and his familiar warm cologne. My father has always felt like a safe house. After my mother died, he was the immovable rock that Braden and I could lean on. He did his best to become both parents, and I’d say he did a damn good job. That duffel bag I had to sew for home ec would beg to differ, but I’ll defend his parenting skills to my dying breath.

      “Happy birthday! You’re at the halfway mark, Daddy! How does it feel?”

      “It felt great until just now.” He offers a sly wink before jumping backward and grabbing his chest. “Dear God, are you trying to kill me? What’s wrong with your eye?”

      “Oh, that.” I flick the strip lash I spent fifteen minutes adhering to my eyelid. “I forgot about that. Just something I was testing out for Halloween. I couldn’t get it out, so I’m sort of stuck with it. Just ignore it.” I give a casual wave to Braden and Becca, and they both look equally horrified at the glaucoma-inspired look I’m sporting.

      “Sophie, I’d like you to meet someone very, very special to me.” Dad steps aside to reveal Granny Panties herself—

      Holy hell.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I blink over at the pretty young thing sitting next to Becca, who I swear to God looks younger than the whore my brother is bedding. And I mean whore in a quasi-loving way. Becca sort of deserved the dig after calling me a little shit.

      “Sugar Puss, this is Rita. Rita, this is my sweet little Sugar Puss.”

      The stunning redhead with two matching bright blue eyes and dimples that dig into her cheeks like nobody’s business is far too adorable for words.

      “It’s so nice that Rita’s daughter took the time to show up.” I couldn’t stop myself. So help me God, I had better be right. “Your mother is in the restroom, I presume?”

      Braden and Becca groan at the same time, giving it a stereo effect.

      But the redhead simply bubbles with delight as she gives me the limp fish of a handshake. “I’m Rita. But no worries, I get that all the time! Everyone is forever accusing this beautiful man of being my father!” Wow. First of all, that high-pitched Minnie Mouse voice. That can’t be real, right? I mean, nobody talks like that in real life. She’s probably been sucking helium all day in honor of the old man. And second? Everyone is accusing him of being her father because he is old enough to be her father—grandfather even.

      We take our seats, and I can’t help but note there are two empty chairs next to me. I’m betting Rita invited a few of her sorority sisters to join us for the free glasses of vino her old man will undoubtedly be shelling the big bucks out for this evening.

      “So, Rita”—I lean in, and Braden gives me that be nice look and a light kick from under the table—“what is it that you do for a living?”

      “Oh, I just live.” She brays like a donkey that’s just been pinned to a boulder with a semi. “I do a little of this or that. But mostly I keep myself available for Daddy.”

      Oh my shit.

      I give a quick blink, trying to decipher what in the hell she’s talking about. “So, you’re not employed at the moment because you’re taking care of your father?” God, please let it be that.

      “Oh, heavens no!” More shrill high-pitched laughter. “I can’t work. Daddy’s schedule keeps me up at all hours.” She tucks her finger under my father’s chin and has a giggle-fest right in his face.

      Kill me.

      It’s just become as clear as hell who Daddy is and why she’s unable to keep normal working hours like most able-bodied Americans. She’s my father’s service whore. He has her on call twenty-four seven, and in all of the horrible ironies, he has this PYT who is young enough to qualify as his spawn calling him Daddy.

      I scowl over at my father a moment. Once the birthday boy here blows out his candles, I’ll have a few choice words to gift him.

      Braden gets my attention with a wave of his hand and mouths the words he’s happy.

      I bet he’s happy. And I bet my perverse brother is very, very happy for him. I bet he can’t wait to trade Becca in for a new floor model once he hits the big five-O.

      Regardless, I’m ready to switch gears. There are far too many people seated around me to be irritated with, I need to spread the love a little bit.

      “And how are you, Becca?” I blink a quiet smile, and that only seems to enrage her all the more.

      “I’m fine, Sophie,” she says it stiff, so not fine if you ask me. “Seen any good shows lately? I hear that The Social Experiment is catching on like wildfire. Heard of it?”

      I growl over at her while my father and his personal nitwit get lost in their shared menu. “Word to the wise, Becca—you are with my brother. It shouldn’t burden you to know that I have my sights on someone myself. You can’t have all the boys to yourself, so don’t waste my time by informing me you think I’m a little shit.”

      Braden inches away to get a better look at her, but Becca is undeterred by his silent reprimand. “I am like your sister, Sophie. You don’t get to have my sloppy seconds.”

      “Sloppy seconds?” a deep, utterly sexy baritone of a voice strums from behind, and we all look up to find a cuttingly handsome Rowen Garret and his equally stunning, determined to commit a homicide sister of his.

      “Rowen!” Dad jumps to his feet and hugs both Mindy and him. “For a second there, I didn’t think you kids would show.”

      He didn’t think they would show? As in they got the invite?

      “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Rowen takes a seat next to me, and Mindy lands opposite my father. Holy hell, first Rita, now this?

      “Hey, Soph.” Rowen leans in and bucks back just as quickly at the sight of me.

      Mindy lets out a muffled cry at the sight of me. “What the hell! Did I do that?” She looks terrified that her psychotic neck strangling antics could have starved all the blood vessels in my eye and turned me into a partial zombie.

      “That’s right. You got the ball rolling.” I offer a brief smile of satisfaction. “And when your brother squeezed the life from my beating heart, he finished me off.”

      Rowen chuckles at the thought, and I can’t help but twitch a tiny smile his way. Rowen didn’t squeeze anything from me, and he knows it. He’s just being stubborn with a few little secrets. Stubborn is a trait we seem to have in common.

      “You think that’s funny?” I glance over to my father and Rita arguing over the lasagna and the eggplant. “You should meet my father’s new main squeeze. She’s a riot.”

      Rowen’s eyes bug out, and so do his sister’s. I bet they forgot how colorful and charming the Meyer clan could be. Dead eyes, playmates, embittered exes, and brothers who harbor secrets at any cost—not that Rowen isn’t harboring one of his own. A thought comes to me. Maybe I should use my womanly wiles to drag it out of him? A vision of Rowen pressing my naked hips down over him hard as he penetrates me deeply comes to mind, and I blush severely for the next half hour.

      Once dinner arrives, I lean over and whisper, “What in the hell are you two doing here?”

      “Your father is a generous man.” He shakes his head in approval as he lands a buttery looking piece of glistening bovine into his mouth and moans. My father is also an oblivious man. He wasn’t as present as my mother. So, after Rowen and Braden had a falling out, my father never really questioned his absence or Mindy’s.

      “Yes, Sophie”—Mindy hisses, her face rearranged with anger—“he still appreciates good company.”

      “I appreciated good company and nearly had an eye knocked out of my head for it.” I sneer at her.

      “My brother doesn’t count as good company, Soph.” Her lips twitch with a scowl. “You used to say so yourself.”

      “That’s because I was a liar more interested in saving what I had with you rather than pursuing what I really wanted with him!”

      Mindy and I exchange a few loose barbs back and forth, but it’s Becca’s outright staring at her ex, her disconcerting caring that has stolen the show on this crazy birthday train express. If she offers him a spare napkin, or her water, or to cut his food one more time, I’m going to flip a table. She is with my brother for God’s sake. I suggest she learn to keep her boyfriends straight.

      “Oh, Rowen, you really can do better when it comes to the ladies.” She covers her mouth as if she just belched—and believe me, it would have been more pleasant if she did. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      “I’m doing great with the ladies, thank you for asking.” He gives my knee a light tap when he says it.

      “I bet you do!” Dad barks out a laugh. “Rumor has it, you rule that school both before and after dark.”

      Braden huffs at the thought. “It’s what he’s doing after dark that I have a problem with.”

      “Cool it, son.” Dad holds up a forkful of greasy eggplant. It looks like Rita is winning on the nutrition front. I think we all know who’s winning in the bedroom. I’d like to think my mother is somewhere in heaven severely rolling her eyes at what’s unfolding at the table tonight. “You’re practically engaged to be married. You can’t hold back the stallion just because you’ve been corralled.”

      Mindy leans into Braden with a look of horror. “You’re going to marry that thing?”

      “Mindy,” Rowen is quick to reprimand. It’s clear that Mindy has gone completely feral in the time we’ve drifted apart. Trying to take me down like a spine-snapping ninja? Calling out Becca for what she really is? Honestly, I think I like Mindy more now. Life has hardened her in all the right ways. I offer her a little wink of approval, and she rubs her cheek with her middle finger just to let me know how she feels.

      “We’re not getting married,” Braden says it like a fact—and in front of Rowen of all people. Rowen must feel vindicated by the slight my brother just afforded his non-fiancée.

      Dinner goes about as smoothly as a morning jog in a minefield. By the time dessert comes and we sing a wonky version of “Happy Birthday,” we’re all pretty much done with pretending that we can stand one another.

      Dad excuses himself to the restroom a moment, and all hell breaks loose with Becca nearly slapping the sense right out of my brother’s head and Mindy slopping a scoop of her ice cream into my hair—but I’m far too interested in Rowen at the moment to care.

      “Smooth move, calling my dad and scoring an invite to the party of the year. And bringing your backup bitch? That’s just charming.”

      Rita gives an audible gasp.

      Mindy leans in with a maniacal laugh. “At least I don’t wear my crazy for the entire world to see!”

      Damn. I forgot all about my dead eye. So not sexy.

      Rowen reaches over and picks up my hand. A daring move that might cost him his own eye with my brother around. “I didn’t come here for your dad, Sophie.” More gasps from Rita. Can’t the girl mind her own business? “I came here for you. I’d move the world just to be with you.”

      “Watch it.” Braden glares at him a moment before his leg thumping gets out of control and the entire table lifts and falls with the anxious move of his foot. “Wait a minute. You two haven’t…”

      “They had better not have,” Mindy says with just as much disdain and malice.

      “And if we did, it would still be none of your business.” I turn fully to Rowen. “Please, just tell me everything so that things can happily resume between us.”

      He glances to my brother as if asking permission, and what the hell is that about?

      Dad comes back, and we collect our things in haste, walking out of the restaurant in one huge angry mob.

      I don’t bother saying good night to Mindy or Rowen. I simply kiss my father on the cheek and make a run for my car.

      Tonight had far too many pieces, too many jagged edges for me to navigate.

      If I had stayed another second too long, I would have cut myself beyond recognition.

      It’s bad enough I don’t recognize Braden, Rowen, or Mindy anymore.
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      Homecoming is a once-in-a-lifetime event that only takes place four or five times in a college student’s scholastic career according to Ember’s loose logic. Both Violet and she insisted that I get myself a cute Leland Cougars-inspired outfit together, followed by getting my cute Leland Cougar ass to the game. Vi’s words, not mine. And I do. The three of us sit in the student section, cheering for the home team, casting hexes on our Bixby rivals. But I’m not as hyped up as I have been at the preceding games. Tonight is a big night for Rowen—for all of Leland and I wish I were in a better, far less bitter and slightly sexually repressed state of mind for it.

      The game goes off like a quarterback’s dream as we win thirty-five to nothing. A shutout, a blowout—but all I can think about is a blowjob. Every time they show Rowen up on that big screen with his face the size of a billboard, all I can focus on is those lips and the things they can do to me. I never knew you could crave kisses to the point of agony. Every last part of my body misses being kissed by those golden lips.

      After the game, Vi and Ember head over to the Underground, but I’m far too stubborn—yes, Vi has called it—to go with them in the event Rowen is there looking fresh scrubbed and dapper for all to see. I know me. My body would fall to the floor and conduct some serious worship. And I’m just not ready to give in. Yes, Braden and Rowen are being as stubborn as hell regarding their secrets, but they have no clue who they’re pitted against.

      But late in the night, just after midnight, when the Underground is drained of most of its patrons, I can’t help but think of Rowen. Vi and Ember still aren’t back, but I’m betting Rowen is. I pull on my green and white polka dot robe and head straight for Holt Tower. I’ll just knock on the door, and if Rowen is ready to have a clear-headed adult conversation, then fine. Okay—so what if it is a bona fide booty call that lands me at his door and not some clear-headed adult conversation? Who the hell cares. I’m trying to loosen up as Ember so indelicately suggested. I’m trying to push myself past my stubborn limits, and I can practically see Violet nod in approval.

      I give a brisk knock and nothing happens, but I swear I hear voices coming from inside. I give another round of more aggressive fist pumps over his door, and this time it swings violently opened.

      Standing before me is a half-dressed Rowen Garret, body of a devil, face of an angel. And just like that, behind him pops a demon—Becca Carmichael. Yes, she’s fully dressed, purse in hand, scowl on face, but she’s IN HIS ROOM AFTER MIDNIGHT!

      “I just thought maybe we could talk,” I say without warrant. “I didn’t realize you were having a half-dressed conversation of your own already. I can see you’re busy.”

      I run like hell all the way back to Canterbury.

      Becca had seen the fissure in my relationship with Rowen, and she didn’t waste time wedging herself in the gap.

      Maybe there’s a lesson here to learn.

      Give your boyfriend the time he needs to get his confessional act together.

      And for shit’s sake stop being so darn stubborn.
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      Sunday—aka Halloween Day, arrives like a witch on a broom, ornery and full of venom and spite. It takes all I’ve got to get out of bed at the early hour of eleven thirty in the morning. By the time I shower and dress, Vi and Ember beg me to run down for a quick cup of joe before our day explodes in a vat of makeup and prosthetics.

      We get our drinks and take a seat outside where girls and guys alike do a double take as they pass me by. I never envisioned myself having any level of fame, so the fact I feel constantly watched makes me want to crawl right out of my skin.

      “How dare Dexter Houston ruin my life.” Those are the first words to leave my mouth as we take our ice-cold seats. It’s freezing out, but the skies are clear and we’d be remiss not to sit out here where we can people-watch freely what with all the witches and goblins but mostly Disney whores running amuck to amuse us. Halloween never was my favorite day, but that didn’t stop me from amusing myself at other people’s expense.

      Ember clacks her orange sparkling nails over her cup and laughs. “You do realize you signed up for this madness.”

      “Yes, no thanks to you. And you.” I let Violet in on the fun.

      “So, what’s on the board for tonight?” Vi’s eyes grow wild with anticipation. They were both there last night when I ran into my room screaming that I would chop off Rowen’s giant hairy balls and that I might throw in Becca’s giant hairy boobs. Once they convinced me that genital mutilation of others wasn’t my best option, I went ahead and did the obligatory cry-yourself-to-sleep thing.

      “Seth has highly encouraged me to take this opportunity to dress up as whatever I like,” I inform them. “At the moment, I’m leaning toward voodoo princess complete with miniaturized heads of both Braden and Rowen, but I wouldn’t mind having a replica of Becca on a spit. The devil is in the details. In Becca’s case, the devil is the details.”

      “Sounds perfectly satanic.” Ember looks as if she’s about to hurl. “How about something a little more angelic? Like a sexy fairy or a sexy maid, or a sexy cat, or a sexy—”

      “Me.” I straighten at the revelation. “I think I know exactly what I want to be. But I’ll leave the big reveal for later. What do you skanks have on the agenda this evening?” When you can call people a skank freely to their face, that’s when you know your friendship has gone to another level. And I feel that with Violet and Ember. These are not only the best skanks on campus, they’re my skanks and I love them.

      Ember rolls her coffee cup between her hands like she were about to flatten it like clay. “We’re hitting all the Greek parties tonight. I’m hoping for a personal wolf man whose bark is just as dangerous as his bite.”

      I consider my friend’s need to be bitten and yelled at for a moment. “Lovely. And you, Vi? What forms of abuse, pray tell, are you looking forward to?”

      Vi takes a breath and stares off in a daze. “I’m just looking for someone who can make me forget about my troubles.” She shakes her head as if coming to. “You know what? Scratch that. I don’t need anyone to help me forget my troubles. I’m just looking to have a good time.”

      “Can I ask if you’ve had any more Lame sightings?” I cringe at the thought of asking, but I know he’s on her mind, and I want to be there for her.

      “Yes,” she groans and her eyes close for a moment, but I would swear it wasn’t with regret but relief. “He’s everywhere. He’s like an apparition. I just think of him and, boom, he appears. We haven’t said anything to one another, though.”

      “Not even a hello?” Ember marvels at how far Vi is willing to go to make this boy suffer.

      “Nope.” Vi takes a quick sip of her drink. Her eyes moisten with tears. “I don’t think we should ever say anything to one another again.”

      It’s clear her heart is still freshly broken. And considering the fact she’s group B of Dexter’s guinea pigs, I sure hope she’ll find someone, anyone to take her mind off her heartache. I’m familiar with old wounds. They don’t heal quickly, if at all.

      Ember bounces her cup to the center of the table. “To not needing a man in our lives to make us whole, happy, or complete.”

      “I second that.” Vi is quick to knock lattes with her.

      “Hear, hear,” I say, but I don’t really mean it. A very real part of me needs Rowen to make me whole, happy, and complete.

      And surprisingly, I don’t hate that part of me.
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      At exactly six o’clock, I show up in full costume to the lower level of the psychology building to complete my fifth week of the social experiment. I’m pretty sure Rowen will show up, unless Ro’s ho—aka Becca, has him waylaid.

      Seth greets me outside his office, and I watch as his eyes do that elevator thing up and down over my body. “I never expected you to go all out like this.”

      “You like?” I do a little twirl, and just as I’m about to fill him in on what it took to put this extravagant look together, Petra and Rowen show up.

      Rowen is resplendent in his official Leland jersey, his jeans, and sneakers. He’s charmingly casual, no blood, no guts, no gore.

      His dimples break out as he takes me in. “I can see you dressed up as a princess.”

      Petra slaps her hand over her forehead. “She didn’t dress up at all. Do you want me to find you a tiara or something? My roommate is a cheerleader. You’re about the same size. You can borrow her uniform. It’d be a cute couples’ costume, and the viewers would love it!”

      I shake my head at the offer. “No thanks. I actually did dress up.” I hold my hands out to my seemingly non-costume consisting of a sweater and jeans. “I’m the Sophie Meyer from three years ago who was madly in love with a god named Rowen Garret.”

      A pained smile crosses Rowen’s perfect face. “Then I’m Rowen Garret from three years ago.” He picks up my hand and kisses my knuckle. “The one who discovered he was madly in love with Sophie Meyer just a moment before his world disbanded.”

      The world around me slows into a thick warble. What did he just say?

      “I love this,” Seth says, navigating us toward the boisterous conference room where a full-blown Halloween party is underway. “We can title this scene, The Time Warp.”

      “It’s perfect.” Petra straightens Rowen’s jersey. “Since production wants to wrap early, we’re throwing all of you together for dinner, drinks, and dancing. Twenty minutes of each, but do as you wish. You’re table number thirty-five.”

      We’re miked up and sent into the extremely dim lit room. A roar of voices and costumes of every caliber abound as Rowen leads us to a table in the back where thankfully the chaos around us is slightly buffered.

      A waitress comes by and plops down a tray of nachos in front of us and offers to bring us each the cocktail of the evening. “It looks as if tonight’s venue is being hosted by the Underground.”

      “So here we are.” Rowen looks tired, hurt, and yet painfully happy.

      “The Time Warp aside for a moment, are you getting back together with Becca?”

      “No,” he says it so fast and sharp I can’t help but believe him.

      “Good, because I’d hate to have to kick your ass in front of all these people. It would have been very humiliating for you. Speaking of humiliating, have you kicked Dexter’s ass yet?”

      Rowen belts out a laugh, and just like that, all the tension, the hurt, and the pain that I’ve been carrying around melts to nothing.

      “He’s done a disappearing act, but Petra says he’ll be back in town come Monday for our final week. But I don’t want to talk about him or Becca.” He winces. “Actually, there’s something I have to tell you, and it very much does involve Bec.”

      My stomach sours, and suddenly my appetite for all things slathered in fake orange cheese does a Dexter.

      “It’s true what I said back there. I was in love you.” He shakes his head as if trying to refute it. “I wanted your brother to tell you what happened among the three of us—him, Becca, and me. I thought if I stepped in and told you first, you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “I always believe you.” My heart aches, a painful lump the size of a plum lands in my throat, and it hurts like hell to get the words out. “I would believe your word over Braden’s. I trust you with my life. You were my life. It’s true. Tanner Carmichael was code for Rowen Garret. Mindy would have hated me for admitting it back then, like I’m sure she does now.”

      He closes his eyes a moment. “She told me once that she wished you were into me the way you were into Tanner. She said she wished you could really be her sister one day, and if you married me, you would be.”

      My mouth goes slack. “I wish that skank said something. And trust me, the fact I’ve just called her that name means I’ve completely brought her back into the fold. I want to make things right with Mindy, too. So tell me this secret that’s been eating you up for the last three years. And don’t stop until every last detail is out.”

      I brace myself against the table as if his words had the power to wash me right out of the room, and I’m convinced they do.

      “Becca was cheating on me.”

      My heart stops right there. Who the hell in their right mind would cheat on someone as perfect as Rowen? A crazy batshit witch like Becca, that’s who.

      He growls. “I had suspected it for some time. We stopped pretty much acting like a couple. Becca was still making it seem like everything was fine to the rest of the world, but I was looking for a way to stop the madness and get out while I still had my sanity intact. In the meantime, Mindy told me about how she felt, how she wished I had someone better in my life, someone like you.” I swallow hard. I had no idea I owed so much to my former best friend. “I asked Tanner if he planned on taking you to the prom and he said no, so I ran the idea of me taking you by Mindy, and, of course, she was thrilled. I let Becca know I was going to ask you as a friend, and things pretty much unraveled quickly. She said she was fine with it, but I knew that was far from the truth.” His lips turn down into a solid frown as if he were fighting hard to hold back his emotions. “I knew the day before the accident that I was in love with you, Sophie. I didn’t know what to do with those feelings. You were—still are—Braden’s little sister. I wanted to talk to Braden about you—about the fact I was going to cut strings with Becca. It never made sense to me why she would sneak around my back. Why not just break things off with me? But she liked to save face. She values what her friends think about her more than she does anything that’s real.

      “So the accident happened, and thankfully, we were all fine. I moved my plans to ask you for the next day. That accident made me realize that life could be taken away in a moment.”

      “It was a fender bender.”

      He makes a face, reminding me of the fact I promised not to interrupt.

      “So I needed to find Becca, to break it off, to tell her how I felt about you—that it was far more than friends—and Mindy happened to mention she was already at your house. I didn’t call. I just showed up.” His jaw clenches as he loses his gaze at the table a moment. “You and Mindy were in the basement, so I went on the hunt for Becca and Braden.” My stomach tightens because I don’t like where this is headed. “I found them in his bedroom. They were naked. She was—”

      “I don’t want to know.” A thousand pornographic visuals run through my mind of Becca and Braden in every sexual position known to man. Sometimes having an active imagination can really work against you.

      “I’m sorry, but they were going at it, hot and heavy.” He shrugs because that’s just what it was. “I feel like you need to know that. The guy Becca was cheating on me for months with was my best friend, your brother.”

      An ache so deep and wide infiltrates me, and it’s all I can do to drop my face in my hands and sob.

      “I’m sorry, Soph.” Rowen pulls me over and lands me onto his lap. “I never wanted to hurt you. I wanted to shield you from the truth.”

      “Three years drifted by. Braden would never have copped to that. It’s not that Braden is bad. It’s just that—oh hell, I don’t know. It’s a crap thing that Braden did. He hurt you, and he hurt Mindy and me without realizing it. He could have told me the truth, and I wouldn’t have lost Mindy, and I wouldn’t have lost you.” I give his chest a gentle swat. “But if you loved me, why did you let me go?”

      “Because I loved Braden, too. I didn’t want to cause a fissure between you two. You had already lost so much.” His voice cracks as he buries his face in my hair a moment. “Do you forgive me?”

      “Rowen.” I pull back in disbelief. “There is nothing to forgive. If anything, Braden needs to beg your forgiveness—and so do I. Mindy stuck by your side and said you did nothing wrong, but I wouldn’t listen. I defended him.”

      “Please, Soph—don’t let this affect your relationship with your brother.”

      I think on this for a minute. “I’m not going to lie. I’m going to sock the shit out of him. But no matter how heartbreakingly low he falls, he’ll always be my brother. I can’t believe he did that to you. Why? Why would he do it?”

      “I have my theories. I can’t say for sure, but once your mother died, he needed someone. I think Becca took advantage of him. I don’t think her heart has ever been in the right place. She’s made it clear she wants something with me. And I need to take that to Braden. I’m just not sure if he’ll hear me.”

      “He’ll hear you because I’ll back you up. Not only did I see her with my own eyes, but she’s said something to me, too. I’ve always known Becca’s heart wasn’t in the right place. My brother deserves better. You both do.” I lean in and press a lingering kiss over his lips.

      “I already have something far better.” He kisses through a smile. “I have you. I do have you, right?” He leans in and takes a nibbling bite over my lip.

      “Always and forever. Wow, that sounded cheesy.” I give his ear a quick pinch. “But then, you’ve always brought out the cheesy in me.” My lips invert in an effort to keep from losing it. “I love you, Rowen. I love you ten times harder at this moment than I ever thought possible. The fact that you tried to protect me makes me fall in love with you a thousand times more.”

      “Just a thousand?”

      I look up Rowen’s chiseled features, that dark three-day stubble that makes me insane, and a fire bursts through me. “There is no number big enough to express how I feel about you. Are you ready to ditch this party? Because I want to express my love to you in far more creative ways.”

      A dark laugh strums from him. “I was hoping you’d say that because I happened to be at Paradise Falls this afternoon setting up a tent for the hell of it.”

      “A tent by a lake on Halloween night? You do realize that’s the stuff horror movies are made of.”

      “Not anymore. Starting tonight, they’re the things that dreams are made of.” He plants a kiss square on my lips.

      We exit the conference room as quick as possible, and Petra and Seth quickly disarm us of our mics.

      “Why do we always forget that we’re wearing those damn things?” I marvel as Rowen and I leave the psychology building hand in hand.

      “Because whenever I’m with you, everyone else ceases to exist.”

      An audible sigh escapes me as I wrap my arms around this beautiful man. “You’re all I see, Rowen. You’re all I’ve ever seen.”

      And just like that, Rowen and I share a kiss under a lavender evening sky, right there on campus in front of the entire student body.

      Rowen and I are in love, together, forever. Nobody could stop us from happening. Not Becca or Braden, least of all our stubborn selves.
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      Paradise Falls gleams under the duress of a crescent-shaped moon.

      The little blue tent glows like a fallen star with all the magic and wonder it held for us that very first night.

      “I hope you came armed with an entire box of missile shields,” I say as I crawl over his lap, the sleeping bag slick beneath us. Rowen has doubled the blankets, and for that I’m thankful because turning into a Popsicle tonight is a very real possibility.

      A deep laugh brews in his chest. “I’ve got us covered. Our future children will have to live in our imagination for another day.”

      An instant bite of lust spreads throughout my body. Face it. There is nothing hotter than the love of your life informing you in no uncertain terms that you will one day bear his children.

      “Our future children are going to be awesome.”

      “Our future children are also going to be beautiful.” He kisses me on the tip of the nose, another sure-fire way to turn me into one giant exploding ovary. He lifts my chin gently until my eyes meet with his. “They’re going to be beautiful both inside and out because they’re going to have you as their mother.”

      Dying.

      “Maybe we should practice creating those children? You know, just to make sure we get the moves down so that when the time is right we can get straight to it.”

      “You’re full of great ideas, you know that?”

      “I’m with you, aren’t I?”

      Our lips meet with an open-mouthed kiss, our laughter tumbling together to create its own special rhythm. My hands get straight to work tugging and pulling at his clothes. I’m fascinated by the way his jersey feels beneath my hands, slippery with a plastic sheen, and those numbers—they make my hands stick over them as a reminder how important they are. Rowen removes my sweater. He works off my bra before pulling me over him as he lies back onto the ground. It feels heady like this, partially airborne with Rowen raking hot kisses across my chest, owning my nipples, flicking, licking, biting down just enough to make me want it. We strip ourselves clean, and I lie back on my side, just observing his sculpted body. His erection salutes me as he rests on his elbows, his dimples digging in as his grin widens. My finger creates a giant letter S over his chest, over the rocky crags of muscle with their severe crevices, dips and valleys. Rowen Garret has an eight-pack. He has always had a body on him, but, my dear God, these last three years have been generous to him.

      My finger bounces down past that hard V that points the way to that colossal flesh-covered promise he holds just for me.

      “I think we should rename it—something just for the two of us. You know, a private reserve.”

      “A private reserve.” He offers up that cocky grin that makes me wet, each and every time. Rowen has always had the power to seduce me with nothing more than a smile. “What are you thinking? The King? Sophie’s Cave Hunter?”

      I swat him over the arm. “That’s crude.”

      “How about the Dicktator?”

      “I can see you’ve given this a lot of thought.” A laugh gets caught in my throat. “I was thinking something far more noble like Excalibur or the Womb Broom.”

      “Womb Broom?” he mouths, shaking his head at my distaste in this penile name game.

      “Rowen’s Earthworm?”

      “Honey”—he tips his head, his expression suddenly dead serious—“that ain’t no worm you’re dealing with.”

      “Touché. I may not have much to juxtapose you with, but even I know that. Okay, I’ve got it. The Sperminator.” I tip my head right back at him, and Rowen closes his eyes. “Just kidding. The official—totally secretive and private new moniker of the beast formerly known as the Colossus is—Weapon of Ass Destruction.”

      “Sophie.” He winces as he rubs his face down with his palm.

      “Okay, okay, I was just teasing. Thank God you’ve got a sense of humor. Ready?” I bite down on a juicy grin, and he nods, clearly eager to get on with the show. “Mr. President.” A sigh expels from me as I say it.

      “Mr. President.” Rowen straightens as he says it.

      “I can see that title is already going to your head.” I glance down as we share a dark laugh.

      “I like it. And that makes you my first lady.” Rowen pulls me under him. “The President will see you now—I’ll be using that phrase a lot.”

      “You are the head of state—commander-in-briefs.” I can’t help but giggle.

      Rowen’s brows furrow as if he were pretending to frown and is failing miserably. “Are you laughing at your fearless leader?” He lands a kiss over my mouth and unleashes his wild roving tongue as if teaching me a lesson. He pulls back and licks a line straight down my torso. “I think it’s time I use my executive powers and issue a decree that mandates a ladies come first rule.”

      “I think I like this ruling.” I hike back up on my elbows. “It sounds as if our first executive agreement in foreign relations has been achieved.”

      Rowen’s dark head bows to my abdomen as he presses in a gentle kiss. He glances up with that all too familiar drugged look in his eyes, his lips full and ruddy with color.

      His chest rises and falls with great drama. “I can guarantee you, the law will be faithfully executed.”

      Rowen dives in deep, loving me frenetically until that little tent we’re locked away in spins right into the stratosphere. I know I probably shouldn’t, but I keep sneaking glances at that dark head of hair working hard to please me, moving slowly, then quickly with a rhythm all his own. This is Rowen loving me, drinking me down, moaning as if I were his favorite meal.

      Rowen and I make love—yes, the cheesy old-fashioned way, we fuck—something just this side of crude, and everything beautiful in between. Rowen is my forever. I knew it then, and I know it now.

      When we’re through, Rowen and I lie wrapped in one another’s arms, content with the sound of our own breathing.

      Morning comes too soon, but it doesn’t matter. He’s still with me.

      And I know for certain, he always will be.
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      I have always believed in true love. I’ve had great examples by way of my grandparents, my mother, and my father. I’ve seen a few friends get lucky with the L word themselves. And for myself, I knew it was there lurking around the periphery. I’ve always had it with Sophie. It’s a love that’s evolved from a sincere affection, to a heartfelt friendship, to an all-out sensual, sexual desire—a flame that cannot be extinguished. There are just some people who you know will be a part of your life forever, and I’ve always known that about Sophie Meyer. She’s had my heart as a friend, and now as something far more intimate than that. She’ll have my heart forever. There are some things you just know, and I know that for a fact.

      Come Monday, after classes are done and practice is through, I pick up Soph at her dorm and we head to the Underground for a quick bite. We’ve decided to draw up a plan of attack to get Braden to come around, maybe Mindy if we’re lucky. We’re still undecided what to do about Becca. I still haven’t told Soph about the baby. I’m still not convinced it’s true, but last night at the tent wasn’t the time or place.

      The Underground is pumping as the band pounds out the beats and the girls below the stage grind their hips to the music. I spot a few guys from the team while doing a quick pan of the vicinity for Braden, but no such luck on that front.

      Sophie and I find a table near the back. Everywhere we go, together or alone, half the campus comes up and greets us, gives their two cents on the state of our relationship. The hard part is knowing how raw and truthful we were in those conversations. Soon, everyone will know the truth about Braden and me, and I kind of feel like crap about that. I couldn’t help it, though. I needed to get it all out like a festering wound and clean it with Sophie’s acceptance, her forgiveness.

      From where I’m seated, I’m afforded a direct line of vision into the poolroom in the back, and my eyes snag on a beefed-up dude mauling some poor girl and I can’t help but grunt a dull laugh. I recognize that side of beef.

      “Check this out.” I lean to Soph and nod over. “That’s Boomer going at it with some chick.”

      A light laugh blooms from her, and she stops abruptly, her mouth rounding out in horror. “Oh, Rowen.” She closes her eyes a moment. “Don’t freak out, but—”

      Sophie doesn’t have to finish the sentence. My eyes bulge out of their sockets as I catch a glimpse of that familiar face behind him, her innocent ponytail leaping from side to side.

      A roar rips from my throat as I launch into the poolroom and tear that son of a bitch off my sister.

      “Rowen!” Honestly, I can’t tell whether it was Mindy or Sophie who shouted it, perhaps it was both.

      I sock the holy shit out of Boomer Get-Your-Fucking-Rocks-off-of-My-Sister Alderson.

      “Whoa.” He holds up his hands in surrender, and I take the opportunity to shove my fist into his jaw. I want to hear it crack, feel his bones crunch under my knuckles until he’s nothing but dust.

      “Shit!” someone barks into my ear as they pluck me off, and I glance back to see that guy from the other night that listened to me sulk at the bar, Lane. “Stop acting like animals,” he shouts as he tosses me to the side. “Dude.” He gives Boomer a kick in the seat. “Go get yourself cleaned up.”

      No sooner does he say it than Boomer scampers the hell out of the room.

      “I hate you!” Mindy screams from the hall while Sophie does her best to hold her back.

      “Do not move,” I growl as I steady myself on the table a moment. I turn my attention back to Lane. “Thanks, man. I owe you one. And don’t worry. It won’t happen again. That’s my buddy.” Those last words come out a little more subdued than I’d like. “I guess I have to face the fact my sister is growing up.” I shake my head. “I just wish she’d make better choices.” I slap him five. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Will do, man.” He takes off, and I motion for Sophie and Mindy to fall into the nearest table.

      Mindy’s face is slicked with tears, her eyes red as Christmas ornaments, and Sophie is right there offering her a tissue, rubbing her back as if their relationship hasn’t missed a beat. I wish it were true. I’d do anything to make it so.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to my sister, and her demeanor changes on a dime.

      “What do you mean you’re sorry? You just beat the snot out of your best friend.”

      “Because he was mauling you!”

      “He was not mauling me!” She crumples up her soggy tissue and tosses it in my face. Tears burst from the corners of her eyes, straight into the air, and for a second, her newfound tear-spouting talent fascinates me. “Boomer and I have been seeing each other. And we’re tired of having to hide it from you.”

      “What?” I glance back toward the restroom, and Boomer is still nowhere to be seen. “How long has this been going on?”

      “Since that night we had a Meyer sighting at the Pinewood Steakhouse,” she growls over at Sophie. “If you can date a Meyer, I can date anyone on this planet I like.”

      “She’s got you there.” Soph waves to the waitress and orders a platter of nachos for us.

      “So, this is a thing?” Mindy glances from Soph to me with a look that suggests she might vomit.

      “Yes, this is a thing,” I say in the same heavy cadence she gave it. “And this thing is never going to end, so get used to it.”

      Mindy huffs as if the idea were incredulous to her. “Well, I’m with Boomer, and you can kiss your own dick if you don’t like it.”

      “Mindy Garret!” Sophie squawks. “I taught you better than that.”

      “Okay.” Mindy grunts out a laugh. “You can kiss your small, little, wrinkled out, prunny penis for all I care!”

      “That’s better.” Sophie picks at her nails without looking up, and for a moment, I’m transported to about five years back when the two of them would gang up on me. It feels kind of nice in a nostalgic way—sans the insult to my manhood.

      “That’s not better, but what is better is seeing the two of you getting along. And if the price I have to pay is a few insults to my man parts, I’m good with it.”

      Mindy’s mouth opens with a silent rage. “See how dense he is?”

      Soph looks up and shakes her head at me. “Try again, Ro. You’re warm.”

      “Shit.” My insides writhe at the thought of what I have to do next. “Fine. You can see Boomer.” God, I hope I don’t kill him. “Make sure he treats you well. And he’s only after one thing, so make sure you shut him down routinely. I swear on all that is holy, if he touches you that way, I will lose my mind. I can’t be held responsible for what happens next.”

      “Is he a one-woman man?” Soph wrinkles her nose at my sister, and just the sight of the two of them within hair pulling range and not losing a single lock warms me.

      “He is now.” Mindy gives a hard glance to the exit as if he’d better be. And he will be once I shake the shit out of him later. “I watched a few more episodes of The Ro and Soph Show.” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag. “You two are gross.” She glances to Sophie. “So, Tanner was really code for my brother?”

      “Yes,” Sophie is quick to admit. “Gross, I know.”

      “Not gross,” Min snaps back. “I always thought you two would have made a cute couple. And I guess you do.” She drags her sad eyes from Sophie to me, and I can read her mind as clear as a textbook.

      “Sophie isn’t replacing you,” I say, pushing past the knot in my throat. It hurts to see her in pain. “She’s a part of us. She always has been.”

      “But she has you now, in a different way. I guess I always thought one day we’d make up.” She looks to Sophie with tears pooling in her eyes. “I just never thought I’d lose you to my brother.”

      “Hey.” I tap her lightly with my foot. “I thought you were afraid of losing me?”

      “Nah—I figure you’ll always be there to annoy me.”

      “We can be the same.” Sophie pulls Mindy’s hand in. “Rowen told me what happened with my brother and Becca. I should have listened to what you had to say. I was stubborn.”

      Mindy is quick to shrug it off. “You were loyal.”

      “Thanks.” Sophie wipes the tears from her eyes before they ever have the chance to fall. “I plan on being loyal—to the both of you.”

      “Group hug,” I say as I pull them both in. If it had gone another minute, I would have been bawling right alongside them, and I don’t think any of us could have handled that.

      The nachos come, and the three of us indulge while Sophie and Mindy catch up on everything under the sun as if they had simply been away at summer camp. Everything is so seemingly normal, so very natural.

      I don’t dare muddy up the waters with talk of Braden or Becca. They’ll have to wait for another time.

      Tonight, I’m enjoying one of my favorite meals with two of my favorite girls, and life is sweet again.
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      You can say a lot of things about Dexter Houston, but easy to find isn’t one of them. Eventually, my need to punch a hole through his skull subsides, and I reduce my hourly treks to his office to nil. Sophie and I show up together for our final week—our final day of the social experiment together, hand in hand like a hard-won trophy of love and all it can be.

      Seth and Petra stand huddled up by the door to his office and startle as soon as they hear us coming.

      “What’s this?” Sophie belts out a bubbling laugh. “Don’t tell me the social experiment works on its clinicians, too.

      Petra gives a crooked smile while her arm hooks through his. “We might have shared a dinner date or two—but only to discuss the two of you.”

      “Dexter is pleased with the outcome.” Seth nods to Sophie as if this were a singular endeavor.

      “Well, if Oz is pleased.” Sophie winks up at me before turning to the two lovebirds in front of us. “What’s on the board?”

      “A briefing in the viewing room. Then you’ll attend a short session in the conference center with Oz himself.”

      “Oh goodie.” Sophie clicks her heels together three times fast. “I hope you have a hot air balloon he can float off in when he’s through. He’ll need it for protection.”

      “Good one.” I give her ribs a quick pinch as Seth and Petra navigate us back to the tiny dark room that started it all. Two seats face the wall and an image is projected over it.

      “Loving the old school drive-in vibe,” Sophie says as they mic us up. Hair and makeup come in one last time and give us a final dusting and the beginnings of a comb over for me. Sophie and I take our seats just as they kill the lights. A reel of all our greatest hits, a highlight from each and every date plays out before us. Those lip-locks, Windy Peak, prom—beautiful prom. It’s perfect, magical, an invaluable physical testament of our love.

      “We’re lucky”—Sophie sniffs into my neck—“we will always have this to look back on.”

      “And so will our family and friends,” I tease before burying my lips into the warmth of her hair.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” she bubbles through a laugh.

      I crash my mouth over hers and do exactly as I’m told. I’d do anything for this girl right here. And I did. The truth is, I had never planned on sticking around for any sexual experimentation the coach’s nephew was prepared to rig up for me. I didn’t need it. I thought I was doing fine on my own. But I was wrong. And as soon as I saw Sophie’s beautiful face, I knew I was all in. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I’m never going anywhere without Sophie.

      The alarm sounds, and the light goes on. Sophie and I are herded to the conference room like cattle where Dexter Houston himself takes the stage. He’s dressed to impress in a black suit, his sandy hair slicked back as he gets half the girls swooning. He goes on about love, about meeting the right person, about time and chance happening to us all.

      “I’d like to tell you that you’ve been a part of the very first social experimentation on habitual dating practices—the largest scale in modern history.” The enormous room breaks out into howls and applause. “I want you to know that ninety-eight percent of you are still with the matchup we’ve selected.” The room breaks out into another round of howls, this time far more pronounced. “I want you to know that I truly hope from the bottom of my heart that each and every one of you finds true love. You deserve it. We all do.” He takes a mock bow and sends everyone in the audience to their feet, including Sophie and me. We clap the hardest, the longest. We should be the angriest, and yet we’ve forgiven him and his cohorts. Heck, we’ve come to like them and root for them as well. Whether or not I like it, Dexter Houston had a hand in bringing Sophie and me together. Sure, there might have been other scenarios if this didn’t pan out, but this is our reality—our reality show ironically. Nevertheless, we’re whole again.

      My arms find themselves around the woman I love as I draw her in, and Sophie beams up at me with that hot mouth I can’t get enough of. Sophie hikes up on the balls of her feet as she pulls me down by the neck and her lips find mine. The howls erupt around us louder than ever before, and it feels as if the entire crowd, the entire world is cheering for us.

      And they are.
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      Saturday night, a time usually reserved for TSE antics, everyone involved with the social experiment from the people in group A to the entire production staff meets down at the Underground for drinks.

      Sophie invited Braden to come on down. I’m not sure if Becca will show, but either way it wouldn’t matter. I told Sophie about the baby last night, and she agreed that we couldn’t be sure. But she held me, and she cried for me. She said she would have loved that baby because it was a part of me. Just when I think Sophie couldn’t bring me farther to my knees, melt my soul down to a puddle of affection any more than she already has, just like that, she takes me down a notch.

      “This place is a jungle!” Sophie shouts above the noise of the band, the bourgeoning crowd. We spot Petra and Seth and go over and hug it out with them one last time. They’re openly holding hands now, which I find endearing, and Sophie finds completely salacious.

      “You think they have a special name for his head of state?” Her eyes grow wild at the thought, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “If they do, I don’t want to know about it.” I spot a familiar head of state in the back and nod over to him. “Your brother.” I frown without meaning to.

      “Play nice.” She gives a cheeky smile as she leads us back to the danger zone. “I swear this will only sting for a little while.”

      “Are you referring to the conversation we’re about to have or the fist he’s going to shove down my throat?”

      “Both.” She pops a quick kiss to my lips right as he looks up, and we both take a step apart.

      Braden stands up, his chest puffing out like some overprotective ape, and that image of Boomer practically banging Mindy against the wall comes back to me. I get it.

      “Hey, big bro”—Sophie throws her arms around his stiff body—“before you blow up and rip Rowen a new one, there’s something I need you to know.”

      “Shit.” Braden inches back, disgusted at the two of us. “Did you fucking knock her up?”

      “No.” I’m quick to shoot down that impregnated idea. I will one day, but that’s not a conversation we ever need to have.

      “Stop!” Sophie swats him. “Rowen told me what happened all those years ago.” Her features soften, as does her tone. “You know, that you stole Becca from him.”

      Braden locks a death stare over me. Sophie just pulled the pin to a very explosive grenade, and we’re standing way too close to ground zero for my comfort.

      “I did.” Braden doesn’t take his eyes off me when he says it. “And I’ve regretted it every day ever since.” He glances to the floor as he lets out a breath deflating him to half his size. “She came onto me, and I liked the attention. At first, I felt like an ass, but I was hungry for I don’t know what.”

      “Your mom just died a year before. You just got dismissed from the team. You were out of your head. I knew that.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s not an excuse.” He swallows hard, forcing his Adam’s apple to skip. “I’m sorry, man. Now that you and Soph are together—and don’t think I like it—I want things to be cool between us. It’s important to me.”

      “It’s important to me, too. And I think I get where you’re coming from regarding Soph and me.” I wince over at her. “I feel the same with Mindy and her new boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend, huh?” Braden lets out that shit-eating grin he’s famous for. “I’m happy for her.” His grin quickly dissipates. “And I’m happy for the two of you as well.”

      Sophie lunges over her brother with a tight embrace before coming up for air and wiping the tears from her eyes. “So, where’s Becca?”

      Braden shakes his head. His lips pull in a line as if he’s trying to rein in his emotions. “We’re done.”

      “Really?” Sophie jumps back into my arms, and I latch onto her.

      “Yes, really.” He glances out at the crowd with a painful look in his eyes. “I’m out on the free market once again. If you have any cute friends you want to send my way, feel free to do so.”

      Sophie groans at the idea. “My friends are off-limits to you. I’m sure you’ll do great on your own.”

      It takes a minute to sink in that Becca won’t be around in my life anymore, not looming in the shadows, not out in the open with Braden, and I’m relieved beyond measure. A splinter the size of the Empire State Building has finally been plucked out of my heart, and I can breathe again.

      “Hey, speaking of my friends!” Sophie waves like wild as a brunette and a blonde make their way over. They’re all smiles, bouncing to the music just as seemingly sweet as Soph. “Violet, Ember, this is the love of my life—my brother.” She presents Braden like a prize while gifting me a wink for the dig. “And this is Leland University’s all-star quarterback who keeps asking me for directions to the cheerleaders, but I keep distracting him by way of my kisses.”

      “Not true.” I hold up my hands. “It’s her kisses that I’m looking for.” I steal a quick one off her lips and catch Braden grimacing from the corner of my eye. He doesn’t slug me outright so that has to mean progress.

      “Vi is in group B,” Sophie informs me. “She’ll be stepping into our old shoes in just a few weeks.”

      “Sweet. I hope you find the one. It worked for me.” I pull Sophie in a little bit tighter.

      “Vi is coming off a horrible breakup.” Both Soph and her friend Ember shudder as if they lived through it themselves.

      I spot my new buddy Lane and wave him over to the party. He gets about three feet away, and his eyes lock over Violet’s as they both exchange a look of horror.

      “I’ll see you around,” he says it low and careful as he backs up and takes off through the crowd. I’m still not sure if he was saying it to her or me.

      “What was that about?” Sophie tries to pull Violet out of her trance, but it’s no use.

      “I think I’m going to head back to the room.” And just like that, Vi takes off.

      “Who was that?” Sophie swats me over the chest, and I catch her hand and kiss it. “Some dude. His name is Lane. I see him around the bar all the time.”

      Sophie and Ember exchange a quick glance.

      “As I was saying.” Ember pulls Braden off to the side, and the two of them continue with a conversation of their own.

      Sophie melts into my arms, her sweet perfume wraps around me like a veil. “That was Vi’s bad breakup.”

      “Lane?”

      She gives a sorrowful nod.

      I glance over to Braden. “How about we say good night and take off? I’d like to end the night by putting that smile back on your face.”

      “Sounds like I’m about to get a presidential pardon out of this place.” She wrinkles her nose. “I’m still working on my comebacks.”

      “I’m finding this political side of you very, very hot.”

      Sophie bucks her head back with a laugh. When Sophie is happy, she’s always expressed it with her whole body. It’s one of the first things I took note of once the compass of my heart started to spin in her direction—that and the fact she has a heart of gold.

      We say good night to Braden and Ember.

      “Let’s get together.” He pulls me in for a partial embrace. “We’ve got a lot to catch up on. I still can’t wrap my head around the fact you’re with my sister, but I’m doing my best. Give me some time.”

      “You got it. Next game is at home next weekend. I’d love to have you there.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He gives my arm a quick sock. “Sorry, man. Had to get one in.”

      I shake my head because I understand that need all too well. “Next time, make it hurt.”

      The three of us hug it out one more time before Sophie and I head out into the crisp night air. Oak leaves and maples crunch under our feet as the two of us make our way back to campus.

      “I love you, Sophie Meyer,” I say as I lean in and sweep her off her feet.

      “I love you, Mr. President!” she screams so loud, every student in a one-mile radius turns to look at us.

      “Anyone ever tell you, you’ve got a set of lungs on you?”

      “Yes, you, last night.”

      A dark laugh strums from me. “That’s because I provoked you in the nicest way possible.”

      “Nice? You call that knock ’em down, drag out, hair pulling wrestling match nice? You do realize nice is a four-letter word?”

      “Yes. It was nice.” I toss her up in my arms, and she lets out a squeal as I catch her and pull her in tight. “That was a nice night. Are you ready for a wild one?”

      Sophie looks down and blesses me with those bright hazel eyes. “A wild night with the commander-in-chief is what every little girl dreams of. I hope you have a few more of those perverted executive orders handy that you like to bark out.”

      “Soph.” I close my eyes as I draw her face close to mine. “I’m so glad you’re in my life. I’m so glad that you are my life. Thank you for being you.”

      Tears sparkle in her eyes as she gives a tiny nod. “I can say the same about you. Thank you for being in my life, Rowen. I’m so glad you came back to me.” Sophie wraps her arms around my neck and buries her face in my chest a moment. “My heart beats for you, Rowen. It always has, and it always will.”

      I try to swallow down the emotions swelling up in me, but it’s no use.

      “Do you remember that promise I made to you the day of—”

      “My mother’s funeral.” She gulps down tears.

      “I promised you would never be alone.” I nod through tears of my own. “I’m making good on that promise, Soph. You have me forever.”

      A small laugh bubbles from her. “I always knew I would. Now kiss me before we lose sight of what we came for.”

      “I always come for you.” A dark laugh brews in my chest, but I won’t give it.

      “Wow. You have a horny way with words. Have you thought about poetry?” she teases. Sophie kicks her feet with joy as she scratches at the stubble on my face. “We’d better get the President to his quarters. I hear there’s an inauguration ceremony he needs to attend, and the first lady will be honoring him on her knees.”

      “Now look who has a horny way with words.” I whisk us off to Holt Tower as if I were running with the Olympic torch in hand. But I’m running with something far more precious, a treasure that I will guard and protect for as long as I draw breath, my friend, my lover, the future mother of my children.

      Thanks to Dexter’s stroke of genius, Sophie and I can get our happily ever after. All it took was a shove in the right direction and a little experimentation to get it right.

      Sophie and I are right.

      Now and forever.
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        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub, too! http://bit.ly/2mLl95b

        ✦Like on Facebook http://bit.ly/2kk7sFw

        

        *Be sure to subscribe to Addison’s mailing list for sneak peeks and updates on all upcoming releases!
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